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      To my U.S. Army Ranger husband who continues to inspire all the heroes in my books. Hooah, my love. Rangers lead the way!
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        ~ FREYA ~

      

      

      

      My back aches. I reek of hand sanitizer. I’m smeared with grape jelly and a few other things that I don’t recognize. And don’t get me started about what I saw in the tiny bathroom on the plane.

      Yeah, it will take me at least a week to un-see that.

      But there’s a light, salt-scented breeze tousling my hair and the sound of ‘ukuleles playing some relaxing tune. Nearly everyone around us is donning a Hawaiian lei. And I can hear the low, rhythmic sound of the ocean waves in the distance as we wait in line to check into the resort.

      I’m in paradise.

      “So you’re under Colonel Pickering at Regiment?”

      “Yeah, you know him?”

      “Know him? He ran the counter-ISIS JSOTF I was in, out of Mosul.”

      I look at my husband, Mason, who is apparently immune to the effects of traveling four thousand miles with a small child in tow, as he contentedly holds up his end of a conversation with the man behind us in line who introduced himself as Matt.

      “I’ll be damned. I was his planner for that, the year before. I’m surprised we didn’t cross paths.”

      “When were you at Fort Liberty?”

      I suppress a sigh as my daughter and I watch Mason caught up in the usual game military men play when they first meet, which I affectionately refer to as Who-do-you-know-and-where-have-you-been?

      I should be taking more interest in this man behind us.

      He’s normally the kind I can’t resist targeting. His strong, classically chiseled features should be made into a mold and recreated in chocolate. Piercing chestnut eyes boast tiny flecks of burnt sienna, reminding me of a perfectly roasted turkey. Bulging muscles that protrude from his fitted t-shirt are reminiscent of the challah bread our neighbor makes us for the holidays.

      Damn. I just realized how hungry I am.

      But regardless of his appearance—which, for the record, I can’t begin to appreciate the way an unmarried woman could—I haven’t even bothered to look for a ring that would put him off limits for me.

      I’m just too tired to play matchmaker yet.

      My daughter reaches for me—a gesture I find endearing until she tugs on the bottom of my shirt. Hard.

      “Mama, when are we gonna be in our rooooom?” she whines, drawing out that last word in a way that makes my ears ring.

      I can’t really blame her. I’m wondering the same thing.

      “As soon as they give us the key, honey,” I assure her. My sweet Astrid has actually been wonderful, considering the fact that it’s past midnight back home and she’s just approaching her fifth birthday.

      “I bet you’re excited to be in Hawai‘i,” Matt directs to Astrid, which makes me take a little more notice than it should.

      “Uh-huh,” she says.

      “If you wake up early tomorrow morning and walk along the shoreline, you’ll probably see dolphins,” he tells her.

      Her eyes light. “Really?”

      “Really. And you’ll see whales here too… and sea turtles. And if you’re really lucky, you might even see a monk seal.”

      Just like that, my daughter’s enraptured by him.

      I’m kind of enraptured myself. I have a soft spot for men who are nice to my daughter.

      I sense my husband watching me. He knows what’s going through my mind as I let my eyes linger on Matt a little longer, my gaze making a path from his charming smile downward… to that fourth finger of his left hand that is remarkably naked.

      Suddenly—tired or not, hungry or not—my brain is flipping through images of appropriate women for him.

      I wonder who’s single at this wedding we’re attending.

      My eyes track upward again to his face, but his gaze is entirely different now. His eyes don’t have that adorable sparkle they did when he was talking to my daughter about the animals she loves.

      This time, as he looks over my shoulder toward something in the distance, there’s heat in his eyes, so intense, so… captivated.

      He’s not looking at something. He’s looking at someone. And the effect on him has elevated the temperature in this open-air lobby by ten degrees.

      I’m just about to glance over my shoulder to see who’s capturing his attention, when I hear my husband blurt, “How about Captain McConnell? We did a joint mission with his team. Hell of a leader.”

      I practically groan. Leave it to Mason to play mood killer.

      Matt’s eyes shift over to Mason’s. “What?”

      “Captain McConnell? Do you know him?”

      “No, I uh…” His eyes dart back over to where he’d been looking before. But then I see a flash of disappointment laced with frustration as his gaze urgently searches the area.

      Now I’m beyond curious, looking over my shoulder too. “You look like you saw a ghost,” I say to him.

      His eyes are still searching. “I’m sorry. Yeah. I just, uh, thought I saw a woman I knew.”

