
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Sun Kissed Hearts

        

        
        
          Stephanie Doering

        

        
          Published by Stephanie Doering, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SUN KISSED HEARTS

    

    
      First edition. February 10, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Stephanie Doering.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230720010

    

    
    
      Written by Stephanie Doering.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To all my adored readers,

I hope you enjoy this. I know this is not necessarily something I write, but during the cold winter months I had this desire to write somethng of this magnitude and this is what that labor of love became. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did creating it. 
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Chapter 1: A New Beginning
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At 22, she had her life mapped out for her. She planned to get her master’s in photography and establish her career. Then, she would settle down and marry Daniel and maybe even start a family of her own. Now though, her meticulously planned life had been thrown into disarray. Daniel had broken up with her right before graduation shattering her dreams of a future together. To make matters worse, her professor had cast doubt on her abilities, making her question whether she was talented enough to pursue photography as a career.

Usually, she was not this adventurous but she needed the change in scenery so she decided to get away from the life she knew and take a month-long vacation to a tropical oasis. 

She wasn’t traveling to some well-known all-inclusive resort; rather was opting for a more rural locale. She was visiting an island reputed for its pink sands and crystal-clear blue waters, it also possessed a rich historical heritage and lush tropical jungles. Most importantly though, this was the vacation she needed to re-evaluate her life. The past few years had been a whirlwind of responsibilities and relentless routines. Now, she was ready to immerse herself in the serenity of nature, away from the noise and haste of her everyday existence. She hoped that the island's peaceful ambiance would provide her with the clarity she desperately needed to make some important decisions about her future. 

This getaway was less about running away from her responsibilities and more about trying to figure out what her future looked like. She was the “good girl”, the responsible child who didn’t do anything wrong, unlike her older brother, Zephyr who at 28 didn’t have a steady job, constantly had to borrow money from their parents, and had dropped out of college due to excessive drug and alcohol use, yet her parents didn’t see it that way. No, her parents just believed that Zephyr hadn’t found out what he enjoyed doing in life and felt that Elara was being too critical of her brother. It was a double standard she didn’t quite understand.

At the same time, they did not understand why Elara wanted to travel alone to a foreign place when she had everything she needed at home. Elara felt frustrated that her parents believed she was too critical of her brother and considered her decision to take a vacation to reassess her life as irresponsible. She wanted them to understand that seeking some time away after her breakup with Daniel and the criticism she received from Professor Hayes before graduation was not an act of irresponsibility, but an act of self-evaluation. 

Elara knew that explaining this to her parents was like trying to describe the color blue to someone blind. They saw her meticulously planned life, her acceptance into a promising career program, her consistent academic achievements, and her dedication to family as a sign of stability. They saw Zephyr's chaotic life as an adventure waiting to be discovered. They simply couldn't comprehend that the constant pressure to be the "good girl," coupled with recent personal setbacks, had finally taken their toll. This trip wasn't about abandoning everything she had strived for; it was about rebuilding the foundation for her own definition of success, a definition that went beyond pleasing others.

The hum of the jet engine vibrated through Elara's bones, a monotonous drone that mirrored the hollow feeling in her chest. She leaned back against the stiff headrest, the vibrant blues and greens of the travel magazine in her lap blurring into an indistinguishable mess. Isla del Sol, a mythical haven shimmering on the edge of her imagination, felt impossibly far away, not just geographically, but emotionally. The anticipation of the journey was overshadowed by a lingering ache, a ghost of a love that had abruptly vanished. Daniel. His name, even silently whispered in her thoughts, was enough to conjure a sharp pang. Their breakup had been a whirlwind of unspoken resentments and simmering frustrations finally boiling over. It wasn't one grand explosion, but a slow, agonizing unraveling. He'd grown distant, preoccupied with his own ambition, the shared dreams they'd once nurtured withering on the vine. Elara felt like a supporting character in his life, her own needs and desires brushed aside. The final confrontation had been a messy, tear-filled affair, filled with accusations and painful truths. Now, adrift in the vastness of the sky, the familiar map of her life had crumbled, leaving her feeling lost and unmoored. This trip, meant to be an escape, now felt like a desperate search for something, anything, to fill the gaping void he had left behind.

