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      Fucking lines.

      I can only shift from leg to leg, glance at my watch, and scratch my ass so many times. The idiots in front of me don’t seem like they have anywhere better to be. Smartphones are going to be the end of our species. We’ll all be a bunch of passive, mindless, drooling drones in the next few years.

      Finally, the old lady writing a check at the front of the line finishes her transaction and leaves. Rather than moving on to the next customer, the cashier grabs a sign from beneath the counter saying he’ll be back in five minutes, slaps it down next to the register, and disappears through a door leading to the back of the convenience store.

      I’m so flabbergasted I forget to even yell at him to get back to work. The other customers refuse to make eye contact so I can complain about this atrocity. I bet if I tweeted about it, they’d all share it so fast the internet would crash.

      People are basically sheep in real life, but put them online and they all become the badasses they dream they really are.

      I don’t really do the internet. Maybe that’s why I’m wired a little differently. For example, I don’t do lines. I’ve got more important things to do. Right now, I’m supposed to be on my way to a party, ready to meet the next woman in line for a night in my bed. There’s no way of knowing who the lucky lady will be tonight, but it’d be rude to keep her waiting.

      I pull a fifty dollar bill from my wallet, slap it on the counter, salute the suckers still standing in line, and walk out the door with my bottle of whiskey.

      I’m thirsty as a motherfucker, but another rule of mine is no drinking and driving. My dumbass dad taught me that one the hard way. When I was six he wrapped his car around a telephone pole and flew through the windshield because he thought seatbelts were part of the Deep State.

      The coroner had no idea whether the windshield killed him or the rocky desert ground. Either way, the coroner was wrong. It was getting behind the wheel drunk as a skunk that had done my dad in.

      After these dark thoughts, I could really use a swig. I rev up my Harley and fly through the suburban streets, taking red lights and stop signs as suggestions to be ignored, as if the roar of my motorcycle can drown out my past. After parking two blocks from the party so no drunk assholes fuck with my bike, I finally take a few swallows of the golden elixir while walking past the well-manicured yuppie lawns.

      The front yard of the party house is packed. Mostly meatheads who need to be seen to feel like a man. By the time I push my way through the pack and slip into the house, I’ve finished half of the bottle.

      I’ve never been much into religion, fate, or karma.

      But that’s before I see the glorious angel leaning against the mantle of the fireplace. She’s got a tight red dress that clings to each and every mind-blowing curve. Her auburn hair falls just below her shoulders, and she’s got the plumpest, dick-suckingest lips I’ve ever seen.

      I need to fuck this woman.

      That’s no surprise.

      What’s shocking is even more than that, I want to wake up in the morning next to her. And then do it all over again. Forever.

      If I were a smart man, I’d head straight to a hospital and have a doctor make sure I’m not catching something. I’m not a smart man; I barely made it past high school. I’m not leaving until this woman is mine.

      She has a look of utter boredom on her face while some preppy dude in a blue polo shirt and khaki pants flaps his lips at her. Somehow he doesn’t seem to notice she’s not even listening to him.

      She literally yawns into the back of her hand.

      If that’s not destiny, I don’t know what is.

      And me getting tired of waiting in line and bolting has to be karma. I’m being rewarded by the universe for not wasting my time when a gorgeous woman with more curves than a road through the mountains is standing around needing rescuing.

      I run my hands through my hair as I cross the room. The tiny, boring man looks up at me and swallows hard when I get into his personal space and say, “Get lost, Best Buy.”

      His eyes dart back and forth between me and the brunette who is nursing a bottle of beer. “What?”

      She snorts.

      It’s the most perfect sound ever heard on this sweet earth. That is until she opens her mouth.

      “The blue shirt and khakis. Best Buy’s uniform. You look like you work there.”

      She’s silly but nowhere near drunk. Good. I don’t sleep with drunk women.

      We all look back and forth at each other.

      I hand my bottle to the woman. She wraps her lips around it while staring me right into my goddamn eyes and tips it up for a drink.

      My cock is throbbing like a jackhammer in these way-too-tight jeans.

      She holds the bottle up to my mouth. My lips press against where hers have left a ring of red lipstick as she serves me directly from the bottle, and spills the drink down the front of my shirt.

      The angel pats at my chest. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I’ve ruined your shirt. I’ll buy you a new one.”

      I don’t give a damn about the shirt, but girls like her never apologize to guys like me. It’s gotta be a sign this is more than a one-night fling that’s about to happen.

      Best Buy is still hovering. He laughs like this is the funniest thing he’s ever seen.

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard,” I say. “If you aren’t gone in five seconds, I will carry you out the front door and toss you out into the front yard.”

      My new date waves her tiny little fingers at him.

      He’s too stupid to move. “Actually, I don’t have to do a damn say you say. I own this house, buddy.”

      I smile at my angel. “One second. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”

      She smiles back. “I’ll be ready.”

      Her words go straight down to my cock and make it do a happy dance in my pants.

      I slap my hands against his arms, pinning them to his sides, and lift him into the air. While walking across the room, I say, “I think you’ll be much happier if you hang out on this side of your lovely house. If you interrupt me and the lady again, I will make sure you really regret that life choice.”

      I set him down and shove him against the wall. “In case it wasn’t clear, that means I’m going to kick your ass if you come near us again. Now, enjoy the party.”

      He swallows hard and nods.

      The angel is waiting for me. I hurry back to her side.

      “Did you make him pee his pants?”

      I look back. He’s got his hands crossed over his crotch, but the stain is still visible. “Damn, how about that? I didn’t even get rough with him. Anyway, how long do I need to chat you up before you’ll let me take you upstairs?”

      “Why do you guys always think us women want to talk? Sometimes we just want to nod at a guy and have him toss us over his shoulder like a caveman and have his way with us.”

      She doesn’t slur a single word. She’s sober as Sunday morning church. “You haven’t nodded at me yet.”

      She sets both bottles on the mantle and pushes me just out of arms’ reach. She pulls the hem of her dress down while shimmying her magical hips, smoothing out any wrinkles.

      Then those warm brown eyes meet mine again. With no trace of self-doubt, she nods once before retrieving for the bottle of whiskey.

      I reach for her hips to toss her up onto my shoulder.

      She slaps my hands away. “I was kidding around that part.” The woman brazenly takes my hand and starts leading me up the stairs while at the same time shyly saying, “I’ll have you know, I’m not normally this type of girl.”

      “Good,” I say. “I’d hate to imagine another man’s hands on your body. I want you all to myself from now on.”

      She stops in the middle of the stairs. Even one step higher than me, she barely comes up to my shoulders. “Listen…you.”

      “Flint.”

      “Listen, Flint. I’m fine calling it what it is. The only reason I came to this damn party was to get laid. If you hadn’t shown up, Best Buy might have gotten the chance.”

      I open my mouth to say something about how I would have never allowed that puny punk to get the chance.

      She silences me with a finger to my lips. “That being said, I’m really glad you showed up. When I fantasize about a man taking my virginity, my imagination can’t even conjure up someone as incredible as you. But I’m starting a business. I don’t have time for romance and relationships. I just want a good fuck, okay?”

      I take a big swig of my whiskey, steadying myself with a hand pressed against the wall. “Absolutely.”

      It’s a lie. There’s no way I’m going to sleep with my soulmate and then let her out of my life. By the end of this evening, I’m going to make sure she wants me so badly that our lives never part again.

      Which means I need to get to know everything I can about her while also blowing her mind in the bed. “What kind of business?”

      “Marketing.”

      She hikes up her dress, revealing the black lacy panties beneath it.

      As if having a mind of their own, my hands grab her ass and give it a squeeze.

      “Good boy,” she says.

      She distracting me on purpose to create a barrier between our emotions.

      I shove my hands in my back pockets. “That sounds exciting, but I bet it’s a lot of work.”

      What the hell is wrong with me? This lady wants dick, not dialogue.

