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This book is dedicated to all those who love.
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Chapter 1
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Felicity tugged her suitcases through the door as she entered the lobby of Belizean Paradise. Why had she brought so many clothes? She was here to work, not to sunbathe by the ocean or go dancing every night. She silently chastised herself. When she’d gotten the email about the fancy resort in Belize needing professional photos, she was hesitant. It sounded like a scam. But she’d checked it out and it was a legitimate job. She could barely believe it. A whole week in a villa by the beach, all expenses paid. All she had to do was take some pictures. She’d never be able to afford a trip like this one, so she jumped at the chance.

The wheels of her suitcases rolled on the expensive marble flooring. A large chandelier hung from above, and a fountain quietly bubbled as water spilled down rocks into a pool. She was going to have fun taking photos of this place. 

She walked up to the man behind the desk. He had a shirt with the Belizean Paradise logo embroidered on his chest and a name tag that read George. He smiled at her. “Can I help you?”

“Yes, I’m Felicity Thomas. I was hired to take some pictures.” She brushed a strand of her hair back. Having full, curly blonde hair had made her the envy of all the girls in high school, but some days it was just a pain. She could already tell the humidity here was going to make it frizz out like a Brillo pad.

George clicked on the computer keyboard. “Ah, yes. I see. Right here. You’re in villa 28. You’ll love it. Very secluded.” He handed her a map of the resort and a key card. “Just leave your luggage here by the desk. I’ll tag it and someone will deliver it to your doorstep by five tonight.”

Apprehension arose, and Felicity shook her head. “I’d rather not. I have all my photography equipment in my luggage. I’d better keep them with me.”

George walked around and rested his hand on the large suitcase. “I assure you, we’ll take good care of them.”

Felicity gathered her luggage to her, suddenly feeling possessive. “No, thank you.”

He frowned. “It’s my job, miss.”

She took a step back. “I’m sorry. I’m taking them with me.”

He looked at her like she was a crazy person then raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, ma’am. Whatever you want.”

Felicity felt dumb as she walked away, hauling her suitcases with her. They were a set she’d found at Goodwill. Only fifteen dollars, and they looked brand new. Too bad they had hot pink flowers all over them. Oh, well. They were easy to find on the luggage conveyer belt.

As she struggled with the map and her suitcases, she wondered why she hadn’t just let the man take them. Her villa was going to be the farthest walk. She’d let her stubborn streak fail her again. 

She made her way through the building. Delicious smells wafted from the restaurant, making her look forward to dinner. She went out a set of glass doors. A patio with tables and chairs stretched off to the left, and a cement path snaked its way between villas to the right. After a glance at the map, she started down the sidewalk.

A man rounded a bend and walked toward her, his head down. He was scanning something written on a piece of paper and didn’t notice her. As he neared, she stopped cold. He was a dead ringer for her ex-fiancé, Aiden. He had the same sandy hair, the same little cowlick, and he was even walking with the same gait. And then he looked up, and her heart skidded to a stop.

It was Aiden. Unwanted memories rushed at her as she stared at him, everything she’d tried to forget over the past five years. Their first date when they were still in high school. Senior Prom. The way his soft lips felt against hers. How he’d gotten down on one knee when he’d proposed. Her throat closed and she had a hard time taking in a breath as her heart pounded.

Aiden’s gaze connected with hers and his lips parted. He stared at her as he continued to walk. The sidewalk turned, but he didn’t notice. He ran smack into a signpost. The metal sign made a loud sound as it vibrated and Aiden bounced back, his mouth still open. His eyes widened. “Felicity?”

Watching him walk into a sign would have been funny if she hadn’t been so shocked to see him. “Aiden? What are you doing here?”

“I own this resort.” He looked her up and down. Several emotions played across his face, but they left so quickly she couldn’t pin any down. “What are you doing here?”

Felicity’s brain worked to process what he’d said. He was the owner? And he didn’t even know she was hired? Her breath caught in her throat. “I’m here to take pictures.”

He blinked. “Why?”

“I was contacted by your marketing department. They said you needed a whole new website.”

He didn’t look happy as he squinted at her. “We don’t have a marketing department.”

Panic struck her as she pulled out the printed email from her pocket. “I was hired by...” She scanned the page, looking for the name of the person who had sent it. It was signed P. Clarke, Marketing Director.

Aiden snatched the paper from her hand. “What is this?” His eyes widened as he read. He scowled and handed it back to her. “Grams. This had to be her doing.”

Phoebe? Oh, how she missed seeing Grams. She missed their late-night talks and midnight cookie baking. Felicity swallowed a sudden urge to cry. “She’s here?”

Aiden’s expression softened. “Yes.”

It was then that Felicity noticed the cut on Aiden’s forehead. She reached out to touch it but changed her mind when she realized what she was doing. She swallowed. “You’re bleeding.”

Aiden took a step away from her and touched his head. His fingers came back red. He frowned. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Felicity wanted to say he was right and walk away, but something held her there. She hated seeing him hurt, even if it was something so minor. She inwardly sighed. “Do you have a first aid kit? I’ll take a look at it and clean it.”

“No need.”

“You don’t want it to get infected, do you?” Why was she still talking? She should get out of there.

Aiden seemed to assess the situation for a moment before nodding. “All right. There’s a first aid kit in my villa.”

He looked down at her hideous suitcases. “George is supposed to take all luggage to your door.”

“I want them with me,” she said, feeling foolish as heat crept up her neck. She was sure her face would be red in a second.

“Okay.” He took the handle of the big one and pulled it along with him.

Felicity fell into step beside him. It was odd, seeing him again. So many times, she’d thought about what she’d say if she came face to face with him, but all of those words vanished. She’d been so angry with him. She’d imagined slapping his face a million times, but her anger had cooled over the last five years. She’d accepted the fact that she’d never see him again. And now, here he was, and she didn’t know how to react.

They approached a large villa nestled between the palm trees by the ocean. He opened the door and they entered. The tile flooring looked expensive. High archways and tall windows brought in light. Everything in the house screamed money. He’d always said he was working on his drone system so he could provide for them. He must have done very well for himself.

A white Maltese dog came running up to Aiden, its little tongue hanging out. “Hey, Mabel.”

The dog barked and ran around his legs until he leaned over and gave her shaggy hair a thorough rub.

“What a sweet dog.”

Aiden gave her one of his smiles, the kind that used to melt her heart. She had to admit there was still a little bit of melting going on. Traitorous body. 

“She’s the light of my life.”

The words struck Felicity like a shovel to her chest. He used to say that about her. Aiden must have realized what he’d said because he sobered and brushed past her.

He entered a bathroom and pulled out a plastic box from under the sink. Felicity opened it and took out a Band-Aid and the antibiotic ointment. She neared him to clean his cut. and her heart went all rapid fire in her chest. His smell, the way his hair fell on his forehead, the way he breathed, it all brought back so many memories. And then the painful ones surfaced. The phone calls, saying he’d be late meeting her. The lonely weekends when he couldn’t tear himself away from work. The broken dates. 

She quickly stuck a cloth under the faucet and washed the gash then put the ointment on. It didn’t look bad. Her fingers had a hard time opening the stupid Band-Aid. Why did they make them impossible to tear open? Finally, she got it, peeled off the adhesive strips and stuck it on his head while trying to remember to breathe in and out.

“Okay, you’re all set.”

He swallowed like she wasn’t the only one affected by their close proximity. “Thanks.”

She began cleaning up the kit, unable to look at him any longer.

“Listen, Felicity, I don’t want to dredge up the past. I just—”

“Then don’t,” she said, cutting him off.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Would you let me finish?”

“I already know what you’re going to say.” She snapped the first aid kit closed and handed it to him.

“Really? That is so typical.” He opened the cupboard and shoved the kit inside.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Here you are, jumping to conclusions again.” His voice rose.

She tried to remain calm, but he was making it difficult. “I should go,” she said, under her breath. She exited the bathroom and he followed her out into the large foyer.

“Ah, Felicity! You’re here.” Grams came into the room, her outfit billowing as she glided across the floor. The look suited her. Grams always had style. She wore a bright smile and didn’t look like she’d aged a day. All the anger Felicity was feeling dissipated as she hugged Phoebe.

“Grams,” Aiden said, his voice sharp. “What did you do? Why is Felicity here?”

Grams shot Aiden a frown. “Don’t be rude. I hired Felicity to come, and I will not stand for you treating her badly.” Grams turned to Felicity. “Did you have a nice flight?”

“Yes, it was fine.”

Aiden blinked and raised his eyebrows. “I wasn’t treating her badly.”

“I heard your blustering from all the way down the hall. Is that any way to treat a woman?” Grams put her hand on her hip and gave him one of her looks.

She always had a way of getting Aiden to cower, and today was no exception. Aiden’s shoulders fell. “I’m sorry.”

Before Felicity had a chance to say anything, Grams interjected. “That’s better. Now, we need to make some plans.” She looped her arm around Felicity’s.

Aiden took a step back. “I’ll let you two discuss this marketing plan,” he said, stressing the words and tossing a meaningful look at Grams. “I’ve got some other things to do.” With that, he left, his little dog trailing after him.

Typical. Aiden always had other things to do. Felicity tried not to scowl.

Grams pulled on her arm. “Come, dear, let me show you a few things.”

Felicity followed her through Aiden’s villa to a room in the back. Grams sat at the desk and pulled out a laptop. She opened it and clicked a few times after it came to life. A website came up. “This is our current site. Notice anything?”

The site looked well designed, but it was almost all text. The page was stark and boring. “You need more photos.”

“Precisely.” Grams clicked over to another site. “This is the theme I want to use.” It was bright and relied on many photos which interacted well with each other. As she clicked, overlays opened explaining different things.

Felicity was amazed. “Since when did you become so computer literate?”

Grams chuckled and closed the laptop. “I didn’t design the website. I just tell the company what we want, and they do it. I showed them this new theme, and they said they needed a lot of photos to make it work. That’s when I thought of you, dear.” Grams beamed at her and patted her hand. “I’ve seen your photographs. They are stunning. I know you can make this place look amazing.”

“It already is amazing.”

“That’s Aiden. He’s poured his heart into it.” Grams frowned a little.

Felicity didn’t want to talk about Aiden, but curiosity got the better of her. “What happened to his drone thing he was working on for so long? Did he ever sell it?”

Grams pulled her hand back. “That’s probably a story he should tell you, sweetie.”

What did that mean? She brushed it off. She didn’t plan on spending much time with Aiden if she could possibly help it. She didn’t need any more painful reminders. She stood. “Thanks for showing me your vision for the website. It will help me as I take the necessary photos.”

Grams got up and hugged her once again. “Thank you for coming, Felicity.” 

Something in the way Grams said it tugged at her heart. “It’s so good to see you again, Grams. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, sweetheart.” Grams pulled back and smiled at her. “You’re just as lovely as the last time we were together.”

Felicity shoved the memory out of her head. She didn’t want to think about that day. The way Grams had helped her into her wedding dress. Waiting for Aiden to see her. And the way he’d stood her up at her own wedding. She swallowed down the bitterness. “Thanks.”

“Now you run along,” Grams said, waving her hand. “I’ve got lots planned for you, starting with tomorrow. Our resort offers several excursion packages, and I want you to go on them and take lots of photos for me.”

“Sounds fun.”

Grams smiled, a little gleam in her eye. “It will be.”

Felicity left Aiden’s villa feeling like she’d just walked into a trap.
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Chapter 2
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Aiden stalked down the sidewalk to the beach, Mabel yipping at his heels. How could Grams do this to him? He’d finally gotten to a place where he wasn’t thinking about Felicity all the time, and Grams had to go behind his back and hire her. 

His strides grew longer as he walked toward the shore. He did not need this in his life. Reminders of what happened five years ago. Reminders of what Felicity threw away so carelessly. They’d had something good together. Loved each other. She was the one who had walked away from it all, without even a glance back.

Mabel ran on top of the wet sand, her little feet going so fast they became a blur. “Watch it,” he said as a wave came in. Mabel barked at the water and ran from the foamy wave. He couldn’t help but smile at his dog.

Grams had rescued her from the pound before Aiden bought the resort. It had been a bad time in his life, and Grams had been trying to help. Much to his surprise, it had worked. Mabel was such a loveable dog, her good nature and lively spirit helped him get through it. And now Felicity was here, bringing all those horrible memories back with her.

Didn’t Grams realize what seeing Felicity would do? Anger tensed his shoulders and he leaned over, grabbed a large stick and threw it. Mabel ran and tried to pick it up but one end was too heavy. She tugged on it, dragging it, leaving a line in the wet sand. She wagged her whole body after she managed to get it back to him.

He rubbed her head and scratched under her chin. “Good girl.” He plopped down on the sandy beach, the sun warming his skin. This resort had been good for him. He needed to get away from the city. Away from everything that reminded him of Felicity. And now Grams had ruined it.

The thing was, he didn’t even know why she would do such a thing. He thought he’d been better lately. Sure, in the past, he’d been depressed. But he was starting to get his life back. He was happier. Still not ready to date again, but he had accepted that. He liked his life. There was nothing wrong with throwing yourself into your work. Plenty of men did it. Even married men.

He lay back, closed his eyes and listened to the sound of the water. Mabel barked at him for a moment to get up, but when he didn’t, she hopped on his chest and curled up. He stroked her fur and tried to get his emotions under control.

A shadow crossed over him and he peeked at who had disturbed him. Grams. She sat cross-legged beside him. “How are you doing?”

He wanted to snap at her, ask her how she thought he was doing, but guilt made him bite his tongue. Despite what she’d done, he loved his grandmother. He couldn’t imagine life without her. He rubbed Mabel’s head. “I never expected to see her again.”

“I know,” Grams said. “But it’s time.”

He sat up and Mabel jumped off him. “Time? For what? We’re not getting back together, if that’s what your brain has concocted.”

Grams sat silent.

“Grams?”

“You need to talk to her.”

Grams was delusional. “Whatever for? She left. She’s the one who wouldn’t take any of my phone calls, remember? She broke off all contact. And now that it’s been five years, what in the world would I want to talk to her about?”

A breeze blew, and Grams took in a deep breath. “You’ll know when the time comes.”

“The time for talking is long gone.” Aiden picked up a seashell and turned it over in his hand. The shell was cracked and looked like it would break in half if given the slightest pressure.

“In her mind, she was stood up at her own wedding,” Grams said quietly.

“I know, but if she had only listened, I would have explained everything. But no, she was too pig-headed to even talk to me.” He closed his hand around the shell and squeezed. It cracked. For some reason, that was satisfying to him.

“You hurt her deeply.”

“And how deeply did she hurt me, refusing to even talk to me? She destroyed me, Grams.” Pain shot through his palm, and he realized he was still squeezing the shell. He opened his hand and dropped the broken bits of white onto the sand. A quick check told him he hadn’t broken his skin.

“You were both hurt. But time heals those wounds. And talking it out will be healthy.” She reached out and took his chin, forcing him to look at her. “For both of you.”

Aiden sighed. His grandmother was not going to give up on this, he was sure of it. Maybe if he agreed to talk to Felicity, she’d get off his back. He knew it wouldn’t resolve anything, but Grams obviously wanted him to. He’d do it for her. “Fine. I’ll talk to her.”

Grams patted his shoulder. “I know you will.”

“But, let me do it in my own time, okay? I don’t want you imposing anything.”

Grams opened her mouth in mock shock. “Me?”

He chuckled. “Yes, you.”

She looked out at the ocean waves. “I wouldn’t dream of imposing anything upon you.” She stood and brushed off her outfit. “I’ve reserved us a table at the restaurant for six o’clock tonight. You can brood out here for a while, but I want you all done by the time we go to eat.”

Grams didn’t wait for him to respond. She left him sitting there in the sand. Aiden just shook his head. He was up against a formidable opponent. But two could play this game. He said he’d talk with Felicity, but he didn’t say when.

He’d just avoid Felicity until the week was up. Then he’d have a quick conversation with her, and it would be over. 

Mabel barked at him until he stood up. “Come on, girl. Let’s go find a better stick.”

As he walked, he felt good about his plan. The trick would be keeping Grams from concocting her own plans.

***
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FELICITY OPENED THE door to her villa and took in a breath. The house was amazing, with floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room, and a stone fireplace in front of a cozy looking couch. A small kitchen with a window facing the tree-lined path was off to the left. There was a Jacuzzi in the bathroom, and the bed looked so comfortable she almost stopped to take a nap. Instead, she opened her suitcases and started unpacking. She almost had everything put away when a knock came on her door.

Who could that be? She walked into the living room and found a messenger at her door. “For you, ma’am.” The man handed her a note.

“Thank you.”

She unfolded it and read it.

I would be delighted if you could join me for dinner tonight. Please meet me at the restaurant at six. I’ll have a table reserved.

Phoebe

Dinner with Grams sounded wonderful, Felicity thought as she folded the note and slid it into her back pocket. This trip wouldn’t be ruined by Aiden. She was determined to enjoy her stay, and just avoid him. It was a large resort. They could both be there without running into each other all the time.

Felicity pulled out her phone and logged into the Wi-fi. Then she posted a message to her favorite Facebook group, GirlsRock. It was formed by her best friend, Amy. All the girls she hung out with in high school were in the group.

You won’t believe what happened. I arrived in Belize only to find out Aiden owns this resort! I almost died when I saw him. Actually, he almost died. He walked right into a signpost.

Amy posted an answer right away.

For real? I can’t believe that! What are you going to do?

I’m just going to avoid him and take the photos I’m hired to.

Several of the other girls posted comments. Felicity chatted for a few moments before logging off. It was fun to talk to Amy, but she had a job to do. Plus, who sat indoors on their phone when they were on a beach in Belize?

She stuffed her phone in her pocket and grabbed her camera. The afternoon sun warmed her as she walked around the villa for a while, taking preliminary photos and making plans for what she would photograph in the morning light. Her stomach growled and she looked at the clock. Time to get ready for dinner.

She wanted to get out of her travel clothes and take a shower, so she rummaged through the closet, looking for something that wasn’t too badly wrinkled. She settled on a pencil skirt and blouse.

The shower felt lovely, and soon she was dressed and ready to leave. She grabbed her camera and her purse and left her villa. The early evening breeze carried the salty smell of the sea. Her legs enjoyed the stretch as she walked and took more photos along the way. When she got to the restaurant, she told them she was meeting Phoebe.

“Yes, miss, right this way.” The man grabbed a menu, and she followed through the maze of tables and booths. When they stopped, she almost swallowed her tongue. Aiden sat at the table with Phoebe, and he looked amazing in a white dress shirt.

She blinked. What was he doing at the table? She’d gotten the impression it would be just her and Phoebe, and from the frown on his face, she realized Aiden had the same thoughts running through his head as well.

Phoebe was matchmaking again. Great.

Felicity sat down and gave Grams a tight smile.

The man who seated her handed her a menu. “Someone will be by shortly to take your drink orders.”

“Thank you,” Phoebe said.

Aiden gave Grams a stilted look. “When you invited me to dinner, I thought it would just be you and me, Grams.”

Wow. Rude, much? Felicity stiffened. “I was under the same impression.”

Grams gave them both a wide-eyed look. “Really? I wonder why.” She picked up her water glass and took a sip.

After they’d given their drink orders to the waitress, Gram’s phone went off. It sounded like an alarm. She looked at it then sighed. “I’m sorry, I have to go. You two stay and eat.”

Before either one of them could object, Grams bolted. Felicity glanced at Aiden, who was scowling at Gram’s retreating back.

Nice. This evening was turning out to be great.
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Chapter 3
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Aiden couldn’t believe Grams. The woman was insane. He watched her skitter out of the restaurant. Man, she was spry for her age. He turned his attention back to the table. Felicity looked like she’d just swallowed a pair of sweat socks. Aiden thought about leaving too but knew Grams would get on his case about it later. It looked like she was going to get her way after all. He decided to make light of it. “I think we’ve been set up.” He gave her what he hoped was a smile, and not a grimace.

“Yeah, looks like it.”

He let out a sigh and smoothed the napkin over his lap. He was stuck having dinner with Felicity, so they might as well make the best of it. “I’m sorry about Grams. She thinks we need to talk.”

“I can tell, with her not-so-subtle way of pushing us together.” Felicity glanced toward the door, probably wishing she could leave.

“I have an idea.” Aiden leaned closer. “Let’s outwit her.”

Felicity raised one eyebrow. “I’m listening.”

“She obviously wants us to spend time together.” He held his hands out to her in a surrender gesture. “So, let’s have dinner. If we agree not to talk about the past, then maybe it can even be a little enjoyable. She’ll get what she wants, and we’ll get a nice meal out of it. Then, maybe, she’ll leave us alone.”

Felicity slowly nodded. “I could do that.”

“Good.” Aiden relaxed. He could ignore the stabbing pain in his chest for one evening with Felicity. They could avoid any hot topics. And Grams would be happy.

He sat back in his chair and fiddled with the silverware. “So, how have you been?”

“Fine.” She said it fast, like she was throwing it at him in a game of word hot-potato.

“You’re taking pictures full-time now?”

She nodded and picked up her glass. “Yes, my photography business takes up all my time.”

“Nice.” 

An awkward silence settled in while they took turns drinking their water and looking at their menus. When the waitress came to take their orders, he smiled with relief at the distraction. But, too soon, they were done ordering and the waitress took their menus. They were back to the awkward silence.

Aiden straightened, determined to get through this without too much pain. “You look nice.” That actually was an understatement. She could have walked off a runway. Her blonde curls cascaded over her shoulders. She had a softness about her, but she held a certain grace. Of course, Felicity always had been that way, stylish and classy. She would blush when he’d comment on how beautiful she was, but it was true. She was gorgeous.

“Thanks,” she said, glancing down at the table. “You look nice too.”

Grams had given him a hard time about the shirt he wanted to wear. He should have suspected something was up. “Yeah, Grams made me wear this.”

Laughter bubbled out of Felicity, and Aiden couldn’t help but join in. “Like, she laid out your clothes for you?”

“No. She just complained about my T-shirt until I agreed to dress up a little.”

“You should have suspected something.”

“I realize that now.”

It was clear Felicity was trying not to smile at him. “This is a bit crazy, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Us, here. I mean, Grams went to a lot of work to arrange this.”

He tucked his chin. “I guess she thought we’d never talk to each other again if she didn’t do something drastic.” When Felicity was silent for a moment, he decided to change the subject. They were too close to talking about the past. “I saw the website Grams wants. I have to admit, it will be better than what we have now.”

Felicity nodded and put her hands in her lap. “Yes. I like the theme. I’m looking forward to taking some photos tomorrow morning when the sun is coming up.”

“Sunrises are gorgeous here. My favorite place to watch them is on the deck of my villa. Since my villa is built up a little higher, you can see out farther.”

Felicity seemed to stiffen, so he quickly inserted, “Not that I’m inviting you to stay at my villa tonight.” He wanted to smack himself in the head. What did he just say? Why did that come out of his mouth?

Felicity raised her eyebrows at him but didn’t say anything. She picked up her water and took a long drink. Luckily, their food arrived and they occupied themselves by eating instead of talking.

He tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t bring them back to the past, but nothing intelligent came to mind. In the end, he settled on, “Seen any good movies lately?”

“No.” Felicity gave him a lame smile. “Sorry. I don’t go to the movies much. It’s no fun...by myself.” She said the last two words quietly.

“Oh.” Aiden stuck his fork in his noodles. That was dumb. He really didn’t go to the movies anyway, so why he even asked that was beyond him. He shoved food around his plate for a minute. “How do you like living in Texas?” The second the words left his lips, he regretted asking.

Felicity’s gaze turned cold. “You’ve been checking up on me?”

“No,” he quickly said. “I just heard you were living...there...” He let his voice trail off. Why had he mentioned where she lived? Dumb. He would look like a creepy Internet stalker. He wasn’t that at all. He was simply curious what she’d been up to.

She softened. “I like Texas. The people are friendly.”

“Very different from Chicago.”

“So is this.”

She had him there. He supposed they both had run away to rid themselves of the memories they shared. “Right.”

They both went back to playing with their food. Felicity shifted in her chair. “When did you get a dog?”

“About five years ago. Grams got her for me after...” Crud. There they were again talking about the past. He finished with a lame, “You know.”

She stuck a forkful of fish in her mouth and looked at the sconce on the wall. Her way of shutting him out, apparently.

“This isn’t going well, is it?” He picked up his napkin and wiped his mouth.

“I’m sorry. Maybe we have too much baggage to try to do this.” She gave him a pity smile.

The words pricked at his chest. He set his napkin on the table. “Maybe you’re right.” He motioned to her plate. “Are you done?”

“Yes.”

They stood and awkwardly stared at each other before Felicity turned and started toward the door. He joined her. As they walked, he put his hand on the small of her back out of habit, and a flood of memories came rushing back to him, along with an attraction that almost knocked him down. It zinged up his arm and he pulled his hand quickly away.

When they got outside, Felicity turned to him. “I’m sorry...for everything.”

Aiden still reeled from the brief physical contact. He wanted to touch her again. Wanted to pull her close and breathe in the scent of her hair. But he couldn’t. “I know.” He swallowed and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Me too.”

Neither of them spoke for a moment as the sounds of the night filled the air. A light breeze blew a strand of her hair into her face. Without thinking, he reached out and tucked it behind her ear. He should have kept his hand in his pocket. Even the briefest contact with her skin sent electricity through him. He should have moved his hand away, but instead, he allowed his thumb to brush over her cheek. The memory of the last time he’d kissed her surfaced. They had been standing in the moonlight. Like tonight. She stared up at him, her deep brown eyes silently pleading with him.

He removed his hand and swallowed back the emotions surging in him. He couldn’t touch her. He couldn’t let his heart fall back in love with Felicity. She broke it once. A second time and he wouldn’t live through it.

“Good night, Felicity,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“Bye,” she whispered.

He watched her walk down the path until the night swallowed her up.
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Chapter 4

[image: image]


Felicity’s fingers trembled as she slid her key card and entered the villa. All Aiden had done was touch her cheek, briefly at that, and it had sent her heart into a frenzy. Her senses came alive. It threw her right back to five years ago, when she couldn’t imagine loving anyone more than she loved Aiden.

They were high school sweethearts. The couple everyone expected to get married, have babies and live happily ever after. Aiden was so charming, and all the girls in high school fell under his spell. But he didn’t have eyes for anyone but Felicity. Her cheeks heated as she remembered the way he’d asked her to the dance. 

She’d opened her locker to find about a thousand paper hearts had been stuffed in through the vents. They came spilling out and onto the floor. Each one said, “Will you go out with me?” Each one was signed with his name.

He’d appeared moments later to help her pick them up. His infectious grin was too much. She’d agreed to go to the spring dance with him. All her girlfriends were jealous, except for Amy. She understood. She could see they were meant to be together.

Felicity shook her head. Why was she dwelling on the past? Why was she even staying in Belize? If she knew what was good for her, she’d pack her bags and leave on the next flight out of there. She didn’t need this heartache.

An envelope on the floor caught her attention. Someone must have slid it under her door. She picked it up and opened it. A ticket for a riverboat excursion was inside, along with a note from Grams.

This is an all-day excursion. It includes lunch. Wear comfortable shoes. Love, Phoebe

Felicity walked into the kitchen and set the ticket on the counter. Yes. This is what she needed. She’d spend the day away from the resort. Away from Aiden and all the baggage he brought up. She could get some amazing photos and enjoy the day without the stress of worrying she’d bump into him.

Rolling her shoulders, she tried to get rid of the stress of the evening. It felt oppressive. Maybe what she needed was a walk on the beach to calm herself.

She slipped off her shoes and slid the patio door open. The night air felt good on her skin as she walked down the grassy slope to the beach. The sand was soft and powdery. She walked closer to the water, enjoying the rushing sound of the waves. Just knowing she’d be away tomorrow helped to relax her.

Pulling out her phone, she took a quick picture of the moon reflecting off the ocean water. With a few clicks, she posted it to her GirlsRock Facebook group. She typed a little message to go with it.

Wishing you were here.

Right away someone responded.

Don’t tempt me.

It was Brittany. Newly divorced, Brittany was on Facebook a lot, wallowing. Felicity tried not to comment much on her rants. They’d never been good friends in high school. Brittany was a cheerleader wanna-be but never made the squad. She’d always come across as whiny to Felicity. But Brittany had a class with Amy so they’d become friends.

Felicity closed the app and pocketed her phone. It really was paradise here. No wonder Aiden liked it. She closed her eyes. Why couldn’t she get him out of her head?

Maybe a good night’s sleep would do it. Felicity walked back to her villa and locked the patio door. Tomorrow would be a fresh day. 

She rinsed the sand off her feet and dressed in her pajamas. They were blue with little elephants on them. Her father had given them to her last Christmas, and even though they looked kind of juvenile, she loved them.

As she climbed into bed, she let out a moan. It was even more comfortable than it looked...like laying on a puffy cloud. She snuggled under the covers and closed her eyes. Sleep quickly claimed her.

