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Introduction




Nicole Frail, Editor


You don’t even need to leave your comfy reading chair to make long-lasting memories this summer thanks to the unforgettable adventures (and drama!) the authors featured in this collection of short stories have waiting for you.


The characters in Just One . . . are traveling across the country and around the world, they’re looking for love (even when they swear they’re not), and they’re oftentimes being forced into situations where resources are lacking and—oh, no!—they have to share, adding a layer of tension that cannot be ignored.


Forced proximity is the name of this game, and it’s a favorite trope of many, many romance readers. You may be familiar with the “just one bed” situation when it comes to this trope, and while that certainly does appear in this book, many of the selections for this anthology take a different route and provide their characters “just one” of something else that will interrupt their good times, turn the tables, or usher some simple sparks into full-blown fireworks.

See if you’re able to identify the “one” item or situation in each story. I’ll tell you right now: some stories have multiple “just one”s. So keep your eyes open!

In this collection, among many other places, you’ll travel to Napa Valley in Caz Luan’s “Vintage Love,” and you’ll (try to) pitch a tent in the Colorado Mountains in Mitchell S. Elrick’s “Millennial Magic.” You’ll sip coffee and visit the healing hot springs in Iceland in Elizabeth Baizel’s “Starting Again Under the Summer Sun,” and you’ll be stranded on a remote island instead of enjoying yourself in Cancun in C.S. Robertson’s “Unexpected Destinations.” You’ll prep for a music festival with college friends, go whitewater rafting, wrestle a mountain lion, ride rollercoasters, kiss your crushes, and simultaneously dream of and fear what the end of such a wonderful summer will bring.

We hope you enjoy our book. Please review if you do!


Short Story Summaries

“Power of the Pen”

by Amy Hepp

When a shy photojournalist is sent on assignment with a sociable colleague, a writing journal sparks conversation and more on the four-hour road trip.

“Unexpected Destinations”

by Cora Laine

A spontaneous trip to Cancun seems like the perfect post-divorce remedy for Milwaukee local, Hannah, until a boat excursion leaves her stranded on a remote island. When Hannah is forced to rely on her rugged, new island mate, Slater Johns, things heat up as she begins to question what kind of man he really is.

“A Summer Tradition”

by Jessica Daniliuk

Ever since freshman year of college, Lily and her friends have gone on a road trip together and spent a week at a music festival. But, when Lily realizes she has feelings for her best friend’s boyfriend, their usual fun-filled vacation is heading for disaster.

“Vintage Love”

by Caz Luan

Sometimes lost young love can be cultivated like a fine wine, but can it withstand the test of fire?

“Millennial Magic”

by Mitchell S. Elrick

On a rainy Fourth of July camping trip, Preston and Tana discover a crashed car. Preston steps up to help with the aid of a stranger. But when the dust settles, no one else remembers the man. Blending humor, romance, and a hint of magic, this is a heartwarming tale about unexpected heroism and the blurry line between reality and myth.

“Sent by Aphrodite”

by Rowen Burrows

Looking for love, George Braxton whispers a plea at the temple of Aphrodite. Moments later, a dust cloud appears and Hugo MacIntyre collides into his life.

“When Lightning Strikes”

by Melissa Cate

Stephanie, a single mom, gets to road trip with Dr. Toby Sanders, a handsome pediatric oncologist. A lightning strike and a missing suitcase offer a brief reprieve from the drive, allowing Toby the opportunity to win over Stephanie.

“Chapped Lips”

by Katherine Rea

Claire reluctantly joins her free-spirited best friend on a whitewater rafting trip, only to find herself completely out of her element—wet socks, no WiFi, and a maddeningly charming river guide included. But after a close call on the water, Claire discovers that losing control might be exactly what her heart needs.

“Starting Again Under the Summer Sun”

by Elizabeth Baizel

Lillianna is taking her mother on the vacation of her dreams to Iceland to attend elf school. While unsure if she will find elves or faries, she feels it's even less likely she will find love. But a charming Irishman may open her heart to new experiences.