      “More than you could ever imagine. It’s hard enough starting a business in this economy, but people are skeptical about trusting their brand to a woman.”

      “I’d trust you with mine.” I cringe. I sound more pathetic than Best Buy.

      What is this woman doing to me?

      “Would you?” When I nod, she adds, “You don’t even know my name. How are you going to look me up if you have any complaints?”

      She pulls my hand onto her breast.

      “There is no possible way I’m going to have any complaints with you,” I say. “Have you seen yourself?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You men will say anything when you have a hard-on or right before a bar is about to close.”

      I wrap my hands around her waist so she doesn’t get any ideas of getting away. “You don’t even know how beautiful you are, do you?”

      She shrugs.

      “Damn it…you,” I laugh. I’d meant to say her name but still haven’t learned it. “The world has done you wrong, but I’m going to make sure not another day goes by where you don’t believe you are the most beautiful, amazing, creative, kind woman on this planet. As soon as you tell me your name, at least.”

      “You really are different than most cocky assholes, aren’t you? I figured you for the kind of guy who happily brags to your friends about the nameless chick you fucked the night before.”

      Her words hit way too close to home. I have been that kind of guy most of my life. But I can’t imagine anything other than waking next to her and talking about our plans for the day.

      I’ve got to learn her name.

      “You look like a June,” I say.

      She scrunches up her head. “How about this? I’ll tell you at the end of the month. Until then, you can call me October.”

      There are still fifteen days left in March. Not knowing is going to kill me, but we’re losing momentum.

      “Okay, Miss October. Let’s get you naked and fucked.”

      Her smile lights up the stairwell. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      We find an empty bedroom and lock the door behind us.

      My head is swimming with desire and cheap whiskey.

      Fucking alcohol. I can’t focus on the details, but from the tidbits I catch, we’re amazing together. Her skin is smooth. Her breasts fit my large hands perfectly. We flow from position to position like the waves crashing against the beach.

      Afterward, she lies draped over my chest as we catch our breath.

      “I could get used to that, Flint.”

      “You better. They’ll take you away from my cold, dead hands, October. I’m a changed man.”

      “Hopefully not too changed. I like you all hard and rough around the edges.”

      “You say that right up until you need to introduce me to your family. Then you’ll ask me to wear a sweater that covers up my tattoos, and you’ll want me to cut my hair short, and you’ll tell me that you’ll dump my ass if I ever say fuck around your mom again.”

      “You haven’t met my mom. She’ll out curse you any day of the week. Promise me you’ll never change.”

      “I wouldn’t even know how. I can promise I’ll spend every hour of every day thinking about how to make your day better.”

      She kisses my cheek. “For a tough guy, you sure can talk pretty.”

      “For a pretty girl, you sure fuck rough.”

      She playfully slaps my chest. “Was I good?”

      “The best.”

      I’m so exhausted I can barely keep my eyes awake, but the whiskey has finished running through my body. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back. Gotta piss like a racehorse.”

      “Standing up and outside?”

      I smile at my angel. “Something like that.”

      I toss on my boxers and make my way into the hall. There’s a line waiting for the bathroom. “Fucking lines.”

      Rather than waiting, I run down the stairs and hurry out to the back yard.

      Standing on the edge of the deck, I stretch my hands high over my head while pissing out into the yard.

      Life can’t possibly get any better than this. When I get back upstairs, I’m going to tickle her until she tells me her real name.

      A flashlight flicks on, directly into my eyes. “Keep your hands up where we can see them. Flint Masterson?”

      “Sure,” I admit, while a really bad feeling hits me in the stomach.

      “You’re under arrest. You were at the Stop And Buy on River Street a few hours ago, right? You can confess here or we can take you downtown and let your lawyer make things messy.”

      “I left a goddamn fifty dollar bill on the counter. I’m paid in full.”

      I don’t move while a second cop walks up behind me and yanks my arms down behind my back and clicks the handcuffs onto my wrists.

      The first cop says, “Fifty dollars doesn’t even come close to paying for what you did, asshole.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We have witnesses that confirm you killed Mr. Molson, the owner of the convenience store. Would you like to confess or wait for your lawyer?”

      When I don’t answer, the cops drag me to their cruiser. My only thoughts are that I’m never going to see October again. I don’t even know her real name.

      It isn’t until several months later when I’m moved from jail to prison to start my fifteen-year sentence that I realize the seriousness of my situation.

      It’s going to take a lifetime before I can even start searching for her again.
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      The last six years have been the craziest whirlwind, and I wouldn’t have had it any other way. Starting from the day I found out I was pregnant shortly after that night with the stranger from the party, my life has changed in ways I would have never dared let myself dream back then.

      The business took off like a rocket when the first Fortune 500 company gave me a chance with one of their campaigns, and it ended up winning awards and spiking their sales. Since then, I literally have to raise my prices so high it eventually pushes away enough business that what’s left only takes me sixty hours a week to finish. Okay, seventy on some weeks.

      I have more money than I know what to do with, especially with all the hours I work. Rather than buying some McMansion I’d spend all my free time cleaning, I bought a sensible two-bedroom Craftsman-style house just outside of Chicago. All the extra money goes straight into several retirement plans and investments my financial planner manages for me.

      My five-year-old daughter, Maggie, keeps me on my toes and happy. She is smart, precious, and perfect, if not a little too lost in her daydreams most of the time. She can rattle off facts about branches of science I barely know exist while forgetting to put on her shoes before going outside in the snow.

      She’s the reason I work so hard, and the reason I force myself to take two weeks off each year for vacation. Not that I walk away from my obligations entirely during my time off. Fortunately, I paid for all of my sister’s expenses so she could come on this vacation with us.

      She’ll be arriving tomorrow. I just need to get through one day without any major disasters and then I’ll have more help than I’ll know what to do with.

      Maggie tugs on my shirt, her jet black curls bouncing at the movement. “Can we swim now?”

      She’s been asking since the plane landed on Pole Island. It’s all I can do to keep running wild through the lobby of the Paradise Grand Hotel.

      I smile at the receptionist at the resort while talking to my daughter. “Not quite, honey. We still have to check into our room.”

      She groans and drops to the floor like a sack of potatoes. “I bet this hotel has bugs.”

      The receptionist’s eyes open wide in shock. “Of course not, little ma’am. This is a five-star hotel. We do not have bugs.”

      “Bet you do,” Maggie says, rising back to her feet. “There’s surely spiders and mosquitos. Most definitely ants. You probably don’t have lightning bugs down this far south. And with people visiting from all over the world bringing who knows what kinds of bugs in their luggage, who knows what kind of bugs are around here. It’s gonna be awesome.”

      I force a smile at the receptionist. “Sorry. She loves bugs. She’s my little biologist.”

      Maggie tugs on my shirt again. “I’m more into rocks and minerals right now, Mom. And electronics.”

      I offer another smile and a shrug, and the receptionist finally hands me my keycard.

      Maggie skips ahead to the elevator. “What floor, Mom?”

      “Seven.”

      “What, Mom? I can’t hear you!”

      That’s Maggie. Bold and brash. So far, I’ve managed to keep her from having any amount of the self-doubt I battle against daily. I will crush whoever finally breaks the strength of confidence my angel has.

      “Seven!” I shout.

      I refuse to make eye contact with any of the other guests in the hotel who are wondering who the screaming lady is. These two weeks are all about Maggie. One week here, and then one in Paris.

      And then back to work.

      Even with my sister’s help, after two weeks of vacationing with Maggie, a good long week of work will practically seem like rest.

      When we enter the room, Maggie flops onto the bed closest to the door.

      “No way, squirt. Momma sleeps in that one.”

      She groans again. “Stop pretending it’s so you can get to the bathroom easier without your contacts. I know it’s really so you’ll get murdered before me.”