***
[image: image]


AIDEN WALKED ALONG the beach in the dark. A figure approached him and, as he neared, he saw it was Felicity. She wore her hair up and smiled at him. He shook his head and wondered if he were dreaming. He reached out and caressed her cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned into him.

Yep, a dream. But it was a nice one. He pulled her close, breathing in the familiar smell of her. He could feel the warmth of her skin through the fabric of her dress. She looked up at him. “I’ve missed this.”

“Me too.”

She reached up and put her arms around his neck. “Kiss me,” she said, a smile in her voice.

He leaned down and—

“Aiden! Get up.”

Felicity vanished and Aiden woke up in his bed. He rolled over and put his pillow on his head. No, not now. He was just getting to the good part. Wait, what was Grams doing in his room? Man, that woman didn’t know the meaning of privacy.

Grams shook his shoulder. “Come on. We have a problem.”

“Is the villa on fire?” he mumbled.

“No.”

“Then let Derrick handle it.”

She whacked him. “Get out of bed. The riverboat excursion guide is sick, and you need to fill in.”

Crud. Aiden was the only other person who knew that tour. No one else could fill in. He moaned but stood up. “What time is it?”

“Seven-thirty. You’d better hurry. All the excursion guests will be expecting the boat to leave in an hour.” Grams wrung her hands.

Aiden stretched his back. “I know when it starts. I’m the one who formed the tour, remember?”

“Right.” Grams walked toward his bedroom door. “I’m sure you’ll take care of it. I’ll go start breakfast so you’re not late.”

“Thanks, Grams.” The restaurant had a breakfast buffet, but Grams knew he wasn’t fond of their eggs from a box. He liked them fresh, and he paid a local kid to bring him farm eggs every week. He loved supporting the locals.

Aiden closed his door and got ready to take a shower. He’d been unable to fall asleep last night, with all kinds of pent-up energy inside him. He’d gone out to the deck and listened to the ocean for a while. He’d thought he’d seen Felicity walking along the beach. Maybe that’s where his dream came from.

He got in the shower and turned on the hot water. It cascaded down his back, relaxing his muscles. He shouldn’t be dreaming about Felicity anyway; he had to put her out of his mind. She would never forgive him for not showing up to the courthouse, and she wouldn’t listen to his explanation, so there really was nothing else he could do. If she were willing to walk away from a five-year relationship for one misunderstanding, then she wasn’t the woman he’d thought she was in the first place.

After his shower, he went downstairs. Good smells came from the kitchen. “You made bacon and eggs? And toast? It looks like you’re trying to butter me up for some reason. Is this your way of apologizing for last night?”

“Eat up.” Grams gave him a smile which didn’t hide her guilty look.

“Well, you should be apologizing. That was a dirty trick last night.”

She took in a breath and let it out slowly. “You have some anger issues to work through.”

“Wouldn’t you?” He picked up a piece of toast and bit into it.

“Yes. But it’s not healthy to hold it in like you’ve been doing. Promise me today, you’ll try to let some of that go.” 

Grams patted his hand and looked at him with such pleading in her eyes, he nodded. “All right. Today will be a good day for pondering. The riverboat tour is long and I only have to talk through the first half.”

Grams kissed his cheek. “Good. Let it all go. Repeat that in your head and you’ll be fine.”

He’d be fine? What did Grams mean by that? He turned to ask her, but she’d disappeared. Whatever. He finished eating, grabbed one last piece of bacon and headed out of the villa. The river was an hour drive from the resort. The tour met at a gazebo where they would all load a bus and he would drive them, while talking about Belize and the people there. The meeting place was only a ten-minute walk, but he was running late, so he ended up jogging half the way.

When he got to the gazebo, he saw Felicity sitting on the bench, her camera around her neck. She was staring off in the distance, looking a bit forlorn. Oh, no. Grams. What had she done? Where were the other people for the tour? He tried to temper his anger. 

He slowed as he approached her. Her gaze darted around. “Is this where I’m supposed to be for the riverboat tour?”

“Yep.” It came out sharp, and he instantly felt bad. This wasn’t Felicity’s fault. He shouldn’t snap at her.

“I’m confused.”

Aiden scrubbed a hand over his face. “Grams told me the tour guide was sick. I think we’ve been set up again.”

Felicity didn’t look like that news made her happy. Her gaze fell. “Oh.”

She looked crestfallen, and guilt surged in Aiden. “Look, I’m sorry. Seems she’s determined to throw us together. If you don’t want to go on the riverboat tour, I understand.”

Felicity swallowed and tugged at the strap on her camera. “I need to take some pictures of the tour for the website.”

He rubbed his hands together, resolving to make the best of the situation. “Okay, then. Let’s just go.”

Felicity stood, one hand cradling her camera, the other hoisting a backpack over her shoulder. She wore jeans and a button-up blouse. Dang, she looked good. She motioned toward the bus. “Is that what we’re taking?”

Aiden shrugged. “If it’s just the two of us, we can take my car.”

“Makes more sense.”

“It’s in my garage.”

“Okay.” Felicity snapped a few photos of the bus and then fell into step beside him.

He tried to think of something to say. “Did you get some good pictures this morning?”

“I missed the sunrise. Slept in too long, and then I had to rush to get ready for the tour.” She pulled out a ticket and handed it to him.

“Grams give you this?”

“Yes. Well, not in person. She slid it under my door with a note saying she’d like some pictures of the excursion.”

It figured. She’d probably done that while they were at dinner. He wondered what she’d told the other guests who had bought excursion tickets but decided he didn’t want to know.

Felicity stopped suddenly. “Just a second.” She crouched down and took a few photographs of the villas along the path. Aiden stepped out of her way. A couple of children were playing, and Felicity snapped some candid shots of them. 

She stood. “Sorry, it was a good angle.”

“It’s what you’re here for.” The minute he said the words he knew they weren’t true. She was there because Grams thought she could get them back together.

Felicity gave him a weak smile and nodded. She knew the truth as well.

When they got to his villa, he opened the garage. Felicity whistled. “Wow, an Aston Martin?”

He held in a grin. He knew he had a nice car, and a small part of him was happy Felicity was impressed. “Yeah.”

She gave him a funny look but didn’t say anything. He opened the door and she slid in. Then she sucked in a breath. “Aiden. Someone broke your driver’s side window.”

Aiden ran around the car, a panic rising in his chest. Sure enough, the window was gone and there were broken shards of glass on his seat and on the floor of the garage. But something about it didn’t look right. He bent down and picked one shard up.

“This is plastic, not glass.”

Felicity scrunched up her nose at him. “What?”

He opened his door and pressed the button. His window rolled up, intact. Aiden let out a laugh. “Derrick.”

Felicity gave him a weird look.

He and Derrick had a long-standing practical joke marathon going on. And he’d been waiting for it. He shook his head and began cleaning up the mess. “He likes to play practical jokes on me.”

Understanding entered her eyes. “I see. And I assume you join in and play some on him.”

He chuckled. “Last week I taped a ‘For Sale’ sign on his car, which, by the way, was hilarious. He got several phone calls about it before he figured it out.” He walked to the cupboard and pulled out a small broom to get the last of it off his seat.

Felicity shook her head. “Your joking around is going to bite you in the backside one of these days.”

“It’s just harmless fun.” After he finished, he climbed into the driver’s seat. He backed the car out of the garage and clicked to close the door. “How much do you know about Belize?”

“Not much.”

“All right. We can be more informal with the tour. I’ll start by telling you what I normally go over, and if you have questions, feel free to ask.”

“Sounds good.” 

Aiden talked about the history of Belize, the Mayan people who had lived there for centuries, and the Spanish conquerors. Felicity asked a few questions, and he was happy he knew the answers. The tension from the previous day lightened. She smiled at him. “You look like you love it here.”

“I really do. The Mayan culture is fascinating. Before I moved here, I didn’t realize the Mayan people still lived here. I guess I thought their people all died, but that’s not the case. Many of their traditions have remained with the people.”

Felicity unzipped her backpack. “Interesting.”

“There are many Mayan temples and structures here in Belize, and they believe only a small portion of them have been discovered. The Mayan people were industrious, and they built all of these things without metal tools.”

He told her a few more things about Belize as she put a new lens on her camera. She pointed to the side of the road. “Do you mind pulling over?” she asked.

“Not at all. Since it’s just you and me, we have a little more freedom.” He pulled off the highway, and Felicity took some photographs of a traditional Mayan home made from wooden poles with a thatch roof. Two small children played in the yard while a woman hung laundry on a line to dry.

After they got back in the car, she turned to him. “Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”

He hadn’t been expecting that. He wasn’t sure what she wanted to ask, but curiosity got the best of him. “All right.”

“I keep looking around at the resort, and you, and your car, and I’m thinking you must have sold that piece of technology you were working on for so long. How did that go?”

Aiden leaned back in his seat, unable to speak. So, it was true. Felicity hadn’t found out what he’d been doing the day he missed their wedding. She’d never stopped to ask what held him up. He took in a measured breath. “It went well.”

He’d wanted to leave it at that, but Felicity kept looking at him, expectantly. He finally succumbed to the silence. “I sold it for a billion dollars.”

Felicity sucked in air and then coughed. “You what?”

Her reaction might have been comical if he hadn’t spent the last five years regretting his decision to keep the sale a secret. He’d wanted to surprise her. That hadn’t turned out well. His throat closed as the memory of that day surfaced, and how he’d thought she’d be happy. Instead, she left him, not even knowing what he’d done for her.
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Chapter 5
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Felicity couldn’t believe it. A billion dollars? Was Aiden kidding? Aiden sat there, his jaw clenching and unclenching. Why wasn’t he answering her? “Did you really sell that thing for a billion dollars?”

“It wasn’t the gadget as much as the technology behind it. The guidance system I created integrates with existing technology in such a way that...” He gave her a sideways glance. “Well, let’s just say it was very valuable to Hathaway Tech Systems.”

Felicity sat there, her head reeling. Aiden had always said what he was working on could set them up for life. She’d never fully understood what that meant. Now, it was beginning to sink in. He was a billionaire. Holy cow.

She studied the look on his face. He was upset she’d brought it up. Why? Surely, he was happy it sold for so much. “You deserve it,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

Why was he getting defensive? “It means, I’m happy for you. You worked long hours on that thing. You deserve the success it brought you.”

“Yeah,” he said. There was a bitter edge to his voice.

“What’s wrong? I’ve made you mad, and I don’t even know what I said.”

He glanced at her, and his gaze softened. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I shouldn’t be upset. It wasn’t your fault.”

“What wasn’t my fault?” She was totally confused now.

“I should’ve told you.” He looked like he wanted to say more, so she waited for him to explain. Aiden ran a hand through his hair. “I was negotiating the sale the day you left.”

Felicity stared at him, the news sinking in. He was supposed to meet her at the courthouse. They were going to elope...but he’d never shown up. “That’s why you didn’t come?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Yes.”

The pain behind his eyes suddenly made sense. He’d done it for her. And she had left him. A lump swelled in her throat. “I didn’t know.”

“You mean, you wouldn’t let me tell you.” The bitterness that tinged his voice made her defensive.

“It wasn’t like that was the first time you’d stood me up.”

“I was working for our—”

“Future. I know.” Felicity rubbed the space between her eyebrows, closing her eyes. “Let’s not talk about this.”

“Right. Because that’s worked so well.”

Felicity narrowed her eyes at him, and he had the decency to look guilty. “Sorry,” he said. “Guess I haven’t worked through all that completely.”

Her own guilt wormed its way into her chest. He wasn’t the only one to blame. She’d been the one to leave and break off all contact. “I’m sorry too.”

He stared straight ahead, his hand clenching the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were white. “I should have told you about the negotiations. I didn’t realize it would take as long as it did.”

Felicity nodded as more guilt flooded over her. “And I shouldn’t have ignored your phone calls.” She wasn’t willing to admit that leaving had been a bad idea. Aiden spent the entire five years with her breaking dates and making excuses for being late. Him being late for their courthouse elopement had just been the last straw. It wasn’t the real reason she’d left. She’d left because Aiden hadn’t made her a priority in his life.

Aiden took in a deep breath and let it out. “You know, maybe Grams was right.”

“About what?”

“Maybe we did need to talk. I do feel better.”

Felicity felt like garbage, but she pasted on a smile anyway. “Good.”

Aiden slowed his car and turned onto a dirt path. He followed the road until he came to a gravel parking lot situated next to a river. He stopped the car and they got out. A ferry sat in the water by a wooden dock. Aiden walked out on the deck then held his hand out to help her step onto the boat.

She grabbed his hand and immediately regretted it. The same electricity from last night zinged up her arm. The feel of his hand in hers brought back more memories she’d buried, and she quickly let go after stepping down. He seemed flustered as he worked to undo the ropes securing the boat. He’d felt it too. She chastised herself for grabbing onto his hand so quickly.

She snapped a few pictures of the river before Aiden finished preparing the boat. The ferry was clean and looked new. It looked like it held around twenty people; a nice size but not so large to feel impersonal. It had a canopy top to cover them if it rained. There were clouds gathering in the sky, so rain wasn’t out of the question.

Aiden climbed behind the controls. “You’ll get better pictures from up here,” he said, looking back at her.

Felicity stood and slung her backpack over one shoulder. She moved closer to where Aiden would be. “Is this better?” she asked, sitting down.

“Yes.”

She tried to ignore how she could see the muscles in his arms flexing as he worked the controls and steered the boat away from the dock. The last thing she needed to do was start ogling him.

Aiden began telling her about Monkey River, and she relaxed against the seat. There was something about his slight Midwestern accent, the way his voice reminded her of the good times, that was comforting. She allowed herself to enjoy listening to him as she snapped pictures.

The river twisted through the lush jungle. Aiden took the boat at a lazy speed, so she could enjoy the scenery. After a minute, he shut off the engines and pointed. “Look.”

She peered up to where he had indicated. A monkey sat in the tree, silently staring back at her. She raised her camera and snapped a few pictures. A second monkey ran along the tree branch, joining the first. It began picking something out of its neighbor’s hair. Felicity smiled and zoomed in.

“If we keep our eyes peeled, we’ll get to see a lot of different animals today.”

Felicity held back a giggle. “Remember when you took me to the Lincoln Park Zoo?”

Aiden rolled his eyes, but his lips twitched to hide a smile. “You’re not going to bring that up again, are you?”

“It was so funny. You, afraid of a penguin.”

“I thought it was going to peck me or something.”

Felicity laughed, thinking of how Aiden had scrambled to get away from it, and had fallen off the rock he was sitting on. The poor penguin had been more startled than he was.

“Go ahead, laugh,” he said, not trying to hide his smile anymore. “I have dirt on you too, if you remember.”

“Me?” Felicity tried to remember anything embarrassing she’d done at the zoo. “I don’t think so.”

“What about the time we went ice skating?” His face showed his delight as his eyes sparkled at her.

Felicity’s cheeks heated involuntarily. “Oh, my gosh, I told you to never bring that up again.”

He chuckled, the sound rumbling around his chest. “Sorry, it was just too cute.”

Cute. Right. Only the most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to her. She’d been a senior in high school, and she and Aiden had just started dating. She’d thought ice skating would be fun. Turns out it was humiliating. She’d fallen down and her skates had caught on her jeans pocket, ripping a hole in the seat of her pants. “It was not cute! Those were my favorite jeans.”

“I meant your pink underwear.” He gave her a devilish grin.

Without thinking Felicity jumped up and swatted his shoulder. “You’re so bad.”

Aiden turned the wheel, the boat rocked and Felicity lost her balance. Aiden’s arm shot out and caught her before she fell. She pressed her hand on his chest, her heart going a zillion miles a minute. “Thanks,” she said, her voice sounding breathless.

Aiden didn’t speak. He looked down into her eyes. The moment seemed to stretch out, and she became hyper aware of her body pressed to his. He swallowed and let her go. “Sure.”

Felicity stumbled back to her seat. She turned to look at the river, her fingers trembling. She focused her camera at the trees and snapped some pictures. They weren’t very good. She was shaking. And there really wasn’t anything to take pictures of. She just had to do something to take her mind off the feelings that were swelling in her chest.

They’d had such good times together. She’d stuffed the memories away in her mind. Buried them and not allowed them to surface. But now they were coming back, and so were all the feelings she’d forced herself to forget as well.

Aiden cut the engine. “If you look out the right side over here, you’ll see an egret.” Aiden’s voice was low and husky.

Felicity moved to Aiden’s side of the boat and focused her camera. She took a few shots. “Thanks,” she said, forcing herself to sound nonchalant. 

Aiden looked like he wanted to say something, but he just nodded and clenched his teeth. He cranked the engines again, and they made their way down the river. 

“Monkey River Village is home to around two hundred people.” He continued his tour script, and Felicity tried to ignore all the crazy things her heart was doing in her chest.

Aiden was a good man. He just threw himself into his work. His work always came first, and she hadn’t been able to accept that. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life as second fiddle. She deserved a man who could put her above everything.

And that’s why she had to start putting up a wall between them. She couldn’t let the old feelings in again. She knew it wouldn’t take much for her to fall back in love with Aiden. He was handsome and charming. And they fit well together. She could already feel herself slipping back. But falling back in love with him would only create more heartache down the road. He was too used to treating her like a doormat.

And she was not willing to spend the rest of her life allowing him to walk all over her.
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Chapter 6

[image: image]


Aiden fastened the rope around the dock cleat and tried to get a hold of himself. He was not going to act like a stupid teenager with a crush. And he certainly wasn’t going to flirt with Felicity. He was a grown man now. He could handle being around a beautiful woman without losing his cool.

Before he could help Felicity off the boat, she’d already climbed onto the dock. Probably for the best. Touching her sent his heart racing. If he could avoid being too close to her, he might be able to act like a grown man instead of a fool.

Aiden walked with her up the dock to a dirt path that led to a pavilion. The ceiling was made of grass and wood. Simple tables and chairs were scattered through the area. A man stood at a grill, turning meat and shrimp. The smell made Aiden’s mouth water. “Order what you’d like. It’s included in the excursion.”

Felicity pulled out a wooden chair and sat in it, laying her backpack on the cement floor beside her. Aiden took his seat on the opposite side of the table. A woman approached them with menus and wrote down their drink orders.

Aiden stretched out his legs. The wind was picking up a little. From the look of the sky, there was a storm coming. Cell reception was terrible away from the resort, so when the waitress came back, he stopped her. “Is there a storm coming?” 

“Oh, yes. There’s a big one coming, a little north of us. Should hit tonight. The coastline will get the worst of it.”

Great. Right where his resort was. “Thanks.”

Felicity’s eyes held worry. “Should we go?”

The waitress shook her head. “It won’t get bad until later this evening. You should be fine.”

The boat had a canopy top. That should shelter them if it started raining, and they’d be back at the resort by four-thirty at the latest. Aiden gave Felicity a reassuring smile. “Enjoy your time here. I’ll get us back before the storm.”

As they waited for their food, Felicity walked around the pavilion and took some photos. He watched as she brushed her long curls out of the way before crouching to get a good angle. He didn’t think it was possible, but Felicity had gotten more beautiful over these last few years.

She sat back down across from him. “You’re a good tour guide.”

“Thank you.”

“Do you mind if I take some pictures of you?”

“Here?”

She glanced around the pavilion. “Maybe out back?”

“There’s a hiking trail not too far from here. I can take you over there if you want some more good shots of the jungle.”

“Perfect. I can get some with you, and some without.”

He wasn’t sure what she wanted with photos of him. “You’re not going to put me on the website, are you?”

“Why not? You’re the reason Belizean Paradise is so successful. It’s obvious you’ve put your heart and soul into it, like you had with your drone.”

He picked up his napkin, trying to decide if Felicity was making a snide remark, or if she was complimenting him. He chose to go with the compliment. “Thanks. But I don’t think they want my ugly mug on the website.”

Felicity raised her eyebrows. “Ugly? You? More like devilishly handsome. If our classmates could see you now...” She stopped.

Devilishly handsome? He couldn’t hide his pleasure at hearing Felicity still thought he was good-looking. “If they could see me now, what?”

Her cheeks turned pink. “Nothing.”

“Oh, no, you can’t say something like that and then take it back.”

The waitress brought them their food. Felicity had ordered shrimp kabobs, while he’d ordered the grilled conch. Everything smelled delicious. Felicity slid a shrimp off her stick. 

“So, what did you mean?”

She shrugged. “Just that the girls would go all crazy over you.”

He chuckled. “I’m that hot, huh?”

She kicked him under the table and he bent over. “Ouch.”

“I see you’re just as humble as ever too.” She picked up her water glass and smirked at him.

“Meanie,” he said under his breath. It actually felt good to be joking around with Felicity again. It had been a long time. He stabbed a piece of his conch. “Remember that senior bus tour we went on?”

Felicity’s hands flew to her face. “Why do you want to remember all my embarrassing moments?”

Aiden couldn’t help but smile. “Forget the picture Brittany took. I wasn’t talking about that. I just thought it was a nice day.” Memories of sitting next to Felicity on the bus filled his mind. Her leg had pressed against his the entire way. The smell of her hair had made his heart pound.

She broke his gaze. “Yes. It was nice.”

He’d made her uncomfortable again. Why couldn’t he shut up? Aiden went back to eating. Being with Felicity was stirring up feelings he would rather suppress. They’d already been down that road, and it led to heartache.

When they got done eating, he stood and motioned. “I’ll show you the hiking trail.”

“Great.” She slung her backpack over her shoulder. “I’m ready.”

He led her out past the mulched area a few yards away where a trail started. Felicity followed him onto the path. “Just watch out for snakes.”

Felicity let out a little squeal and jumped. “Snakes?” Her gaze darted around on the ground.

He held in a chuckle. Admittedly, he’d hoped for that kind of a reaction. “Don’t worry. Most of them aren’t poisonous.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Not really. There are snakes here.”

She squinted at him, like she wasn’t sure what to think. “Okay, we’re going in. But if I get bit by a snake, you’re carrying me to safety.”

The last thing Aiden needed was to think about holding Felicty. He swallowed and tried to force a laugh. “You got it.”

They walked along the path until they came to a fallen log. “Sit there.”

Aiden did as he was told and Felicity squatted down to take some pictures of him. He tried not to feel too self-conscious. She had him sit in a few different positions before she called it good. Then they walked farther in, Felicity taking more pictures of the lush green vegetation.

“My father would love it here.”

“He always liked the outdoors. Like you.” Aiden flinched. Why was he so awkward around her?

She nodded. “Okay, I have everything I need.” She glanced up at the sky. “I think we should head back. It’s looking more ominous.”

Aiden agreed; the dark clouds were gathering. “Good idea.”

By the time they got back to the boat, it was sprinkling. Aiden untied the ropes and climbed in. Felicity put her camera in her backpack to protect it from getting wet. Aiden started up the engines as the rain started in earnest.

“Hang on. I’m going to go faster than we did on the way here.”

Felicity grabbed onto a pole. As he steered the boat, the rain grew heavier, forcing him to slow down. He grew anxious as drops of water pelted the canopy. He didn’t think the storm was supposed to hit this soon.

She turned to him. “Are you worried?”

Aiden tried to smooth his features. “No.”

“You look worried.”

He gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s just a little rain.”

“You can’t fool me.” A frown pulled her mouth down.

“All right. It’s more rain than I was expecting, but we should be fine.”

She pulled out her cell phone and messed with it a second. “I don’t have any bars.”

“You won’t. Not here.”

The rain pelted harder. She unzipped her backpack and slid the phone inside. After a moment, she turned to him. “Have you dated at all since we broke up?”

Where had that question come from? Aiden took in a breath and tried to act like the question didn’t bother him. “No.”

She played with the zipper on her backpack. “Why not?”

He didn’t want to talk about his lack of dates. What would he say? I was so upset about you leaving that I couldn’t imagine myself with anyone else? He’d rather get out and swim than tell her that. “Just haven’t had the time.”

Her expression hardened. “I see.”

He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. He didn’t want to know. Shouldn’t even be thinking about asking, yet the words came out anyway. “And you?”

She looked down at her lap. “I dated a man for a while. It didn’t work out.”

Right. And that’s why he should have kept his mouth shut. Now all he could think about was Felicity with another man. He suddenly wanted to punch something. The boat sped up and he made a conscious effort to slow it down. “How long did you date him?” And another stupid question flew out of his mouth. What was wrong with him?

“About a year.”

Dang. Now he really wanted to know who this guy was. He bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from asking more about him. The last thing he needed was the image of another man kissing Felicity stuck in his head. He couldn’t handle that. He maneuvered the boat around a bend. “How’s your father?”

“He’s doing well. I try to get back there to see him a few times a year. It’s been harder lately.”

Aiden studied her. “Why?”

“Jobs haven’t exactly been all that steady. I’ve sold some prints to a gallery, but I don’t have as much time to take fine art shots when I’m pounding the pavement, looking for the jobs that pay the rent.”

“Oh.” Her mentioning her fine art prints made him a bit self-conscious. He’d purchased some of her prints online and had them hidden away in his attic. He hadn’t even shown Grams. He wasn’t even sure why he’d done it. Maybe because having them made him feel like a part of Felicity was still with him. But that was stupid, so they still sat in his attic, untouched.

Aiden stared out at the rain pelting the river. It was an odd feeling, knowing Felicity had walked away from being a billionaire’s wife and was now struggling financially. He’d worked so hard for them...for her. And she’d left just hours before the fruits of his labors were realized. Did she resent him for it? Even as the words came to mind, he knew that she didn’t. She wasn’t like that.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll survive.” She flashed him a smile, but it seemed forced.

“I know you will.” Felicity was a strong person. He knew she’d reach her goals.

Lightning streaked across the sky, and a second later, thunder boomed. Felicity jumped. “Wow, that was close.”

Aiden didn’t want to alarm her, but he was getting very worried about the storm. “We’ll be fine,” he said, although his voice sounded weak to his own ears.

“What made you choose Belize?”

Aiden was glad she was changing the subject, but it caught him off guard. “What?”

Felicity shifted in her seat. “Why did you decide to move to Belize and start up a resort?”

Aiden turned his attention back to the water. That was a complicated question, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to talk to her about it. But, if he didn’t answer, she was going to keep asking. “After I sold my technology, I kind of fell into a depression.” He swallowed. Admitting that was difficult, but Felicity just sat there, politely waiting for him to go on. “Grams tried everything to get me to snap out of it. One of the things was a vacation in Belize. We stayed at a resort.”

“And you fell in love with it.”

He gave her a sideways glance. “Actually, Grams fell in love with it. I was...not as enamored with it at first. I was still not seeing past my own pain.”

When he said the word pain, Felicity flinched. He kept going. “But Grams adored Belize. So, after I started feeling better, I decided it was time for a change of scenery. Chicago held too many memories. I found a resort for sale in Belize and Grams was all too happy to move to the resort with me.”

More thunder rumbled and Felicity gripped the seat. “Why not retire? You don’t need the money. Why are you running the resort?”

“I don’t actually run it. I could leave it to Derrick. He’s the manager, and he does a great job. I just like being involved. I’m not the kind of person who can sit there and do nothing, you know?”

Felicity nodded and looked down to her feet. “I know,” she said quietly.

Aiden sped the boat up a little. Felicity was never going to see him as anything but a workaholic. He knew this. She’d constantly complained about how much time he was spending on his guidance system. She was shortsighted, though. And nothing he could say would make her understand.
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Felicity tried to remain calm as another streak of lightning shot across the sky and reflected in the water. She hated storms. Just perfect. The heavens were trying to humiliate her in front of Aiden again.

Aiden glanced over at her. “We’re almost to the dock.”

Nice. Was her concern that apparent? Why couldn’t she just get over it like every other adult? Instead, she had to look like a fool in front of Aiden. “Okay,” she said, forcing her voice to sound light. She put her arms through her backpack which made her feel like a third-grader, but she didn’t care. She wanted both arms free to grab onto the boat if something happened and they capsized.

Aiden hadn’t been lying. She let out a breath of relief when she saw the dock ahead. Aiden steered the boat alongside it and cut the engine. He hopped out into the torrential rain and secured the ropes. Then he held his hand out for her. She grabbed it like her life depended on it and hopped out into the rain.

Aiden kept a hold of her hand as they ran toward his car. It chirped as they neared and he opened her door for her. She slid into the seat, her hair dripping down her face. After he got into his seat, she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“Hey, it’s okay. We made it.” He took her hand in his and warmth spread up her arm. “No need to worry.”

“Sorry,” she said, her voice sounding strained. “I’m just not fond of storms.”

He gave her a funny look. “I didn’t know you were scared of storms.”

“I said I’m not fond of them. That’s different than being scared.”

He stared at her, then his gaze dropped to her hands. “You’re trembling.” 

She blew out a breath. “Okay, fine. I hate storms. We used to live in Kansas when I was little. Our house got hit by a tornado. It was the scariest thing I’ve ever lived through.”

Aiden’s eyes widened as he put the car into drive and started down the path toward the highway. “Are you kidding me? How did I not know this? Were you hurt?”

