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She came to paradise to forget him—he came with the dog she could never forget.

Elise’s plan was simple: a quick escape to the Bahamas, some sunshine, and a fresh start. But the moment she steps out of the cab, her past comes charging back—on four paws.

Mango, the golden retriever she lost in the divorce, is waiting for her... and so is Juan.

Her ex-husband. The one who broke her heart. The one who still knows how to smile at her in that maddening way. The one who just "happened" to show up with a business lead and a dog-sized olive branch.

With tension simmering under every island sunset and secrets tucked beneath every polite smile, Elise must navigate old wounds, new truths, and the possibility that some things—like love and loyalty—are worth a second look.

A swoony, sun-soaked tale of second chances, salty breezes, and the dog who just might save them both.
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CHAPTER ONE
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*ELISE

As soon as I stepped out of the cab, the breeze hit me—warm, salty, laced with the sweet scent of hibiscus. Renee’s house perched on the bluff like something out of a coastal magazine—white stucco walls, soft blue shutters, and a porch draped in bougainvillea. The ocean glittered just beyond the edge of the cliff, wind chimes played a lazy tune that whispered, this is exactly what you need.

Then the barking started.

Joyful, frantic, unmistakable, achingly familiar.

“Mango?” My breath caught. Even though I hadn’t heard it in over a year, it was a sound I could never forget.

Mango barreled along the path like a golden missile, all floppy curls and unfiltered enthusiasm.

“Oh, my puppy!” I dropped my suitcase and crouched, arms wide.

He tackled me, licking my face and doing that ridiculous happy spin that used to make Juan laugh. My heart ached, and I buried my face in his fur. “You muppet. You sweet, ridiculous muppet.”

“Looks like he missed you.”

My stomach dropped. I knew that voice. Smooth, amused, and smug in a way that still raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

Juan stood in the doorway—same faded Rolling Stones T-shirt, same dark eyes that always looked like they were holding back a punchline.

“What are you doing here?” I stood, straightening my blouse and brushing fur off my pants.

He shrugged like of course I wanted him horning in on my vacation. “Renee invited me.”

“Elise!” Renee came hustling out behind him, arms outstretched. She looked like a walking postcard in a sundress, golden tan, hair in soft waves, and eyes that screamed please don’t kill me. “You made it!”

“I did.” I gave her a quick hug, trying not to glare. “Too bad I can’t stay,” I muttered beneath my breath.

Renee took my arm and guided me inside.

Mango bounced beside us, but Juan remained on the porch, tapping on his phone. Not meeting my eye.

Inside, the house was just as beautiful—open and breezy, all whitewashed beams and wood floors worn soft by sand. The back patio opened to a hammock swaying between two coconut palms. In the distance, waves crashed and gulls cried. It was the kind of place that made you forget everything.

Well—almost everything.

I glanced out the window at Juan leaning against the porch railing, still obsessed with something—or someone—on his phone.

Renee steered me into the kitchen. A pitcher of something citrusy sat on the counter. It smelled like calm and vacation and all the things I so desperately wanted but now felt out of reach.

“He called yesterday.” She poured me a tall glass of lemonade without asking if I wanted any and pushed it toward me.

“Yesterday,” I repeated flatly, picking up the glass.

“He said he had a lead on a resort renovation. Something big. He asked about you.”

I folded my arms. “And you told him I was coming.”

“Yes. But I didn’t think he’d—” She threw her hands up. “I didn’t think he’d show up. Who drops by the Bahamas? I’m so sorry!” She took a swallow of her drink and watched me over the glass rim.

“It’s not your fault.” I sipped the lemonade. It was good, if a little too sweet. “It’s Juan. He thinks rules and common sense are for other people.”

“I thought he’d email me the info or maybe call, but nope—he showed up with the dog and that dumb smile this morning.”

My heart gave a traitorous little flutter at the word “dog,” but I shoved it down. “You didn’t think to warn me?”

“I was going to,” she said. “But then your flight got delayed and I wasn’t sure if he’d stay, and then he said Mango missed you and—look, I’m sorry.”

I peeked out the window. There he was—tossing a ball to Mango like it was 2024 and we were still happily married. My heart ached again, and this time, it was less nostalgia and more nausea.

“I don’t want to fight,” Renee added softly. “He’s not staying here. He’s just here for the lead. And, okay, yes, Mango was a bribe, but can you blame him? That dog is darling.”

“Yes, he is,” I muttered. “And he knows it.” Was I still talking about the dog?

*JUAN

The thing about Elise is she walks like she owns the ground beneath her feet. Not in an arrogant way—more like she’s quietly daring the world to knock her off balance.

She was standing by the open window, hair catching the breeze, sunlight brushing her face. The same curve to her jaw. The same fierce eyes. And somehow, she looked even more beautiful than the day I married her.

I still loved her. I always would.

I dropped onto a chair on the porch and ran my fingers through my hair.

Beside me, Mango lay at me feet, his tail thumping the floorboards. How could I ever let him go? How did I ever lose Elise?

“Hey,” Renee’s voice interrupted my spiral. She was frowning at her phone. “Sorry—this is... ugh. It’s Jon. He’s at the farm, and there’s some sort of emergency.”

“But Elise just got here,” I said before I could stop myself. “You don’t have to go—”

“I do,” Renee said, slipping on sandals. “He sounds overwhelmed. I won’t be long, I promise. Maybe you two could... catch up?”

Elise shot me a look that could've peeled paint. “Yeah. Sure. Let’s do that.”

“Be nice,” Renee muttered as she kissed Elise on the cheek and hurried across the lawn, phone pressed to her ear.

Silence settled between us. Mango, oblivious, sprawled in a sunbeam with a satisfied sigh.

“This is awkward,” Elise said finally, arms crossed.

“It doesn’t have to be.” I tried a smile.

She didn’t return it.
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