      “Was it one of your officemates from the Pentagon? You said that’s how you knew the groom, right?” Mason asks.

      He shakes his head. “No. It was… God, I don’t even know where I remember her from. But she’s… we…” His voice trails and his vacant stare tells me his thoughts are anywhere but here. “This is gonna drive me nuts.”

      It was an old flame, I decipher. A love from his past. An attraction so powerful that it pulled them together again, right here in Hawai‘i. I should know. I write about this stuff all the time.

      My smile perks upward, liking this story as it reveals itself to me. I am a romance novelist, after all.

      The recognition in his eyes when he saw her. The near panic when he couldn’t find her again. The unsolved mystery of her that still lingers in his thoughts as he resumes an ever-so-boring conversation with my husband.

      Destiny has whisked this man across the ocean to a remote island where he’ll see a woman from his past, a siren capable of enrapturing this hardened warrior from a mere fleeting glance across a room.

      Oooh. I like that. I should write that down when I get to the room. It belongs in my next book.

      Seems to me that my matchmaking skills aren’t needed for Matt. I guess I should be disappointed.

      It’s okay, Destiny. You can have this one. I’m on vacation anyway.
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        ~ LILY ~

      

      

      

      Panic wraps its claws around my heart and squeezes the oxygen from my lungs. I take two steps backward, lightheaded, then do a perfect 180-degree turn and dart down the hall.

      At the elevator, I stop briefly, reaching out to the wall to steady myself as I struggle for a breath.

      No, it can’t be Deo. It’s been nearly ten years since I saw him.

      It must just be the way the military haircut on that man I saw accentuates the way his face is sculpted, with prominent cheekbones and a wide chin, looking like a blend between all-American quarterback and Roman god.

      But those eyes…

      How could I not recognize those eyes?

      Logic has me shaking my head in denial. I’m on a remote tropical island in the middle of the Pacific, the week before my best friend Maggie’s destination wedding here in paradise.

      When I met Deo, I was four thousand miles from here in a crowded city.

      The chances are… slim to none.

      I turn on my heel, headed back toward the hotel lobby where I saw the man. I peek around the corner and spot him again, this time with his back turned toward me as he talks to Maggie’s friends, Freya and Mason.

      Whoever he is, he must be here for Maggie’s wedding, same as I am, or he wouldn’t be talking to them.

      I can’t see his face now or those eyes—the same eyes I’ve looked at every day for the past ten years since my daughter was born.

      I can only see his wide back and shoulders clad with muscles that show clearly through his fitted t-shirt. With the buzz cut, from this angle, he looks like every other military guy I’ve met since I arrived here for the wedding next Saturday.

      But when he turns his head slightly and glances back toward the seat near the concierge desk where I was waiting for Maggie just moments ago, I see his eyes again—the familiarity of them unnerving to me.

      And I feel the same seemingly magnetic pull between us that I remember from that night ten years ago.

      Then, it had been inescapable.

      Today, it’s no different… and I resent it.

      Deo. His name meant “godlike,” I came to discover later. Had I known the meaning ten years ago, throughout those passionate hours we spent together, the name would have been fitting since everything about him seemed too perfect to be human.

      But my judgement was a little skewed that night, under the influence of a dangerous mix of appletinis and the charm that oozed from his pores. Because there’s nothing perfect about the guy who gave me a fake phone number that morning after we had hooked up, making him unreachable when I finally got the nerve to tell him I was pregnant.

      Dread snares me again, stealing my breath.

      I have to leave. He probably didn’t recognize me in that single moment when our eyes locked. But if we talked—if we spent more than a minute together—there’s too great of a chance.

      “Lily. Like the flower?” he had asked me that night. As I look at him now, I can still remember the low timbre of his voice, so soothing.

      “Yeah,” I had answered.

      “I like that. It suits you.”

      A shiver flows through me at the memory as I stride back to the elevator, tapping the button with no other intention but to retreat to the safety of my hotel room and pack for the first plane off this rock.

      “Lily!”

      I turn to see my best friend approaching me—my best friend I was supposed to meet in the hotel lobby so that we could go enjoy our first margarita together in paradise. The wide grin on her face quickly shifts to concern when her eyes meet mine and she sees my panicked expression.

      I try to calm myself. She’s a bride-to-be and shouldn’t be dealing with my drama right now.