“No one was hurt. We were in the basement, but we could hear the roar of the tornado and the sound of breaking glass. We had to wait for several hours before the rescue team could get us out. I was terrified.” Felicity closed her eyes and tried to push the memory away.

The feel of Aiden’s warm hand on hers brought her out of her thoughts. He squeezed her hand. “That must have been terrible.”

“We were lucky. Three people died that night. The thunder and lightning just remind me of that.”

Aiden paled. “I’m sorry. We should have left earlier.”

Felicity withdrew her hand from his. “It’s not a big deal. I’ll just feel better when I’m back at the resort in my warm villa.”

He ran his hand through his hair and drops of water flew everywhere. “Warm and dry sounds good right now.”

“We’re soaked.” Felicity giggled. At least her blouse wasn’t see-through. “The last time we were this wet was—”

“The time you pushed me into that fountain, and we got in a water fight.” Aiden’s grin stretched wide across his face.

Felicity laughed. “I haven’t thought about that in years.”

“That cop was not happy.”

“I was so embarrassed. I thought he was going to give us a ticket.” Heat crept up her neck just thinking about it. 

“That day we shared our first strawberry-banana milkshake.” 

The magic of that day flooded back to her and she remembered how they’d laughed together. How Aiden had held her hand. And—emotion closed her throat. “And our first kiss,” she said softly. 

The mood shifted and Aiden sobered. “Right.”

Felicity mentally banged her head on the window. Why had she said that? Why open up those old wounds? She didn’t need to bring that up. That’s the last thing she should be thinking about. But, of course, now that she’d said it, all she could think about was Aiden’s lips on hers, the smell of his cologne, and how she’d felt like she was flying.

“Sorry,” she said.

“No. We have a past. It was stupid of me to think we could dance around it.” Aiden stared out the front windshield. The wipers were working overtime.

Felicity unzipped her backpack to check on her camera. It gave her something else to do rather than think about Aiden’s kisses. Her camera was dry, thank goodness.

A boom of thunder sounded and Felicity gripped her seat. At least they were out of that blasted boat. 

Aiden glanced at her. “Remember that school talent show you made me go to?”

Felicity held in a laugh. “How was I supposed to know they were going to make the audience participate?”

“I couldn’t believe they dragged me up on stage.”

“You looked cute in that outfit they made you wear.” She pressed a finger to her lips. 

He gave her a flat look. “It was a tutu.”

Felicity couldn’t hold it in any longer. She busted up laughing. “At least you were a good sport about it.”

“Yeah, I’m just scarred for life.”

“You poor dear.” Felicity appreciated what he was doing. She knew he was trying to get her talking so she wouldn’t be nervous about the storm. It was nice of him. “What music do you listen to in your car?” Before he could answer she pushed to eject his CD.

He grabbed it out of her hand before she could see what it was. “Hey,” she protested. “Give it.”

“Nope.”

“Why? What are you listening to?”

He slid the CD into the side pocket of his car door. “None of your business.”

She punched his shoulder. “What is it? Come on. Just tell me.”

He didn’t say anything, just held a smirk.

“Okay, if you won’t tell me, then I’ll guess.”

He shrugged. “Go ahead.”

“Taylor Swift.”

He snorted. “Seriously? That’s what you think I listen to?”

She laughed and brushed a piece of wet hair out of her face. “Okay, I just wanted to see your reaction with that one.”

“Guess again.”

“Okay, how about Imagine Dragons.”

“Nope.”

She scowled at him. “Nope? That’s it? How will I know if you’re telling me the truth if you don’t let me see the CD?”

A grin crept onto his face. “If you guess it, I’ll give you the CD.” He made an X over his chest. “Cross my heart.”

“All right, fine.” She tried to think of a band he might like. “Marooon 5.”

“I would listen to them, but that’s not the CD.”

She blew out a breath. “Give me a hint at least.”

He chuckled. “I don’t know, I think you’re doing a pretty good job without any hints.”

She narrowed her eyes at him.

“Fine. It’s an older CD. That’s your only hint.”

She shifted in her seat, frustrated with him. “Whatever.” She eyed the door he’d slid the CD into. “It must be something embarrassing, because you grabbed it and didn’t want me to see it.”

He didn’t turn to look at her, but he didn’t deny it either.

“What would a guy like you be embarrassed about listening to? Miley Cyrus?”

“Ha, right. Like I’d listen to her. Come on. What kind of music do I like?”

Of course. Felicity hit the dashboard. “I know what it is. Nickelback.”

Aiden pulled the CD out of the door and handed it to her. Yep. It indeed was Nickelback’s album, All the Right Reasons. She slid it into the CD player. “You shouldn’t be embarrassed. I don’t know why people make fun of them. They’re a good band.”

“People are stupid.”

“Right? It’s like, let’s-all-pile-on mentality.”

Aiden gave her a smile and, for the first time since she’d arrived, she got the impression it was genuine. They listened to music the rest of the way to the resort. 

As Aiden pulled off the highway, Felicity stared at the palm trees whipping so violently in the wind. “This doesn’t look good.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.” He drove through a back street until he got close to the beach. The road ended. “Your villa’s just up this sidewalk. Ready to make a run for it? I’ll go with you.”

Felicity’s throat constricted as she looked at the dark sky and the torrents of rain coming down, but she didn’t have much choice. She didn’t want to sleep in Aiden’s car. “All right.” She clutched her backpack and they both got out and ran for it.

The wind almost blew her off the sidewalk as she sprinted to the front door of her villa. The rain felt like stinging pinpricks. She was soaked before she got halfway there. Lightning lit up the sky as she unlocked the door. They tumbled inside. Aiden shut the door and a loud bang of thunder shook the villa.

Felicity took one look at Aiden and couldn’t hold in a laugh. “You look like you jumped into a swimming pool.”

He grinned at her and shook his hands, water dripping from his fingers and clothes. “So do you.”

She flipped the living room light on. “Do you want to stay a little while? Maybe the rain will let up in a bit.”

“Sure.” He walked to the fireplace. “I’ll get a fire going if you want to change.”

“Yes, thank you.” Felicity left him in the living room. She cringed when she passed by the mirror in her bedroom. She looked horrible, like a drowned rodent of unusual size. But what did it matter? The Aiden ship had sailed. She was not trying to impress him. She stripped off her clothes and dressed in a dry pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Then she tackled her hair with her comb. 

When she looked decent, she exited her bedroom. Her throat closed when she looked at Aiden, sitting by the fire, his shirt off. He’d hung it by the flames, obviously so it would dry. But dang, she didn’t need to look at his bare chest right now. His chiseled, sculpted bare chest. Her gaze bounced around the room before settling on the carpet.

“You don’t happen to have a shirt that would fit me, do you?”

Felicity made a face. “If I have a shirt that will fit you, I’m dieting for the next millennium.” She backed up toward her bedroom. “But you can wear my bathrobe.”

He chuckled. “Okay.”

She ran into her bathroom and came out with the fluffy, pink robe. She tossed it at him. “Here you go.”

He made a face but slipped it on. “Better?”

She tried not to laugh but couldn’t help herself. “You look...great.”

“Shut up. I’m confident enough in my masculinity to wear a pink robe.”

“Okay.” She took a step toward her room. “Just a sec.” She ran in, grabbed her camera, quietly shut her door and snapped a picture before he realized what she was doing.

Felicity had never seen him move so fast. He was to her in half-a-second. He reached for her camera, but she held it behind her back. “Give me that,” he said while taking off the pink robe, his laugh betraying him.

She backed up, but her bedroom door stopped her retreat. “Never,” she said.

He took a step forward and braced himself against the wood, his arms trapping her to the solid barrier of her door. He leaned in closer. “You’re going to destroy that picture,” he said, his voice just a whisper, his gaze penetrating. Heat from his bare skin wrapped around her.

Her heart thumped so hard she was sure he could hear it. The smell of rain mixed with his masculine scent, and it made her head spin. She needed to get away from him before she did something stupid. “Okay.” She handed him her camera.

He didn’t move back at first, just stood there, inches from her face. His gaze traveled over her cheeks then down to her lips. Finally, he took a step back. She tried to breathe normally as he stared at her, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Thanks,” he said.

She couldn’t say anything in return.
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Aiden knew it was time to leave. The rain hadn’t let up, but the crackle of attraction between him and Felicity was growing, and he needed to get out of there before he lost all his senses and kissed her. He deleted the photo off her camera then handed it back to her, trying to suppress his smile. “Here you go.”

“Too bad. I could have had fun with that photo. My girls on Facebook would have loved to see it.”

“Over my dead body.”

He crossed the room and pulled on his T-shirt. It wasn’t completely dry, but he had to get out of there.

A loud crash sounded as a long piece of debris broke through the kitchen window. Felicity screamed. He ran to her as the lights flickered and went out. She sucked in a breath.

“It’s okay,” he said, pulling her close. “I’ll fix the window.” She shuddered in his arms as the wind howled and the kitchen curtains flew around in a crazy dance.

“It’s not a tornado. We’re safe here.” He rubbed her back and she laid her head on his chest. It felt good to hold her again. Like she belonged in his arms. His throat swelled as he pressed his cheek to the top of her head. She seemed to calm down as he hugged her to him.

Aiden pushed back the urge to run his fingers down her cheek. He had to get a hold of himself. He was not Felicity’s boyfriend. They were barely even friends anymore. And that’s the way it should be.

“You okay?” His voice came out raspy and he cleared his throat.

Felicity nodded and backed away from him. 

“I’m going to look at the damage.”

“Okay.”

He crossed the room and walked into the kitchen. The flashes of light from outside didn’t offer enough, so he took out his cell phone and turned on the flashlight. Broken glass was scattered over the counter and the tile floor. Rain water came in the broken window. He picked his way toward the sink and opened the cupboard. A box of garbage bags was stuffed near the back. He pulled one out and started picking up glass.

“I think I saw a broom in the closet,” Felicity said. She crossed the room and pulled one out. Then she swept while he continued to put the large pieces into his garbage bag.

“You’re handling this well.”

Felicity smirked. “Inside I’m freaking out a bit that this place doesn’t have a basement.”

“We don’t get tornadoes here. Only hurricanes.”

She laughed. “That makes me feel much better.”

“Actually, Belize hasn’t had a direct hit from a hurricane in many years. The people here say it’s because they pray them away.”

“I didn’t realize the people were religious.”

Aiden dropped another piece of glass in his garbage sack and it make a clinking sound. “Yes. Very.”

She swept for another few minutes then picked up the dustbin and Aiden held open the trash bag so she could dump it. “I think that’s all the glass.”

Aiden grabbed the duct tape and another garbage bag. “I’ll tape up the window.”

Felicity opened the closet and stored the broom inside. “Whatever happened to those headaches Grams would get? Does she still have them?”

Aiden shook his head. “You know, I haven’t heard her complain about a headache in a long time. The doctor said they were probably migraines but couldn’t offer up any solution other than medicine, and you know how stubborn Grams is about that. She refused to go on any pills.”

“So, the headaches just stopped?”

Aiden pulled a long piece of duct tape off the roll. “Yeah. I think it was around the time we moved here. Imagine that. I hadn’t thought about it before, but maybe something about the air pressure here stopped them.”

“This is a paradise. I think my health would improve if I got to sit on the beach each day and sip pina coladas.”

Aiden chuckled as he taped up the garbage bag. “Maybe.” Felicity might be onto something there. The wind pushed against the bag, but it held. “That should keep the wind and rain out.”

“Thanks.” Her gaze darted to the plastic as the wind made it push in and out.

He walked to the fireplace and added another log. “I don’t know if we’ll get electricity back tonight.”

The wind howled and Felicity hugged herself. “Are you sure you should go out in this?”

What was she saying? That he should stay there, with her? He swallowed. Not a good idea. He walked to the door and looked out of the glass inlay. Unease crept over him. The palm trees swayed erratically in the wind. Leaves and other debris blew past. He didn’t want to get hit with something. “Maybe you’re right. It does look bad.”

“Then stay.” Conflicting emotions played across her face. “I mean, if you want to.”

He nodded and rubbed his neck. “All right. I can sleep on the couch.”

“I’ll get you a blanket and a pillow.” Felicity disappeared into her bedroom and came out with the comforter from her bed and one of her pillows.

“What if you get cold?” He took the blanket from her and tossed it on the couch.

She shrugged. “I should be fine.”

His stomach growled and he gave her a sheepish look. “Guess my stomach is telling me it’s time to eat.”

She smiled and glanced toward the kitchen. “I haven’t bought anything, so unfortunately my cupboards are bare.”

“We usually stock the fridge with milk. That’s about it.”

“Oh, I do have a few things in my carry-on.” Felicity ran to get them, and Aiden went into the kitchen and took out a couple of glasses from the cupboard. He poured the milk and brought them into the living room. The fire crackled and he set the milk down on the coffee table.

Felicity returned with two granola bars and a bag of peanut M&M’s. “This is all I have left.”

Aiden sat on the couch and grinned at her. “Looks like a feast to me.”

She sat next to him, her apprehension clear. He scooted one of the glasses of milk closer to her. She handed him a granola bar.

Thunder crashed and Felicity jumped.

“Don’t think about the storm,” Aiden said. “It will be over soon.” He wanted to pull her to him again but wasn’t sure that was a good idea. He enjoyed being close to Felicity too much. He had to remember what it had been like after she left him. The unending pain. He sat back and folded his arms across his chest. He didn’t need that again.

She nodded, a forced smile on her face. “I know it will. It’s stupid of me to be afraid.”

“It’s not stupid. You had a terrible thing happen to you.” The fact that she’d shared that with him made him feel good. Like she trusted him, at least a little bit. And that made him want to protect her. He took a bite of his granola bar. “This is good.”

She laughed. “It’s something to eat.” 

A comfortable silence fell between them as they ate. When he was done, he crumpled up his trash and tossed it onto the coffee table. “What are you up to tomorrow?”

Felicity folded her empty wrapper. “I don’t have plans.”

“Do you want me to take you on another excursion?” He chuckled. “Since this one worked out so well.”

She laughed, but it was a bit strained. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“I know.” He studied her. “There’s an excursion we offer that takes you on a hike through the jungle. It includes a waterfall. I think you could get some great photos.”

She smiled and fiddled with the wrapper in her hand. The smile seemed forced. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

And there it was. The truth. Felicity would never forgive him for the past. Why did he even ask? Spending time with her was a stupid idea. What was he just telling himself moments before? He leaned away from her. “Right.”

“I mean, if it’s a big group that’s probably okay.”

Oh, brother. How was he supposed to interpret that? He couldn’t tell if she wanted to go with him or not. He wasn’t even sure how to respond. He settled on a non-committal, “It would be.”

She nodded. “All right, then.”

An awkward silence settled between them. Aiden rubbed his thumb on his palm. “Have you ever wondered what our lives would be like if you hadn’t left?”

Felicity’s gaze jerked to him, and he regretted the question. Why had he asked that? How could he have let that come out of his mouth? But he couldn’t take it back, so he waited for her answer.

She blinked and looked away. “No.”

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No, it’s okay. I guess I have thought about it a little. We’d probably still be in Chicago.”

Aiden had thought about it a lot. And he was sure they’d have moved. With his money, they could live anywhere in the world, and Felicity loved nature. But he wasn’t about to say any of that to her. “Maybe.”

She looked at him. “You disagree?”

He shrugged. Now he was stuck. He wasn’t sure what to say. “I don’t know. We would have had the means to go anywhere.”

Felicity cocked her head to the side, like she was just remembering he was a billionaire. “Oh. Right.”

Aiden loved that Felicity was never into money or status. She didn’t care about those things. He picked up his glass of milk and took a sip. After he set it back down, he looked at her. The light from the fire flickered across her features. He could easily fall back in love with her.

The thought scared him, and he shifted closer to the edge of the couch. He went through so much after Felicity broke his heart. Depression weighed so heavily on him, he thought he’d never dig himself out. And now, finally, he was seeing some light. Things were good.

He couldn’t slip back into his old self and allow Felicity to break him. 

She tore the corner off the package of M&M’s and poured some into her hand then extended it to him. “I’ll let you pick out all the brown ones.”

He chuckled as he picked three out. “I know you think I’m silly.”

“They taste the same as the rest.”

“They totally taste more chocolaty.”

She wrinkled her nose. “It’s psychological.”

“Are you calling me a psycho?”

“No. But come to think of it, you do kind of have that look about you. And you own a resort that is kind of like a motel.”

“Really? You’re stretching it.”

“As long as I don’t find Grams all shriveled up in a rocker, I think you’re okay.” She flashed him a smile and he couldn’t help but grin back at her.

“Grams would be highly offended by this conversation.”

Felicity laughed. “You’re right. Here, have some more.” She shoved her M&M’s at him.

He picked another brown one out of her hand. 

“You’re such an M&M snob.” She poked him in the side, and he jumped. 

“Hey, watch it. I’m ticklish there.”

“Oh, yeah? There?” She poked him again but this time, he grabbed her hand.

“No,” he said, like he was scolding his dog.

She giggled and wiggled out of his grasp. Then she poked him again.

“That’s it. You’re toast.” He came at her, tickling her sides. She twisted and laughed but couldn’t get away from him.

“Stop. Can’t. Breathe.”

He wasn’t sure if she was faking it, but he stopped tickling her and let her catch her breath. He sobered, his face inches from hers. He could smell her sweet breath on his cheek and feel her heart beating against his chest.

Her gaze dipped to his lips. Time slowed and Felicity moved closer to him, ever so slightly. Their lips were only millimeters apart when he realized he was about to kiss her and jerked back.

What was he doing? He couldn’t close the distance. He couldn’t allow that. He stood up suddenly.

Felicity jumped off the couch. “Well. I better go to bed.”

“Right.”

“I think you have everything you need.”

“Yes. I should be fine.”

She practically raced out of the room, shutting her bedroom door a little too forcefully.

Aiden sank back down to the couch. What had he almost done? If he had kissed her, it would have been a huge mistake. Seeing her at all was a big mistake.

Why had he said he could take her on the excursion in the morning? He was in so much trouble. He closed his eyes and tried to forget about Felicity for the night, which was almost impossible with her sleeping just beyond the wall. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9

[image: image]


Felicity stood in her bedroom, her back pressed against her door, her heart racing. How could she have almost kissed Aiden? Had she lost all of her senses completely? She touched her lips. Was it horrible that she wished she’d just done it?

She took a shaky breath and slipped into her pajamas, scolding herself in her head. There was no way she could fall back in love with Aiden. It just wasn’t anywhere in the realm of possible. He crushed her heart, and she couldn’t forget that. Their relationship had been like fire. It felt wonderful and warm at first, but she’d gotten too close and it had burned her.

The sheets were soft as she climbed into bed. She wrapped herself in them. Even though she was tired, it took a long time for her to fall asleep. She lay there, listening to the storm outside, and wondered what she would do tomorrow, spending the whole day with Aiden.

She awoke to an eerie silence. A light in the bathroom told her the power was back on. Felicity peeked outside of her bedroom and found the couch empty, her comforter folded up. Aiden wasn’t in sight. A note sat on the counter in the kitchen. 

Felicity,

I’m going to check out the damage to the resort. I’ll come back to get you for the excursion to the jungle. I should be back by ten.

Aiden

She had a couple of hours, so she took a shower and dressed in good hiking clothes. She left her villa to get breakfast at the restaurant. The resort had been hit hard. Palm branches were everywhere, along with trash, broken shingles, and other pieces of debris. The workers were already out cleaning up the mess. Aiden must be helping them. That’s one thing she liked about him. He was a billionaire, for heaven’s sake, yet he was out picking up tree branches with the rest of the crew.

The buffet line was short. She grabbed a bowl of fruit and a yogurt and sat down at a table. Pulling out her phone, she checked her Facebook group. Brittany had posted.

How are things going with Aiden? Are you getting back together with him?

Felicity pressed her lips together and answered.

No. That ship has sailed.

Brittany answered right away.

I heard he has money. Is that true?

He’s a billionaire.

Felicity hit post before she thought about it then wondered if that was a good idea. Aiden wasn’t the kind of guy to go around boasting about that kind of thing. Maybe he didn’t want her spreading that around. But it was too late. She’d already posted it and couldn’t take it back.

I’m coming to stay the rest of the week with you!

Brittany added a smiley face to her post, and Felicity snorted. Wouldn’t that be a nightmare.

Haha, funny, she posted. 

Felicity closed the app. Brittany kind of annoyed her, but maybe she needed to give the girl some slack. Her divorce had been hard on her. Brittany was the kind of girl who had a hard time if she didn’t have a man on her arm. Some girls were just like that.

After she ate, she left the restaurant to go back to her villa to wait for Aiden. She picked her way over downed branches and bits of trash. As she slid her key card, her phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket and stepped inside.

“Hello?”

“Aiden’s a billionaire? Are you kidding me?” Amy’s voice came through all high-pitched and fast, like she’d been sucking helium.

“Calm down, girl. You’re going to hyperventilate.” Felicity laughed and curled up on the couch.

“Calm down? You almost married a billionaire. You could have been the next Paris Hilton.”

Felicity scoffed. “Do you think I want to be the next Paris Hilton?” 

“All right, bad example. I’m just saying, holy Batmobile. A billionaire.”

“I know.” Felicity sighed. “It’s almost too much money to think about.”

“Honey, it’s not too much for me to think about. Aiden could have retired. Think of all the places you could have gone with him.”

Felicity ran her finger along the seam of her jeans. There was a tiny worn spot that would soon become a hole. “That’s just it, Amy. Aiden isn’t like that. He’s too involved with whatever he’s doing. He sold his drone, but then he bought this resort and now this has become his work obsession.”

“Maybe he needs a woman to help him learn to relax.”

Felicity glanced at the clock. It was five minutes after ten. The same disappointment she had known so well all those years ago settled in her gut. “You’re joking, right? He’s actually supposed to meet me right now and guess what, he’s late. What a big surprise. Nothing’s changed.” The words were hard to say, but she knew it was true. Aiden would always put her second.

“Wait, you guys are seeing each other again?”

Felicity stiffened. “No. It’s not like that. Grams hired me to take photos and he’s taking me on an excursion so I can do my job.”

Amy hesitated for a moment before speaking. “Couldn’t you go on your own?”

A foolish feeling swept through Felicity. “I guess I could, but I’d have to go find a ticket, and I’m not sure where they meet or what time the bus leaves.”

“Call the office.”

“I could. It’s just...Aiden and I spent some time together yesterday and...well, maybe I did think he was coming around. But that’s obviously not the case. He’s the same old Aiden. Late again.”

“Aw, sweetie. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She steeled herself. “It seriously wasn’t a big deal. It’s not like a date or anything. We really aren’t getting back together. Instead of going on the excursion, I’ll just go find some pictures to take around here.” Felicity cringed, thinking of all the debris outside. “But I don’t know what I’ll photograph. We had a storm last night and the place looks pretty bad right now.”

“Then go relax on the beach. When Aiden is done with his work, he’ll take you hiking.”

Relaxing on the beach sounded nice. “That’s not a bad idea.” She had brought her swimsuit.

“There you go. Have fun. Take some you time.”

Felicity brushed her hair over her shoulder. “You’re right. There’s nothing else I can do anyway.”

“Okay. Have fun. I’ll call you later to see how things went.”

“Thanks, Amy.”

Felicity hung up and stared at the ashes in the fireplace, a hollow feeling spreading through her chest. Why had she thought anything had changed? Aiden was still Aiden. He put his work first. She supposed that was why he was a billionaire. 

She sighed and tossed her phone on the couch. She’d go change into her bathing suit and take a walk along the beach. Aiden could come find her when he was done with everything that was more important than her.

***
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AIDEN’S HEART RACED as he walked along the shoreline, searching the underbrush. “Mabel!” he called. His voice was hoarse from shouting. He didn’t want to think about all the things that could have happened to Mabel out in the storm last night.

When he’d entered his villa this morning and seen his grandmother’s face, he’d known something terrible had happened. Grams had run to him and buried her face into his chest, sobs wracking her body. When he’d finally coaxed out of her what had happened, his heart had stopped. Mabel had gotten out last night right before the storm had hit. She hadn’t come back.

Aiden had pulled on some boots and gone immediately out to look for her. But there was no sign of her. Now he was beyond the resort property line and had no idea if he was even close to where Mabel had gone. She could be anywhere. She could be...no. He didn’t want to think about it.

Why had she run off like that? She usually obeyed when they called her to come. Maybe since he wasn’t home, she’d gone looking for him. The thought made his stomach clench. This might be his fault.

He lengthened his strides. “Mabel!”

She had to be somewhere. He couldn’t accept she was gone. He’d find her. He had to. Maybe she’d found her way back home. He pulled out his phone to check with Grams.

“Hello?” She answered on the first ring. “Did you find her?”

Disappointment crushed him. “No. I take it she didn’t come home yet.”

“No.”

He exhaled. “All right. I’ll keep looking.”

“Aiden?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Right.”

He hung up with Grams and noticed the time. Eleven? How did it get to be so late? He was supposed to be back at Felicity’s villa an hour ago. He called her cell phone, but it just rang until voicemail came up. Frustrated, he left a quick message about not being able to go with her and hung up.

Felicity would understand, wouldn’t she? His dog meant the world to him. And Felicity wasn’t a completely unreasonable person. Except for the day she left him. That had been unreasonable.

He let out a frustrated breath. Felicity was going to hate him. But he couldn’t stop looking now. He had to find Mabel.

He saw a flash of white and ran to a large bush. He crouched down. “Mabel?”

A white grocery bag was tangled up in the branches. He yanked it out and wadded it up, a bitter taste in his mouth. This was going to take forever.

Memories from when Grams had first gotten Mabel surfaced and he rubbed his temples. The little dog had taken to him right away. He’d never had an animal snuggle with him like Mabel had. He’d be sitting on the couch and she’d climb up on his shoulder. She was smaller then, just a little puppy, and she’d fit perfectly there. She would fall asleep and make cute little dog snoring noises.

She was such a small dog. The wind last night had been horrible. How could she have survived? He shook his head and resolved not to think about what might have happened. All he needed to do right now was focus on finding her. That’s all he could do.

With his heart in his throat, he continued to call for his dog.
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Chapter 10
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Felicity stretched out on the beach towel she’d spread out over the sand. It was a cloudy day, but every once in a while, the clouds parted and the sun peeked through. The sound of the ocean waves relaxed her and she slipped off her swimsuit cover and closed her eyes. At least she’d get a little use out of her swimsuit. It was brand new, purchased at the end of the season last year for eighty percent off. It was the nicest one-piece she’d ever had, blue with white stripes. It looked good on her, if she did say so herself.

Aiden’s face popped into her mind and she tried to shove it away. He was over an hour late now. So typical. How could he always make her feel so low? So unwanted?

A shadow crossed her face and her eyes flicked open. She sucked in a breath to chew Aiden out for being so late, but then she realized it wasn’t Aiden. A man she didn’t recognize stood beside her wearing long shorts and flip flops, a lounge chair tucked under one arm.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.” The man took an awkward step back. “If you want privacy, I’ll go to the other side of the beach. I just thought I might as well introduce myself to my neighbor, if that’s okay.”

Felicity stared up at the man. He looked harmless. He reminded her of those guys at the Geek Squad, all gangly arms and legs. Thick glasses adorned his face. She motioned. “It’s fine. Have a seat.”

He set his chair down and sat. “Thanks. I’m Harold.”

“Felicity.”

“Where are you from?”

“Texas. And you?”

Harold brushed a patch of sand off his chair. His dark hair was thick and curly. He looked to be in his late-twenties. His skin was pale, like it hadn’t seen the sun in a long time. “Arkansas. Near the border, actually, so I’m not far from Texas.”

She squinted at him. “Huh. Small world. I live a few miles outside of Dallas. What brings you here?”

“Nothing too exciting. I was about to lose my vacation time if I didn’t take it, so I tossed a dart on the map and it landed on Belize. I’ve never been, so here I am.”

Wow. A man who could stop working and take some time off. She tried not to throw her hands up in the air and shout hallelujah. Instead, she said a very subdued, “Good for you.”

“I assume you’re here on vacation as well. You here alone?”

“Actually, I was hired to take pictures of the resort. Since it’s kind of in shambles right now, I’m just relaxing a bit.” She ignored the question about being alone. Harold seemed nice, but she wasn’t looking for a relationship, and certainly not a vacation fling. Plus, things were too weird with Aiden there at the resort.

Not that she was considering getting back together with Aiden. Sure, he made her insides melt, but she’d gone down that road before and look how that had turned out. She shifted on her towel. Maybe she shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss Harold.

“Oh, so you’re a photographer?” he asked, bringing her out of her thoughts.

“Yes.”

“And they paid your way here?” His eyebrows rose high on his forehead.

Felicity tried not to snort. Right. If he thought all photographers got gigs like this, he was delusional. She should have known something was up when she was hired. “Yes.”

“Well, that’s quite the setup.”

That explained it exactly. A setup. Felicity turned the conversation around on him. “What is it you do?”

Harold’s lounge chair squeaked as he moved. “I’m a systems analyst. I know, it sounds glamorous, but it’s not really. I pretty much work with computers all day.” He grinned at her.