      “What? No. How? I just…” She tends to make me stammer at least once a day in a strange combination of shock and amusement at her ability to grasp concepts kids her age shouldn’t understand.

      “I wanna sleep on this one. It’s got better pillows.”

      If we can’t be safe on a five-star resort on an island basically designed to support that resort, where can we be safe?

      I eventually relent. “Fine. But I get the door-bed at the next hotel.”

      I hold my pinkie out toward her.

      She bounces across the bed and hooks her pinkie around mine. “Deal.”

      My phone chimes.

      Maggie cries out, “Don’t answer it. I wanna go swimming!”

      Even without looking, I know it’s work. It’s always work. Despite her protest, we both know I’m going to answer. It’s who I am, which is why my clients love me.

      “You aren’t even dressed yet. Go find our swimsuits and put yours on. This will take two minutes, and then I’ll put mine on. I’ll probably be ready before you.”

      Maggie tends to get distracted most when she’s supposed to do something boring like showering or getting dressed. One time she’d been quiet for about a half hour after her shower. When I went up to check on her, she was sitting in the middle of her bedroom, naked, flipping through an encyclopedia that I didn’t even know we had.

      When I’d asked her what was taking so long, she’d seemed confused. “It’s only been like a minute, Mom. And get out. You forgot to knock.”

      Apparently, the knocking rule only works one way, though. She’s constantly charging into my room while I’m changing.

      Maggie still hasn’t moved, because she’s thinking up ways to prevent me from working during vacation.

      I don’t give her the time to come up with something so clever it will guilt me into turning off my phone for two weeks. “I’ll race you.”

      She might forget to finish the race, but she never turns them down.

      “Go,” she says as she lunges for the suitcase.

      Our clothes go flying everywhere as she tosses them around, searching for the nearly matching bikinis she’d picked out for us to wear.

      I turn my attention to the message on my phone. The longer I can put off thinking about the bikini, the better.

      
        
        TPB wants to double their online budget if you can triple their ROI. Is that even possible?

        

      

      For my biggest client, the answer is always, “Of course.” Even when I have no idea how their request is possible. I always figure it out. It’s like they’ve done the research to see just how far they can push my capabilities without breaking me.

      I pull up my browser and do some research. I’m lost in the data when my phone beeps again.

      
        
        It’s been 30 mins. Aren’t you supposed to be at the hotel already?!? We really need an answer.

        

      

      Thirty minutes? That’s impossible.

      A glance at the clock on my phone proves otherwise.

      I’m just as bad as my daughter when I get buried in my work.

      “Maggie, are you ready to go? Time for some fun!”

      When she doesn’t answer, I swallow my rising panic.

      I’m sure everything is fine.

      She doesn’t answer when I knock on the bathroom door.

      “Maggie, you okay in there?”

      In the blink of an eye, a million different tragedies that can happen in a bathroom flash through my brain. Convinced that she’s fallen asleep and drowned in the tub while blowdrying her hair and overdosing on pills the previous guest had left behind, I try the door.

      It opens. At least she hasn’t locked me out…again.

      I brace myself before entering. I search everywhere, but I don’t see Maggie. Somehow while I was researching, she must have left the room, probably looking for a candy bar in the nearest vending machine.

      I run up and down the hall, but she’s nowhere in sight.

      Before running to the pool, I go back to our room to see if she’s returned. Inside, I find both of our bikinis on the bathroom floor. She hasn’t gone to the pool. She’s not in the hall. She’s nowhere in the room.

      She’s just missing.

      My legs buckle, dumping me on my ass with my back against the sink.

      I’m going to be sick, but I’m too drained to move the three feet it would take to get to the toilet.

      What do I do?

      I don’t even know how to dial for emergency services down here. Will 9-1-1 work?

      I need to go to the phone in the other room and call the front desk. They’ll know what to do. They must have a security team and cameras everywhere. They’ll be able to find out what happened to my baby and bring her back to me.

      I will literally give anything and everything I have to get her back. There is no price that will be too big.

      I use the sink to pull myself back to my feet. Before taking a single step, from behind me, my daughter says, “Are you finally ready?”

      The sudden words scare me senseless. I leap across the bathroom before rushing back and pulling her out from beneath the cabinet under the sink.

      “Where have you been? I thought I’d lost you!”

      “There are roly-poly bugs under there. Can we get a jar so I can keep them?”

      The only thing that prevents me from letting her know how much she’d scared me is the fact she’d done nothing wrong. She’d asked to go swimming. I’d let her down by getting distracted by work instead. So she’d found something else to entertain her.

      “We can ask at the front desk after we swim.”

      I pick up the bikinis and hand her hers. “Let’s get changed and get you swimming.”

      “Are you going to be working again? Don’t forget that book you wanted to read.”

      Her concern for me breaks my heart. “I have to do a little bit, but I promise to take time to read the book and to play with you.”

      I tickle her until she runs out of the bathroom.

      All alone, I take off the clothes I’d traveled in, and put on the red bikini. Much to my surprise, I love the way it looks on me. I so rarely flaunt my curves in my professional life, and at home, I tend to dress for comfort. But as I turn to check out my ass in the mirror, I feel great about yet another part of my life.

      “I’d do me,” I tell my reflection.

      Once my sister arrives, maybe I’ll have a little free time to see if some cute man on this island might be interested in a little vacation romance.

      Rejoining Maggie in the room, I toss my laptop and the book in my giant purse I’d bought just for this vacation. “Ready?”

      “Yes!”

      My daughter is bouncing up and down with excitement. We have so many activities planned for the week, but what she’s been looking forward to most of all is swimming in the deep pool. She finally learned to swim this spring and has been dying to try it out on her own, away from the safety of the lessons.

      Down at the pool, I remind her not to go into the deep end without me, and I watch her for a while to make sure she’s happy in the shallow end. Once I’ve verified the location of all the lifeguards, and I’m confident she’s completely safe, I grab my laptop.

      “Okay, Mr. Cooper. Let’s get this done quickly so I can get back to my vacation.”

      I quickly get lost in design mockups and data analysis. When I look up, Maggie is gone. I don’t even panic this time. She’s fine. She always is. I drop my laptop back into my purse, replace my reading glasses with my sunglasses, and start looking around to determine where the most interesting bugs on the resort probably live, expecting to find my daughter nearby.
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      The barista plops a mug down on the table and sits in the chair opposite me. “Coffee. Black, just like your soul.”

      “And bitter like us islanders. Break time again, Isabella?”

      “It’s always break time when you’re around, hon.”

      The Italian bombshell followed a lover to the island, one who promptly left her for one of the bigwigs at the resort. She and I have flirted with each other for most of the year since I moved to the island. It’s easy since we are not interested in each other at all. She only likes women, and I’ve sworn off any relationships.

      “The rich girls must still be asleep, huh?”

      “Must be. Not that they bother tipping worth a shit. Are they any better about it at the bar?”

      I nearly snort coffee out of my nose. “Those delicate princesses never come to the bar looking to spend money. They show up in their expensive scraps of clothes that barely cover their bodies and leave once they find what they are looking for; some rugged-looking local with a big dick.”

      “Bitches. But when are you going to start laying the pipe with some of them? It’s not healthy for a strapping man like you to abstain for so long. You need some release. God knows, if you ever explode around here and get any of that man juice on me, I’ll kick your ass.”

      I shake my head in wonder at the crude words that come out of her mouth.

      “Last time I did, her husband found out and I ended up spending a couple of nights in jail over some bullshit charges. Between that and the time I spent in jail for the murder I didn’t do, I think I can continue dating my hand for a while to avoid any further trouble.”

      I haven’t thought about the States in a while. Six years in prison is six too many. When I think back to the events of that night, though, my biggest regret is never getting October’s real name. I think about her frequently, especially when I take matters into my own hands. I can still remember every detail of her pretty face, her stunning eyes, her impossible curves, and the kindness and concern she’d felt over ruining my shirt.