      “Are you okay?” She touches my arm, stopping me before I enter the elevator when its doors open. “I thought we were going to meet for a margarita.”

      “I—I’m just really tired and… jetlagged.” My words come slowly to me as I debate whether I should tell her. I don’t think I’ve ever lied to Maggie in the thirteen years she’s been my best friend. “I should go back to my room.”

      “Oh, don’t. It’s your first night here. You just need one of those nice, sweet drinks you love so much. They have a pineapple margarita at the beachside bar you’ll love. It’ll totally get you into vacation mode.”

      “Yeah, I—”

      How do I say this?

      How do I tell my best friend that I came all the way to Hawai‘i for her wedding, but I’m bailing on her within three hours of arriving? “Maggie, something’s come up. I—I have to get home.”

      She pales. “Oh my God. Is Melody okay?”

      Something warms inside of me, just like it always does, simply knowing that there is someone else in the world who loves my daughter so much.

      I couldn’t give Melody the father she deserves. But I definitely gave her a wonderful godmother in Maggie. “No, no—she’s fine. It’s—oh God…” I feel tears sting my eyes, not from sadness exactly. Just from this sense of being overwhelmed.

      She takes me by the elbow and guides me down the open-air hall… and I let her only because the direction we’re headed is further from where I had spotted him. As we approach a couple chaise lounges just within sight of the ocean, the smell of the salt air fills my lungs.

      It should calm me. Back home in California, it does every time. But right now, it only reminds me that I’m an entire ocean away from my child.

      She sits me down and takes a seat beside me. “Okay. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I’m—” I’m unable to even finish the sentence for at least a half-minute. “I just saw Melody’s dad.”

      “What?” She looks as shocked as I feel. “Oh, there’s no way. You’re in Hawai‘i. That was in New York.”

      In my mind, I see the face of the man again… and Melody’s eyes. “It was him, Maggie. I—I’m so, so sorry to dump this on you right now, but it was him and I think he’s here for your wedding.”

      Now she’s clearly incredulous. “Why do you think he’s here for the wedding?”

      “He was talking to your friends—Freya and Mason. And it makes sense, really. He was in the military when I met him, remember?”

      “Oh, hon. The military is huge. There’s just no way,” she says again, this time shaking her head adamantly. “Besides, I know everyone who’s been invited. No one is named Deo.”

      Deo. Funny how I haven’t heard that name spoken out loud in so long. Usually when Maggie or I talk about my daughter’s sperm donor, we replace his name with something like lying rat-bastard or two-faced dickwad.

      I frown. “Maggie, the guy gave me a fake number after we hooked up. Is it that much of a stretch to think he might have given me a fake name too?” I bristle, disgusted. “Deo,” I say with an affect in my tone. “Perfect fake name for him. I’m so stupid. Hell, he could have told me his name was Thor or Captain America back then and I’d have believed him.”

      “You’re not stupid.”

      “Well, I’m not stupid enough to stick around here so that he can upend my life like he did ten years ago. I—I have to go.”

      “Go? Where are you going?” she asks.

      “Home. I’m so sorry. You know I love you, and I want so much to be here for your wedding. But I can’t risk anything with my daughter. Just tell everyone I had an emergency, okay?”

      “Lily, you’re just panicking. And that’s natural,” she adds quickly. “But you don’t even know it’s him.”

      “I’d know those eyes anywhere, Maggie.”

      “Okay, so… if it was him—and I still don’t think that’s possible, but if it was—then maybe it’s a good thing.”

      “A good thing?”

      “Well, yeah. You tried to track him down when you were pregnant years ago.”

      “Sure. But that was before I found out he gave me a fake number. I have no interest in bringing the kind of dirtbag who gives a woman a fake number into my daughter’s life. Not after ten years of raising her on my own. If he found out he had a kid…” I shudder at the thought. “…he could start demanding time with her. His family might start making demands. I don’t know him, and I don’t know them. Who knows what baggage he could dump on my daughter? He could be a criminal or a woman hater or just an asshole,” I finish, deciding the last option is already a sure thing. “I can’t take that risk,” I continue. “I won’t. I’ve worked too hard to raise a strong and confident and happy daughter to suddenly bring some guy into her life who could unravel it all.”

      “Okay. I get that. I really do. But I just can’t imagine it’s him.” She slaps her hands to her thighs and then stands.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m buying you a margarita and we’re going to sit here by the water and drink.”

      “I—”

      She raises her chin stubbornly. “If you’re going to really desert me the week of my wedding, the least you can do is have a margarita with me before you go.”