He was funny, in his own nerdy way. She smiled back. “It probably pays well.”

“Not too bad. At least I can afford a vacation like this every once in a while. I’d love to work for myself someday. I know what these companies pay for me to go in and fix their issues. It’s way more than I get paid.”

“That’s a great idea. You should go for it.”

Harold shrugged. “I would, but then I have to worry about all kinds of other things. To be honest, I’m not sure how to market a business like that or where I would get health insurance. Stupid stuff like that.”

Felicity sized him up. “I think you’d figure it out.”

He shot her a grin. “Yeah?”

“Give yourself some credit. You look quite intelligent.”

Harold seemed pleased that she’d complemented him. “Thanks.” He ran his hand through the sand. “That was quite the storm last night, wasn’t it?”

Felicity inwardly shuddered. “It blew something through my kitchen window.”

“Seriously? It broke through the glass?”

“Yes. I think it was a signpost.” Maybe even the one Aiden had walked into. He probably loosened it. The thought made Felicity smile, but then she felt stupid smiling that a signpost went through her window, so she dropped it.

“That’s insane. I don’t think there was any damage to my villa. But the wind was sure blowing stuff around.” He glanced back at the resort. “I heard a ton of shingles blew off the restaurant roof. I wonder how hard it is to get something like that fixed around here? This is pretty remote.”

Maybe that’s what Aiden was helping with. Repairing the damage to the roof. She realized she was grinding her teeth and made a conscious effort to stop. “I don’t know.”

Harold seemed fidgety. He continued to play with the sand. “What do you like to do in your spare time? Oh, wait. Let me guess.” He studied her. “You’re a big gamer, aren’t you? RPG? Cosplay?”

Felicity wrinkled her nose. “I don’t even know what that means.”

“Ah, well, a guy can dream, can’t he?”

What was she supposed to say to that? “Uh, sure?”

He laughed and looked out, scanning the shoreline. He tapped his knee absentmindedly. “You busy tonight?”

Felicity stiffened. She should have known he was going to go there. What else was he doing, sitting next to a woman on the beach? But she wasn’t sure how to answer him. She glanced up at her villa. Aiden still hadn’t come. What was she going to do? Wait around all day for him? The thought that Aiden would expect her to made her angry. Suddenly she did want to go out with this guy.

Harold winced. “You’re not here by yourself, are you? Man, I just stepped in it big time, I can tell.”

“No,” she hurried to say, turning back to Harold. “I’m alone. And I’m not doing anything tonight.” There. She’d said it. She was an adult and could make plans with a man if she wanted to. Aiden was off doing who knows what. He stood her up. It would serve him right if he were to come over tonight and she had already made plans.

Harold’s face lit up. “Great. Want to have dinner with me?”

“Sure.”

His grin stretched wide. “All right.” He leaned back. “Fantastic.”

Felicity hid a smile. He was kind of a funny man. Maybe dinner with Harold wouldn’t be such a bad idea. It would take her mind off Aiden, who’d left her hanging once again. It’s what he did. What he would always do. 

The sun peeked through the clouds and she shielded her eyes with her hand. “Have you lived in Arkansas your whole life?”

“Nah. I grew up in California. Most of the guys in my class were beach bums. I know it’s surprising that I wasn’t in with the surfer crowd, given my physique.” He motioned to his skinny chest and thin legs, and Felicity smiled.

“You were president of the chess club, weren’t you?”

Harold threw his head back and laughed. “Mathletes, actually.”

“Mathletes? That’s hilarious.”

He huffed on his knuckles and rubbed his imaginary shirt. “Yeah, we were the cool kids. Everyone wanted to come cheer us on during our competitions.”

“My ex was really into math.” The words were out before she could stop them. 

He eyed her. “Yeah?”

“He actually owns this place.” What was wrong with her? Why was she talking about Aiden?

He squinted at her. “Wait, your ex-boyfriend owns this resort? And he hired you to come take pictures?”

She wanted to stuff a fistful of sand in her mouth to stop herself from talking anymore. But now that she’d started, she couldn’t just ignore his question. “His grandmother actually hired me. I think she’s trying to push us back together. But it won’t work. He’s a workaholic. The reason I left him was because his work was always more important than me. And here I am, sitting alone on the beach because he’s out working on the resort.”

She could see the wheels turning in Harold’s head. He brushed sand off his hands. “You know, if you and your ex are in the middle of something, I don’t want to get in the way.”

Now she’d done it. “No,” she quickly said. “We’re not in the middle of anything. Believe me. That’s long past. In fact, it would be good for me to go out with you. Get my mind off him.”

He seemed to study her, then a smile crept onto his face. “I think I could help you out there.”

She held back a laugh. Harold was funny and a bit charming, even if he was a total geek. 

He reached down and picked up a seashell. “How long did you date this guy?”

“Five years.”

“That’s some history.”

Felicity didn’t want to tell him how involved their history had been. They’d almost married. And even now, her heart longed for what they used to have. But that was stupid, and she had to get her thoughts away from Aiden. Plus, Harold didn’t need to know any of that, so she changed the subject. “How long will you be here?”

“Just until Sunday.”

“Me too.” Why did the thought of leaving depress Felicity? She shook it off.

A tone sounded and Harold pulled his phone out of his pocket. Felicity reached to check hers and realized it wasn’t sitting on the towel like she’d thought. She must have left it up in her villa. Oh, no. What if Aiden had been trying to call?

Felicity mentally smacked herself. What was wrong with her? Why was she insisting on torturing herself over Aiden? She needed to stop. He was always going to be the same guy. Nothing would change. A sudden restlessness came over her.

She looked up at Harold, who had put his phone away. “Want to take a walk on the beach? I think I need to stretch my legs.”

His eyebrows rose. “Sure.”

She pulled on her lacy cover up and stood, slipping into her sandals. “Hopefully we won’t get another storm like last night.”

“No kidding,” he said as he folded up his lounge chair. “I think we’ll be fine. I checked the weather this morning and it looks good.” He pointed up to his villa. “Do you mind if I put this away?”

Felicity folded her towel. “That’s fine. I’ll walk with you.”

The clouds parted and the sun shone as they walked up the path to Harold’s deck. He set the chair down. “If you want to leave your towel here, you can.”

“Thanks.” Felicity draped the towel over the railing. She followed him out along the beach. Her sandals sank into the powdery sand as they walked.

“Did you grow up in a large family?” Harold asked.

“No. I’m an only child. Mom died when I was a kid, so it was Dad and me growing up.”

“Sounds lonely. I’m the first of five kids, so there was never any isolation at my house. That’s probably why I’m fine coming on a vacation by myself.” He gave her a wide grin.

“Five? That’s a lot of kids.”

“All boys. My parents always joked that they weren’t going to stop until we had a full basketball team.”

Felicity laughed. “I bet it was crazy at your house.”

“Yeah. I’d say. There were never any shortages of fart jokes around. But we all got along well. For the most part. We had our own D&D tournaments.” Harold went into talking about his brothers and their gaming. Most of it went over Felicity’s head.

A small whimpering sound caught Felicity’s attention and she stopped. “Do you hear that?”

Harold stood silent and cocked his head. “Yeah. Where is it coming from?”

Felicity walked toward the trees that lined the beach. “Somewhere in there.”

A scratching noise sounded, and then a bark. Harold pointed. “There.”

A piece of wood stuck up from the sand. Harold grabbed onto it and tugged. It was a large piece of plywood that had been covered in sand. As soon as he lifted it, a little Maltese dog ran out from under it.

The poor thing looked ragged, and Felicity bent to pick her up. “Mabel? Is that you?”

“You know this dog?”

Mabel barked and then panted while Felicity held her close. “Yeah. She’s Aiden’s dog.”
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Chapter 11
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Aiden’s heart broke with every step back to his villa. Mabel was nowhere to be found. And with each broken tree branch or piece of siding he saw, he feared his dog had not survived the night.

As he approached the deck behind his villa, a vision of Mabel curled up on her favorite deck chair popped into his head and he sprinted up the wooden steps. Holding his breath, he walked toward the chair.

Empty.

He exhaled and sat, sure he was going to break down at any moment. A shuffling noise came onto the deck. Grams. She wore a long housedress and held a cup of something out to him. “No luck?”

He took the mug and sipped the steamy coffee. He shook his head, afraid of what his voice would sound like.

Grams dragged a chair next to him and joined him. “Have you talked to Felicity?”

“No. She didn’t answer her phone.”

“So, she doesn’t know?”

He shook his head again then let his shoulders fall. Another thing he’d screwed up today. Felicity probably hated him right now.

Grams patted his leg. “You’d better go talk to her.”

“I know.” He should have walked to her villa instead of going home. It’s just he had hoped Mabel would be—

A bark sounded and he shot out of his chair. “Mabel?” he called. He set his coffee mug on the glass table and ran to the railing. Felicity was walking toward his villa, Mabel in her arms. Relief poured over Aiden and he ran down the steps.

Felicity set the squirming Mabel down and she ran to him, barking and wagging her tail. Aiden bent down and picked her up. Mabel licked his face. He checked her over for any injuries but didn’t see any. “I can’t believe you found her. I was so worried.”

“Yeah, she was trapped under some plywood,” a man said. 

Aiden realized for the first time that Felicity wasn’t alone, and a few things hit him at once. Felicity was wearing a swimsuit, a sexy cover-up, and had her hair pinned so she looked like a model. The man with her wore shorts, no shirt, and was standing too close to be a passerby. And suddenly he wanted to grab Felicity and pull her to him, but he pressed his lips together and tempered that thought. “Where did you find her?”

“She wasn’t too far down the beach from our villas.” Felicity motioned.

“Our villas?” Aiden gave the man another once over. What had happened this morning?

“This is Harold. He’s staying in the villa next to mine. Harold, this is Aiden...we went to the same high school.”

Ouch. He’d been downgraded from ex-fiancé to high school acquaintance. Felicity must be more than mad. She must be furious. Aiden stuck out his hand. He didn’t mean to squeeze so hard, but when Harold winced, he let go. “Nice to meet you.”

“Yeah. You too.” Harold shifted. “Well, we, uh...just wanted to bring your dog to you.”

Aiden gave Mabel one last pat on the head and set her on the ground. Mabel barked and ran up the deck stairs. “So, you two are...?” He let the question hang.

Felicity hesitated. “We were just taking a walk.”

Meaning, together. The two of them. Aiden tried not to grind his teeth. “I see.”

His relief over Mabel being okay was dwarfed by his annoyance that Felicity was at his villa with another man. What was going on? He was a couple of hours late so she decided to meet other men? Yes, he messed up this morning, but she could have called or come to check on what the emergency was. How could she just dump the plans they’d made?

This was yet another thing that proved to him he and Felicity were not meant to be. He couldn’t be with a woman who didn’t allow for anything to ever go wrong.

Grams came down the deck stairs, a smile on her face. “Well, hello, Felicity. So nice to see you again. And who’s your friend?”

Felicity accepted Gram’s hug. “This is Harold. Harold, this is Phoebe.”

He shook Phoebe’s hand. “We were just walking along the beach when we heard Mabel trying to dig her way out from under the plywood.”

“Oh, dear me.” Grams put her hand at the base of her neck. “I’m so glad you walked by at that moment. Aiden’s been worried sick, searching the whole resort all morning.”

Felicity stared at him. “You weren’t off working on the resort?”

“No. And I’m sorry. I know I was supposed to meet you at ten.” He didn’t like the way she was looking at him. Like he’d disappointed her yet again. In his defense, he added, “I did try to call though.”

Oops, wrong thing to say. Felicity’s gaze hardened. “I had my phone with me all morning. When you hadn’t bothered to show up or call by ten thirty, I went out to the beach. That’s where I met Harold.” She motioned to him. 

Grams put her arm around Felicity. “Well, come inside, dear. I have some of your favorite cookies, fresh out of the oven.”

Grams had been baking? Of course. She knew Felicity couldn’t resist her recipe. And, as if on cue, Felicity raised her eyebrows and took a step toward the house. “You didn’t.”

“Yes. Extra chunky chocolate chip cookies.”

Felicity pulled Harold toward the stairs. “Come on, you have to try these.”

Grams opened the glass door and waved Felicity and Harold inside. Then she shot Aiden a frown. “You left her alone all morning? After spending the night at her place?” Grams hissed.

“Grams! It wasn’t like that.” Heat surged up his neck. What did his grandmother think?

“You’d better mend things between you,” she said before entering the house and plastering on a smile. She grabbed Felicity’s arm. “Come into the kitchen with me. You can help me serve them up.”

Aiden slid the patio door shut and stood there in the family room with Harold, who shifted his weight and fidgeted with the pockets on his shorts. He looked over at the painting hanging above the mantle. “Nice place you have here.”

“Thanks.”

“So...you and Felicity go way back.” Harold eyed him.

“Yes. We do.” Aiden folded his arms and took a closer look at Harold. He had this lovable geek look going for him. He suddenly hated geeks.

Harold swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Look, I don’t want to—.”

Felicity walked into the room carrying a tray of cookies. “Harold, you have to try these. You’ll love them.”

Grams followed her in, and when Harold wasn’t looking, she began wildly motioning with her hands, mouthing something Aiden couldn’t understand. He held up his hands in a surrender position. Felicity raised her head and Grams hid her motions by smoothing out her hair. “So, Harold, what brings you to Belize?”

“Just taking a vacation.” He bit into a cookie. “Man, these are great.”

“Thank you.” Grams gave Aiden a meaningful look, but he still didn’t know what she wanted so he shrugged in response. Grams tossed him a dirty look before turning back to Harold. “You know, Harold, I was just talking to Aiden and we have some extra excursion tickets for this afternoon. If you want to go on one, I think the jungle excursion leaves in a few minutes.”

Aiden inwardly groaned. He hadn’t told his grandmother about the plans he’d messed up.

Felicity’s head snapped up. “You mean the one Aiden was going to take me on?”

Grams seemed taken aback for a second, then she recovered. “Yes. I suppose that’s the one.”

“I need to take some pictures today. I’ll go with Harold on the excursion. Will it get back before dinner? We have plans.”

Nice. Grams really should keep to her own business. This was not what Aiden wanted. And yet, what did he think he wanted? To get back together with Felicity? He knew she would never forgive him for the past. Maybe it was best if she went out with Harold, fell in love, got married and had little geek babies. They could drive little smart cars and...he shook the thoughts from his head. He was getting carried away.

But if Felicity went out with Harold, maybe Grams would stop shoving him together with her. He could lie low the next few days until she was gone. That could work, right? 

The more he thought about it, the more it appealed to him. “Yes, the bus will get back around six.”

“You know, I’d really like that,” Harold said. “What time does the bus leave? We need to change.”

Grams shot Aiden a desperate look.

He stuffed his hands in his pockets. Grams couldn’t say anything because this was her fault. She’d just have to accept it. “I think they leave after lunch, so you should have some time.”

His grandmother glared at him while Harold nodded. He seemed thrilled to get an excursion for free. 

Aiden took a step toward the back room. “I’ll go get you some tickets.”

He walked down the hallway to the office. The extra excursion tickets were in the top drawer. He pulled two out and wrote in the date and time. On his way back, he bumped into Grams.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

He shrugged. “If Felicity wants to date this yahoo, I’m not going to stand in her way.” He pushed his way past her and into the family room. He handed Harold the tickets. “Here you go.”

Harold grinned. “Thanks.”

Grams glided across the room. “It was nice meeting you, darling.” She swept Harold into a hug before doing the same to Felicity. She put her arms around the two of them as she guided them to the door. What was she up to? She was acting weird. She doted on them a few minutes before sliding open the glass door and practically shoving them out.

After they left, Grams turned to him. “You have to fix this mess.”

Aiden ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Fix what? Felicity and I are not a couple, Grams.”

He’d figured his grandmother would balk at this, or maybe object. Instead, she pressed her lips together and poked him in the chest with her index finger. “You love her. Don’t try to deny it. I can see it in your eyes. You’ve loved her for years. Now that I’ve finally got her here, you have to win her back.”

And there it was. His grandmother was delusional. He knew all along Grams was playing some kind of game with bringing Felicity here, but she hadn’t come out and said it like that. What was he supposed to say to her? He loved his grandmother to death, but he wasn’t getting back together with Felicity. He tried a different tactic. “What do you want me to do? Go on the excursion with them? How awkward would that be?”

“Not very awkward.” Grams held up a key card, a wicked grin on her face. “I have a feeling Harold is going to miss the bus.”
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Chapter 12
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Felicity rushed to change out of her swimsuit and wash the sand from between her toes. Going on the excursion with Harold was just what she needed to get her mind off Aiden. After she slipped on a pair of jeans and a top, a knock sounded.

She walked into the living room and opened the door. Harold stood there, patting his pockets. 

“Hey, I can’t find my key card anywhere. It must have fallen out of my pocket. I’m going to go retrace my steps.” He motioned back toward Aiden’s villa. 

“All right.”

He handed her the tickets. “You should have these in case I’m late.”

“Thanks.” She watched him walk away before she shut the door.

Felicity packed her camera in her backpack with a couple of lenses and headed to the shop to grab a sandwich before the excursion. As she sat on the bench at the waiting area, she was relieved to see other people gathering around. At least it wasn’t going to be like yesterday. Maybe Grams was done scheming.

Not that yesterday had been all terrible. She’d kind of enjoyed talking with Aiden like old times. But it was also hard on her, knowing he was the way he was, and that nothing could happen between them. And this morning proved it. Yes, he had a good excuse, but he could have called her.

She checked the time and scanned the sidewalks. Harold only had a few minutes left before the tour started. Movement came from the shadows and Aiden stepped out. He didn’t look at her as he walked to the pavilion. His movements were stiff and she wondered what was up.

He stepped beside her and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Harold isn’t coming.”

“Why not?”

“Grams took his key card then ambushed him when he came looking for it. She stalled him for a while, but Harold finally gave up and left. He’s at the office getting another card made.”

Felicity had no words. Her mouth popped open, but she felt stupid and closed it. Grams did...what?

“I know. Grams can be kind of headstrong sometimes. I’m sorry.”

He looked embarrassed, and Felicity didn’t want to make him feel even worse, even though she was still upset with him about this morning. She rubbed her forehead. “It’s not your fault.”

“I’ll talk with her about it. She’s taking this matchmaking thing too far. If you want to date men while you’re here, that’s your business. You should go out with Harold.”

She opened her mouth to protest, to tell him she didn’t want to date Harold, but stopped herself. Why shouldn’t she go out with a man who was interested in her? One who took vacations and wasn’t obsessed with work? She fished around in her backpack for her bottle of water. “I’m glad you see it that way.”

He clenched his jaw and scanned the tree line. “Well, I just wanted to tell you Harold wasn’t coming. I’d better get back. I need to talk to Grams about this obsession she has.”

Aiden’s phone rang and he dug in his pocket and pulled it out. He swiped the screen and answered it. “This is Aiden.”

Felicity unscrewed the cap from her water bottle and took a long drink. The water wasn’t cold, but it tasted good on her tongue.

“You’re kidding me,” Aiden said. She looked up at him, annoyance clearly written on his face. “How did that happen?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Was Grams seen in the area? You know what, never mind. I don’t want to know.”

He hung up and pocketed his phone. “She’s gone mad.”

“What happened?”

“Juan accidently locked himself in the supply shed. He was supposed to lead this tour. No one can find the key. They’re calling in a locksmith to get him out, so Derrick asked if I could lead this tour.”

Felicity couldn’t believe it. “You think that was Grams?”

“Who else?” Aiden raked his hand through his hair and blew out a breath. “She’s insane. I’m going to have to put her in a mental institution.”

Felicity bit her lip, trying not to laugh. The thought of Grams stealing Harold’s key card and then locking poor Juan in the shed, all to get them together, was kind of hilarious. Grams always was a quirky person. “She’s just determined.”

“Oh, no. Don’t you defend her.” Aiden glared, although she could see a tiny twitch to his lips. “She is interfering where she shouldn’t be.”

“I know. But the only way to make her stop is to just do what she wants.” Felicity stood. “Do the tour. I’ll go with you. I don’t want to get locked out of my villa or anything. Harold and I can eat dinner together when we get back.”

Aiden made a face but finally conceded and led the group to the white van. Felicity sat in the front passenger seat and fiddled with her camera as Aiden drove and talked on the loud speaker. She’d heard some of the same things the previous day, so she tuned him out and stared out of the window, watching the trees speed by.

An image of her father taking her hiking as a child flashed through her mind, and she swallowed down the guilt. She really should go see her father when she was done with this trip. Her father had been asking her to come for a while now. She just had a hard time scraping together the funds. And, if she were being honest with herself, it was hard to be in Chicago with all the memories it held.

But it wasn’t a good thing to stay away. She missed her father. Missed the way he’d shout at the television during his favorite baseball games. Missed his “famous” grilled cheese sandwiches, which were really like every other grilled cheese sandwich. 

Her thoughts turned to when she was in grade school and how he’d made her feel like a princess, even when they didn’t have the money for the new dress she wanted. He had stayed up late into the night hand-sewing on a piece of tulle to her skirt. He’d turned an old piece of clothing into something magical, to her young eyes. She would never forget that night at the Daddy Daughter dance. 

He even came to school every year on parents’ day, letting her know she wasn’t any less because she was the only one without a mother there. Her vision blurred and she blinked.

“You okay?” Aiden asked, looking at her.

She forced a smile. “Yeah. Sorry. Just thinking about my father.”

“Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. I just miss him.”

“Then you should go see him.”

“Right.” She swallowed. Aiden wouldn’t understand if she told him how difficult it was to be in Chicago. Or how tight the funds were. He was a billionaire. That wasn’t part of his world anymore, worrying about money.

Thinking about tonight with Harold made her a bit apprehensive. What would Grams do to separate them? Hopefully she was above giving him food poisoning or anything else dangerous.

The thought made her shake her head. This was Grams, for heaven’s sake. She was not dangerous. She’d never do anything to hurt anyone. All she’d done had been harmless prank kind of stuff.

Still, it might be best if she were proactive about it. “Would you do me a favor?”

Aiden looked at her with one eyebrow raised, his hands on the steering wheel. “What do you need?”

“Would you keep Grams busy during dinner tonight?”

Aiden’s gaze seemed to harden a bit before he nodded. “Yes. I’ll make sure she doesn’t interfere with your date.”

Was it just her imagination, or did he spit out the word ‘date’ like it tasted bad? “Thanks.”

Aiden steered the van off the highway onto a dirt road. “We’re almost to the hiking area. Please don’t leave any valuables in the van. There’s a restroom at the start of the trail, so I’ll give you ten minutes. There won’t be any restrooms for the three-hour hike, so take advantage of it. We’ll need the group to stay together on the trail.”

Aiden parked and Felicity got out of the vehicle. She and Aiden were the first to get done in the bathroom, so she awkwardly stood near him, looking for something she could photograph. But there was nothing interesting. Aiden would think she’d gone crazy if she started snapping photos of the bathrooms. She gripped her camera and stared up at the cloudy sky.

“It’s not supposed to storm again.” Aiden put his hands behind his back, like he didn’t know what to do with them.

“I know,” she said quickly. She’d acted a bit stupid last night and was feeling embarrassed.

“That’s good. Because...you know.”

“What are you saying? Because I’m a baby when it comes to storms?”

He put his hands out almost as a shield. “No, not at all. I just didn’t want you to worry is all.”

“I wasn’t.” She didn’t want Aiden to see her as weak.

A couple of people from the excursion had joined them and Aiden fell silent. He seemed to take an interest in the gravel they were standing on.

When the group was back together, Aiden motioned for everyone to gather. “We’ll be hiking up this trail. I don’t want anyone wandering off the path. There are snakes in this jungle.”

A few people gasped, and Aiden held up a hand. “It’s okay. If you stay on the trail you should be fine.”

He turned to Felicity. “Do you want to walk ahead of me to get photos without people in the way?”

She nodded. “Thank you. That’s very thoughtful.” Her heart warmed a bit.

He shrugged and paused so she could take the lead. “Grams would kill me if I didn’t let you get good pictures.”

Of course. That’s what this trip was all about anyway. She stepped ahead of him and he followed close behind. Every once in a while, Aiden would stop and talk about the vegetation or the animal life in Belize, and Felicity would use the pause to get some good shots. Her camera clicked as she crouched to get interesting angles.

Her leg muscles burned as the trail turned a bit steeper. She hoped she didn’t start panting and sweating, revealing how out of shape she was. She’d quit her gym membership five months ago. It was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Not when things like buying food and toothpaste took up her whole paycheck.

“Let’s stop here for a moment while I tell you about the Tata Duende. It is rumored he hides deep in the jungle. The children say he has backward feet and no thumbs. If he asks to see your hands, don’t show them to him, lest he rip off your thumbs.”

Felicity smiled to herself as Aiden talked about the silly legend. She had a sneaky suspicion he’d stopped so she could catch her breath, which melted some more of her anger toward him.

Why did he have to be so nice? Couldn’t he just be a jerk all the time? It would be a lot easier to put up a wall around her heart if he wasn’t so thoughtful.

After a moment, they started up again. The strain on her muscles felt good. She’d been neglecting herself lately. She made a mental note to take some time out of her schedule to get more exercise.

Thirty minutes later, Felicity heard the sound of rushing water right before the trail opened to a wide landing with a railing. Across an expanse was a waterfall. The beauty of it took her breath away. The cascading water hit the rocky hillside, splashing on so many rocks on the way down, it looked like stair steps. She focused her camera and snapped a few photos.

Aiden gathered the group and started talking about the waterfall. Felicity pulled out her tripod and set it up so she could take some time-lapse photos. She twisted the legs to extend them, tightening them back up again when she got the height the way she wanted it.

After tweaking her settings, she stood back and let the camera do the work. Once she captured a few good ones, she noticed Aiden wasn’t talking anymore. She turned and bumped into his chest. “Oh, sorry,” she said, trying to regain her footing.

He reached out to steady her, his arms wrapping around her. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have snuck up on you.”

She stared up at him for a moment, her heart in her throat, her hands clutching his biceps. Why did he have to smell so good? Why did it have to feel so good in his arms? His blue eyes searched hers and, for a second, she forgot where she was and what they were doing. Then she came to her senses and backed away. He let her go.

“Stunning,” he said.

She looked at her camera. Her last shot still displayed on the screen. “Thanks.”

“The picture too.” Aiden gave her a quick smile then turned and walked away before she could think about what he’d said.
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Chapter 13
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Had he really just said that? Aiden couldn’t believe he had flirted with Felicity. What an idiot he was. He needed to get home and stay locked up in his villa until Felicity left on Sunday. She was walking around, looking like a goddess and making him do stupid things.

He waited until Felicity had packed up her tripod and had gone ahead of him to start the group back down the trail. As Felicity walked, her hair swayed with the movement of her hips. He tried not to look at her hips. Or the way her legs were perfectly shaped.

Gah. Walking behind Felicity was not what he wanted to do for the next hour, but he had no choice. He supposed he could have gone on ahead of her and let her trail behind the group, but that seemed kind of mean. And he didn’t want to be mean to her.

But being nice to her yesterday had gotten him all confused about things. And when she showed up with Harold, it just proved that he needed to stay away from her. 

He needed to take a vacation. Would Grams kill him if he took off tonight? Went to Mexico or something? The thought made him laugh. Who takes a vacation when they own a resort in Belize?

Felicity turned around. “What’s so funny?”

Oh, crud. He hadn’t realized he was laughing out loud. “Nothing.”

She fell into step beside him. “Come on. What is it?”

“It’s stupid.”

An eyeroll answered him. “You know you’re making me want to know even more now.”

“Haven’t you ever had a dumb thought, then chuckled about it?”

“Just tell me.” She nudged him with her elbow. “It must be something good if you’re too embarrassed to say it.”

Heat tinged his neck. Fine. He had to tell her now. Maybe he could withhold a little information and be fine. “I was just thinking I needed a vacation. Then it occurred to me how silly that was, taking a vacation from a great vacation spot.”

He expected Felicity to laugh, but she just looked at him sideways. “You want a vacation?”

“Well, you know. It just popped into my head. That’s all. It was nothing.” Would she give up on this now? He desperately hoped she’d move on to something else. He hooked his thumbs into his pockets.

“I never thought I’d hear the words, ‘I need a vacation’ come out of your mouth.”

He stared at her, not understanding. “Why?”

She looked down at the dirt path and shrugged. “You’re always working.”

Aiden stiffened. This again. She was wrong about him. He wasn’t always working. Couldn’t she see he was living on a resort in Belize? It was a freaking paradise.

Then images of himself as he worked on growing the resort came to his mind. If he were being truthful, he wasn’t just sitting on the beach enjoying life. He had thrown himself into his work at the resort as hard as he’d been working on his business before. Was there some truth to what she was saying? He sighed and checked behind them to make sure the group was caught up. He didn’t really know what to say to her, so he didn’t respond.