      If I knew her name, I’d probably race back to the States and spend the rest of my life searching for her, which is just stupid. There’s no way she’d be interested in a roughneck with a criminal record like me, even if the conviction had been overturned due to the real killed being caught four years after I’d been locked up.

      “Who you thinking about, Flint? It’s boring as hell here. If you aren’t going to keep me company, I’ll take your coffee and pour it down the sink.”

      “Some woman,” I admit before realizing what I’m saying. I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “From a previous life. Not worth talking about anymore.”

      A few months ago, Isabella would have pressed for details. Once she learned those details aren’t coming, she stopped bothering.

      Instead, she grabs my coffee cup and hurries to the sink to make true on her threat. “Get out of here, grumpy man. Come back once you get laid and are willing to share all the juicy details.” Her tone gets softer. “Seriously. It’ll be good for you. Loosen up that wall around your heart and find someone to care for your dick.”

      I let out a big breath. Maybe she’s right. I shouldn’t torment myself for the rest of my life just because of two bad encounters.

      I knock my knuckles on the table. “Deal. Today, I will conquer the land of the juicy pussies once more.”

      Isabella scrunches up her nose. “Gross. This is why I only sleep with women. You men are pigs.”

      “I’ll leave right after you give me back my coffee. You can’t expect me to make a woman fall for me without pouring some caffeine in me. I’ve only had four hours of sleep.”

      She starts pouring another coffee. This time in a to-go cup.

      Across the street, just outside the gate of the resort, I see a girl. I have no idea how old. I haven’t spent much time around kids. She’s probably grade-school aged. The kid is wearing a bikini, and there are no parents nearby.

      Nobody lets their kids roam on their own outside of the resort on this island. The girl is crawling near a bush for some reason. The only thing that makes sense is she must have lost something.

      She’s probably safe in the daylight, but I still don’t take my eyes off her. Some instinct is screaming that I should protect this kid and make sure she gets back to her parents.

      It makes no sense.

      I don’t have anything against kids. I just barely notice them unless they are begging for money. I always give those kids whatever change I happen to be carrying and go about my day.

      But there’s something different about her. Despite the fact that she’s probably just some spoiled rich kid who will treat me like shit if I try to help her, I don’t let her out of my sight.

      When Isabella gets in my way while delivering the coffee, I lean back in my chair to see around her.

      She turns to follow my eyes. “She okay? You know her?”

      “I think she’s probably fine.”

      Before I can deny knowing her, the kid stands and starts chasing after something I can’t see, allowing me to see her face for the first time.

      My breath catches in my chest. “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?” Isabella asks. “Should I call hotel security?”

      I barely hear her.

      All of my focus is on the familiar nose and face. She looks just like her mom.

      But not her eyes or hair.

      “That’s my kid.”

      It isn’t until Isabella says, “You have a kid?” that I realize I said the words out loud.

      It’s crazy. Impossible. There’s no way the woman of my dreams happens to show up on the same island as me after all these years and brings her kid with her.

      Is she married?

      Just because the kid has a couple of features that resemble me doesn’t mean the kid is mine. She could have married some other guy shortly after our one-night stand and had his baby.

      The thought of her with another man makes me want to vomit. She’s mine. Nobody else can touch her.

      I know I’m being crazy. She won’t want me. Hell, it’s almost certainly not even her, and even less likely that the kid is ours.

      But I’ve got to find out.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      A car nearly hits me when I run out into the street without looking. I show him both of my middle fingers before getting out of his way.

      The kid laughs. It’s a familiar sound.

      That’s my kid.

      “You totally deserved that, you know?” the girl says.

      “You think so?” I ask when I step onto the sidewalk.

      “Yep. Didn’t anyone ever tell you to look before you cross the street?”

      “My dad wasn’t really the teaching kind. He died when I was about your age.” I wonder why I would admit something like that to this kid.

      “Sorry. That sucks. But I’ve got that beat. My dad left my mom before I was even born.”

      My heart breaks. Any thought of a happy reunion with her mom collapses. There’s no way she or her kid will ever forgive me for not searching for them every day I was in prison and since I got released.

      “That’s rough.”

      She shrugs. “I guess. I wouldn’t really know. My mom is the best. She does more than most moms and dads combined.”

      This news doesn’t surprise me at all.

      “Maggie! Get over here right now!”

      If I thought my heart had broken before, it was nothing compared to what happens when I turn and stare into the eyes of the one woman I’ve ever truly loved.

      “You’re here,” I say, the words barely more than a gasp.

      She looks at me but doesn’t realize who I am. How could she? It was so long ago. I had longer hair and fewer tattoos. I’m a completely different man now. Both on the outside and the inside.

      If I’m ever going to convince her of that, I need to tell her everything before she runs away. “We need to talk.”

      Her eyes open wide as she shakes her head no, but then she recognizes my voice. “Maggie. Inside. Now.”

      The kid hears the panic in her mom’s voice and looks at me with fear rather than curiosity. It’s another punch to my gut.

      “Please. I need to tell you some things.” I glance at the kid and then back at her. “I have some questions, too.”

      She shakes her head again. “Not right now. Please? Can we do this tomorrow night? My sister will be here by then. She can watch Maggie. We can do this in private.”

      There’s no way I can wait that long, but I’ll agree to anything if it means I get to see her again. “I’ll be working tomorrow night. Rusty Bucket. Anytime after six. The cab will know the way.”

      She nods. “I’ll see you then, Flint.”

      She turns and guides her child—our child—back into the resort. It’s only then I register that she’d said my name.

      She remembers my name after all these years?

      It’s a start. I can work from there. I will win her over and make her mine.
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      What kind of man works in a dive like this?

      The tiny hole-in-the-wall bar has one pool table, one dartboard, and not much else. There must be a jukebox somewhere, because the loud heavy metal music drowns out a few of the many profanities that are being shouted from all corners of the place.

      When I don’t see Flint anywhere, I have to decide whether to leave and hope he never comes looking for me or to stay and hope none of the men inside hit on me. I don’t think leaving will fix my problem with Flint. The only thing to do is talk to him and come to some kind of agreement that basically acknowledges he’s Maggie’s biological father and nothing more.

      If it takes writing him a check to keep him out of Maggie’s life, so be it.

      I nearly jump out of my skin when someone behind me says, “I’m going to need to see your ID.”

      I turn and face the man of my dreams…and my nightmares.

      He towers over me, easily six and a half feet tall. His hair is shorter now, but the new cut highlights his brown eyes. His kissable lips are smiling as if they are in on some secret the rest of the world will never discover. He’s wearing a plain white t-shirt stretched tight over his muscular chest and shoulders. His blue jeans hug his strong thighs and do more than hint at the massive dick that I know so very well after our one fateful night together.

      He’s a rugged block of manpower. The kind of guy who easily blends in at a seedy dive bar like this.

      The exact kind of man I have to keep away from my daughter and my business life, no matter how much the mere sight of him gets my panties wet.

      He’s got a few new tattoos on his arms. I desperately want to tear the shirt from his body to inspect the rest of him to see what other ink he’s added, secretly hoping to find my name somewhere on his skin.

      I never told him my name.

      The plan had been to tell him in the morning, but he’d been long gone before the sun rose, charged and later convicted of a horrific murder.

      Somehow that knowledge doesn’t do anything to minimize my body’s response to seeing him again. I want him so badly, even though I can’t ever let anything happen between us.

      He snaps his fingers twice and holds out his hand once more. “Sorry, ma’am. We card everyone as pretty as you.”

      Stunned by the moment, I pull my driver’s license from my wallet and hand it to him. “Do you even work here?”

      He ignores me. His focus is on the ID.

      The one with all of my personal information on it.

      Shit.

      “April Harper, born March 18, 1990. Lives in Arlington Heights, Illinois. Blood type, O negative. Organ donor, nice. Height five feet, four inches. Weight—”

      “If you value your testicles, you’ll stop right there, Flint. What do you want?”