      As she disappears to the bar, I see a wave crash against the black lava rocks along the shoreline. The sound somehow calms me. The small house I bought when I could finally afford to move out of my parents’ home is a forty-minute drive to the water’s edge. But Melody and I spend as much time as we can at the beach. I’ve always been drawn to the sound of the waves, like most people, I suppose.

      Maggie returns with two margaritas.

      “Here.” She hands me one. “Drink up. You’ll feel better.”

      Eagerly, I take a sip and immediately love the way the salt along the rim mixes with the sweet taste. “This is strong,” I notice, never quite as grateful for the alcohol as I am now.

      “Two shots. I figured you needed it.” She waits until I’ve had a couple sips before speaking again. “This is the first time you’ve been away from Melody overnight. Ever,” she adds for emphasis, as though it’s something she can’t possibly relate to while she’s still childless.

      “I’ve been away from her before.” I can’t help the defensiveness in my tone because I hate the way her statement makes me sound like a typical helicopter parent.

      “When?”

      “She’s been to a few slumber parties.”

      She offers a knowing look. “It’s not the same, hon.”

      I puff out my cheeks. “No. No, I guess it’s not. But that has nothing to do with this. I really did see Deo,” I feel this need to reiterate, in case my best friend thinks I’m teetering on the edge of insanity. “You don’t believe it’s him.”

      “I have no doubt that you saw someone who looks like Deo. A lot like Deo. But everyone’s got a few doppelgangers out there, right? I mean, is this really the first time you’ve seen someone you thought was him?”

      I ponder that for a few moments as I drink, not liking the answer that forms in my head.

      There were a few times I’ve run into men who, at first glance, looked like they might be him. But not like this guy. Even now, with the welcome effects of alcohol, I remember his eyes. I can picture them in my head so clearly.

      Or is it just my daughter’s eyes I’m picturing right now?

      My thoughts whip around like a cyclone.

      And there was that unmistakable connection I felt pass between us in that split-second that our eyes met.

      The last time I felt something this strong, I ended up spending the night with him and waking up beside him feeling like I was exactly where destiny wanted me to be.

      And we all know how that story ended, the little voice in my head reminds me.

      Oh my God. I’m losing my mind.

      “It must be really stressful, being away from Melody,” Maggie says at my silence.

      “It is.”

      She takes my hand and the warmth of it soothes me. I’ve held this hand often in my adult life. Maggie is the sister I always wanted.

      “And I can’t thank you enough for coming all the way out here for the week,” she continues. “I wish she could have come too. This would have been so much easier for you. Stupid school schedules,” she adds, sounding a little like Melody.

      She’s right. I probably would be less stressed if I didn’t have to leave Mel at home with my parents all week. But even they encouraged me to come here. “It’s been too long since you’ve had some time to yourself,” they had said.

      It sounded so simple when I booked the plane ticket. Melody would get some time with her grandparents—she’s missed bonding with them like she used to when we lived with them. And I’d get some alone time in Hawai‘i.

      Why does it seem so much more complicated when I’m sitting here on the opposite side of the ocean from my daughter?

      “You’re right. It is harder without her,” I admit.

      “I should have thought about that before I booked it. I should have checked with you,” Maggie laments.

      Guilt presses into my chest. “You shouldn’t be thinking about anything except you and Ryder right now. And I can’t imagine a better place to get married than here.”

      She squeezes my hand. “But this is hard on you. I didn’t want that. And if you want to go home early, I want you to know it’s okay with me.”

      “I don’t want to,” I rebut quickly. “But that guy… I just can’t risk anything.”

      “Of course. And I get that. But the chances of it being him are so remote. Maybe your mind is just playing tricks on you.”

      “You think I imagined him?”

      “Not at all. But it’s like you’re always telling me—these military guys look so much alike. Big frame. Short hair. I think it’s possible that you saw someone who looked like him, and since Melody is on your mind, you saw her eyes in his.”

      I think back to that moment in the lobby. “But I felt something when I saw him,” I admit, hating the words that come out of my mouth. “This…I don’t know. It’s like this weird pull toward him that tells me it’s him.”

      She’s silent for a moment and I glance over and see that she’s fighting a smile.

      “Or,” she begins cautiously, “maybe you were actually just attracted to a guy for the first time in ages, and since he happens to look a lot like how you remember Deo…”

      “…I assumed it’s him,” I finish for her. I hate—I absolutely hate—that it makes perfect sense to me. “But I’ve dated a little since Mel was born,” I remind her, again on the defense.