“I’m sorry,” she said when the silence stretched out. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“I’m not uncomfortable.” Lie. He was totally uncomfortable. He’d always thought she was exaggerating when she called him a workaholic. Sure, he was kind of obsessed with his drone when he was building it, but he knew his ideas were going to take him somewhere. He knew it would be something he could profit from.

And the resort...well, he knew once he got it updated and put in the time, he could make it profitable as well. And he had. But he still was spending most of his days working around the place. Aiden drew in a breath. Felicity was right. He was not the kind of guy to take off on a vacation.

He didn’t like that thought.

“I’ve upset you.” Felicity was looking at him, her eyebrows pulled together.

“No. I’m fine. I’m just thinking about...stuff.”

“I’m thinking about shrimp.” As if to punctuate her statement, Aiden heard her stomach growl. Her cheeks colored as she looked down at her middle.

“You should order the Mango Shrimp Ceviche. It’s to die for.”

“I will.” 

She held a small smile, and he wondered if it was because of the shrimp or because she was going to eat dinner with Harold. He suddenly wanted to change the subject. “Grams will be happy with the pictures you took today.”

“It wasn’t hard to get great pictures with scenery like this. You’re lucky to live in such a beautiful place. I enjoyed the hike. My muscles needed it.”

“That is one nice thing about leading these excursions. I don’t have to worry about getting flabby.”

Her smile stretched wide. “Flabby? You?” She reached out and pinched his abdomen. “Sorry, I’m not buying it. You could always eat anything you wanted and not gain an ounce.”

He checked the group behind them again before responding with, “I’m not twenty-one anymore.”

She snorted. “Yeah, you’re such a geezer.”

“Did you just snort?” He laughed.

“You’re so mean. I wouldn’t call attention to it if you snorted.”

Aiden patted her shoulder. “It was cute.”

She gave him a look he couldn’t quite interpret. “What do you think Grams has planned for tonight? I’m kind of worried about Harold’s food.”

Why did she have to bring him up again? He tried not to clench his teeth. “I said I’d keep her distracted.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Well, it better involve a lock and key because she’s been downright devious.”

He squinted at the look on Felicity’s face. “You’re enjoying her antics, aren’t you?”

“You have to admit, she’s clever.”

“She’s been terrible.”

Felicity laughed. “You’d better give poor Harold another free excursion. He seemed excited about the jungle hike.”

“You’re right. I’ll give him several excursion tickets if he doesn’t go badmouthing the resort after what Grams did.”

“That’s a good idea.”

***
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THE HIKE BACK TO THE van seemed to take a much shorter time, and Felicity found herself disappointed when the trail ended, which was stupid. She and Aiden were not good together. If she started to like him that way again, she would only get hurt in the end, so it was really dumb to enjoy the time spent with him.

She had to keep reminding herself she was just biding her time until she left. Grams was well-meaning, but she didn’t realize how incompatible she was with Aiden. It would never work.

Aiden opened the passenger door for Felicity and helped her climb in. Blast those butterflies in her stomach at his touch. Why didn’t they get the memo that she and Aiden were not a thing?

On the drive home, one of the women who had been walking behind them leaned forward in her seat. “You two make such a cute couple. How long have you been married?”

Felicity froze as the word ‘married’ hung in the air. What was Aiden going to say to that?

Aiden chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. “We’re not married.”

“Oh, really? How long have you been dating?”

Red crept up his neck and Felicity had to hide a smile. He was cute when he was embarrassed.

“We’re not...together.”

“You’re kidding,” the woman said, leaning forward a bit more.

The man beside her nudged her arm. “Trisha, leave them alone.”

“I’m not bothering them. They seem like a couple though.” She turned back to Aiden. “You should ask her out.”

Aiden swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He gave Felicity a quick glance before answering. “We’re just good friends.”

Trisha huffed and sat back in her seat. “That’s not what it looked like to me. I’ve been around good friends, and you guys have something more going on.”

“Hush, now, can’t you see you’re embarrassing him?” the man said.

Felicity held back a giggle.

“I am not. I’m just stating a fact. They should be a couple. You can see the attraction written all over their faces.” The woman looked personally offended that Felicity wasn’t involved with him.

Aiden’s cheeks were now pink, and he stared forward as he drove, obviously trying to ignore them now that they were talking amongst themselves.

“That’s none of your business,” the man hissed.

“You’re always saying that. Maybe it is my business. How do you know? You don’t know everything.”

They continued to argue until Trisha finally got mad and sat silently the rest of the way to the resort. By the time Aiden had stopped the bus, his face was almost back to his normal color.

“Thank you, everyone, for joining me on this excursion. If you wouldn’t mind leaving a comment on the website about how you enjoyed it, that would be wonderful. And if you didn’t enjoy it, we don’t mind if you don’t leave a comment.”

A few chuckles came from the group as they dispersed. Felicity checked her watch. “Guess I’d better go get ready for my date. Thank you again for keeping Grams occupied.”

Aiden nodded, his mouth turning down a bit. “Of course. Have fun.”

She took a step away then hesitated and turned back to him. “The jungle hike was nice.”

He stopped, his gaze almost looking through her. “It’s a good excursion.”

“No, I mean, it was nice talking to you today.” Felicity bit her lip. Why was she standing there, acting like an idiot? She had to remember what he did to her just this morning. He stood her up. She was such a sucker.

He took a step toward her. “I enjoyed it too.”

The sun hung low in the sky, casting a soft orange glow on Aiden’s light hair. He stared down at her, and she became aware of her heart stuttering. Had he grown more handsome in the last few minutes? And why was she thinking that? What was wrong with her?

She took a step back. “See you later.”

“Right.” He blew out a breath and turned away from her.

Felicity walked to her villa, her heart stuck in her throat. Why was she so attracted to Aiden? Why couldn’t she get it through her thick head that he would never love her like she needed? Like a woman should expect her husband to?

She took in a deep breath and unlocked her door. Aiden wasn’t her soul mate. But he was out there somewhere, she was sure of it. She’d find him and have a happy life.

Flipping through clothes in her closet, she realized she didn’t have very many outfits. She hadn’t expected to be dating. She changed into a simple blouse and slacks.

A knock came on her door and she rushed to open it. Maybe it was Aiden, coming to tell her Harold had left. Maybe Grams had given him tickets to the caves, farther inland. Maybe—

She interrupted her own thoughts as she opened the door and peered at Harold. Why was she disappointed? She wanted to go out with Harold tonight, right? Felicity forced a smile. He looked nice, with a blue dress shirt and tie. “Hi.”

“How was the jungle hike?” He pushed up his glasses with one finger.

“It was good. I think Aiden is going to get you free tickets for later on in the week. He felt bad you missed it.”

Harold stepped aside so she could join him. “It wasn’t his fault. That would be generous of him to do that.”

Yeah, right. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him what Grams had done, but she bit the words back. What good would that do? She decided it would be best to change the subject. “What did you do this afternoon?”

“I camped out on the beach and read a book.”

“Oh? What book?”

He gave her a sheepish grin. “Ready Player One. I know, it’s one of those high-brow kind of books, but what can I say? I like literary fiction.”

Felicity laughed. She’d never read the book but knew enough about it from the movie commercials to know it wasn’t literary fiction. It was some video game that people went into, or something like that. Harold really was a video game nerd. “I like that you’re yourself.”

He gave her a funny look as he fiddled with the knot on his tie. “Who else would I be?”

She giggled again. “You’re comfortable in your own skin. I like that.”

“Good. I don’t really want to wear anyone else’s skin.”

They entered the restaurant and waited until they were seated. Felicity opened her menu, even though she knew what she wanted. She was going to try the dish Aiden suggested.

Why was she thinking about Aiden? Man, couldn’t she step away from him for the evening? Give her brain a rest? And if she were being honest with herself, give her heart a rest too?

Her phone made a noise and she glanced down at the incoming text.

Where are you?

It was from a number she didn’t recognize. Maybe it was Grams? She typed in a quick response. Who is this?

When the next text came in, she did a double take. This is Brittany. 

What? Why was Brittany asking where she was? She knew Felicity was in Belize. How odd. She set her phone down and ignored it.

“What are you going to order?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe a hamburger. I’m not really a fish person.”

Felicity gave him a weird look. “Okay.”

Her phone chimed again and she picked it up to silence it, but the words on the screen made her freeze.

I made it to the resort. Is that you in the restaurant?

Confusion clouded her brain. Brittany was in Belize? Felicity turned around and about fell out of her chair. Brittany was walking toward her, her arm extended and waving erratically. “Felicity!”

She blinked, hoping the vision would disappear. Nope. It wasn’t her imagination. Brittany had come to Aiden’s resort.
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Felicity’s mouth went dry. Brittany wore a miniskirt and an expensive-looking top. Her heels were so tall, Felicity wondered how she could stay upright in them. Brittany came up to the table and held out her arms. There was no choice; Felicity had to stand and hug her.

“How are you? Oh, my gosh, it’s been so long. I can’t believe it. You look fabulous. I love your curls.” She bounced a few strands of Felicity’s hair while glancing around the restaurant.

Brittany had always been a stream of consciousness person. You never knew what would come out of her mouth next. Felicity pasted on a smile. “Brittany, what are you doing here?”

“I thought I’d surprise you. You talked the place up so much, it made me want to come.” She eyed Harold. “And who is this?”

“Brittany, this is my date, Harold.” 

“A date? Well, you don’t waste any time, do you? I’ll just leave you two alone, then. I don’t want to intrude. Maybe we can catch up later?”

Felicity didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t believe Brittany was standing in front of her. “Um, okay.”

“Great, hon. I’ll stop by. What villa are you in?”

“Twenty-eight.” Wait, why was she telling Brittany where she was staying? Why was her brain not working?

“Perfect. I’ll see you tonight.” Brittany gave her an air kiss and then turned and walked out of the restaurant, her hips swaying.

Harold leaned forward. “What was that all about? You look stunned.”

She blinked. “I guess I am stunned. I barely know Brittany. Why would she come here?”

“Really? You barely know her? She acted like you were best friends.”

Felicity shrugged, not knowing what else to do. “I guess we talked on Facebook a bit. I don’t know. It’s weird.” But it was typical Brittany to worm her way into a situation if she thought she could get something out of it. She probably was on the hunt for rich husband number two.

Harold chuckled and picked up his menu. “Well, good luck with that, then.”

“Right? Maybe if I tell her I have work to do, she’ll leave me alone.”

“Good idea.”

They ordered their food and Harold loosened his tie. “What’s up with the tie anyway? I mean, it’s weird, isn’t it? Let’s knot this fabric around your neck, let it hang down past your belt, and then you’ll look like you’re dressed up. Who was the first sucker to try that?”

Felicity smiled. She liked Harold’s wacky way of thinking. “Good point. I have no idea. Do you think it came from the cravat?”

He pointed at her. “Probably. Yes. That makes sense. But why even tie something around the neck? To make it easier for your enemy to kill you?” Harold pulled the end of his tie up like a noose and made a face. Felicity laughed and he shook his head. “I guess I just don’t understand fashion.”

“You really want to take that tie off, don’t you?”

“Could I?” He laughed. “Look at me. I’m such a loser. I can’t even pretend to be fancy for one night.”

“Take it off. Who cares? There are plenty of men here without ties. This is a vacation spot.”

“You’re right.” He loosened the tie and took it off, laying it on the table. “Wow, that feels so much better.”

“You’re a scream.”

“At least I’m a comfortable scream.” He grinned at her. “You’re a good sport.”

“Why would you say that?”

Harold glanced down at himself. “I’m not delusional enough to think a woman like you would be interested in a man like me. But it was nice of you to agree to go out with me.”

She picked up her drink and took a sip, trying to think of how to respond to him. “You’re a great guy, Harold.”

“But not someone you’d ever pursue.”

He was right, but she didn’t want to admit that. “We’re just two people having dinner, enjoying each other’s company.”

He smiled, his gaze softening. “Thanks for making my vacation something to remember.”

Their food came and Felicity spread her napkin on her lap, sure that her cheeks were turning pink. “Do you have any pets?” she blurted out, trying to think of anything else to take the attention off her.

“No. I’m allergic to cats and I’m not really a dog person.”

“I think Mabel is adorable. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cuter dog.” Now words were just coming out for no reason. Why was she talking about her ex’s dog while on a date with another man? 

“I had a pet snake when I was a teen.”

Felicity balked. “A snake? Like a little garter one?”

“A ball python.”

Just the thought of a snake that large made her anxious. How could anyone enjoy one as a pet? “Really?”

“Yep. Named him Fluffy.”

Felicity couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “Nice.”

Harold’s eyes sparkled. “The best part was feeding him. I’d go to the pet store and buy a live rat—”

“Stop!” She held up her hand, her stomach feeling queasy. “I don’t want to know about that.”

He pressed his lips together. “Sorry. I forget not everyone loves that kind of thing. Maybe I should tell you about my brother’s pet instead.”

“If it eats rats, don’t bother.”

“Nope. A ferret. The little fur ball would climb onto his shoulders and just sit there while he walked around.”

“Yes. Tell me about that one. Ferrets are much cuter than snakes.”

Harold put on a mock hurt look. “Fluffy was cute.”

“I bet.” She bit into a piece of shrimp and tried to think of something else they could talk about. The rest of the conversation centered on his job and aspirations in life.

After they finished their meal, Harold walked her to her villa. As they approached, Felicity grew nervous. Would he expect a kiss? Harold nervously tapped his leg as they slowed. The light from a nearby lamp post cast shadows on his face. He reached out and took her hand, squeezing it. “Good night. I’ll see you around.”

“Good night, Harold.”

She watched as his figure disappeared into the shadows. He was a nice guy, but she knew she wouldn’t see him at her villa again. They didn’t have anything in common, and something told her he knew it. She took out her key card and slid it into the slot, opening her door.

Her villa was dark, which was odd. She was sure she’d left a light on in the living room. Had Grams been in her place? She shook that thought off. Why would she sneak in and turn off the light? That was too weird.

Felicity felt along the wall for the light switch. When her fingers found it, she flipped it up. Nothing happened.

She turned it off and back on, then felt stupid. If it didn’t work the first time, why did she think that would work? But, even so, she flicked it off and on again once more in the hopes that, for some odd reason, the lights didn’t work because she hadn’t flicked the switch off and on enough.

Dang. No power. She pulled out her phone and texted Aiden. 

Is it just my villa without power?

His answer came back quickly.

What? You have no power? I thought we fixed that.

Maybe the lightbulb was just burned out. She inched her way into the living room area and fumbled for the knob on her lamp. Nope. The knob clicked, but no lights came on.

She messaged him back.

No power. Can you send someone out to check on it?

Sure. Hang on.

Felicity sank down into the chair next to the lamp and sighed. Would this odd day never end? She decided to update Amy on the situation with Brittany.

Guess what? Brittany showed up here tonight.

Her phone dinged almost immediately with Amy’s response. 

What? So jealous! Wish I were there too! If I only had money like that, right?

No kidding. She found me at the restaurant. Well, me and my date.

Felicity waited for Amy to react to that news.

You were on a date? With who?? WHY DO YOU NOT TELL ME THINGS?

She laughed and texted her back.

I was just having dinner with a man I met on the beach. Don’t get too excited. He’s a big gamer. We don’t have much in common.

Okay, I feel better. A little. I still want to be there with you and Brittany. So bummed!

Felicity wished Amy were there too. She’d soften things between her and Brittany. Oh, well. It was only a few days. She could handle it. She texted Amy.

Chat later.

Okay, bye.

A knock came and Felicity used her phone light to find her way to the door. When she opened it, disappointment filled her. The street lamp cast a glow on Brittany. She walked toward Felicity, her arms outstretched.

“I wasn’t able to give you a proper hug earlier. How are you? And how was your date?” Before Felicity could answer, Brittany finished her hug and walked into the villa. “Why is it so dark in here? You should turn on some lights.”

“Yeah, well—”

Aiden stepped up to the villa, his eyebrows raised. “Brittany? Is that you?”

“Aiden! Oh, my goodness. Look at you. It’s been ages!” Brittany rushed at him and pulled him to her. The hug was so tight, Felicity worried Aiden couldn’t breathe.

Aiden’s eyes widened, and he seemed like he wasn’t sure what to do with his hands. He patted her back awkwardly. “What are you doing here?”

Brittany laughed. “Everyone keeps asking me that. I’m here to see you guys, of course. We haven’t seen each other in so long, and when Felicity talked about how wonderful your resort was, I had to come check it out.” She looped her arm through his. “Come in and we’ll chat. I just need to find the light switch.”

“That’s the thing,” Felicity said. “My villa has no power. Aiden came to fix it.”

Aiden held up a flashlight and clicked it on. “Let me go check your electrical panel.”

“Well, aren’t you handy?” Brittany squeezed his arm tighter.

Aiden gave Felicity a look she knew meant, ‘what the heck?’ but Felicity just shrugged in response. He wiggled out of Brittany’s grasp and walked into the villa, his flashlight sweeping back and forth.

Felicity was left alone with Brittany. An awkward silence fell between them. “So, how was the flight?”

“It was good. There was this hunky flight attendant who I think liked me.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “He gave me an extra package of cookies.”

“Well.” Felicity wasn’t sure what to say. “Cool.”

Brittany stood on her toes to peer into the darkness. Her shirt pulled up, exposing her belly button. Felicity resisted the urge to tug her shirt back down. “You and Aiden...you said you’re not a thing anymore, right?”

An uneasy feeling crept over Felicity. What was Brittany doing? “Right,” she said hesitantly.

“So, you wouldn’t mind if I asked him out, would you?” Brittany bit her lip and smiled, like they were sharing a secret. Felicity wanted to throw up.

There it was. The real reason Brittany flew all the way out to Aiden’s resort became glaringly apparent. She wanted Aiden. Nice. What could she say to that?

Why did it annoy her so much that Brittany was after Aiden? She shouldn’t care. She wasn’t getting back together with him. Who was she to stop them?

No, she wouldn’t stop them, but Grams might. The thought of Grams trying to detain Brittany to get her away from Aiden made her smile. Felicity reached out and took Brittany’s hand, patting it. “You go ahead. I think you and Aiden would make a great couple.”

“You do?” Brittany blinked like she was going to cry. “You are just the sweetest thing.” She pulled Felicity into another hug. What was up with her and hugs?

“Go for it,” Felicity said.

“I’ve always found him attractive, but of course, he was with you in high school so I never acted on it.”

A sour taste grew in Felicity’s mouth. “Really?”

“Yes. But now that you’re not seeing him anymore, and I’m single again, I think I’m going to take a shot at it. I mean, it’s a long shot—I don’t know if he even likes me—but I’m going to go for it.”

Aiden came back into the room, rubbing his temple. “I can’t figure it out. All the breakers are working. I can’t find any problems. Yet, I can’t get the power back on. I’ll have to get someone on it tomorrow morning.”

Felicity frowned. “What am I going to do with no power?”

Aiden looked a little uneasy. “Normally we’d put you in a different villa, but we’re booked solid. You’ll have to come stay at my villa. We have a guest room.”

Felicity closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. This trip was just getting better and better. 
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Chapter 15
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Aiden cringed as Felicity balked at his suggestion of coming to his villa. He could see her visibly shrink away from the idea. Her gaze darted around the room. Indecision played cross her face. “Is there no other solution?”

“Other than you staying here with no power? Not that I can think of.”

She twisted her fingers together, an unpleasant expression on her face. “I guess I’ll pack an overnight bag.”

He rolled his shoulders and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. Maybe the men working on repairs to the resort cut the line somehow.”

“Yes. Probably.” She turned on her phone flashlight and disappeared into her bedroom.

Brittany clasped her hands and bounced on her toes, although how she did that, he couldn’t understand. Her heels were so high already. “I have a great idea. I’ll come to your villa too, and we can catch up.”

Aiden tried not to frown. What in the world was Brittany doing at his resort? He couldn’t stand her, and Felicity had not really liked her in high school. She was always trying to hang out with the football players. In fact, last he knew, she’d married some rich guy. “Aren’t you married?” he blurted.

Her face blanched and she looked to the floor. “Divorced.”

Oh, great. Now he’d put his foot in his mouth. He didn’t like her, but he didn’t want to be mean either. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” But her face said otherwise. Her rapid-fire blinking made him feel even worse. He mentally urged her not to start crying.

“Yes, come to my villa. Grams made brownies today. She wouldn’t let me touch them, but if you guys come over, I’m sure she’ll serve them.”

Brittany smiled, her ‘I’m about to cry’ face gone. “Sounds good. I love brownies.”

Felicity came back in the room a minute later with her carry-on bag in tow. She looked like she was about to get all her teeth pulled at the dentist, which was flattering. Aiden felt like telling her she could go to his villa with Brittany, and he’d just stay here and sleep in the dark. It would probably be less awkward than what he was about to do.

“I’m ready,” Felicity said.

Brittany grabbed hold of his arm. “I can’t wait to see your villa, Aiden. Is it the largest one?”

Why did that make him bristle? “It’s the same size as all the family villas.”

“Oh. Well, I’m sure it’s super nice. I just booked a single room, so I’m curious to see yours. I want to see how you decorated it. When I first got married and we moved into the mansion, we hired Frank Dubois. We were lucky to get him. He’s usually booked out for months.”

Aiden wondered if Brittany had an important thought in her head. He bit his tongue and opened the door for her. Then he turned back to Felicity and took her bag from her.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Just let me be a gentleman, okay? Grams would chew me out if I didn’t.”

She nodded and he took the bag from her. As he walked, Brittany sidled up to him. “Your resort is amazing.”

“Thank you.”

“I love the imported tile. I can tell it came from Italy. You have amazing taste.”

She kept talking about the resort, but he tuned her out, nodding every once in a while and smiling when she looked at him expectantly. The night air carried the smell of food from the restaurant as well as the light scent of the ocean, and he breathed in deeply. He couldn’t wait for next week when things would settle back to what he was used to.

Brittany slowed and stared at him, so he nodded again.

“Great! I knew you’d love the idea.” She clapped her hands together like a five-year-old.

Wait, what? He glanced back at Felicity, who looked like she was forcing a smile. What had he agreed to? Luckily Brittany kept talking.

“We’ll get up early then, and you can drive us. I think it’s about a two-hour drive. I know I was taking a chance by buying us the tour tickets, but I figured you both would love it. You guys are into that hiking thing, right? I had heard the ATM cave tour was amazing.”

The ATM cave was fantastic, and Felicity would love it, but the last thing Aiden wanted was to be stuck with Brittany all day tomorrow. How did he space off at the wrong time? He was hoping to disappear tomorrow. Or the rest of the week. Now he was stuck with Brittany prattling on about how much she loved her painted toenails. Just what he wanted to do tomorrow.

He reached his villa and opened the door, letting the women in before following them. He set Felicity’s bag down on the tile. Grams looked up from the magazine she was reading on the couch. She smiled until her gaze rested on Brittany. “Who’s that?”

“Grams! Don’t be rude. This is Brittany. She’s a friend from high school. It’s such a coincidence she’s here. She was at Felicity’s villa when I went there, so we decided to spend a little time catching up before calling it a night.”

Grams stood and crossed the room, her arms outstretched, a fake smile on her face. “Of course. Welcome, Brittany. And Felicity, I heard your villa lost power again. I’m so sorry. Our guest bedroom is perfectly fine, though. I’m sure you’ll be comfortable.”

Something about the way she said it made Aiden suspicious. “I didn’t say she was staying in our guest room. How did you know I couldn’t get the power back on?”

Grams pointed to the bag. “I just figured. Unless I’m wrong.” She batted her eyes in fake innocence.

That rat. He should have known Grams was behind the power outage. What in the world did she do? Get an electrician to cut the line? He wouldn’t put it past her. He held in a frown. “Nope. Not wrong. You have excellent powers of observation.”

He and Grams exchanged a look, but she faltered and looked away. “Let’s go sit on the deck. Brittany, you can tell me all about yourself.” She looped her arm through Brittany’s and tugged her through to the back of the house. Brittany flashed a worried glance at Aiden, but he just shrugged and followed after them.

He and Grams often sat out on the deck after the sun went down. They would look out at the moon over the ocean and enjoy the night breeze. He pulled over another chair for Felicity and sat down.

Grams leaned back and looked at Felicity. “Oh, I forgot I made brownies. Felicity, would you be a dear and go inside and get them?”

“Sure.” She stood, crossed the deck and disappeared into the house.

Grams patted his arm. “And Aiden, go help her. I haven’t cut them apart yet.”

He raised an eyebrow but did as he was told. When he walked into the kitchen, Felicity was searching through a drawer. She looked up at him and smiled. “I’m glad you came. I can’t find a knife.”

He slid open the drawer and pulled one out, handing it to her. “Sorry about Grams.”

Felicity gave him a nod and took the knife. “Don’t worry. She’s harmless.”

“I think she cut your power.”

Her eyes widened and she met his gaze. “What?”

“I know it sounds crazy, but I think she did something to your power so you’d have to spend the night here.”

“You’re right. You do sound crazy.” Felicity laughed and shook her head. “Grams is persistent, but she wouldn’t go that far. It’s just a coincidence.” She stuck the knife into the brownies.

He wanted to argue with her, but he held his tongue. Wouldn’t do any good. Felicity was pretty headstrong. Funny thing was, he liked that about her. “How was your date?”

“It was fine.”

“Just fine?”

She gave him a flat look. “Do you really want me to tell you how my date with another man went?”

He took a step back. She was right. What was he thinking? He was dying of curiosity, but the last thing he wanted was for her to say she’d enjoyed her time with Harold. He swallowed and shook his head. “No.”

Felicity sighed and pushed back a strand of hair. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to get rid of this awkwardness between us.”

“I’m so glad it’s not just me.” Aiden gave her a smile and she returned it.

“I feel like I’m stumbling around in the dark, afraid to walk into a wall.” She looked down at the counter.

He took a step toward her and put his hand on her shoulder, ignoring the feeling in his chest as his pulse increased. “I don’t know why this is so hard. We’ve been friends for a long time.”

She let go of the knife and turned to face him. “I know. We should be able to remember how things were before.”

That was the problem. Aiden remembered all too clearly how things were. The feeling of euphoria when he was with her. The stolen kisses when Grams wasn’t looking. The way she fit into his arms like she was meant to be there. Before he could stop himself, he reached up and brushed his knuckles across her cheek. An electricity jolted through him and his skin felt alive. “I remember,” he said, his voice coming out husky.

She blinked up at him. “Yeah. Me too.” Her voice barely carried over the inches between them.

He lowered his hand to his side but didn’t step away from her. The same question that had plagued him over the past five years flashed into his mind, and before he could stop it, it was out. “Why did you leave?”

Felicity flinched and looked down. She didn’t answer him right away, and he worried he shouldn’t have asked, but he also really wanted to hear her answer, so he let the silence stretch. Finally, she said, “A lot of reasons.”

“I’m sure that’s true.” He waited for her to continue, but when she didn’t, he took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know we had a misunderstanding about that day.”

Her lips tightened. “We did.”

“I thought we were just going down to the courthouse to elope. I think your exact words were, ‘I’m tired of all these wedding plans. Let’s just get married.’”

She stiffened. “Yes. I did say those words.” It sounded like she was choosing her words carefully.

He could tell she was getting upset, so he backpedaled a bit, moving to give her more space. “I guess I misunderstood that to mean it was more of an informal thing. I’m sorry. I know you arranged for Grams to be there, and she said you had gone to some trouble. She wouldn’t tell me exactly what, but I apologize for not showing up. I didn’t mean to ruin your special day.”

She wrung her hands as her jaw worked. “It wasn’t my special day, Aiden. It was our wedding day. The first day of the rest of our lives.” She shifted her weight and stared down at her hands. “When you didn’t come, I knew if I stayed and married you, I’d be standing alone, waiting for you the rest of my life.”

Her words hit Aiden like a slap to the face. “I was working a deal. It was going to set us up for life.”

“I know. And maybe if I’d known what you were doing, maybe things would have turned out differently.” She turned back to the pan of brownies and continued to cut. “However, something tells me that the problem would have still continued, even after the sale.”

What was she talking about? “What problem?”

She gave him a sad smile. “See? You don’t even realize what you were doing to me throughout the whole time we were dating.”

Aiden was starting to get frustrated. Do to her? He was working for their future. He was earning a billion dollars, for heaven’s sake. He didn’t do anything to her. He was doing it all for her. But she was obviously upset as well, so he let that go. He exhaled and ran his hand over his five o’clock shadow. “I’m sorry.”

Her gaze softened as she lifted out brownies to the serving dish. “I know.” When the serving dish was full, she reached out and took a hold of his arm. 

One simple gesture, and Aiden’s heart was in his throat. All his anger melted away, and what was left made his breath catch. “I never meant to make you feel unimportant. You were everything to me. The light of my life.” He stopped talking for fear his voice would betray the emotion swelling in him. He’d loved Felicity with all his being. That wasn’t something you just switched on and off like a lightbulb.

Felicity blinked, her hand tightening. “And you were my world.”