      “If you’d told me your real name, I would have come looking for you earlier, you know.”

      My heart pounds in my chest at what could have been before I remember where he spent those years. “Think God for small miracles, then. The last thing I need is a murderer stalking me.”

      “I’m no murderer, April. Just a man falsely accused because I looked like what people expect a murderer to look like. They never suspect the guys in the blue polo and khaki pants who piss their pants when they are confronted.”

      I cut short a laugh at the memory. “I never properly thanked you for rescuing me from him. He really was a creep.” Flint smiles like I’ve given him some gift. “But, as far as I know, he never murdered anyone.”

      His reply comes in a deep growl I can barely hear over a growing commotion on the far side of the bar. “Neither have I. The conviction was overturned two years ago. Not that it erased the other four years I spent in prison because of it.”

      Glass shatters over by the pool table.

      Flint doesn’t even flinch. His eyes stay locked on mine.

      I don’t know what to say. How can I trust him based strictly on his word? I’ll have to do some research first.

      But why? It’s not like we’re going to fall in love.

      If only my heart agreed with my brain.

      I’m so confused. I have to get away from this situation and think.

      “I know she’s my daughter, April. She’s got my eyes. She deserves to know her dad. Please let me meet her.”

      Damn it.

      I’ve done my best to be the only parent Maggie needs, but I’ve heard enough subtle questions over the years to understand that not knowing bothers my inquisitive child.

      Our child.

      I nod quickly before I can change my mind. “Tomorrow, at the pool at the resort.”

      I’m seconds from rambling and telling him how many times I’ve thought about him while lying in my bed at night when someone crashes into my back, knocking me against Flint’s chest. He doesn’t budge. His grip is strong and steady.

      He pulls me behind him, placing his massive body between me and the trouble. “Wait right here.”

      The fat man who’d collided with me is wearing a leather jacket, opened to expose his shirtless belly. He throws a wild punch at Flint, hitting him in the stomach. Like a block of granite, Flint doesn’t even seem to notice. The fat man takes two unsteady steps backward before Flint pounces.

      I cover my eyes to avoid the pummeling I expect Flint to lay on the drunk fool, but I peek through my fingers because I know he’ll look hot doing it.

      Instead, he spins the man around, wraps him in a bear hug, and pushes his belly against the bar.

      “Listen, Nico. That’s enough bullshit out of you, got it?”

      Flint releases him when the man doesn’t struggle.

      “Sorry, Flint. I got carried away. The beer, you know?”

      Flint pats the man on his shoulder, and it seems like things are ready to go back to normal when I see something flying at my face. I duck just in time to avoid it, but whatever it was breaks the window in the door behind me.

      “Get out of here. This bar’s for us locals.”

      A bald man with most of his teeth missing winds up and throws a ball from the pool table at me.

      I try to dodge, but it still hits my shoulder. “Ouch! Knock it off, asshole.”

      The guy flinches, but not because of my words.

      Flint charges him, this time not interested in playing the good cop. He throws a punch that smashes the guy’s nose.

      “Da ’uck ya do ’at for?”

      The jukebox goes silent, dragging the rest of the bar with it.

      “Nobody hurts my woman,” Flint growls.

      I’ve never heard such sexy words in my entire life.

      I don’t get the chance to rush into his arms, though. Four of the men who are hovering around the pool table all start attacking him at once. I look around for something to do, wishing for the second time in two days that I knew who to call on the island during an emergency.

      Flint doesn’t waste any time looking for help. He is a whirling dervish of fists and elbows, knees, and feet. Almost as quickly as the fight started, it’s over. All four men are draped over the pool table or collapsed onto the floor.

      I finally realize I need to get the hell out of this bar, but my feet carry me toward Flint instead. He’s got blood coming out of a cut on his forehead but doesn’t seem to have suffered much more damage. He’s single-handedly taken down five men to protect me.

      Like a starlet who’s just been saved by the action hero, I kiss him, ignoring everyone else in the dirty bar. There’s just our two bodies and our growing passion, encouraged by the adrenaline rush.

      I’m breathless when we finally break apart. “You saved me.”

      “I’ll never let anybody hurt you, April.”

      But I wouldn’t have been in any danger if I’d stayed away from him in the first place.

      For once with Flint, my brain wins the argument. “I’m sorry.”

      As I dive into the first cab I find, I can’t help but feel I’m going to be alone forever. Fate is clearly trying to reunite Flint and me, and I’m being a stubborn, scared chicken. There’s just too much I don’t know about him and what happened the night he was arrested.

      Was he really innocent?

      Can I trust him to tell the truth about it?

      Not when Maggie is part of the equation. I won’t put her at risk, no matter how much my body needs a man like Flint in my life. Hell, not just my body. My heart and soul, too. I deserve to be loved and cared for, to have someone to have adult conversations with, and to have someone to grow old with.

      The only thing that will resolve any of this is some good old fashioned research.

      Maggie and my sister, Heidi, are watching a movie in her room when I return to the hotel. I lie down on the spare bed, pull out my phone, and type in, “Flint murder Arlington Heights 2014,” and start researching.

      “Oh my God.”

      I must have said the words out loud because Heidi says, “What?”

      “It would take a while to explain.”

      “I figured, since you’ve been poking at that phone of yours for the last twenty minutes. I’ve got time, though. Maggie is asleep on my arm, so I can’t go anywhere.”

      My head is swirling with emotions and regrets. I don’t even know where to begin. Heidi waits patiently until I finally settle with saying, “A long time ago, I made a huge mistake, but I think I’ve just been given a chance to make it right.”
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      “What the hell happened here, Flint?” Malcolm, the owner of the bar asks after emerging from the bathroom after the fight.

      “They disrespected my woman.”

      Malcolm rolls his eyes at me. “You don’t have a woman. You’ve never had a woman. Some of the guys are starting to talk.” He holds his hands up defensively when he sees the rage in my eyes. “Not me, of course. Not that I give a flying fuck who you want to spend your nights with. Point is, you don’t have a woman, so I’ll ask once more. What the hell happened here?”

      “Big Nico bumped his drunk ass against a lady.” I don’t bother calling her my lady. Malcolm won’t believe me. “Then the hooligans at the pool table decided throwing the pool balls was more fun than playing the damn game. They broke a window and hit the lady with them.”

      I stop, because what more is there to say?

      Malcolm finishes for me. “And then you beat the living shit out of five of our most frequent customers?”

      It’s hard to believe all of the men I’d clobbered choose right then to groan in misery. Even Malcolm frowns at their antics.

      “Last time you beat the shit out of customers, what did I say?”

      I force a tight smile. “Not to beat the shit out of any more customers.”

      Malcolm takes on the tone of a father talking to his toddler. “And what did you just do?”

      “Beat the shit out of more customers. But they deserved it.” I ball my fists, not happy that I sound like a toddler talking to his father.

      Malcolm nods, buying himself time to deliver bad news. He’s the only person who’d been willing to give me a chance after my years in prison. Turns out, even when you are wrongfully convicted, employers still don’t trust a man like me not to cause problems.

      “You’re fired, Flint. Stop by on Friday before we open so I can give you your last check.”

      “This is bullshit. You let the hooligan crew pick fights half the time they’re here.”

      “There are two big differences between you and those idiots. First, they are paying customers whereas I have to pay you. Second, I expect better from you than those assholes.”

      Malcolm had given me a chance, and I’d let him down. I’ve never been more disappointed in myself. Unlike when people get in arguments with their dad, Malcolm won’t be waiting with open arms for me to apologize. I’d blown my chance at the job and with earning his respect.

      I never would have thought that would disappoint me, but it feels like he’s just kicked me in the balls.

      I’m frustrated and angry. I went to tear the bar apart and kick everyone’s ass.