      “I’m your best friend, Lily. I know how those dates went and how few they were.”

      Annoyed, I take another long sip of my drink.

      “Think about it,” she continues. “You’re away from your daughter for a week for the first time ever. You see a guy you’re attracted to. And your brain immediately whips up a reason for you to hightail it back home.”

      I tuck my chin in toward my chest. “So, you think I’m crazy.”

      “Absolutely not. I think you’d be crazy if you weren’t going through something like this. And anything you want to do is okay with me,” she reiterates. “You don’t have to stay if you’re feeling uncomfortable for any reason.”

      “I’m not…” My voice trails because she’s right. I am uncomfortable right now. So uncomfortable and unsettled that it suddenly makes perfect sense that I’d conjure up a reason to fly right back home, even after only a few hours on this island.

      I gaze at the sunset in front of me. The sun has already set back home. My mom has tucked my daughter into bed and right now, she’s probably sound asleep, dreaming of the pecan pancakes that I’ll bet Mom promised she’d make for her in the morning.

      “She must be on your mind constantly,” Maggie offers sympathetically.

      “Yeah. Yeah, she is. I honestly had no idea it would be this hard—being away from her.” I shake my head, trying to draw up the image of that man in my mind again. But now, all I see is my Melody. “God, maybe I am going crazy. Maybe it wasn’t Deo at all.”

      “How about this? Give it a little time. Sleep in tomorrow. Maybe even skip that helicopter tour we’re doing with some of the other wedding guests in the morning. Maybe you need to just have a day of me-time, you know? Talk to Mel. Facetime with her. Let yourself reset.”

      “But I should be with you at all the events this week.”

      She slices a hand through the air. “There are only a handful of other guests who even came this week prior to the wedding. I can handle them. I want you to just relax, catch up on some sleep, and talk to your daughter every moment you want. And at the end of the day, if you’re still uncomfortable, you can fly home.”

      “You’re the best friend I could ever ask for.”

      She grins. “Right back atcha.”

      I take a lengthy sip of my drink again, watching the sun melt into the horizon.

      A sigh expels from me. “It really wasn’t Deo I saw, was it?”

      “You know what I think?” Maggie asks. “I think it was Melody’s eyes you saw in his. And you’ll see her dark hair in the lava rock, and her smile in the plumeria flowers that grow on the trees here, and you’ll hear her laughter in the waves. Because she is always on your mind.”

      She’s right, I decide as I sip the last of my margarita, set down my glass, and let my eyes flicker shut, listening to the familiar sound of the waves. I could doze off right here with the ocean stretched out in front of me, once again seeing my daughter in my mind and feeling the presence of my best friend at my side.

      Sleep tugs me downward just as Maggie’s hand takes mine again.

      What a blessing she is. And my last thought is a silent prayer that my daughter will one day find a best friend for herself like I have in Maggie.
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        - MATT -

      

      

      

      Being in the military is like living in a small town. Except you’re always moving, and the small town follows you.

      It’s always baffled me. I can move to the other side of the country, or even be deployed to the other side of the world, yet I’ll still see familiar faces.

      So I’m used to this feeling I’m having right now as I spot the same woman I saw last night.

      This time, she’s sitting by herself in the resort’s oceanside restaurant, staring out at the waves as she talks to someone on the phone.

      I’m certain I know her. I just can’t quite pin down from where.

      She’s pretty non-descript—medium build and brown hair cropped just below her chin. She could be military or a defense contractor. Logic would tell me I worked with her at some point in my career.

      But the whispers of a memory I hear in the back of my head when I look at her—of loud music and crowds—don’t mesh with the idea of her in a uniform.

      I take a glance at the buffet and when I turn toward her again, she’s set down her phone in front of her.

      I shouldn’t intrude. But my curiosity gets the better of me, and I stride toward where she sits.

      “Excuse me,” I say, and her eyes fling upwards toward me. They widen as soon as her gaze locks onto mine, and all color drains from her face.

      Odd. I’m a big guy and have been told I look intimidating enough that no one would want to run into me in a back alley. But in this setting, as I wear a ridiculous Hawaiian shirt that I couldn’t resist buying on my last trip here, I can’t imagine I look like much of a threat.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you,” I say quickly when she looks like she’s ready to bolt. “But you look so familiar to me.”