Hearing her say that brought back a rush of memories. Felicity’s lighthearted laugh. The way she closed her eyes when he kissed her. He felt himself drawn to her with a force he couldn’t stop. He reached up and cupped her cheek, almost without thinking. Her soft skin felt like heaven and his heart pounded. “Sweet Felicity.”

She lowered her lashes and snuggled into the palm of his hand. 

“Aiden.” The way she’d said his name was a cross between a whisper and a plea. He leaned closer to her until his forehead touched hers. “I’ll always love you,” he whispered.

He wasn’t sure what exactly happened next except that his lips were on hers, moving in that slow dance they used to share. Felicity’s hand slid up his chest and he pulled her closer. How he’d missed this feeling. He had dreamed about this for the last five years. And now, here she was, in his arms.

And then reality hit him like a semi-truck. He couldn’t kiss Felicity. He couldn’t fall back in love with her. His heart couldn’t take another rejection. He broke away from her, his heart hammering out a loud staccato.

Felicity looked at him with wide eyes. He had to say something, but words didn’t want to come out. How could he have let this happen? He shouldn’t have let his guard down. “We shouldn’t...I mean, we can’t...I didn’t mean what I said.” 

Wait, what was he saying? That he didn’t love her? He didn’t mean that. But the words were out and he couldn’t catch them and put them back. 

Felicity blinked and nodded. “Right.”

Aiden wanted to dig a hole in the sand and jump in. “I’m sorry.”

She turned from him and grabbed the plate of brownies. “No problem. It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.” She brushed past him and out onto the patio.

He stood there, a Felicity-sized hole opening up in his chest. Did he still love her? He swallowed and allowed himself to admit that his feelings for Felicity had not lessened. But he didn’t mean to blurt it out like that. And then take it back?

What had he done?
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Felicity stepped out into the night air and took in several calming breaths before she approached Grams and Brittany. “Here you are,” she said, inserting as much cheerfulness as she could into her words. 

“Thank you, dear,” Grams said, standing and taking the plate from her.

Felicity’s heart beat erratically as she sat down and stuffed a brownie in her mouth. What had just happened? Had Aiden admitted to still being in love with her? And had he really taken it back?

Felicity looked out at the palm trees swaying in the breeze. She tried not to feel affected by Aiden’s kiss but couldn’t calm her shaking hands. She wasn’t still in love with Aiden. Was she?

He came out on the deck and her gaze was involuntarily drawn to him. His muscled back hunched as he leaned over to take his seat. He seemed to avoid looking at her. “Pass the plate over here, Grams. I’ve been dying to eat one all evening.”

“I’ll get it,” Brittany said, practically purring. She hopped up and brought him the plate. She crouched beside his chair and slid the plate onto his lap.

Felicity held back a gagging noise as Brittany snuggled up to him. She ran a hand up his arm, her perfectly manicured nails standing out against his tan skin. “Aiden, have you been working out?”

He took a brownie from the plate. “No more than usual.”

“Ooh, your arms must be so strong.”

“Don’t hog the brownies over there. Bring the plate back here, Brittany,” Grams said, craning her neck to see what Brittany was doing.

Brittany pouted as she walked back to sit on the other side of Grams. Felicity bit the inside of her cheek to stop from smiling.

“Tell me what you’re planning on doing now? Do you have any jobs lined up?” Grams shifted to look at Brittany.

Felicity took another bite of her brownie and tried to ignore the heat she felt from Aiden sitting next to her. It had to be her imagination. He was nowhere near her. Yet, her body reacted to his close proximity anyway.

She forced herself to sit there for another few minutes as Grams pumped Brittany for information before standing up and stretching her arms. “Whew, I’m beat. Guess I’ll head to bed.”

Grams motioned to them. “Aiden, would you be kind and show Felicity to her room?”

He started to get up and she panicked. No way. She didn’t want to be alone in the house with him again. “No problem, Grams,” she rushed to say. “I can find it.” 

Felicity practically ran into the house to get away from Aiden. She needed to clear her head so she didn’t make the same mistake again. She couldn’t be drawn back to him. She’d been down that road before, and she couldn’t handle a repeat. 

She ran upstairs, found the guest bedroom and wheeled her carry-on into it. She brushed her teeth in the attached bathroom then changed and got into bed. But sleep didn’t come and she found herself tossing and turning.

No matter how hard she tried to push Aiden from her mind, it seemed that the universe was against her. The room smelled like him, for heaven’s sake. How was she supposed to sleep when his scent was covering everything?

She drew in a deep breath and let it out. What did she expect? This was his house. Of course, it would smell like him. She rolled over and tried to think of something else. Anything. It didn’t help.

A while later, she heard footsteps come up the stairs. Heavy footfalls. Must be Aiden. She listened as he came closer to her bedroom. Then the door opened and she closed her eyes, hoping he’d just check in on her and go away.

She waited and listened, but when the door didn’t close, she peeked one eye open. He stood just inside the doorway, unmoving. “Aiden? What are you doing?” 

“I’m just trying to figure out what I should say.”

Felicity sighed and rolled over onto her back to stare at the ceiling. “There’s nothing to say, Aiden. We can’t go down this road again.”

“No. I mean...you’re in my bed.”

“What?” Felicity turned on the lamp and sat up, looking around the room. “Are you serious?”

Aiden’s lips twitched. “Yes.”

“But the room was so clean and tidy.” She pressed her hands to her cheeks as they heated. “I thought...I’m so sorry.” She climbed out of his bed, mortified that she’d been snuggling under his covers. Hugging his pillow. No wonder they smelled like him. How embarrassing. The cold hardwood floor was smooth under her bare feet. She walked to her suitcase and started shoving her things in.

Aiden chuckled. “Calm down, it’s not that big of a deal. I’ll show you to your room.”

Her face burned. “Now I feel stupid that I didn’t let you do that an hour ago.”

He walked to her and grabbed her hand, stilling her. “Hey, I said it’s not a big deal.”

She looked up at him and he slowly removed his hand. Her heart thumped loudly. “Okay,” she said.

After she gathered her things, Aiden took her down the hallway to her room. She’d peeked in there before, but the room was decorated in dark colors and it looked masculine, so she assumed it was Aiden’s. She walked in and sat on the bed, running her hand along the chocolate brown bedspread. “Sorry. Once again. I seem to be incapable of doing anything right.”

Aiden sat on the bed next to her. “Hey, now. Don’t say that.”

It was nice of Aiden to try to console her. “Maybe I shouldn’t go to the cave tomorrow.”

His mouth dropped open. “You can’t back out. You’ll love the tour. Bring extra clothes and good hiking shoes you don’t mind getting wet. Some of the tour involves swimming. But it’s amazing, and you can’t back out and leave me with Brittany all day long.” He made a face and she couldn’t help but laugh.

“What, she’s not your soul mate?”

He rolled his eyes.

Felicity grabbed his arm. “Oooh, your muscles are so big, Aiden. Pose for me. Flex those muscles.”

He shoved her playfully and she fell against the pillows. “Shut up.”

She giggled and sat up. “What, you don’t like her blatant flirting?”

“How am I going to politely tell her to bug off?”

Felicity shrugged. “Maybe you just need to come out and tell her you’re not interested.” Like you did with me.

The thought was there before Felicity could push it away. Had that been what he’d done? Or was he trying to hide feelings for her he’d long since buried?

Aiden ran a hand through his hair. “I guess so.”

Neither one spoke for a moment, and it looked like he was going to stand up, but for some reason, a desperation surged in her. She didn’t want him to leave. “Tell me about your mother,” she blurted out.

He tensed. “What’s there to tell?”

“I know she died a long time ago, but you’ve never given me any details.”

He worked his jaw. “There aren’t any details to tell.”

Felicity could feel him putting up a wall. That familiar barrier that Aiden wouldn’t let anyone cross. “How did she die?” Felicity asked quietly.

She knew she was prodding where she shouldn’t be, but she couldn’t help it. Part of her wanted to know if he’d let her in if she persisted.

“It’s late. That’s a conversation for another day.”

“Is that your way of shutting me out?”

Aiden looked at her, his eyes wide. “No. It’s just hard for me to talk about, okay?”

She nodded, deciding to let him off the hook again. “Okay.”

He suddenly stood from the bed. “I’d better let you get some sleep. Brittany said she’d be by in the morning.”

“Yay. I can’t wait.”

Aiden made a face. “Why is she even here?”

Felicity gave him a flat look. “You really don’t know? She’s here to snag herself another rich husband.”

Aiden pointed to his chest, his eyes widening. “Me?”

“Who else has she been flirting with?”

“Well, she’s delusional if she thinks we’d ever get together. What on earth made her think of me as a target anyway?”

Felicity pressed her lips together. Oops. That was her fault.

“What? Why are you looking guilty?”

She scooted under the covers. “Well, I’m tired. Aren’t you?”

“Oh, no, you’re not getting away with that. What did you do?”

Felicity sighed, knowing she’d already given him too much. He’d just bug her until she told him. “I may have accidentally mentioned to her that you’re a billionaire.”

He stared at her. “Why did you do that?”

“I didn’t mean to. It just sort of happened, and then I couldn’t take it back, and she started joking that she was going to come out here, but I didn’t think she was serious.” Guilt surged in her and she buried herself under the covers.

“Come on now. You have to fix this.”

She peeked at him. “What can I do? She knows you have money. The only way she’s going to leave you alone now is if she thinks we’ve gotten back together.”

Aiden pointed at her, his eyes bright. “What did you say?”

“I said the only way—”

“Stop. I know what you said. You’re brilliant!”

“Wait, what?” Felicity sat up. “I’m confused.”

Aiden paced the room and scrubbed his hand down his face. “Yes. This is perfect.”

“Would you clue me in as to what you’re talking about?”

He stopped and faced her. She hadn’t seen him so excited in a long time. “We pretend we’ve gotten back together. Brittany will stop flirting shamelessly and Grams will stop doing crazy things like cutting your power.”

“Really? That’s your bright idea?” Felicity couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Why wouldn’t it work? This is what Grams wants. And Brittany is crazy, but she won’t mess with us if she thinks we’re back together. It’s perfect.” He rubbed his hands together, a smile widening on his face. 

Images flashed through Felicity’s mind of them holding hands and plastering on smiles to pretend they were happy and back together. Grams might like it, but what about her? What about the suffocating feeling when she was near him? What would she have to endure while Aiden was acting like he was back in love with her? She shook her head. “I don’t like the idea.”

“Come on. It’s your fault Brittany is here looking at me like there’s a meat sale at Albertson’s.”

Felicity ran her hand along the edge of the sheets as she contemplated Aiden’s plan. What if they did do this? How would this whole thing end? Grams would have to find out eventually that they were making it up. She swallowed and snuggled down deeper into the bed. “Grams will be happy at first, but she’ll be crushed when she finds out the truth.”

“That’s the beauty of it. She doesn’t have to find out. We can stage a fight before you leave and break up. Grams will be happy because we gave our relationship another try. We can’t help it if we’re just not meant to be together.” He sat on the bed and patted her knee through the covers. “Please? Let’s just try it for a little while. If it doesn’t work, we can give up.”

Felicity couldn’t believe she was actually thinking of going along with Aiden’s crazy plan. “So, tomorrow morning we tell everyone we’re a couple again? Just like that?”

“Why not? We could say we talked late into the night.” He looked at his clock. “That’s not a lie.”

She worried her lip. This was insane. He knew that, right? “I don’t know.”

“It’s the perfect plan. Say you’ll do this with me.”

Aiden seemed so convinced this would work, Felicity almost believed him. “All right.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted them. But Aiden looked so happy, she couldn’t take it back. He grinned at her. “Great. Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

Felicity sat staring at the back of the door long after Aiden left. A foreboding feeling settled in on her as she thought about what would happen tomorrow when Aiden announced they were back together.

This was a bad idea, she could tell. But there wasn’t anything she could do about it now. 
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Aiden walked into the kitchen and reached for a piece of bacon. Grams turned around so fast, he thought maybe she’d fall over. “Don’t you dare.” She lightly slapped his hand back. “You wait until Felicity gets down here.”

He gave her an innocent look. “I was just making sure they turned out okay. Might be embarrassing for you if the bacon is too soggy or something.”

Grams scoffed at him, but he saw the hint of a smile tugging on her lips. “You just sit over there. I’m making pancakes.”

“I’ll grab the eggs.”

“Thank you.”

Aiden opened the refrigerator and pulled out the plastic bucket that held the eggs. Only a few left. He’d have to pay the boy up the road to bring a few more.

Grams gave him a sideways glance. “What has you all chipper this morning?”

“Chipper?”

“You were humming.”

He was? He hadn’t noticed. But this was the perfect opportunity to unfold his plan. “No reason. Just had a great evening last night.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You did?”

He allowed a small smile to form on his face. “Felicity and I talked.”

“And?”

Aiden paused to draw out the suspense. “We’re getting back together.”

He expected Grams to get excited but instead, she just said, “About time.”

A motion from the other room caught his attention and he turned to see Felicity enter the room. “And here she is now. Good morning, sweetie.” He walked to her and gave her a peck on the cheek.

Surprise flashed across Felicity’s face before she smoothed it out. “Good morning.”

Why was she shocked? They’d talked about this. He put his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him. She stiffened, but when he didn’t move, she forced a smile. “Can I help with anything, Phoebe?”

Grams shot them a look. “If you and Aiden want to set the table, that would be good.”

“Sure thing.” Felicity moved out of his grasp and opened the cupboard.

He held out his hand for the plates. When they were in the dining room, he leaned toward her. “I thought you were on board with this.”

“Sorry. I’m just nervous she’ll find out.”

“It will be fine if you just act natural.”

“I’ve never been comfortable with lying. You know that.”

The plates thunked as he set them down a little too forcefully. He cringed. He hadn’t meant to do that. “Don’t think of it as lying.”

She narrowed her eyes at him and folded her arms. “Then what is it?”

He paused, trying to come up with a comeback. He said the first thing that popped into his head. “Acting.”

She scoffed and left the room. He followed her. Not a great idea to let Grams see them arguing. He put on a wide grin while they got out the silverware and napkins.

In the dining room, she rolled her eyes. “Wipe that ridiculous smile off your face. You look silly.”

He sobered. “Look, if this was a bad idea—”

Grams entered the room with the plate of bacon. “I can’t tell you how happy I am you two realized you were right for each other.” She set the plate down and gave Felicity a hug. “You belong in the family.”

“Thanks, Grams.”

A knock sounded and his grandmother went to answer the door. Felicity turned to him. “I feel guilty already.”

“Acting. That’s it. And don’t worry about Grams. She’s resilient. She’ll bounce back.”

Brittany entered with Grams on her heels. “What’s the good news your grandmother is talking about?” Brittany hiked her shoulder bag up.

Aiden reached out and pulled Felicity to his side. “Felicity and I stayed up late talking last night. We’ve decided to get back together.”

Brittany froze, her smile looking like it might crack her face. “Oh?”

“Yes. We realized we still love each other.”

“Well, that’s...great.” Brittany rushed over to him and gave him a hug. He wondered if she were making one last ditch effort to snag him, since it took a long time for her to let go. Then she turned to Felicity. “Let me be the first to congratulate you.”

“Thanks,” Felicity said into Brittany’s shoulder as she was accosted.

“Have you eaten, dear?” Grams asked. “We have pancakes on the griddle, and I think they’re about done.”

“Oh, I can’t eat that. I only eat organic whole foods. But thank you.”

Grams looked at her sideways. “You don’t eat pancakes?”

“No. I’m watching my carb intake.”

Grams shook her head slightly and muttered under her breath. “I watch mine too. I watch it go down my throat.”

Brittany didn’t seem to hear her.

Grams motioned to the table. “Why don’t you sit down and join us anyway. We can talk.”

“Okay.” Brittany pulled out a chair and sat, putting her bag on the seat next to her.

“I’ll help you get the pancakes, Grams.” Felicity left the room with her.

Aiden slid out a chair and joined Brittany at the table. “So.” He tried to think of something to say that couldn’t be taken for interest in her. “Sleep well last night?”

“Oh, yes. The beds here are super comfortable. You did an amazing job with this place.”

The curtains blew as a morning breeze came in the window. It was promising to be a beautiful day outside. Aiden picked up his napkin and put it in his lap.

Brittany tapped the table with a finger. “You and Felicity, then. Wow. I thought she’d never forgive you for what you did.”

He bristled. It wasn’t all his fault. She was the one who left without talking to him. “Yeah, well, she did.”

“I guess a billion dollars is pretty good incentive.” Brittany looked down at her fingernails.

Aiden’s mouth fell open. But before he could say anything, Felicity came back in the room with a container of syrup and some butter. Grams followed her with the plate of pancakes. “You’ll have to eat quickly. There’s not a lot of time.”

Felicity sat next to him and then leaned closer. “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

He realized his mouth still hang open and he snapped it shut. Their lie accomplished what he wanted. Brittany would leave him alone now. No need to tell Felicity what the spoiled brat had said. “Nothing.”

They ate breakfast while Brittany talked about how her hair stylist had moved away and what a strain it had been on her to find someone good enough to do her hair, and what a tragedy it was. Aiden stopped listening when she started talking about her purse. Who even cared what animal skin it was made out of? It was a relief when he could get up and take the plates to the kitchen.

Grams came in after him. “Have a good trip.” She gave him a peck on the cheek and whispered, “And watch out for that girl. She’s trouble.”

“I’ve got it under control.”

She looked at him as if she saw right through him. “Uh-huh.”

For a split second, he worried Grams knew he was lying about getting back together with Felicity, but he shook off the feeling. That was absurd. How could she know?

She patted his arm. “Drive safe.”

The girls came into the kitchen, carrying the rest of the breakfast items. Aiden motioned toward the garage. “We can take my car.”

Brittany squealed and made a lot of fuss when she saw his Aston Martin. “I love this silver color. And the seats look so buttery soft.”

He opened the door for her and moved the passenger seat forward. He tried to ignore the way she pressed her breasts up against his arm. It couldn’t have been by accident. “Climb in.”

“What, in the back?” Brittany stared at him for a second before realizing he was serious. “Oh. Okay. I think I can squeeze in.”

His car did have rear seats, but the leg room was pretty much nonexistent. He kind of felt bad for her. A little. After she was in, he tossed their bags on the seat next to her then clicked the lever and righted the front seat so Felicity could sit.

When they were on the road, Brittany talked non-stop. Aiden tuned her out again, which probably was a bad idea given that they were on this outing because he’d been nodding and not paying attention to her. He just couldn’t stand listening to more about her nails or shoes, or the many other pointless things she rambled on about.

Was it horrible he was hoping she might get tired of trying to chase him now that he was faking a relationship with Felicity, and go home?

***
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FELICITY STOOD AT THE mouth of the cave, her excitement barely contained. The sight was breathtaking. A crystal river ran out of the opening, trickling down a rocky bed. The hike with the tour guide up to the mouth of the cave had been exhilarating, and Felicity’s muscles burned. Their group was small, only ten people, and their guide was energetic. The jungle here was lush and even more overgrown than where they’d been yesterday. They’d crossed three rivers to get there, so stepping into the water now was not a big deal. She adjusted her helmet and turned on the light like the guide instructed. 

Brittany looked at the water with a frown on her face. “More water? The pamphlet didn’t say we’d have to get this wet.”

Aiden gave her an annoyed look. “That’s why we brought a change of clothes. We’ll be swimming for a bit.”

Felicity turned so she didn’t have to see the look of disdain on Brittany’s face. She’d been the one to buy the tickets. Why was she complaining?

“Okay, but if my hair frizzes, I’m going to ask for my money back.”

Oh, brother. If Felicity had to hear more about Brittany’s hair, she would stab herself with a stick. She took a step and hit a rock, knocking her off balance. Aiden reached out and caught her. “You okay?”

So far, she’d managed to walk far enough away from him to avoid having to hold hands. But now, with his muscular arms around her, her body reacted. Her heart pounded and zaps of electricity coursed through her. It seemed stronger than even this morning. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice more breathless than she had wanted.

He took her hand. “Come on. I’ll help you keep your footing. You’re going to love this cave.”

“Who’s going to hold my hand?” Brittany said as she picked her way over the rocks. Aiden ignored the comment and Felicity held in a smile. At least pretending they were back together was keeping Brittany from fawning all over him. That was a plus.

“The ancient Mayan people believed the gods’ domain was under the earth,” the guide said. “When their crops didn’t grow or they suffered from drought, they would make their way down here to offer up human sacrifices to their gods. But don’t worry. We won’t be offering up anyone today.” He chuckled at his own joke. “Follow me, please. We’ll need to climb up on the rocks once we get inside.”

Anticipation coursed through Felicity as they swam into the cave. Her eyes adjusted to the dim lights from their headlamps. The walls of the cave seemed to glow from the sliver of sunlight creeping in. Aiden climbed out of the water onto the rocks then held out his hand to help her up. The rocks were slippery and, once again, he steadied her by wrapping his arms around her. 

She peered up at his eyes, dimly lit by the light on her helmet. His eyelashes were sticking together, tiny drops of water on them. His lips curled up into a smile. “What are you thinking? Are you wishing we were alone?”

Words failed to come to her mind as she stared at him. Butterflies filled her stomach and she couldn’t remember what he’d asked. Was that his heart pounding? Or was that loud noise in her ears the sound of her own heart?

“Get a room,” Brittany said as she brushed past them.

Aiden chuckled and leaned in closer. “I think our plan is succeeding.”

His breath tickled her ear. Felicity pulled back from him, her brain slowly starting to work again. “Sure. Yes.”

Well, almost working again. She forced a smile. “You’re a genius.”

Aiden brushed his lips across her cheek and she shivered. “Come on. We don’t want to be left behind.” He took her hand and led her into the darkness.
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Aiden hadn’t meant to lay on the flirting so thick, but seeing Brittany’s reaction gave him hope. If Brittany believed there was no way he’d want her, she would leave soon, he was sure of it. Or at least she would leave him alone.

“As we go deeper into the cave, it will be more important to keep up with the group,” the guide said.

They followed the guide, climbing over rocks and through passageways. They walked through several large cavernous rooms, looking up at the stalactites hanging down like demon’s teeth. He’d been through this tour once before, but it had been a couple of years ago. He found it just as fascinating as the last time he’d been through.

Aiden squeezed between two large rocks and then followed the guy in front of him through a twisty passage. Someone put a hand on his shoulder. He assumed it was Felicity since she’d been right behind him but when he turned, he saw it was Brittany. She curled her index finger at him, indicating she wanted him to follow her.

“No. I’m not going with you.”

“Shh,” she said, shoving him through an opening into a small passage and pressing him up against the cave wall. “I want to talk to you.”

He tried to get past her, but she pushed harder, and a sharp rock pressed into his back. “Ouch. Brittany, let me go.”

“Tell me the truth. Are you and Felicity really back together?”

“Why would you ask that? Of course, we are.” He swallowed, a slow panic rising in his throat. He’d thought they had pulled this charade off, but maybe he was wrong. Maybe everyone saw through them.

Brittany stared at him, her eyes narrowing. “I don’t believe you.”

Aiden didn’t know what to say. How could he convince her of something that wasn’t even true? “Brittany—”

“Hush,” she said, putting her cold finger on his lips. “Don’t talk. Just listen to me for a second. Let your body listen.” She paused. “Can’t you feel it?”

The only thing he felt was the rock digging into his back. “Feel what?”

“This chemistry we have.” She leaned in closer. “The sweet pull of attraction between us.”

The panic ignited in him and he could barely breathe. “No. There’s nothing between us.”

“Of course, there is. I know you feel it. It’s in the air between us. Stop fighting it,” she whined, her breath on his face. He tried to back up, but the rock dug in deeper. She pressed her lips against his.

Aiden scrambled to push her off him, but she was clinging to him like a deer tick on a dog’s backside. Her cold lips moved against his and it felt like she’d slathered them with lip balm. He shoved her harder and she stumbled backwards.

“Stop it!” He wiped the balmy slime off his lips. Gross. “I don’t like you that way.”

She took a step toward him. “But Aiden, we are—”

“We are nothing.”

Felicity turned the corner and Aiden grabbed hold of her like a life raft, pulling her into his arms. “I’m with Felicity.” If Brittany didn’t believe he was in love with Felicity, he’d just have to show her. He looked down into her eyes. “I’ve loved her since the day I saw her, sitting in Mr. Bradly’s math class, laughing at something Amy said.”

Felicity stared at him, and he wasn’t sure how to interpret the look. He silently pled with her to go along with it. “These last few years apart have been torture for me.”

When no one spoke, Aiden punctuated his statement by brushing his lips across Felicity’s. Warmth coursed through him, and he did it again, slower this time. Her lips parted and she closed her eyes. Aiden’s arms tightened, pulling her even closer to him. She melted into him.

Kissing her was no comparison to kissing Brittany. Felicity’s lips were warm and inviting, and her intoxicating smell made him want to devour her. He deepened the kiss and she wrapped her arms around his neck and entwined her fingers in his hair like she used to. The feeling drove him crazy, and he had a sneaking suspicion she knew that.

Somewhere in his brain, he registered that Brittany scoffed and folded her arms across her chest, but he no longer cared about Brittany. Kissing Felicity consumed him. A fire burned in him, and he suddenly needed her touch. He realized he’d been walking through life as if he were a corpse, making the motions but not feeling anything. Felicity breathed life into him, and he didn’t want the kiss to end.

When his lungs couldn’t stand to be without air any longer, he pulled back and took in a breath. Felicity turned her head and scanned the cave. “Brittany’s gone.”

Aiden looked around and realized she was right. When had she pushed past them? How long had he been kissing Felicity? “Sorry. She accosted me. I had to make it look like—”

“I know. You wanted to put on a show.” She took a step back from him then gave him a funny look. “Since when do you wear cherry-flavored Chapstick?”

Heat tinged his cheeks. “I...uh...”

A man stuck his head around the corner. “Are you guys coming? The guide’s been waiting for you in the cavern around the bend.”

“Sorry,” he said, grabbing Felicity’s hand. “We’re coming.”

The man gave them an annoyed look. He shook his head and muttered under his breath. “Newlyweds.” He huffed and stalked off.

Aiden looked down at her and she bit her lip, obviously trying not to laugh. He couldn’t hold back, though, and the laugh burst forth. Felicity joined him.

***
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FELICITY WALKED ON rubbery legs as they continued deeper into the cave. Her heart rate hadn’t returned to normal, and she was having a hard time catching her breath, especially since Aiden’s warm hand was sending tingles up her arm. Since when did Aiden kiss like that? What had happened since they’d last been dating? Holy moly. If he kept kissing her like that, how was she ever going to be able to think straight? She might as well throw in the towel and admit she was a goner.

Aiden pulled her close as they stopped to let the guide talk to them about something. She leaned into him, enjoying the feeling of his strong arm around her. He smelled good. Like musk and some clean earthy smell. It made her insides melt.

What was she doing? She couldn’t be thinking about Aiden like that. Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to step away from him. She just wouldn’t let herself fall back in love with him. It was possible to enjoy a little fantasy for a few days as long as she walled off her heart. This was only for show, but no one said she had to hate it.

They followed the guide back through the cave and waded in the river until they reached the jungle again. Aiden helped her out of the water and onto the trail. Brittany reached out her hand. “Aiden! I need help.”

He clenched his jaw but reached out to help her up. Brittany clung to him as she smiled and batted her eyes. “Thank you, Aiden. All those muscles sure come in handy.” She touched his arm, but he withdrew it.

He looked at Brittany like she was from another planet, turned around and didn’t say anything. Felicity put her arm around Aiden’s waist and shoved away the urge to punch the girl in the face. “Guess we still have a hike before we get back to the tour van.”

Brittany huffed and rubbed her calf. “I didn’t think there’d be this much walking.”

Aiden shrugged and started toward the rest of the group. Felicity fell into step beside him. They walked for a while, Brittany dropping back behind a few of their group members.

Aiden leaned closer. “Do you think she finally got the message?”

“No. I think she’s so set on getting you, she can’t see straight.”

“I’m not a piece of property.” He scowled.

“Tell that to her.”

“I can’t believe she’s still trying to flirt with me, even after all that.” He motioned in the direction they came from.

“You mean after you kissed me in front of her?” Felicity clamped her mouth shut. Why did she say that? Was she trying to call attention to the fact that she liked the impromptu make-out session?

Aiden chuckled. “Yeah.”

They walked in silence for a moment before he glanced behind them. “If we turn up the heat, do you think she’d leave me alone?”

Felicity’s ears burned at the thought. How was he proposing to turn up the heat? She was already melting inside. And it was all fake anyway. “I think we’re doing fine the way we are.”

“All right.”

Did he seem disappointed in that? She couldn’t tell.

“Do you do weddings?”

The question took her off guard and she jerked to look at him. “What?”

“In your photography business.” He didn’t look at her, just stared ahead at the group walking on the trail.

“Yeah. I do some.” Weddings were not her favorite thing to photograph, for obvious reasons. In fact, she’d gone out of her way to try not to be a wedding photographer, but lately she’d had to take some on to pay the bills.

“But you prefer not to do them.”

He said it like a statement of fact, which for some reason, annoyed Felicity. “How would you know what I prefer?”