      Mostly, I’m disappointed at myself. Once I’d seen April at risk, I’d lost all control. I escalated a situation into something truly dangerous.

      April must have realized what kind of wild animal I can be. That has to be why she ran away. There’s no way she’s going to ever give me a chance to meet Maggie now. I don’t blame her. Knowing she’s my kid makes me want to protect her, and even I’m not sure I would let her around me.

      But she never specifically rescinded her offer.

      As I turn to walk out of the bar, Malcolm says, “I didn’t expect you to tuck your tail and go away without a fight.”

      The hair on the back of my neck rises. Blood pounds in my ears. I don’t dare turn around. I’m teetering on a precipice. On one side is a happy life with the possibility of being with April and Maggie. On the other is darkness, anger, and violence.

      The world is never going to give a man like me a fair chance. People will always take one look at me and assume I’m a monster because of the way I look.

      But that doesn’t mean I have to be the monster they expect me to be.

      If I’m going to ever become a better man, it has to start right now.

      Still staring at the exit, I say, “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think.”

      “Might be. I’d be willing to bet you don’t know yourself so well some days, too. We’ll talk on Friday if you manage to stay out of jail until then. Stay safe, my friend.”

      It’s a sliver of hope. If Malcolm hasn’t given up on me entirely, perhaps April hasn’t yet, either.

      I don’t have any idea what the future holds for me, and I certainly don’t know how to be a good husband or father, but I’m not going to give up on one of the few things in my life that have ever brought me any happiness.

      The warm island air greets me when I walk outside. A light mist is falling. I turn my face up to the sky and let it wash over me.

      Rather than taking a cab, I decide to walk home. For the first time in ages, I want some time to think about my future and what kind of man I want to be.
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      “Come on in, Mom!” Maggie yells as she hits the beachball back toward Flint. “Stop working all day.”

      “I’ll have you know I haven’t done any work today. I’ve been reading my book like you keep telling me to do.”

      “Ugh. Come play. You can read on the plane or in bed tonight.”

      The truth of the matter is I’ve barely glanced at the words in the book. Each time I try, I get distracted by the sight of Flint’s muscles, all wet and shiny from playing in the pool.

      He and Maggie have been having a blast for the last thirty minutes. I haven’t worked up the courage to tell Maggie the news yet, because I’m not sure how she’ll react. Sure, she’s wondered aloud a million times who her dad might be. She’s even pretended it might be various celebrities. But it’s quite another for her to learn that this specific man is her father.

      What if she hates him? What if she hates me for sleeping with him? What if she hates me for not doing everything I could to find him sooner?

      I’m still having trouble with that last one myself.

      Even the hint of the wild violence of last night hasn’t surfaced today. He’s been kind, gentle, and silly. He’s doted over Maggie without making any indication he might be her father or that the two of us are an item.

      Because we’re not.

      How could a sexy man like him have any interest in a frumpy single mom like me when every woman in this resort has crowded around the pool just to sneak glances at him?

      And that’s the real reason I’m still sitting on the lounge chair on the side of the pool. My comfortable t-shirt and wrap hide the bikini I’m wearing beneath them. And my curves.

      “Yeah, April. We could really use a third set of hands to keep this ball in the air. We’re trying to set a record over here.”

      I owe my daughter the joys of playing on vacation, and I’ll do anything for Maggie. I put a bookmark in the book and set it on the chair. I take a deep breath before grabbing the bottom of my t-shirt and pulling it over my head. In a flurry of movement, so I don’t lose my courage, I untie the wrap and add it to the pile on the chair.

      My arms cross over my belly. Then, I force them to my sides. One finds its way to cover my breasts while the other fidgets with my hair. I’m about to say to hell with it all and put my t-shirt back on and pretend I’m wearing it because I’m worried about the sun when I hear a wolf-whistle from the pool.

      “You look incredible, April,” Flint says.

      I blush when I see the intensity and hunger in his gaze. I’ve only ever had a man look at me with so much desire once before in my life; during that one night we’d spent together.

      My body can still practically feel his lips on mine, his fingers on my skin, his tongue licking my—

      “Momma, catch!”

      The ball hits me in the chest, literally dousing cold water on the memories. I manage to punch the ball before it hits the ground. It flies vaguely in their general direction.

      Flint easily reaches out and taps it into the air. “See, all we needed was one more person. That record doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “What record?” I ask, easing my way into the water. “I don’t think we’ll be breaking any official Guinness records.”

      “Of course not,” Maggie says. “Not without months of training. But Flint says the resort record is ninety-nine hits. We made it to sixty-four once.”

      The three of us go silent as we focus on keeping the beachball in the air. For the next fifteen minutes or so, we lunge and splash, laugh, and shout, as we close in on Flint’s made-up record, let the ball drop, and start over again.

      I can’t remember the last time I’ve let myself do something so carefree and senseless.

      It’s not senseless. Maggie needs this kind of fun in her life.

      As a single mom, it’s hard to make that kind of time amidst the hundreds of other things I have to get done each day. Would opening myself up to Flint help remind me to live in the moment and focus on the little things more?

      “Ninety-seven, ninety-eight,” the two of them count off together.

      “Count with us, Mom,” Maggie says between numbers.

      We all chat the rest of them in unison, “…ninety-nine, one hundred!”

      Maggie spikes the ball at Flint.

      I’m certain he could have volleyed it back at her if he wanted, but he lets the ball hit him in the face, and then fall dramatically onto his back in the water. He flails around like a fool and then resurfaces with a gasp that earns a giggle from Maggie.

      The moment is perfect.

      “Flint is your dad.” The words are out before I even realize I’m thinking about saying them.

      We all freeze in place, suddenly silent.

      Maggie looks back and forth between Flint and me.

      I brace myself for an outburst. It was all too much, too fast. I should have researched and planned how to let her know. I’ll be paying her therapy bills for decades for my rash decision.

      Flint looks as stunned as I feel. He seems stuck between wanting to rush and hug us all and waiting to be chased away.

      I should have consulted with him, first, too. With one impulsive act, I’ve taken away his one chance to have input on how his daughter learned the truth. I won’t be surprised if he’s mad at me, either.

      When Maggie finally moves again, it isn’t to hit me or yell that I’m a horrible mom. She lunges into Flint’s arms, “I knew we’d find my daddy someday. He’s perfect!”

      I tip my head to the side to take a fresh look at this amazing man who’s fallen back into my life once more. We might have missed many years together. I can’t do anything about that, but I can do my best to make sure I don’t miss any more because of my cowardice to commit to a relationship.

      Work will just have to adjust to my new priorities.

      “He is,” I agree.

      “I’m just some big ugly guy, lucky as hell to know two women as beautiful as you.”

      “Gross,” Maggie says. “Is he always this mushy?”

      “I don’t know, Mags. What do you say we keep him around a while and find out?”

      “Kind of like when we fostered that Mr. Piddles, and you said that if he didn’t stop peeing in the house we wouldn’t be able to keep him?”

      I boop her nose with my finger. “Exactly like that, and the same applies to Flint. Shape up, mister. No more peeing on the carpets.”

      “Just the carpets?” he asks, sending Maggie off giggling again.

      Hearing her laugh so often is amazing. She’s always been such a serious child. I forget sometimes she’s only five.

      “Who wants pizza?” my sister calls out from the edge of the pool.

      “Me, me, me!” Maggie starts splashing her way out of the water.

      Flint and I reach for each other’s hands and slowly follow.

      “What do you say you take Maggie back to your room and eat?” I ask Heidi, begging her with my eyes.

      A wide smile spreads across her face when she realizes what is happening between Flint and I. “Come on, Maggie. Let’s go have some real fun so these two fuddy-duddies can take a nap.”

      “Can we watch cartoons?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Flint and I help carry the food and escort them to their room. When we’re alone in the hallway, we look at each other. Instead of nervous butterflies like teens attending their first school dance, there’s only desire.