      Her lips part slightly. But other than that, she’s statue-still, staring at me with that classic deer-in-headlights expression.

      I cringe. “I just realized that sounds like a pick-up line. But I saw you yesterday when I was checking into the hotel. Are you by chance with the same military wedding that I am?”

      There’s an uncomfortable silence between us—almost long enough that I’m wondering if she even speaks English.

      “What wedding is that?” she finally asks.

      “Ryder and—” I stop to note that her expression is finally changing.

      “Maggie’s,” she finishes for me. “Yes. I am.”

      And again, the silence that returns makes me wonder if I should take a couple steps backward. Instead, I extend my hand.

      “I’m Matt D’Amato. I worked with Ryder at the Pentagon for a couple years.”

      Her eyes track down to my hand for a beat, as though she isn’t sure what to do with it.

      Then she takes it, and the feel of her hand in mine unleashes something in me that I can’t quite name. Familiarity maybe? Attraction or curiosity? No standard description seems to fit.

      “Matt.” She repeats my name with a hint of disgust, as if she has some relative or co-worker who is also named Matt and the thought of the guy is unwelcome here in paradise.

      Strange.

      “I’m Lily,” she finally says. “Holt. Lily Holt.”

      “Lily,” I find myself repeating.

      And the pieces fall into place. The warmth of her skin against mine… the way her name sounds as it passes her lips… and a memory that is suddenly so crystal clear it’s like I’m right back there, dancing to pulsating music in that crowded night club in New York City.

      “Lily. Like the flower. It suits you.”

      Holy crap.

      And suddenly I’m transported back to a time before… everything.

      I hooked up with Lily after meeting her at a club in New York that weekend after I graduated from West Point. A few of us grads had chipped in and gotten a hotel room. Lily and I were the only ones who actually made use of that bed. I didn’t see the others until around ten a.m. the next morning.

      My breath almost catches at the memory of a night that was good enough to cement itself into my brain for quite a while.

      I gave her my phone number. I hadn’t expected that she’d call me right away. I had explained that I had six weeks of leave before I had to arrive at Fort Moore for the Basic Officer Leadership Course—BOLC, we call it—and was headed up to Canada with some of my friends for a camping trip.

      But—call it hubris or ego—I kind of expected that I’d hear from her when I got back on the grid. She never called though. And I found myself thinking about her rejection way too much in those months that followed… all the way up until I deployed later that year with lieutenant rank on my uniform.

      “I do know you. I met you in New York,” I say.

      “Really?” she asks, surprisingly oblivious.

      “Yeah. At a club. The Blue…” My voice trails, trying to remember. “The Blue Something. You don’t remember?”

      “No. I’m so sorry.”

      I’m suddenly doubting myself. Could that night have been really that forgettable to her? Maybe it’s not her. She does look different from how I remember her. But nothing so drastic that a ten-year absence wouldn’t explain it. “Were you in New York at all? Maybe ten or so years ago?” I ask.

      Her lips form a no. I’m certain that’s what she’s about to tell me. But then she surprises me with, “Yes. I went to school there. I’m just so sorry I don’t remember you… Matt.” She tacks on my name with that same measure of distaste I had sensed earlier.

      “My ego literally got knocked down at least ten pegs,” I say lightly with the intention of making her laugh or at least smile. But I get neither out of her.

      “Well, it’s a big city. I met a lot of people,” she tells me.

      Ouch.

      “So… what have you been doing for the last decade?” I ask, curious as memories swirl inside of me, seeming to transport me to a time when my life was so much simpler.

      She had much longer hair back then. I remember the way it flowed along her shoulders as she danced. And she’s dressed so differently—just a t-shirt and shorts which are a sharp contrast to the clingy, scant dress she wore in that club when we met.

      There’s a measured beat during which she gives me a cold, hard stare.

      “Just—the ordinary stuff,” she responds.

      I’m not really sure what the ordinary stuff is, seeing as my last ten years have been anything but ordinary. But I don’t volunteer this since she’s looking at me like she’d rather have a root canal than a walk down memory lane with a guy she forgot completely.

      Taking the hint, I step backward. “Well, it was nice seeing you again. I’ll see you at the wedding, I imagine.”

      “Actually, I’m leaving early. I—uh—just got a call from work and there’s a bit of an emergency.”

      “Wow, that’s… terrible,” I can’t help saying. “Well, I hope you can at least get on that helicopter tour this morning before you go,” I suggest. “Should be fun.”