“I can tell.”

“Well, if you must know, I really enjoy taking artistic shots. I only do portraits or weddings for the income.” Why did it annoy her to admit this to him?

“Your fine art shots are really good.”

She looked at him sideways. “How do you know? You haven’t seen them.”

He seemed to find a sudden interest in the sky.

“Aiden? You’ve seen my photographs?”

He exhaled and took a quick look at her. “Yeah.”

“Where?” Then she remembered that he’d looked her up online. She slapped his arm. “Did you look them up online? You’re such a cyber stalker.”

A twitch of his lips told her he was trying to hide a smile. “I just wanted to see what you were up to.”

“Well, the gallery has sold some of my prints. They keep asking for more, but I haven’t had the money or time to invest in them.”

“You should make the time. You’re good.” He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. It was a reassuring gesture and her heart beat a little faster.

“Thanks.”

“Have you had any memorable photo shoots? Taken any pictures of famous people or anything?”

Felicity laughed. “No. But I once took a family portrait with triplets. Those little guys were a hoot. Three little four-year-olds, all dressed alike, and all as mischievous as all get out.”

Aiden smiled at her. “How long did that photo shoot take?”

“Would have been a snap indoors. Too bad we decided to meet at the park. The boys wanted to play, which led to one of the boys getting grass stains on his knees. His mother made him wear his pants backwards for the pictures. Then another one fell and got a bloody nose, so we had to wait until that cleared up. Even then, I had to Photoshop some blood out of his shirt.”

“Sounds crazy.”

She had to admit, the day had been stressful at the time, but looking back on it, she couldn’t help but laugh. “It was. But it made me realize that life isn’t always what we plan, but that’s okay. We make it work.”

Aiden got a look on his face and she wondered what it meant. He nodded. “You’re right.”

Felicity took in a deep breath. “This has been great, but I can’t wait to take a shower and relax tonight.”

He grinned at her. “Me too.”

It took another hour before they were changed into dry clothes and in Aiden’s car. The tour had included dinner, so Felicity was full and ready to go home. Brittany sat in the back and pouted the entire drive to the resort, which wasn’t too bad. At least she wasn’t talking.

Aiden pulled up to where the pavement ended, close to Felicity’s villa. The sun had just set, and dusk was quickly turning into night. He got out of the car and ran around to open her door for her. She took his hand and he helped her out of the car. Aiden’s gaze flickered to Brittany in the back of the car. “Thank you for a lovely time.”

Felicity understood his body language and put her arms around his neck. It was time to give another show. “I had fun.”

He nuzzled her neck and she tried to ignore the skitters of electricity it brought on. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Sure,” she managed to say, her heart racing in anticipation.

He stared down at her lips. As he moved in closer, she closed her eyes. His kiss was slow and thoughtful. Purposeful. He tasted like the outdoors, with a hint of that stupid cherry lip balm he’d put on. She pushed away all thought of the future she’d never have with him and just let the moment happen.

Too soon, he pulled back and whispered, “Good night.”

She nodded, not trusting her voice. After he stepped back, she picked up her backpack and slung it over her shoulder. The walk to her villa seemed to take forever.
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Aiden watched Felicity disappear into the shadows by her villa. He hadn’t been certain, but it seemed like she’d gotten into the kiss. Certainly he’d been affected more than he’d expected. His lips still felt the tingles she’d left behind.

Brittany tapped the headrest in front of her. “Can you let me out?”

He was going to drive her closer to her villa, but it might be better if he let her walk. The less time spent with Brittany, the better. “Sure.”

He pulled the lever and the seat bent forward. Brittany crawled out of the cramped space. She adjusted her shirt then turned to him. Her gaze swept over him. “Thanks.”

“Have a good evening.”

Instead of turning away, she took a step toward him. Aiden stumbled, trying to get away from her. She reached out and grabbed his arm. “Hey, what’s gotten into you?”

“Look, I don’t want to tell you again. I’m with Felicity.”

She dropped her hand. “I know. That doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

What in the world? Was she insane? “Uh, yes it does. That’s exactly what it means. You can’t kiss me. We can’t have a relationship. We can’t be anything.” He motioned between them. “We never were anything.”

Brittany blinked, and it suddenly looked like she was going to cry.

Aiden backed up even more. She was the devil. How else could she cry on demand like that? “Don’t think your tears are going to make me change my mind.”

“I’m sorry.” She bowed her head and wiped at her cheeks. “You’re right. I should go.”

Brittany grabbed her shoulder bag and turned. She walked quickly away down the path toward the villas. Aiden rubbed the back of his neck. That was too easy, wasn’t it? He could have sworn she was about to cry and fuss, making him console her. Instead, she ran away.

He shrugged and walked around to the passenger side of the car. Whatever. Brittany was confusing, that was for sure. Who knew what really was going on inside her head? At least she was gone now. He’d take the peace and quiet.

He drove home and parked his car in the garage. When he got inside the kitchen, Grams fluttered up to him, the arms on her floral outfit hanging so low, they looked like wings. “How did today go?”

“Fine.”

She made a face. “That’s all you got for me? Fine?”

He reached out to pick up a snickerdoodle cookie, but Grams slapped his hand back. “These are for Felicity.”

“The whole batch? What are you trying to do? Put her in a diabetic coma?”

“Hush, now. What happened?” Grams folded her arms.

“We went spelunking.”

She reached up and wiped something off his cheek with her thumb. “You kissed Felicity?”

What? How did she know that? “Yes. We’re back together, remember?”

She gave him a critical look. “I remember you saying that. And I remember her acting like you put her up to it.”

Busted. Grams was far too observant for her own good. But he couldn’t admit to it now. He huffed and rolled his eyes. “Things are just a little awkward right now. We truly are back together.” The lie didn’t taste good on his tongue.

“And that little hussy didn’t try anything?”

“Grams!” He stared at her. “Since when do you talk like that?”

She waved his comment away and sat down on a barstool at the kitchen island. “She’s up to no good, that one. I don’t like her and I don’t trust her.”

“I don’t think she’ll be bothering us again,” he said under his breath.

Grams pointed at him, her large turquoise ring on her index finger. “I knew it. She tried something, didn’t she?”

How in the world did Grams know everything? “She kissed me. But I set her straight.”

“Good.” His grandmother picked up a snickerdoodle and took a bite.

He huffed and put his hands on his hips. “What, you can eat them, but I can’t?”

“Oh, go ahead. I thought maybe you would spend the evening with your girlfriend...” Grams looked at him pointedly. “But it looks like that’s not the case.”

Crud. He should have invited Felicity over. It probably looked bad to spend the evening away from her. “She’s taking a shower. I’m going to clean up too then go over there in a bit.”

Grams brightened up. “Oh. Well, take her these cookies, then.” She stood and crossed the room, opening a drawer to get the plastic wrap.

“I will.” He grabbed one and bit into it before Grams could put the wrap over them and forbid him to have one.

***
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FELICITY TOWELED HER hair off and slipped into a T-shirt and jeans. She wanted to set up her camera on the tripod and take some pictures of the full moon over the beach. It was a perfect evening outside. The breeze blowing through her villa smelled of flowers and the sea. A knock came on her door and her heart jumped. Was that Aiden?

Stupid. Why was she allowing herself to get all flustered over him? She was acting like a school girl and it was going to get her in the end. She needed to calm herself down and take it easy. Another knock sounded and she called out, “Coming.”

She made her way through the living room and opened the door. When she saw who stood on her porch, she frowned. “Brittany?”

As her vision adjusted to the dim light, she could tell something was wrong. Mascara ran down Brittany’s face, and her eyes were filled with tears. Her initial reaction was to bristle, but the way Brittany stood there was odd. Like she had none of her usual confidence. Like she really was in trouble. “Come in,” Felicity said, standing back.

Brittany walked into the living room and crumpled onto the chair. With her face in her hands, she moaned. “I’m ruined.”

Felicity held back a sarcastic remark. Brittany was always the drama queen. If something terrible wasn’t happening to her, she was stirring up trouble for someone else. It was like Brittany wasn’t happy unless she was miserable. 

To punctuate that thought, Brittany sobbed into her hands.

Felicity closed the door and sat on the couch. “What’s wrong?”

Brittany sniffed and looked up. “I’m a horrible person.”

At this point, Felicity wanted to agree with her but again held her tongue. “Why do you say that?”

“I came here to seduce Aiden.” Brittany winced, then rushed on. “I know that sounds terrible, but I had no idea you two would make up. You said there was no way you were getting back together. And then when it happened, I panicked and didn’t know what to do. I spent the last of my savings to get here.” She covered her face again and made a distressing sound. “I’m penniless.”

Felicity didn’t know what to say. “What do you mean? You got all that money from the divorce.”

Brittany shook her head. “I wanted people to think I had money, but Bruce had a good lawyer. We had no kids, and I didn’t work the whole time we were married. It was all his money to begin with, so I didn’t get much in the divorce. And what I did I already spent.”

Felicity had a hard time feeling sorry for Brittany. She was a self-centered brat and it looked like finally she was getting what she deserved. “Then I guess you’ll have to get a job.”

“Who’s going to hire me?” Brittany gave her a tearful look. “I have no skills.”

Felicity wanted to suggest she go flip burgers but thought better of it and bit her tongue. “I’m sure there’s something you can do.”

Brittany sniffed, and Felicity picked up the box of tissues from the coffee table and handed them to her. She pulled one out and blew her nose. “I don’t know what to do with my life.”

“So, getting a billionaire to marry you was your plan?” Felicity couldn’t believe the words had left her mouth. Since when was she the mean one? She was the kind-hearted girl while Brittany was the snarky person. She wasn’t sure where that snark had come from. 

Brittany teared up again and hung her head. “It was stupid to come here. I know that. I was just desperate. I married Bruce so young. I thought we would be together forever. It wasn’t until...” Her voice trailed off and she pulled another tissue from the box and dabbed at her nose.

“Until what?”

Brittany looked like she had something sour in her mouth. “After we married, Bruce told me he had a girlfriend.”

Felicity’s mouth dropped open. “Are you kidding me?”

“No. He said he married me to keep up appearances and as long as I did what he wanted, I could live a life of luxury.” She twisted the tissue in her hand. “I was devastated. I thought he loved me.” She blinked back tears. “Stupid.”

“You weren’t stupid for falling in love.” Felicity couldn’t believe she’d said those words. How many times had she felt stupid for falling in love with Aiden?

“I thought we had a connection. We talked and laughed. I thought we were good together. Instead, he liked how I looked on his arm.” She scoffed. “He told me I had to look the other way when he was with other women.”

“Disgusting.” How could a man do that?

Brittany motioned to her. “Right? He thought I’d just sit back and let him do that?” She frowned. “He was wrong.”

“What did you do?”

“At first, I didn’t do anything. I was so embarrassed that I’d been that naive. I’d jumped at the chance to marry Bruce. I thought I was the luckiest girl in the world. When he turned out to be a jerk, at first, I thought I’d gotten what I deserved. It took me a while to get angry enough to do something.” She wiped her fingers under her eyes, smearing her mascara.

Felicity looked down at the carpet. She wasn’t sure what she would do in that situation either. She could understand why Brittany felt embarrassed, wanting to hide the truth about the marriage.

Brittany shifted on her chair and pulled another tissue from the box. “When I had had enough of his lies and manipulation, I decided to expose him. Publicly. I called the media to show up when I knew he was with her.”

“Ha! Good for you.”

Brittany dabbed at her eyes, but she did smile a little. “Yes, my plan worked quite well. There was no mistaking what was going on between them. It didn’t make national news or anything, but he was definitely exposed to all of his local socialites.”

“Serves him right.”

She nodded. “Yeah, it did. He was blackballed for a while, which felt good. Unfortunately, you don’t embarrass any of the Wellingtons without consequences.”

“He divorced you.”

Brittany sighed. “Yes, and he made sure I didn’t get any of his money. So here I am. Yesterday’s old trash, tossed out.”

“You’re not old trash.” Felicity felt bad for her. She couldn’t imagine what Brittany had gone through. She must have been heartbroken and humiliated. She never would have thought she’d feel bad for Brittany, but it was obvious she’d been acting out of desperation.

“What am I good for? I have no job. I’m getting kicked out of my apartment. My bank account is overdrawn.” Brittany’s voice cracked and she pulled another tissue. She now had a small mountain of them crumpled on her lap.

“You can overcome this.” The phrase sounded lame even to Felicity’s ears. What good did saying that do? She couldn’t promise Brittany anything. She couldn’t hire her, and she couldn’t help her out financially. All she could do was offer platitudes.

Brittany sighed and slumped in her chair dramatically. “I don’t see how. I’ll be living on the streets soon.”

And there it was. The drama queen. Felicity pointed to her Jimmy Choo’s. “You’re wearing eight-hundred-dollar sandals. I hardly think you’re going to be living on the streets.”

Brittany tucked her feet under the chair, her eyes wide. “I can’t sell my shoes.”

It would have been comical if Felicity didn’t feel so sorry for her. Brittany probably had no idea what working for her money felt like. 

A knock came on the door and Felicity got up to answer it.

Brittany’s face blanched. “Oh, no. Is that Aiden? He can’t see me like this.” She jumped up and ran into the bedroom, leaving only her perfume behind.

Yep. Drama queen. Felicity sighed and opened the door. Aiden stood there, leaning against the door jam, a plate of cookies in his hand. Since when did he start looking this good? She tried to ignore the way her heart raced at seeing him. 

“Hey. Sorry to bother you. Since Grams thinks we’re back—”

Felicity pressed her hand on his mouth and joined him on the front stoop. “Hush. Brittany’s here,” she whispered.

His eyes widened and he removed her hand. “What is she doing here?” He craned his neck. “Is she looking for me?”

She pulled away from him and tried to think of a quick way to sum everything up. Failing, she just said, “No, she’s here to talk to me. It’s a long story. You’d better leave.”

“Well, I can’t go back home. Grams thinks I’m spending the evening with you. And if I’m seen anywhere else, she’ll know we’re lying.” He looked down at the plate. “Plus, she wants me to give these to you.”

Felicity grabbed his shirt in her fist and tugged him inside. “Fine,” she whispered. “Just sit down. Let me talk to Brittany.”

She left Aiden in the living room. When she entered the bedroom, she saw Brittany sitting on the bed. The life had gone out of her. She looked defeated, slumped over and frowning. It was odd to feel sorry for someone like Brittany, but Felicity couldn’t help it. Her sympathy deepened. “Are you okay?”

“No.” Brittany wiped under her eyes, smudging more black on her fingers. “But I’ll think of something. And I promise it won’t be dumb like trying to steal Aiden from you again. That was embarrassingly stupid.”

A weird sensation overcame Felicity, and she suddenly saw Brittany for who she was. Insecure, and wanting to be with the popular kids because she didn’t feel like she fit in anywhere. All the times that Brittany had annoyed her came rushing back, and she saw her in a new light. Brittany didn’t know who she was. Her whole life was an act. It had to be hollow.

Felicity reached out and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up so we can go sit outside and talk with Aiden. Maybe he can help us come up with a solution.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 20
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Aiden stared as Brittany walked by the open bedroom door, her makeup all messed up from crying. She and Felicity walked into the bathroom and closed the door. A moment later, Felicity came out.

“Let’s go outside and sit on the deck. Brittany’s getting cleaned up and will join us in a second.” She pointed to the plate on his lap. “Are those Gram’s snickerdoodles?”

“Yes.”

“Man, she’s pulling out the big guns.” She took the plate from him and walked toward the patio.

As soon as he was outside with Felicity, he cornered her. “What’s going on?”

“Brittany needs some help. I just thought we could all talk about it and maybe you’d have some ideas.”

“Ideas about what? Why is she crying? Don’t you realize she’s manipulating you?”

Felicity pulled a chair over, the metal scraping on the wooden planks of the deck. “See, that’s what I thought at first too. She shows up at my villa, crying and making a fuss. I wondered what she wanted from me. But after talking with her, I don’t think she’s trying to pull something. I think she’s really in a bad place.”

“She’s always in a bad place. She’s the devil,” he whispered as he sat down.

Felicity frowned at him. “Be nice. Her marriage was a sham. Her husband was horrible to her, cheated on her and expected her to live with it.”

Before he could respond, the sliding glass door opened and Brittany stepped out. She walked over to them and picked the chair that was next to Felicity, which surprised him. He wasn’t sure what game Brittany was now playing, but he didn’t trust her for a second.

Felicity crossed her legs and leaned back, extending the plate to Brittany. “Want a cookie? Grams knows how to make a fantastic snickerdoodle.”

Aiden was surprised when Brittany grabbed one and took a bite. He wanted to say something about carbs but decided not to be a jerk.

“Brittany is looking for work,” Felicity said. “But she’s afraid since she hasn’t had a job for a long time that she’s unemployable. What do you suggest?”

“Wait. What?” He blinked. “What about all that money you have?”

Brittany didn’t say anything. She didn’t even raise her gaze, and Aiden glared at her. What was this new ploy she was playing at?

“There is no money,” Felicity said for her.

“Where did it go?”

Brittany finally spoke up. “There was no money from the divorce. Not much anyway. What I did get, I spent on living expenses.”

His gaze traveled over her designer clothes. “Right.”

Felicity hit him on the leg with the back of her hand. “Stop it. Brittany made a bad decision coming here, but we’ve all made bad decisions a time or two in our lives, right?” She gave him a pointed look.

He sighed. She was right. “So, what do you want?”

Brittany looked up at him, and he expected the same haughty eyebrow raise she was so good at. But she didn’t. “My rent is due and I can’t pay it. I need a job.”

Aiden exhaled and tapped his leg. Maybe she was telling the truth. There was no bravado left in Brittany. She looked like a completely different person. She looked...dare he say...normal. “Some temp agencies have aptitude tests you can take to see where you might be a good fit. Maybe try a temp agency for a while.”

Felicity brightened. “See? I knew he’d have a good suggestion.”

Brittany twisted in her chair. “What’s a temp agency?”

“Some businesses hire them for jobs that aren’t permanent. But you can find great work through a temp agency, and sometimes if the business likes your work, they will hire you on permanently.” Felicity nodded her encouragement. “I think you could get hired.”

Brittany smiled, and for the first time, Aiden didn’t get the impression she was forcing it. “Okay. I’ll give that a try.”

They sat silent for a few moments, looking at the ocean waves. Brittany squirmed a bit then stood up. “Hey, thank you for the help. I feel awkward being here. I’m sorry for coming here and being weird. I shouldn’t stay and bother you guys anymore. I’m going to try to get an early flight out.”

Aiden stared at her. Was she sincere? It was difficult to swallow after what had happened earlier. Felicity stood up and gave Brittany a hug. “You can do this. I know you can.”

Brittany sniffed and nodded. “Thanks.”

After she left, Aiden squinted at Felicity. “You think she really is penniless?”

Felicity seemed contemplative. “Yes. I do.”

“So, you think she kissed me today because she was desperate?”

Felicity’s gaze snapped to his. “She kissed you?”

Oh. He hadn’t told her that part, had he? Oops. Now he had to confess. Aiden nodded and shifted in his chair. “Yeah. Right before you joined us in the cave.”

Her gaze softened. “Well, you’re right. She was desperate. She was running out of money and didn’t know what to do. She just wasn’t thinking straight.”

“I hope so. I’d hate to think she’s planning some other scheme.”

A look crossed Felicity’s face, like she was considering it. “I really don’t think so. What could be gained by asking us where she could work?”

He shrugged. “Maybe she was trying to get me to hire her.”

Felicity slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so. She seemed genuinely happy with the temp agency suggestion.”

“You’re right. And if she really leaves, I guess we’ll know for certain.” Aiden breathed in the night air, content to let the conversation end. 

Silence settled in between them, but it wasn’t strained. He glanced at Felicity, her face lit up by the full moon. “It’s a peaceful evening.”

“Yes. I don’t know how you stand it here.” She grinned at him and he laughed. 

“I know. Such a rough place to live.”

She reached out and took another cookie from Gram’s plate. “This really is the life.”

She was right, but even living on a resort in Belize was empty without her. Aiden winced. Why was he allowing a thought like that to creep in?

He must have let the time spent pretending to be in a relationship with Felicity get to him. Holding her. Kissing her. It all felt too real. Like he really did love her.

Pain washed through him as he realized the truth. He did love her. He’d always loved her.

He heard a bark and sat up, letting the sound interrupt his thoughts. A little white dog came running along the beach toward them. “Mabel?”

A series of barks answered him and he whistled. “Come here, girl.”

Mabel scampered up the steps to the deck and he lifted her to his lap. “What are you doing out this late at night?”

“We were just going for a walk.” Grams’s voice came from the beach and Aiden could now see her dark figure.

“Come join us, Grams,” Felicity called.

“Oh, I don’t want to be a bother.” But she kept walking toward them anyway.

Aiden chuckled and shook his head. Grams was not very subtle, was she? “Come on. We were just enjoying the night. You can eat one of your cookies.”

Grams came up the steps but didn’t sit down. “Did you like them?”

“Delicious as always, Phoebe,” Felicity said.

“I’m headed toward the supply shed. I want to transplant my orchids in the morning, so I’ll need a trowel and gloves, and maybe a few other things.”

Aiden squinted at her. “Why are you doing that?”

She put her hands on her hips. “Because I’m a woman and I want to have flowers on the other side of my villa. Is that terrible?”

Felicity giggled and tucked her legs under her. “You should be able to have flowers wherever you want them, Grams.”

“See? This one understands.” Grams pointed to Felicity. “It’s my prerogative.”

“All right. Go ahead. But we do have a gardener for that kind of thing.” Mabel squirmed and he let her down onto the deck. She walked to Grams, her nails clicking on the wood.

“I want to do this myself.” Grams paused for a minute then scratched her chin. “You guys wouldn’t be available to help me gather up the tools, would you? Some of them are hung quite high. I’m not sure I can reach.”

Felicity stood and moved her deck chair back to the table. “Sure, we can help.”

Aiden wasn’t sure what Grams was up to, but he joined Felicity. “No problem. We were done out here anyway. After we gather the tools, we can call it a night.”

Grams nodded, a strange look on her face. “Thank you.”

Mabel followed after them as they headed toward the supply shed. “I appreciate the help,” Grams said. “I know it sounds silly, but I just want to get everything ready so I can start on this project in the morning.”

“We don’t mind.” Felicity glanced at him and he shrugged his agreement.

“Did you enjoy the cave tour, Felicity?”

Felicity’s eyes flashed. “It was fantastic. There’s a fully preserved skeleton down there, from when the people used to perform human sacrifices. The guide showed us how you can tell it was a woman. It was fascinating to hear about.”

“I’ve never taken the tour, I think if I went down there, I’d end up like that skeleton. But Aiden told me all about it the last time he went. Did you get any pictures?”

“I didn’t take my camera because of the water. And I thought since it wasn’t an excursion from the resort, I didn’t need to.” Felicity got a worried expression on her face. “You didn’t need any, did you?”

Grams shook her head. “No, you’re right. I just thought maybe you had taken some for yourself.”

“I didn’t want my camera to get wet.”

“That’s understandable.”

As they approached the shed, Grams pointed to the door. “I think all the supplies I need are high on the back wall.”

Aiden opened the door, but it was pitch black inside. There was no light in there, just a small window, but it barely brought in anything. He took a step in and waited for his eyes to adjust.

“You’ll have to go in further,” Grams said.

Felicity walked in past him and turned on the flashlight on her phone. The light reflected off the metal tools. “Which ones did you want?”

Grams gave Aiden a strong shove and he stumbled into Felicity’s back. “Hey—”

The door slammed shut and the lock clicked. Stunned, he just stared at the back of the door. “Grams?” he called.

“I’m not letting you out until you two have talked,” she said, her voice muffled through the door. Mabel barked outside.

Felicity’s eyes widened. “What?”

“I know you two aren’t really back together. You need to work through some things. I’ll be back in the morning.”

Aiden’s shock turned into panic, and he pounded on the door. “Grams! Let us out!”

When she didn’t answer, and Mabel’s barking faded away, he pounded harder. “Grams!”

Felicity grabbed his arm. “Just hold on. Let’s see if we can reason with her.”

“What do you mean? She’s locked us in the supply shed.” He wanted to bust the door down and take Grams in to a mental hospital. What in the world was wrong with her? 

Sure, they’d pretended the relationship, but what gave Grams the idea that locking them in the shed was a good plan? She was mental.

Felicity calmly swiped her finger over her phone and then put it up to her ear. “Just hold on. I’ll talk to her.”

The light from the back of her phone shone bright on the shelves beside them. Felicity waited a minute before saying, “Hey, Grams. What’s up?”

She nodded and listened for a moment. “Well, I don’t know what to tell you. Aiden and I have talked.”

Felicity nodded at something Grams was saying. “Right. But we’ve worked through all that.”

Then her face fell. “Well...I, uh...”

Grams spoke again and Aiden strained to hear what she was saying, but he couldn’t make out any words. Finally, Felicity’s shoulders slumped. “Are you really going to make us spend the night in a shed?”

Whatever Grams was saying made Felicity blink, and it looked like she was getting emotional. “Grams. Please,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.

But then she took the phone away from her ear and shook her head. “She’s not going to let us out. Not until morning.”

“Then I’ll get someone else’s attention.” He banged on the door again. “Help! We’re stuck in here!”

Felicity put her hand on his arm, and he stopped. She shook her head. “It won’t do any good. No one will hear you. It’s late enough, everyone is in their villas for the night.”

She was right, but Aiden felt helpless just giving up. He gave one last pound on the door. “This is stupid.”

Felicity shined her flashlight around the space. “Grams said she put two sleeping bags and a set of pillows in here.” The light rested on a shelf in the corner. “There they are.”

Aiden stared at her phone. Duh. She had a cell phone. What was he thinking? “Give me your phone. I’ll call Derrick.”

Felicity frowned at him. “Grams said that would be pointless, but go ahead. Maybe you can convince him to let us out.” She handed over her phone then reached to pull down the sleeping bags.

He dialed his resort manager’s number and pressed send. When Derrick answered, he smiled. “Hey, I’m so glad you picked up. Sorry for calling this late, but I seem to have locked myself in the supply shed. Could you come let me out?”

Derrick chuckled. “Yeah, I know all about your plan, and it won’t work. Phoebe warned me about it.”

He blinked. “What plan? I just need to be let out.”

“Right.” He laughed. “You’re not getting me on this one.”

Great. “What did Phoebe say? Because she’s locked me in the supply closet with Felicity and has some crazy idea about—”

“Wait, I thought you said you locked yourself in. You have to keep your story straight if you’re going to get anyone to believe you.”

Aiden pinched the bridge of his nose. “Derrick, this is not a practical joke. I swear. Just come let me out.”

“Nice try. See you tomorrow.” The phone went silent and Aiden swore.

Felicity gently took the phone away from him. “Sit down.” 

He noticed she’d spread out the sleeping bags and pillows on the floor. The shed was small, but there was enough room for both of them to lay down. Aiden frowned, not ready to give up just yet. “Let me call Derrick back. Maybe if I explain the whole thing...”

Felicity shook her head. “You’re not going to win this one.”

He looked up at the window. “Maybe if I lift you up, you can get through the window.”

She gave him a flat look. “I couldn’t even squeeze my head through that. Let’s just sit down and talk, like Phoebe wants.”

“Wait, what?” He pulled his eyebrows together. “What did Grams say to you?”

Felicity tugged on his arm until he gave in and sat on his sleeping bag. She crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap. “Grams knows we aren’t really together.”

“That’s what she thinks. But if we—”

“If we what? Lie some more? Aiden, this isn’t working. Grams wants us to talk this through. And she does have a point. We’ve never fully dealt with any of this.” Felicity broke her gaze and stared at the floor. “I should probably tell you about the day I left.”
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Felicity stared at her hands, the light from her phone casting odd shadows around them. She felt exposed with the brightness of it, so she dimmed the light. It softened the space between them. Made her feel more comfortable.

“What do you mean?” Aiden asked, his voice low.

What did she mean? She bit her lip, trying to find the right words. “Grams wants me to tell you. Everything.”

“About the day you left? What more is there to tell? I was late, and you got mad and left. I called. You didn’t answer. That’s pretty much it, right?”

His words felt like a slap to her, but she shoved aside the annoyance, knowing if she didn’t talk to him, Grams would never let them be. “It was more than that,” she said quietly.

In the soft glow from her phone, she could see Aiden lean closer. “Okay. Then tell me. What else was it?”

Felicity suddenly got cold feet and started picking at a loose thread on her sleeping bag. The whole thing was embarrassing enough. Did she really have to tell Aiden about it?

He reached over and placed his hand on hers. The warmth of his skin penetrated through her and she made the mistake of looking into his eyes. “Tell me,” he urged.

She took in a deep breath and sighed. “You probably already know I asked Grams to be there at the courthouse.”

“Yes. She told me she was there.”

Felicity resisted the urge to pull her hand back from him. “I asked her not to tell you anything else. I didn’t want you to feel bad because of what happened.”