      His hands wrap around my waist and squeeze my ass.

      The only thing preventing me from kissing him right where we stand is knowing they could see us out of the peephole in the door.

      I push against his chest, not relenting when he groans in dismay.

      “I’ve got to have you right now, April.”

      “We’ve waited this long. We can wait until we get back to the room.”

      We both start off walking. Our leisurely pace quickly increases until we are racing down the hallway. By the time we get to my room, my legs are tired and I’m short of breath.

      And he hasn’t even touched me yet.
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      “Listen,” I say when I lock the door. “I need to say a few things before we get started. You need to know a couple of things about me that might make you change your mind.”

      I know I could have my way with her first and then tell her, but that would feel too close to a lie for my comfort. I don’t want to ever lie to April.

      “Nothing you could say is going to make me change my mind, Flint.”

      “That’s fine, but I still want to speak, okay?”

      She nods and sits on the bed.

      It’s so damn tempting to push her onto her back, pull off those bikini bottoms, and see how wet and ready she is. Lord knows, watching her body at the pool has me hard as a rock.

      This will just take a minute. Tell her the truth.

      “If you were smart, you’d run far away from me. I’m a fuck up. I just lost my job because I took that fight too far last night. Without that job, I’ve got no money, I won’t have a home much longer. I’m bad for you and Maggie, and I don’t want to take advantage of you by hiding the truth.”

      April purses her lips, deep in thought. “I don’t know if I agree with all of that. Would you ever hurt Maggie or me?”

      “Fuck no.”

      She places her soft hands over my tightly balled fists. “Relax, Flint. Nobody is trying to hurt me right now. But you’re just going to need to learn that I’ve managed to get by just fine all these years. I’m not looking for you to throw punches each time someone disrespects me. Maggie doesn’t need that either. Do you know what we need?”

      Her soft tone has started to unknot the muscles in my back. I shake my head. “No,” I admit.

      “I need a man who can make Maggie laugh and make sure she’s on track with her homework. Someone who can remind me to log off at night and play a game. Someone who can make sure I’m eating enough vegetables when I’m buried in a rough work project. Someone who can rub my feet while listening to my worries and telling me how his day went. I just need a man who will be there for the little moments in life rather than thinking the only thing he’s good for is his muscles.”

      Her hands slide up along my chest, across my shoulders, and down to my biceps. She gives them a squeeze. “Mmm. Don’t get me wrong, I love your muscles. I’d just prefer to see you put them to use in the bedroom rather than because you can’t control yourself when someone is being an asshole. I need a gentle giant, not an enforcer. Do you think you can do that…for Maggie and me?”

      After my years in prison and working as a bouncer, I’m not sure I know how to be gentle. But my life before them had never brought me a hint of the happiness I’ve had since I reunited with April. “I’m not gonna lie, I’ve been in a holding pattern for so long, unsure what I was even waiting for. But as soon as I saw you again, I knew I’d just been waiting for you to come visit the island. And nothing has made me happier than making you and Maggie laugh in the pool. I need more of that in my life.”

      She kisses me.

      And this time she doesn’t run away, ending years of pent-up desire.

      Our hands are all over each other as we make our way to the bed. She pulls me down on top of her and wipes her lipstick from my lips.

      I grab her wrist. “Don’t. I like getting messy with you. We can shower together after.”

      “After? Got big plans?”

      I press my erection against her mound, only our swimsuits separating us. “Big promises. My life is dedicated to making you happy from now on. I love you more than anything, April.”

      “I love you, too.”  She threads her hand down between our bodies and palms my cock. “Now, if you want to make me happy, fuck me until I come all over this big dick of yours.”

      “Not so fast. It’s been so long since I tasted you, and I intend to refresh my memory.”

      “That’ll work just fine.” She sets the bottoms of her feet on my shoulders and uses them to push me down to her delicate core. Then she wraps her thick thighs around my back and pulls me against her pussy.

      I pull her bikini bottoms to the side and lap up her sweet juices, getting my beard nice and wet.

      “That tongue of yours is magic.”

      “Wait until you see what my cock can do.”

      I don’t rush, though. I plan to cherish every moment with the love of my life without hurry or fear of losing her again. I work her pussy, focusing more and more on her clit the louder she gets until she screams my name and comes against my mouth.

      “Wow. Damn,” she says. “I might need a nap after that.”

      She starts to roll onto her side. I grab her legs to pull her to a stop. “Don’t you dare, you little tease.”

      I position myself against her opening but don’t thrust in immediately.

      “What are you waiting for?” she asks.

      “You’re going to beg for it.”

      “Oh, am I?” She flashes a challenging smile.

      “Damn straight you are.”

      I let the tip of my cock bounce against her clit. She arches her back, but rather than beg, she bites her lower lip to keep herself silent.

      Using my hand, I raise my dick and let it drop once more. She moans while writhing beneath me, but keeps her lips firmly pressed together.

      She’s close to giving in. I slide the length of my shaft lightly against her hard little button. She whimpers and scratches my back with her nails.

      By the time I slide back and stop just before claiming her, she finally relents.

      “Give me that big dick, Flint! I’ve waited for so many years. I can’t wait any longer.”

      “Anything you want, hon.” Her pussy is so tight as I inch my dick inside her like our bodies were made for each other. When I’ve filled her completely, I ask, “Are you ready?”

      She answers with a move so sudden it catches me off balance and rolls me onto my back. Somehow she’s seated on top of me with my cock still deep inside her. “You were taking too long.”

      And just like that, my shy, delicate flower turns into a wild, sex banshee.

      I hold onto her hips and enjoy the ride.
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      He fills me so completely. Not just with his dick. It’s something deeper than that. The lonely woman I hadn’t really known I’d become suddenly has the man I’ve always secretly needed.

      Someone to cheer for my victories and help me through my sorrows. Someone to share every aspect of my life in a way I’m discovering I desperately need.

      I place my hands on his firm, steadying chest and start fucking that long, thick, magnificent cock of his.

      His hands squeeze my ass, encouraging me to find the pace that brings me my greatest pleasure. No man I’ve ever been with has been so completely content to make sure I’m completely satisfied before worrying about his own needs.

      It makes me want to satisfy him all that much more.

      I increase the pace, and soon the sound of our bodies slapping together fills the room.

      “Jesus, April. You are a goddess.”

      I pull his hands up to my breasts. He obediently squeezes them and toys with my nipples, filling my entire body with pleasure.

      An orgasm hits me so quickly there’s nothing I can do but continue to ride his cock until the wave has passed.

      “Goddamn. I wanted to make you come, but now my legs are exhausted.”

      His smile is the only warning I get. He flips me onto my back and his dick fills me once more.

      He fucks with a strength and an urgency on a completely different level than I could have imagined. It’s absolutely sublime. Despite it all, there’s a control, too. Somehow, he’s still managing to hold himself back a little.

      I don’t get time to wonder why.

      Another orgasm builds, this one slower and about a million times more powerful. I nearly shout in frustration as it hovers just off in the distance, refusing to release its awesome power.

      “Come for me, baby,” Flint orders.

      His words unlock the gate that’s been holding it back.

      As he sees me starting to come, he kicks it up into that final gear, and I finally understand why he’s been holding back. He wanted me to find my pleasure once more.

      I’m crying tears of love and joy as he continues to fuck me until he grunts and fires his seed deep inside me. I immediately wonder if we’ll have another baby, and what Maggie would think about becoming a big sister.

      And then I’m wrapping my arms and legs around his sexy body and laughing and crying.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I’ve literally never been better,” I admit. “I love you so much.”

      “It’s just the beginning. Every day will get a little better as we get to know even more about each other,” he promises. “Just wait and see.”

      We kiss and make love once more before falling asleep for a nap, our naked bodies entwined. My ringing cell phone wakes us a couple of hours later.