      “Uh, no. I’m skipping that.”

      “Me too. I hate helicopters. It’s genetic,” I joke.

      She looks at me as though I just told her I have a third ball. “Genetic?”

      “Yeah,” I chuckle. “Three generations of my family can’t stomach the sight of one.”

      “Really?” Her face is screwed up in the oddest way when I say it. And somehow, I feel like I’m being insulted by it.

      This is normally when I’d tell her that my grandpa and dad wore the Ranger scroll on their uniform the same as I do now. So, to us, the sound of a helicopter usually means we’re headed somewhere unpleasant. And who’d want that on vacation?

      But she’s staring at me with this combination of curiosity and horror, as if I just told her that three generations of my family eat puppies for Thanksgiving dinner.

      “Well, I’m gonna get some chow and head down to the beach,” I say, grateful to have come up with a plausible excuse to end this deeply unsatisfying conversation. “You, uh, have a safe trip home.”

      After she nods a goodbye, I make a beeline toward the coffee stand near the water, deciding to skip breakfast altogether because I’d swear that I still feel that woman’s gaze boring a hole into the back of my head.

      Was she this strange when I met her ten years ago?

      Or was I too drunk to notice?

      As I wait for the barista to hand me my cup of Kona coffee, my eyes soak up the view. The shoreline at the Plumeria Resort and Spa is mostly rocky—that jagged, hardened lava that reminds me I’m on an ever-changing island. But there’s also a small, protected bay where white sand beckons me.

      When I got the wedding invitation from Ryder, I didn’t really think I’d choose to attend. Even though we shared an office with a few other people for a couple years, it’s not like he’s one of my closest friends. Besides, growing up broke made me spectacularly practical when it comes to money, even though I’m doing well now.

      But I love the Big Island of Hawai‘i and couldn’t resist.

      I’ve been here twice before, each time with the Army footing the bill because my battalion was training at Pōhakuloa just up the mountain from here.

      This place—it’s as close to paradise as I’ve ever found in all my travels in the Army. And God knows I’ve turned looking for paradise into my personal obsession these past couple years—trying to find that one place I’ll want to return to after I put away my uniform for the last time when I plan to retire at twenty years.

      I’ve yet to find it.

      I thrust a few dollars into the tip jar and take my coffee from the barista. She’s put a mountain of whipped cream on top of my drink even though I didn’t ask for it. I’m pondering how I feel about that as I turn to head toward the water.

      Rangers don’t do whipped cream on their coffee.

      But when I take a sip and the taste has me smiling, I decide it’s a good way to start the first day of my vacation. After that interaction with Lily, I could use a little extra sweetness to balance the scales.

      I shun the more comfortable chairs and plop myself directly onto the sand simply so I can get as close to the water’s edge as possible. The rhythm of the waves flowing in and out are almost enough to soften the downward curve of my lips.

      Lily. I don’t like thinking about that woman on my vacation. And I’m not sure why I even still am. Guys are supposed to bounce back quickly when women reject them. And all these years later, seeing her again shouldn’t make me feel… anything at all, really.

      Lord knows enough happened in between now and then that should make the one night I spent with Lily barely register as a memory at all.

      But the connection between us felt uncanny. It was probably just this urge inside of me to remember that point when life was simpler, kinder than it actually is. To pretend I’m there again, smack dab in the middle of my naïve twenties.

      That’s probably all it was I felt between us this morning.

      Then she opened her mouth and ruined everything.

      Get over it, Matt, my inner voice whispers, hating the odd prickle of awareness I felt when I saw her a few moments ago.

      The same prickle I’m feeling again right now.

      “Hi again,” she says, sneaking up behind me.

      I whip my head around.

      She pauses, gazing down at me, and for a moment, I’m convinced she’s going to turn around and bolt away as if she just noticed that I have a quarantine sign taped to my chest.

      “I was, uh, just curious about something,” she finally continues. “That, um, genetic thing you mentioned…”

      I scrunch up my brow. “Genetic thing?”

      “Yeah. I, uh, I’ve never heard of that before. What is it?”

      My brain whirls around in some sort of jetlag-fueled confusion. “I’m so sorry, but I just don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You said you don’t like helicopters and that it’s genetic. Is it some kind of motion sickness you get? Like maybe an inner ear problem? Something mechanical?”