“Why? What happened?” His voice seemed strained. Anxious.

She swallowed back the emotion threatening to fill her eyes with tears. She had to go through with this. Grams wouldn’t let her back out. If she didn’t spill, Grams would just find another way to force them together, and she didn’t want to think of what she might do next. 

“That day...you had planned a surprise for me. Well, I had planned a surprise for you as well.”

Aiden got a worried look on his face. “You did?”

“Yes. I know we’d decided to elope, but I didn’t want us to regret that decision years down the line. I didn’t want us to think back on that day and wish we’d had some family there. Or some pictures of the event.”

His brows furrowed. “You hired a photographer?”

She couldn’t stand the tingles from the physical contact any longer and withdrew her hand. “Yes. And Dad was there. And my Aunt Lia.”

Aiden sucked in a breath. “What? You flew Lia in?”

She blinked, the memories from that day coming back and choking her. Shaming her. But she had to push through and tell him. “And I bought a dress.”

Aiden stared at her, his mouth hanging open. “A dress?” he said, his voice sounding a little strangled.

Thinking about the mermaid cut dress with the lacy overlay made it hard for her to breathe. It was perfect. And it had cost her almost a thousand dollars. She didn’t want to admit it, but she still had it hanging in her closet. She stuffed it in the back so she wouldn’t get emotional every time she opened the door. “Yes,” she said, the word barely audible.

Guilt flashed across Aiden’s features and his shoulders slumped. “Oh, no.”

Felicity tried to get herself under control, but seeing Aiden look so pained made her get choked up even more, and her vision blurred. She blinked and a tear ran down her cheek.

Aiden reached out and wiped it with the pad of his thumb, his warm fingers wrapping around to the back of her neck. “I’m so sorry, Felicity.”

She involuntarily snuggled into the palm of his hand, the familiar touch sending cascades of energy through her. He moved closer to her, wrapping his arms around her. She melted into him.

“Don’t cry. Please. You’re ripping my heart out.” He pressed his lips to her forehead and her heart began beating an erratic rhythm.

She breathed in the smell of his freshly laundered shirt mixed with the scent that only belonged to Aiden, and all the old feelings surged in her. This was what had made her feel complete. And this is what she’d lost all those years ago.

“I thought it was no big deal,” he whispered, his breath hot on her forehead. “Meet at the courthouse and fill out paperwork. We’d been engaged for a year and were no closer to planning a wedding. It just seemed like the best idea. I’m so sorry I...”

His voice cracked and Felicity closed her eyes. Aiden pressed his cheek to hers and she felt his tears mix with her own. “I didn’t mean to leave you like that. Waiting for me. In a wedding dress.”

She pulled away and placed her hands on his cheeks. “I know.”

He stared at her, an expression on his face she couldn’t quite identify. “If I had known—”

She put a finger to his lips to silence him. “It happened. We can’t change it. But we can learn from it.”

He swallowed and she let her hands fall, his gaze intense. “You’re right.”

She squirmed under his scrutiny and finally pulled away from him. She stretched out on her back and laid down on top of the sleeping bag. She set her phone on the floor beside her. “I’ll tell Grams tomorrow that we talked. Really talked. I think she’ll finally be appeased.”

Aiden followed her lead and laid back as well. He turned to her and rested his head on his hand, his elbow on the floor. “Why did it take you so long to tell me about that?”

She looked up at the rafters above them. “I was hurt. And I didn’t want you to explain it all away. I finally saw our relationship for what it was.”

He paused before saying, “And what’s that?”

She swallowed, unsure if she wanted to say it out loud. She didn’t want to hurt Aiden, but she had to be honest. “Poisonous,” she whispered.

Aiden flinched and retreated from her. “That’s what you think of me?” Hurt laced his words.

She quickly corrected him. “No. Not you. Just the you and me together part.” Ouch. Like that sounded any better. What was wrong with her words today? How could she tell him in a way that he would understand? Maybe blaming herself was best. “I think I’m too needy.”

The air between them became heavy and she could feel him pulling emotionally away from her. He laid backward and joined her in looking up at the rafters. “Was everything so terrible?”

“No,” she hurried to say. “We had some amazing times together. It’s just...” She turned to look at him. “I need someone who can give himself to me completely.”

Aiden didn’t say anything, and Felicity listened to her heart beating while she watched him stare up, not moving. She began to wonder if she had upset him, which hadn’t been her goal. “I guess what I mean to say is I’ve always felt this invisible wall between us. I ignored it at first. Tried to convince myself it wasn’t there, but that day at the courthouse I finally saw it.”

The words were hard to say and she closed her eyes, gathering up the courage to finish. “You were never going to fully let me in.”

Silence pressed down on them as the seconds ticked by, Aiden laying perfectly still. She waited to see what he would say, but when seconds turned into minutes, she thought maybe he was too upset to speak. She turned and flicked off the flashlight, feeling terrible for what she’d said to him, but not wanting to apologize either.

“My mother isn’t dead.”

Felicity wasn’t sure she heard him right. “What?”

When he spoke again, his voice was gravelly. “I didn’t mean to lie. It’s just hard to talk about when you’re a kid, and all the other kids just assumed she was dead when Grams was the one that showed up to the school functions. I didn’t correct them. Then, as I grew older, the lie was already established. It was easier just to go with it than explain.”

Felicity turned on her side and peered into the darkness, the pitch black not revealing any of his features. “She’s alive?”

He drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah.”

The information made her head spin, and she wanted to pelt him with questions. Why had Grams raised him? Where was his mother now? Had she ever had contact with him? But Felicity didn’t want to pry the information from him. She laid back and waited for him to continue.

“My mother was a drug addict. She’d gotten into the wrong crowd in high school. Grams tried everything to get her the help she needed, but rehab never worked for long.”

Felicity tried to imagine what it must have been like for Grams. It was too terrible to think about.

Aiden shifted on the sleeping bag. “When she got pregnant, Grams talked her into another try at rehab. She stayed there until she had me, but she couldn’t stay straight. The drugs were too alluring. She gave me up to Grams and took off.” Aiden sighed. “No one knows who my father is. My mother was too strung out to know.”

Felicity’s heart hurt for him. What an awful way to grow up, not even knowing who your father is. “I don’t know what to say.”

“I’ve come to terms with it.” The emotion in his voice betrayed him and she scooted over, joining him on top of his sleeping bag. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close, and she laid her head on his chest. 

“Where is she?”

“Last I heard, she was living somewhere up in Michigan.”

“What does Grams think about it?”

He tensed. “Grams said she lost her daughter a long time ago. Of course, if she straightened out, Grams would take her back into her arms, but my mother hasn’t been healthy in a long time. Grandmother didn’t want me around that, and I understand. Grams is my mother. She was the one that cared for me and was always there for me.”

“You were lucky to have Phoebe.”

“I don’t believe in luck. Grams did what she did because of love.” 

His voice broke and she placed a hand on his cheek. Felicity’s throat tightened and she blinked back her emotions. “Yes. She loves you greatly. She’s an amazing woman.”

He flexed his jaw then cleared his throat. “I suppose I’m the only one in the room who lied about his mother being dead.”

Felicity smiled. “Yeah. My mom really did die when I was a kid.”

Aiden hooked a finger under her chin. “I’m sorry I lied.”

In the dim light, she could see the way he was looking at her. The way he’d let down the wall between them. He was vulnerable, and she wanted to reassure him that she wasn’t going to use that against him.

Before she could process what she was doing, her lips were pressed to his and he responded immediately. He pulled her closer, his hands traveling up into her hair, his kiss warm and passionate. She pushed aside all the hurt, all the pain that had happened between them, and she let herself get lost in the tingles that zinged over her skin at his touch. 

He broke the kiss and whispered her name. It was a plea. A caress. Her hand traveled up his chest to the nape of his neck as his lips pressed kisses along her jaw. 

Having Aiden’s arms around her again felt good. Right. Like they belonged together. 

She loved him.

The thought made her jerk away, and she scrambled back to her own sleeping bag. No. She couldn’t be in love with Aiden again. This is what she’d been telling herself couldn’t happen.

“Felicity?” he asked, his breath shallow. “What’s wrong?”

Her heart raced as her mind tried to form words. “We can’t keep doing this to ourselves.”

He sat up and put his hand on her shoulder. “Doing what? Kissing? Because it seems to me it’s not a bad thing.”

She turned from him, pulling her legs to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. “We can’t get back together.”
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Aiden froze as a slow pain enveloped him. Had he pushed her too much? Would she run again? How could he back off? His mind raced and he said the first thing he could think of. “Who said we’re getting back together?”

The second the words were out, he wished he could take them back. She sucked in a breath and turned to glare at him. “So, this is just a make-out session for you, then? Is that it?”

He shook his head, wishing he could bang some sense into it. “No. Not at all.”

“You know what, Aiden?” she said, her voice laced with hurt. “Just don’t. We’ve proven time and again we aren’t good together. Go to sleep and leave me alone.”

She climbed into her sleeping bag and zipped herself in. A soft sniffing sound told him she was crying.

Crud. Now he felt like the worst guy in the world. No, the gum on the shoe of the worst guy in the world. Why had he said that? How much more could he mess up everything between them? He climbed into his own sleeping bag and bunched up the pillow. 

After listening to Felicity crying for a couple of minutes, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He rolled over and put his arm around her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. You know I’m not like that.”

She wiped at her face but didn’t answer him.

“Felicity. I love you.” He hadn’t meant to say the words, but he knew they were true. He couldn’t deny it any longer. His pulse quickened and he pulled her back to his chest, sleeping bag and all. He buried his face in her hair. “I love everything about you.”

She drew in a breath and sighed. “Aiden, I appreciate you telling me about your mother. I know how hard that was for you. But it doesn’t change the fact that you keep me at a distance. You always have. Everything else is a priority in your life. Yes, you sold your drone technology, but now the resort is your first concern.”

Pain stabbed in his chest at her words. “What are you saying?”

“You’ll never love me enough to give up what separates us,” she said, her voice sounding hoarse.

“You want me to sell the resort?” He shrunk back from her. “Give up Belize?” The words came out a strangled whisper.

Why would she ask him to give up his resort? He could barely even think of it. Grams loved Belize. It was paradise. And it was their home now. How could she ask him to give up his home? His dream job, and his dream life?

She turned to look at him over her shoulder. “I’m not asking you to. I know you can’t. Like I’ve been saying, I’ve come to terms with us. With how things have to be. And that’s why I’ve decided to leave in the morning.”

He recoiled from her. This again. This is how Felicity dealt with things. She left.

He’d just pored his heart out to her, and she ripped it up right in front of him. With shaking hands, he rolled over and closed his eyes. Now he’d have to sleep next to her, knowing tomorrow she would leave and destroy him once again.

***
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FELICITY JUMPED UP when she heard the lock click. She’d cried herself to sleep last night and woken up an hour ago with a massive headache. She was ready to be done with this place. Ready to go back home. Aiden didn’t shift, so she assumed he was still asleep.

Grams opened the door and Felicity stepped out into the sunlight, gripping her phone. She’d been upset at Grams last night, but all her anger left her as she looked at the worried expression on her face. She pulled Grams into a hug. “I have to go.”

“You told him?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“But it didn’t matter?”

How could she explain? Felicity glanced back at Aiden sleeping on the floor of the shed. He hadn’t moved. “Of course, it mattered, as I knew it would. He felt terrible. He apologized, and we talked about it.”

Grams gave her a hopeful expression. “And?”

“It doesn’t change the fact that he can’t give me what I need.”

Grams teared up and pulled her into another hug. “Are you sure?” she whispered.

Felicity nodded. “Yes. I’m sure.”

“Okay, then. I’ll change the flight. You can leave early.” Grams took her hand and squeezed it. “Come on.”

She closed the shed door softly so as to not wake Aiden then followed after Phoebe. Inside the house, Phoebe opened her laptop and clicked on the keys. Three hours later, Felicity was at the airport waiting for her flight, everything packed up in her hot pink floral suitcases. She walked through the airport, her luggage rolling along the smooth flooring.

As she sat in the terminal, she tried not to think about Aiden, but his face pushed into her mind. Guilt flooded over her. Why had she told him she wanted him to give up his resort? She didn’t really want that. He’d just upset her.

Aiden would never put her first. He would never give up time spent on other things. Never make her the priority she wanted to be.

Something else would always come before her. She fought back the tears as she fiddled with the handle of her suitcase.

Why had she allowed herself to fall back in love with Aiden? She knew the heartbreak that would cause. Knew it bitterly well.

She should have left the moment she saw Aiden. Just turned and walked out. She’d be home eating Chunky Monkey and watching Netflix. She rubbed the space between her eyebrows. Was it possible her headache had gotten worse?

A woman plopped down in the seat beside her, clutching a large purple purse. She looked to be in her fifties, her blonde hair showing gray roots. The woman pointed to the pink flowers on Felicity’s suitcases and grinned. “I love your style.”

Felicity forced a smile. “Thanks.”

“I’m Martha, by the way.” The woman slipped her shoes off and wiggled her toes. “Ah, that’s better. I got spoiled with all that soft sand. Didn’t wear my shoes once the last seven days.” She turned to look at Felicity. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Felicity.”

Martha shifted in her seat and pulled her purse up higher on her lap. Then she took a long look at Felicity. “You okay, sweetie?”

For some reason, emotion surged in Felicity and she blinked back the moisture gathering in her eyes. How did this woman know? She couldn’t speak, so she just shook her head.

“Aw, darlin’. It’s a man, isn’t it?” Her kind eyes showed understanding.

Felicity nodded and swallowed. Might as well admit it. Apparently, it was obvious. “Yes.”

“Do you love him?”

Her throat grew dry. Was she that easy to read? There was no use in lying anymore. Not to Martha, and not to herself. “Yes,” she said, staring at the industrial grade carpet.

Martha patted her knee. “What happened? Did you fight?”

“No.” And then the whole story just came spilling out of her. Felicity couldn’t believe it. She was normally a reserved person. She kept to herself. But something inside her snapped and the whole ugly story materialized. She told Martha about how they had been engaged, and what made that fall apart. Then how she got suckered into coming to Belize and the whole stupidity of her falling back in love with a man who would never give her what she wanted.

They called for first class to line up at the gate and Felicity suddenly felt foolish. “I’m sorry, here I am babbling on about my life, and none of this really affects you. You must think I’m crazy.”

“No, sweetie,” Martha said, pulling her purse closer to her chest and slipping her shoes back on. “I think you love that man, but you’re afraid to give him everything.”

Felicity blinked. That wasn’t the point of the story at all. How had she gotten that? “What?”

“You have to learn to trust him.” Martha’s expression softened. “In a relationship, there’s always some give and take. You can’t expect him to be the one to give everything, while you’re not contributing or sacrificing. Honey, there’s always sacrificing going on. The trick is to do it out of love, and not resent him for it.”

Martha stood and patted Felicity on her shoulder. “When you’re ready to fully commit to him, you go back to that man and tell him you love him. You belong together.”

She padded off to the gate, leaving Felicity with her mouth open. Of all the nerve. Felicity wasn’t the one who was holding back. Aiden was the one who always put her second. This whole thing was Aiden’s fault.

Wasn’t it?

But as she sat and waited for her zone to be called, guilt surged in her throat. Had she been placing too much on Aiden’s shoulders? Was she not sacrificing enough for the relationship? Was she being unreasonable?

She’d always thought a man should treat his wife like a queen. But what about her? Was she not treating Aiden the way he deserved to be treated?

The conversation from last night echoed in her ears. She’d asked him to give up the resort. What kind of a woman does that? She’d been completely unreasonable. And the worst part? She’d known it at the time.

Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. Why was she doing this? Martha was right. Felicity was just as much to blame as Aiden. And last night Aiden had confessed his love for her, but she’d turned her back on him.

The woman called the last boarding zone and she mechanically stood, staring at the crumpled ticket in her hand, unable to think clearly. Would Aiden forgive her if she ran back to him? Could she humiliate herself that way?

Felicity swallowed, and her vision blurred. What about all the times she waited for Aiden, only to be stood up? Would her life end up being a series of disappointments if she went back to Aiden? The memory of her standing at the courthouse, waiting for him, clutching her flowers and realizing the gut-wrenching truth that he wasn’t going to show up surfaced. She blinked back the tears.

The woman at the ticket desk glared at her then got on her loud speaker to say one more time that it was the last call for boarding the flight. Felicity walked forward.

She was not going to be a doormat.
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Aiden rubbed Mabel’s fur as the dog panted and wagged her tail with pleasure. His back hurt from leaning against the palm tree, but he didn’t really want to sit in the sun. And he didn’t want to go back to his villa. Not with the chance of running into Felicity one last time before she left.

Her words echoed in his mind. It doesn’t change the fact that he can’t give me what I need.

He exhaled and shifted against the scratchy bark of the tree. “Well, this is it,” he said to Mabel. “I told her I love her and she left me. Again.”

The hollow feeling in his chest threatened to envelop him. He’d been rejected by Felicity a second time. And it hurt worse than he’d ever imagined. His throat burned with the pain.

A rustling came from behind him and he turned to see Grams. He thought maybe she’d be mad at him, but she just stood there, a look of calm on her face. “What are you doing?”

He shrugged and leaned forward to get the circulation going in his back. “Thinking.”

Grams sat beside him. “You mean wallowing.”

He chuckled. Good ole Grams. She knew how to say it. “Yeah. Wallowing.”

A breeze carried Gram’s light perfume to him. She picked up a small stick and twisted it in her hands. “Why are you sitting here wallowing?”

Aiden stared out at the ocean waves. “She left me. Just like last time.” The words cut through him and he blinked back the wave of nausea.

“And like last time, you’re going to let her go?”

Aiden squinted at Grams. “She doesn’t want me.” Why was she making him say it? Relive it?

Grams frowned and looked at the sand. “Aiden, you know I love you. But I wish I had done this five years ago.”

He waited, but when she didn’t go on, he said, “Done what?”

She reached up and slapped the back of his head.

“Ouch. Grams! What was that for?”

“Go after her, you twit.”

“What? Why? Did you hear the part about her not wanting me?”

Grams got a look on her face, the one that said not to argue with her. “She loves you. She wants you. She just wants you to promise her the moon.”

Mabel barked and Aiden picked up the little dog, cradling her in his arms. “That’s the thing. I can’t give her the moon, Grams. She expects too much of me. Do you know what she wanted me to do? Give up the resort.”

He thought maybe Grams would be shocked at this news, but she didn’t react at all. She just stared at him. “No girl expects an actual moon, Aiden. They just want to be promised it.”

“But that’s irrational.”

“And what you’re doing here is irrational as well.”

Aiden held back a glare. “How so?”

“You love her. You’re miserable without her. And yet, you sit here being miserable instead of going after her and fighting for what you love.” Grams challenged him with a slight eyebrow raise. “You know it’s true.”

“Okay. That’s true. But she won’t listen. I tried.”

“You didn’t try very hard. Is this what you want, to sit here in paradise, your heart breaking for another five years?”

His heart was breaking, and he swallowed the lump that rose in his throat. “Of course not.”

“Then give this up for her.”

His gaze snapped to hers. “Give this up? What about you?”

Grams smiled. “Why are you worrying about me? I will be happy anywhere. Would you just go get your girl back?”

Aiden drew his brows in confusion. “But she said—”

“Do you want all of this, without her? What is the point, Aiden? What are you doing here?”

Something about what Grams said clicked inside of him, and he stood up so fast Mabel jumped from his lap and barked up at him. He ran a hand down his face. “You’re right.”

Grams gave him a smug smile. “Of course, I’m right.”

“Having a billion dollars is meaningless if I don’t have Felicity in my life.”

“I’m glad you’re finally realizing that.”

“I have to go to her.”

Grams rubbed her temples. “Why are you still here?”

He looked at her with wild eyes. “Because you let her go! You took her to the airport!”

Grams gave him a flat look. “Then get on your plane and go to her. You know where she lives.”

His heart raced as he stared at her. Duh. Of course. He had to go to Texas. Show Felicity he was willing to give everything up for her. He crouched down and kissed Grams on the forehead. “You’re brilliant.”

“I know. Now get!”

***
[image: image]


FELICITY SHOVED HER largest suitcase into the trunk of her Honda Accord. She was emotionally and physically exhausted, and all she wanted to do was go home and soak in the tub. Maybe eat the pint of ice cream in the freezer.

She slammed the trunk and walked around to the driver’s side of the car, unlocking it with her key fob. She’d spent the entire flight arguing with herself over Aiden. Yes, she was doing the right thing. No, she wasn’t. Yes, she had to stand up for herself or no one else would. No, she needed to give her all to Aiden, and let him be who he was.

All this arguing left her nerves raw, and her head felt like it was going to explode. She had no idea what was right anymore. She just wanted to stop thinking for the rest of the night.

It was late enough that the streets of Texas were quiet, with light traffic. When she pulled into her parking garage, she sighed with relief. That hot bath was sounding better and better. She grabbed her carry-on and her suitcases holding her camera equipment. This was the last trip she was going on for a long time.

She stepped off the elevator and the wheels of her luggage caught in the space between the elevator and the floor, yanking on her arm. “Come on,” she said, pulling the case but not getting it free. She stared at it and saw the wheel had turned sideways and was jammed in. 

“Seriously?” she said aloud. All she wanted to do was get inside and decompress.

Someone approached her. “Let me help.”

That deep voice pierced through her heart and she jerked her gaze to his face. “Aiden?”

He gently pulled the suitcase free and carried it to her door, like it was the most normal thing in the world. Felicity stood rooted to her spot for a moment before Aiden turned and gave her a one-eyebrow-raised look that set her into motion.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her breath a bit strangled as she walked up to him. He seemed relaxed, but his hair was a bit mussed up, which always told her he’d been running his hands through it, a nervous habit of his.

“We need to talk.” His blue eyes pierced through her and her pulse jumped. What could he want from her?

She swallowed, trying to put moisture back on her dry throat. “Okay.”

He jutted his chin out toward the door. “Are you going to let me in, or do you want to talk in the hallway here?”

Her fingers fumbled with the keys until she was able to slide it into the lock and turn it. She walked into her apartment, flicked on the lights, and motioned for him to follow. She shut the door behind him, suddenly warring with herself again, Martha’s words running through her head.

In a relationship, there’s always some give and take. You can’t expect him to be the one to give everything, while you’re not contributing or sacrificing.

Aiden turned to her and stiffened, like he was steeling himself for an argument. “First, I should apologize.”

That wasn’t what she was expecting. She stared at him, her fingers nervously playing with the strap on her carry-on. “For what?”

“For not coming after you five years ago.”

Felicity’s stomach dropped, but she didn’t have time to think about what he’d said because he continued.

“I didn’t want to make the same mistake this time around.”

His gaze traveled over her as she tried to make sense of what he was saying. “You—”

He took a step forward and pressed a finger to her lips, silencing her. “Let me finish. Please.” He slowly removed his finger.

She nodded, her lips tingling from his touch.

“I’ve come to realize a few things today, and I took a good long look at myself. You’re right, by the way. I keep you at a distance. I thought it was because I was protecting myself from hurt, but when I was honest with myself, I understood it’s something I’ve been doing for a lot longer than that.”

His voice grew softer and Felicity blinked back the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. She’d been waiting for years to hear him say that.

“I’ve been afraid of getting hurt for so long, I guess I started being the one to pull away first. And I didn’t even realize I was doing it. But I’m over that now. I now understand that in order to fully love someone, you have to trust them. Give them everything.”

He pulled out his phone. “Let me show you something.” He fiddled with it a minute before turning it so she could see.

Felicity stared at the image on the screen, not quite understanding. “Are those my prints? From the gallery?”

“Yes. I bought them because I didn’t think you’d ever speak to me again, and I needed to feel close to you.” He swallowed. “You see, I’ve never gotten over you.”

His words sank in and her heart swelled. He’d been the one. Through it all, he’d been watching out for her. And he still loved her.

He brushed his thumb over her cheek, catching a tear. She hadn’t meant to cry. He pulled her closer. “I’ve decided to give up the resort. I’m ready to give you all of me.” He swallowed and put his forehead on hers. “If you’ll have me.”

Felicity shook her head and pulled away. Aiden’s eyes grew wide and panic showed on his face. “But—”

“Stop. I don’t want you to give up the resort,” she said, emotion choking her words. “That was cruel of me to even say.”

Relief flooded over his features. “No. I understand now.” He reached for her and she allowed him to wrap his arms back around her. “It’s what must be done.”

He brushed his lips over hers in a kiss that made her knees weak. “I love you, and I won’t let you walk out of my life again without a fight.”

Felicity closed her eyes and rested her cheek on his chest. This is what she’d always wanted. A man who would go to the ends of the earth for her. But Martha’s words still rang in her ears, and she knew she couldn’t accept what he was offering.

She looked up into his eyes. “I don’t want you to give up Belize. You love it there. You...and Grams. How could I ask you to sell it?”

“If you like Belize, we can buy a house on the beach and live there. I don’t have to own a resort for us to be happy there.”

Emotion surged in her, and she placed her hands on his cheeks. “You love your resort. You don’t have to give that up. You’re not the only one who had a revelation today.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. 

“All this time I’ve been feeling resentful toward you. I resented the time you spent on your drone. All the times when I felt you weren’t putting me first. But when had I put you first? Your needs? I was being selfish. And I caused both of us a lot of pain because of it.”

He bent over and nuzzled her neck. “I forgive you.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck as he kissed along her jawline. Hope filled her chest as she enjoyed the feeling of his lips on her skin. “Aiden?”

“Mmm?” he said, not stopping his kissing.

“How did you get here so fast?”

“Private plane,” he whispered before kissing the corner of her mouth.

“Oh.” She didn’t say anything else because his lips were on hers, and all she could think about was how wonderful it felt to be in his arms.
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Epilogue
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Phoebe adjusted the veil on Felicity’s head and stood back, a glowing smile on her face. “There. You look perfect.”

“Thanks, Grams.” A wave of nerves and excitement skittered over her skin, and Felicity tried not to think about the fact that she was about to walk outside wearing the same mermaid cut wedding dress she’d purchased five years ago. Aiden still hadn’t seen it.

Grams pulled her into a hug and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I’d better get out there. You just smile and walk down that aisle, and everything will be wonderful.”

“I love you,” Felicity said, swallowing back emotion. 

“I love you too, sweetie.” Grams exited the villa and Felicity picked up her bouquet of flowers. She sucked in a breath. This was it.

“I can’t believe it,” said a voice behind her and she turned to see her father, standing just inside the sliding glass door. “My little girl has grown up.”

“Daddy,” she said, blinking back emotion. His flight had been delayed, and they weren’t sure he was going to make it in time. Her heart soared to see him. His dark hair was now mostly grey, trimmed close. He looked distinguished. She smiled at him. 

“You look good,” she said.

He walked to her and swept her up into a hug. She buried her nose into his chest, smelling his familiar scent of Aqua Velva and mint gum. 

“Me? You look like a princess.”

“You always know just what to say.” Felicity wiped a tear away. 

“Hey, now. No crying on your wedding day.” Her father grabbed her hand and placed it on his arm. “We’re about to walk down that aisle. Are you ready?”

She nodded, trying to get her emotions under control. “Quite.”

He chuckled. “Then I think it’s time.”

She heard the faint strains of the song she and Aiden had picked, and she tightened her hold on her father’s arm. He opened the door and they walked out of the villa.

Chairs had been set up in the grass by the beach, and Felicity smiled as she saw Mabel curled up on one. Brittany and Amy stood grinning at her from the front, their purple bridesmaid dresses matching the one Grams wore. Aunt Lia nodded at her, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

And then her eyes met Aiden’s and her stomach dropped. It was a good thing she was holding onto her father’s arm or she might have tripped. Looking that handsome had to be a crime. His blue eyes bored through her as he stared at her. He mouthed the word, “Wow,” and her knees grew wobbly.

It was hard to concentrate on the ceremony because standing next to Aiden had her heart pounding in her ears. And when he slid the ring on her finger, she grew light-headed. This was it. They were getting married on the beach in Belize.

“You may now kiss the bride,” the minister said, and Aiden swept her into his arms. Mabel barked as she jumped down from her chair and Aiden chuckled.

“Mabel’s happy you said yes.”

Everyone laughed. And then he gave her a feather-light kiss that curled her toes. She pulled him to her and pressed her lips to his, making the crowd laugh and cheer.

And then it was done. She was married to her best friend. The man who knew her more than she knew herself. The man who finally proved to her that he would give up the world for her.

But the funny thing was, she didn’t want the world. She just wanted Aiden.

The End 
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Thank You
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Thank you for reading and hopefully enjoying this book. If you would like to leave a review, that would be really awesome! I read and appreciate every one of them.

Would you like a FREE book? Would you like announcements of other free and discounted books in your inbox? Join my newsletter!

http://smarturl.it/victorinenewsletter
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Victorine and her husband live in Nebraska with their four children and two cats. She loves all things romance, and watches While You Were Sleeping about once every six months. When she’s not writing, she’s designing book covers for authors or making something with her extensive yarn collection.
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