      It’s my sister. “Are you decent? Maggie and I want to go downstairs to get some dinner. She wanted me to see if Flint wants to come with.”

      “What am I? Chopped liver?” I joke.

      “She still loves you. He’s just the new shiny thing.”

      I ran my hands over his chest. “Yes, he is. Can you hold her off for fifteen? We need to shower first.”

      It takes us thirty minutes. Turns out that showering together leads to slippery, soapy fun.

      “What are we eating?” Flint asks, kissing Maggie on the top of her head before sitting down in the booth next to her.

      “Pizza and ice cream,” Maggie says.

      “Perfect. All the basic food groups.”

      I roll my eyes at both of them. “Things are going to change when we get home, you two.”

      “Are we going to keep him?” Maggie asks, snuggling against his body, his arm draped over her shoulder.

      Flint and I haven’t specifically talked about whether he’d be moving in with us. We’ve been so caught up in the moment and in the vagaries of the future that we haven’t taken the time to imagine how that will really work.

      “I hope so,” I say. “The invitation is there, but he might need some time to get his affairs in order before he can leave the island.”

      “This old place?” he says. “I’ll need five minutes to get packed. There’s nothing important for me here. Everything I care about is back…where is it you live?”

      He asks the question of Maggie.

      “Illinois.”

      “Hot summers, cold winters, bad sports teams? Sounds perfect.”

      “I have a bunk bed. You can sleep in my room.”

      My sister coughs up some of this drink she keeps trying called the Slippery Pole Plunge. I keep forgetting to order one.

      “I think I’ll be sleeping in your mom’s room, if that’s okay?”

      Maggie makes a face. “Okay, but she snores.”

      I throw my straw wrapper at her. “I do not.”

      “Do, too.” Maggie snorts loudly through her nose.

      Flint joins in with her, and soon we’re all laughing until the waitress arrives with our pizza.

      “Flint’s going to be the best daddy ever,” Maggie announces between bites. “I’m going to take him to school for show and tell.”

      “I bet the teacher is going to love that,” my sister says.

      I nod my agreement before realizing how jealous it’s going to make me, knowing other women are ogling my man.

      “Like, enough to give Maggie straight A’s?” Flint asks with a wink at my sister.

      “Depends. Probably not if April comes with you.”

      “Promise you’ll stay home, Mom.”

      This sets off a fresh wave of laughter that leaves Maggie looking at us like we’ve all gone crazy.

      When we settle, Maggie asks Flint, “Wanna see my bug collection?”

      “Sure, but maybe in the morning.” He fakes a yawn.

      My sister squeezes my hand. “Maggie, why don’t you come to my room after dinner for another night of movies and sodas? It sounds like your boring mom and dad are going to go to bed early.”

      I hide my mouth from Maggie and silently mouth, “Thank you,” to my sister.

      “I’m not tired at all,” Flint says. “Maybe I’ll come watch the movies with you girls.”

      “I saw you yawn, Daddy Flint. You stay in Mom’s room so the two of you can snore together. We have lots of stuff to do tomorrow. I don’t want you falling asleep like you keep doing today.”

      “You’re probably right,” Flint concedes.

      “I’ll see you first thing in the morning, though, right?” Maggie asks.

      “That’s the plan from now on, squirt.”

      “Can we take him to Paris with us, Mom?”

      “You’re going to Paris?” Flint asks.

      I pat his hand. “I figured I’d need a vacation to rest after this vacation.”

      He growls deep in his throat. “Sounds like I’ll need to keep you good and busy this week, then. And, yes. I’ll definitely come with you to Paris. We’ll have an artist paint us in front of the Awful Tower.”

      “Eiffel,” Maggie says.

      “What did I say?”

      “Awful,” Maggie says, giggling once more.

      “Come on, Maggie,” my sister says. “These two clearly are exhausted and need some sleep.”

      “They look fine to me.”

      “Trust me, dear.”

      Maggie skips ahead of my sister on the way to her room.

      We wait a few minutes to make sure we don’t bump into them in the elevator before racing back to our room. Happily, we don’t get any sleep at all.
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      Fall has settled in Illinois, which means I keep needing to wear summer clothes one day and winter clothes the next. But the weather is perfectly autumnal on the day of the Fall Festival at Maggie’s school.

      April looks stunning across the field in her green, form-fitting sweater and khaki pants, talking to the other parents.

      I wave at her from my spot in line and then go back to anxiously glancing at my watch and wondering how much trouble I’ll get in for cutting to the front of the line.

      “Are you okay, Dad?”

      “Yeah, I suppose. I don’t like lines.”

      “Why?”

      I thought kids were supposed to outgrow the Why Phase when they were much younger, but apparently, nobody told Maggie.

      “I’m not sure, really.”

      “Do you have to pee?”

      “What? No. I mean, a little bit, but I can hold it, because I’m not a baby.”

      She snorts a laugh. “You could go over with Mom. I’m old enough to wait in line by myself.”

      “Of course you are, but how will I ever get a Batman logo painted on my face if I don’t wait in line?”

      “Batman? I’m getting a giant spider.”

      We spend the next few minutes discussing the merits of various possibilities to get painted on our faces. Right when Maggie convinces me to get a matching spider, April threads her arm through mine.

      “You should get a spider, too, Mom.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t agree to that pet tarantula she keeps begging for.”

      Her free hand rests on her belly. She’s not showing yet, and we haven’t told anyone. It’s just our secret for another few weeks. We were both worried about what Maggie was going to say until she announced at dinner a few nights back that she would really like a little sister, and would accept a little brother.

      Life back in the suburbs is going better than I could have ever dreamed when I moved away after being released from prison. I’ve got a new job as a personal trainer. All of my appointments are during the day while the girls are at work and school, and then we get to spend the evenings together.

      “April, you are absolutely glowing,” Maggie’s teacher, Mrs. Tompkins, says when we get up to the face painting table.

      “It’s because she’s pregnant,” Maggie says, stunning us both to silence. “Her skin looks great, her hair is thicker, and she pukes twice before ten o’clock each morning. They haven’t told me if it’s a sister or brother yet, but I’m hoping for a sister.”

      Mrs. Tompkins must be able to accurately read the shocked expressions on our faces. She whispers, “Congratulations.” Then she pretends to lock her lips and throw away the keys.

      “What kind of painting do you want, dear?” Mrs. Tompkins asks Maggie, changing the subject.

      I take a moment to reflect on how easy it was to wait in line with my two girls at my side. It’s just another reminder of how happy I am every day we’re together.

      “Since the secret’s out,” I say, “how about you paint a stork carrying a bundle on my face?”

      “I’ll take a baby, if you can paint one,” April says.

      We both look expectantly at Maggie, certain she’ll join us in our baby-related paintings. “Whatever. I’m still getting a spider. One tarantula, please.”
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      Visit Amazon to read Nixie Taylor’s Curves on a Cruise today to read the first book in the Flings to Rings series of Instalove vacation romances.
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        The tropical adventures of a curvy girl, a bikini and a kilt. (And the missing pearl
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        Craving more Caribbean instalove?

        Grab your copy of Buck Moon Party on the Beach by Alice May Ball!
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      Don’t miss the other Insta Love Island books!

      Paradise is a Beach by Lana Love

      Boss Me on the Beach by Beatrice Brae

      Buck Moon Party on the Beach by Alice May Ball

      Prince on the Beach by Tracey Carter

      His Curvy Girl at the Beach by Frankie Love

      Summer Break on the Beach by Jane Fox

      Son of a Beach by Kate Hunt

      Boots at the Beach by Daisy Gold

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you enjoyed this book…

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Find more titles by Nixie Taylor on Amazon

      

        

      
        Want updates

        about Nixie Taylor’s upcoming books and special promotions?

      

        

      
        Sign up for her newsletter to get a free copy of her novella, Curves on My Porch, and to learn about new releases:

        Nixie Taylor’s Newsletter
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