Even more so, the memory of Professor Hayes's parting words to her right before graduation still stung. Elara could almost feel the weight of his scrutiny as he'd sat across from her, hands steepled in that characteristic way. He hadn't outright said she lacked talent, but his carefully chosen words had been far more damning. "You have a technical eye, Elara," he'd conceded, "a remarkable understanding of composition and light. But..." He paused, his gaze shifting to some unseen point above her head, "... photography is more than just capturing an image. It's about feeling, about connection. You show me the world, but you don't show me how it moves you. I worry, frankly, that you lack the emotional depth required to truly make it in this field let alone pursue your master’s in it." His assessment had lingered like a shadowy undercurrent to every success she'd achieved since. Had he been right? Was her work, for all its technical precision, ultimately sterile and devoid of genuine feeling? The question, like a stubborn splinter, continued to prick at the back of her mind.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the captain announcing over the intercom, “We will land in 5 minutes. Local time is 2:30 p.m., mostly sunny, 89 degrees. Thank you for flying with Coral Coast Airways. Enjoy your stay on Isla del Sol.”  She glanced out the airplane window, seeing blue waters and tiny islands below. As the airplane continued its descent. She took a deep breath, feeling a sense of liberation and anticipation for the journey ahead. 

As she stepped off the plane, a wave of elation and relief washed over her. The intense heat greeted her like a warm embrace, instantly hitting her face. She took a deep breath, and the unmistakable scent of salt water lingered in the air, filling her senses with the promise of the ocean nearby. It was a moment of pure joy and anticipation, the beginning of a new adventure.

Elara squinted against the sudden glare as she emerged from the terminal. Pulling her sunglasses from her purse, she moved with purpose towards baggage claim, her mind already picturing the quiet beaches she'd researched. The island’s lack of mass appeal surprised her, but it was a welcome sight. She had deliberately sought out Isla del Sol, a place that promised unspoiled natural beauty, far removed from the predictable fanfare of packed hotels and all-inclusive resorts. Here, she knew, the limited number of hotels alongside the abundant villas and cabanas would allow her a genuine experience of island life, not just a curated vacation.

Elara wasn’t used to this amount of humidity, but the salty air was a reminder of a promise that the ocean was close by. “What could be better?” she thought to herself as she quickly made her way to baggage claim and then to the car rental place to get her vehicle.

"This is it; this is what she needed," she thought as she got into her rental car and set up the GPS to guide her through the island to her temporary home. All her apprehension quickly dissipated as she meandered along the coastal highway, taking in the blues of the water crashing against the boulders below. It was mesmerizing—she had never seen water so beautiful and clean before. This alone affirmed her decision to travel to a less popular destination, where the natural beauty remained untouched by the construction of hotel after hotel, preserving the essence of the landscape like the sands of time.

“Turn right in 300 meters,” her GPS reminded her. “ You have reached your final destination,” it said as she turned off the car and made her way to the office to check-in. 

A cheerful female voice greeted her. “Welcome to Sun Kissed Beach Resorts! My name is Kim and I am the owner of this fine establishment. Checking in?” 

Elara took a deep breath, trying to steady the fluttering in her chest. The lobby of the charming guesthouse was warm and welcoming, yet her nerves betrayed the confidence she had felt just moments ago. She clutched the strap of her travel bag, her knuckles whitening as she mentally berated herself for the sudden wave of anxiety. She nodded and stammered, “D-Davis, Elara Davis.”

The receptionist, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a warm smile, glanced at her computer screen and then back at Elara. "Welcome, Ms. Davis. We're delighted to have you here. It's always exciting to see new faces from far away."

Elara managed a weak smile in return. "Thank you. It's, um, my first time here. First time traveling alone, actually," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

The receptionist's smile widened. "You're in for a wonderful adventure. The first step is always the hardest, but it's worth it. Now, let me get you checked in so you can start exploring."

As Elara watched the receptionist efficiently key in her details, she felt a mixture of trepidation and anticipation. This journey was going to be a true test of her courage and independence. She had no choice but to face it head-on.

As Kim input the final details into the computer system she presented Elara with a set of keys to her villa. "Your villa is named Pink Sands. If you proceed along the cobblestone path, you will encounter a series of colorful villas, with the pink one designated for you. The villa is equipped with all the essentials for your stay. A local market is located ten minutes to the south, where you can fulfill all your grocery requirements. Should you have any questions or encounter any issues, please feel free to call me. I reside upstairs, and you are welcome to reach out at any time, day or night, in case of an emergency."