      Clarity inches toward me at a glacial pace without a full dose of caffeine in my bloodstream yet. Then I remember what I had said to her. “Oh—no, no. I was kidding. It’s a running joke in my family. My dad and grandpa were both in the military like me. So helicopters are like… well, work rather than fun, I guess. They make us feel like we should be all kitted up in uniform. So we joke that it’s genetic. Make sense?”

      I’d swear I see honest-to-God relief in her features.

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      I cock my head. “Why the interest? Are you a doctor or geneticist or something?”

      “No. Just… curious.”

      “Huh. Well, I can blame plenty on bad genes. But the helicopter thing is a completely separate issue,” I say with a chuckle because humor is my go-to in awkward conversations.

      From the look on her face, though, I’m starting to feel like my brand of humor is lost to her.

      She glances at the sand next to me and surprises me with, “Do you mind if I join you?”

      I hesitate. Then I pour about half of my coffee down my throat before I reply, hoping the caffeine will help me come up with a good excuse to end our conversation because no guy wants to hang out with a woman who apparently finds him forgettable.

      Come on, coffee. Help a brother out.

      But all I find myself saying is, “Don’t mind at all.”

      Damn whipped cream must have diluted its effectiveness.

      “So, uh, you were saying?” she asks.

      My brow lifts at her question.

      “About bad genes,” she reminds me.

      Now I’m looking at her with curiosity. “You really shouldn’t ever take an Army guy literally. Well, unless we’re telling you to duck.”

      As before, my joke flies right over her head.

      “Oh. It wouldn’t be unheard of if you did—you know, have bad genes,” she barrels on with the laser-sharp focus of a sniper. “Like… I have diabetes in my family.”

      “You’re diabetic?”

      “No. Just my grandpa. So I’m always on the lookout for that. Do you have that in your family?”

      Okay. This is a first for me.

      “Uh, nope,” I say uncomfortably. “Just flat feet and nearsightedness,” I finish, hoping that if I throw her a bone, we can move on to a more pleasant topic.

      “You’re lucky.” She takes a breath. “And I lost two grandparents to heart disease. I mean, I barely knew them. But still…”

      I wish I could see the look on my perplexed face right now. Someone could make an emoji out of it.

      I pull my eyes from her and gaze at the glorious view in front of us. It’s nothing short of breathtaking. It’s the kind of view that… heals, really. And I could use some of that. Hell, it’s half the reason I came here, booking myself a last-minute ticket.

      But the present company is killing the vibe. “Yeah, heart disease gets a lot of people.”

      I sense her back straighten next to me, and I glance over. Her eyes are lit with interest. “You have heart disease in your family too?”

      “Sure. I think everyone has it in there somewhere though, right?”

      “Who?”

      “Everyone,” I repeat.

      “No, I mean, who in your family had it?”

      “Oh, uh… my grandpa, I think.” Death and my grandpa’s heart disease. Just the topics I wanted to discuss here in Hawai‘i. “You know, for small talk, I usually go for the weather or sports. Not deadly diseases.” I’m shooting for a jovial tone, but I’ve just crossed the border into feeling irritation.

      And gratitude, actually. Because I’m suddenly so damn grateful that this woman never called me all those years ago.

      Clearly that connection I felt way-back-when was nothing more than a combination of hormones and a lack of good judgment.

      But what I can’t explain is this connection I feel right now, sitting next to her, at a point in the conversation when I should be literally running from her.

      Yet here I am. Strange.

      Her face falls. “You’re right. I’m not good at small talk anymore, I guess.”

      Her eyes are distant then. Not quite sad, though. Just distant, as though the years have been hard on her.

      Anymore. That word she says does something to me, like a little punch in the gut. It makes me remember who I used to be back when I met her, and how life changed me. And I can’t help suddenly feeling sympathy for whatever happened to her in this past decade to change her.

      God knows I’m not the person I was in that nightclub ten years ago either.

      Aw, shit. Now I feel guilty.

      “You know, that could be a good thing,” I offer.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I lived in DC while I was stationed at the Pentagon. And the social scene there was the fakest I’ve ever seen. Just a bunch of people asking all the right things and giving all the right answers. It was exhausting.” I practically bristle at the memory. “You know what, Lily? You want to talk death and disease for small talk? Go for it. You do you, Lily.” I smile—a little forced, but determined.

      When I do, her eyes lock onto my mouth. And if the bulk of this conversation hadn’t been unpleasant, I’d swear she was about to lean in and kiss my lips.
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