Elara couldn’t help but admire the picturesque surroundings as she approached her villa. The cobblestone path wound through a charming array of vibrantly colored villas, each one unique and inviting. When she reached the pink villa, she was struck by its whimsical charm.

The exterior was a soft pastel pink, with white shutters and a wrap-around porch adorned with hanging flower baskets brimming with colorful blooms. The sound of the ocean waves crashing gently in the distance added to the serene ambiance.

Inside, the villa was cozy and welcoming. The living room featured plush, comfortable furniture in soothing shades of blue and beige, mirroring the seaside theme. Large windows let in plenty of natural light, and from every angle, there was a view of the sparkling ocean. The kitchen was modern and well-equipped, ready for Elara to whip up any meal she desired.

There were touches of local art throughout the villa, giving it a personalized and homey feel. The bedroom was a tranquil haven with a large, inviting bed covered in crisp, white linens and accented with soft pastel throw pillows. A sliding door led to a private patio where Elara could relax and enjoy the ocean breeze.

Elara took a deep breath, savoring the salty sea air and the sense of accomplishment she felt. She had made it to Pink Sands, and a new adventure was just beginning.
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Chapter 2: Unexpected Command


[image: ]




For many years, he'd journeyed to Isla del Sol, reveling in each visit. But this time was different. This time, he was headed there not by choice, but by his father's command. “Son,” his father’s voice boomed over the phone. “I've sent all the equipment and supplies you'll need. You, my boy, are going to spend the summer on Isla del Sol, staying with your Aunt Kim, and helping her repair a villa that desperately needs fixing.”  There had been no asking if he could go, there was just the command, “Pack your bags. Your ticket has been brought and this is when your flight leaves. Take a taxi to your aunt’s where a vehicle will be waiting for you to use at your disposal.”

Liam had wanted to protest, to argue that his place was at the business, but he knew his father’s mantra by heart: “Family first. Family above all else. Family supports family.” Even so, he couldn't shake the feeling of being cast aside, like a pawn in a game he didn't fully understand. He wanted to ask his father, “Why me? Why now?” but kept his mouth shut. Instead, Liam decided to ask him, “But what about the company Dad? Who’s going to be in charge if I am on the island for an unknown amount of time? I have bids for jobs I am waiting to hear back on.”

Liam's father responded firmly, "Liam, I will take charge. This company was mine before I entrusted it to you, and I can readily resume my role, especially since my retirement is still fresh."

The unspoken frustration churned within him. The recent transition of leadership had been anything but smooth. He’d painstakingly tried to earn the crew’s respect, to prove he could fill his father's shoes, but the old guard hadn’t fully embraced the change, their resistance a constant, low-grade hum in the background. Now, with his father stepping back in, it felt as though his efforts, his sacrifices, were being dismissed. This trip to Isla del Sol was more than just a summer away. It was a humiliating retreat, a glaring reminder that he still had much to prove and that his father, for all his talk of family, still didn't have complete faith in him.

“Did his father truly think that sending him to Isla del Sol for work was in the company’s best interest?” he thought to himself. “What about the changes that he had already implemented? Was his father going to run this ship the way he wanted it run or was he going to revert to the old ways while he was gone?” 

The more that Liam sat and pondered everything the angrier he became. This was not how he had imagined his summer going. If anything, Liam had envisioned a summer packed with long, hot hours working on-site with his crew and taking meetings about possible new projects. He wanted to elevate Blue Peak Construction in a way that redefined luxury. He didn’t want luxury to only be for the homestead, but for commercial use as well. He wanted the opportunity to build luxury office buildings, but he knew that he might not get that chance now if his dad undid all the months of hard work Liam had put in to move the company forward. 

His hands clenched together in anger. There was no way he was going to be able to hide his disappointment but he vowed to make the best of the situation. No, he was going to give his aunt the Blue Peak Construction special, the one that showed people that the company cares and goes above and beyond what was expected of them. His father might’ve sent him here to help family out, but Liam was instead going to treat this like any other job, his father be damned. 

Liam hurried off the plane and headed towards Baggage Claim to collect his luggage and grab a taxi. He wasn’t worried about waiting for a taxi to arrive because he knew very well that there were taxis readily available. 

After hailing a taxi, Liam told the driver, “Sun Kissed Beach Resorts please.” The taxi driver nodded in affirmation, “Yes, sir. First time on the island?” 
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