“The Turn at Crooked Creek”

by Dan Houston

Two unlikely partners on a mission in the mountains of Montana find themselves in a deadly, life-threatening situation. Forced to depend on each other to survive, Dakota and Alexa are pushed to their limits, forging a true friendship as their lives are changed forever.

“When You Know, You Know”

by Caroline Baccene

Dragged to the beach for a week with her sister, Dottie is still reeling from her boyfriend’s betrayal and the loss of her job. But when her sister’s boyfriend brings along his brother, Dottie’s quiet getaway turns into something more.

“Do the Stars Exist?”

by Desi Stowe

A horrific accident threatens to break the foundation of Corey and Rebecca’s marriage. While the storm rages, will they be able to find the stars and navigate back to each other?


Power of the Pen




Amy Hepp


As Cole stirred his coffee in the breakroom of the magazine office, the scent of sweet jasmine with a hint of citrus filled the space. Dahlia.

When the young journalist was hired to expand the growing publication, she arrived toting a sunny personality as bright and open as the flower she was named after. Dahlia’s easygoing attitude and confidence bounced around the office like the blonde curls on her shoulders.

“Morning,” she chirped behind him.

He summoned the courage to glance at her as she measured cream into her coffee and smiled wide, her straight, white teeth gleaming at him between raspberry-colored lips. Words, as if they were wrapped in caramel, stuck in his throat. Lifelong anxiety had made it so that he’d never been able to talk to women, let alone someone like Dahlia.

Snapping his head down, he ran a hand through his black hair and grumbled under his breath: “Mornin’.”

“Don’t forget to sign Jeanne’s birthday card. She’s going to love the balloon bouquet we bought her.”

Dahlia had volunteered to lead the defunct office social committee soon after she was hired, tracking colleague birthdays, hosting retirement parties, and organizing holiday get-togethers. He couldn’t imagine dealing with that on top of work, but Dahlia handled it with ease.

He nodded and swiped his mug off the counter, hustling from the breakroom to the refuge of his desk. The heavy beat of his pulse pounded in his ears and sweat dripped down his back. Steady breaths normalized his heart rate. Would he ever get up the nerve to speak with her? Ask her out? Today was a Friday; maybe he’d ask her to join him for a drink after work. His hand shook, jostling the coffee in his mug. Who was he kidding? Dahlia had worked for the magazine for six months, but he hadn’t summoned the courage to ask her out yet. She was so far out of his league with her outgoing personality and confidence, but he couldn’t deny his attraction. Going on a date with her was a pipe dream.

Dahlia’s laugh drew his attention across the open-concept office. Her jeans clung to her shapely legs, and a loose blouse floated around her while pink toes peeked out of her summer sandals as she talked with a fellow journalist on the way to her desk. She shoved papers and notebooks to the side of her desk to make room for her coffee mug and a pastry box.

Cole shook his head, not understanding how anyone could work among such a mess. He returned his attention to the photo he was editing on his computer.

A moment later, the boss opened his door.

“Cole, Dahlia,” said Jon while waving them into his office.

Cole glanced over at Dahlia as he rose from his desk. She held a donut close to her mouth, about to take a bite, but growled and set the treat back in the pastry box before snapping the lid closed.

Cole stood in front of the boss’s desk, silent, a soldier waiting for orders. Dahlia scurried into the office and closed the door behind her. “What’s up, boss?”

“A protest against the company hired to mine the minerals on the edge of the Boundary Waters is in its third day. My sources tell me it’s significant. There’s potential for a cover story here.”

Cole shifted back on his heels. A cover story? He’d worked for the magazine for three years and hadn’t managed a photo on the cover yet. He’d never been on assignment with Dahlia, either.

Jon continued. “Dahlia, interview the protestors and organizer. Talk to the locals and dig into the human-interest side of the story. Cole, support the story with photos of the rally and the clean, undisturbed water in the wilderness.”

Cole’s mind raced. The photos weren’t a problem, but how was he going to spend four hours in a car with Dahlia traveling to the Superior National Forest? It was the absolute best and worst news of his life. No. He needed time to prepare—to practice what to say to her and make some notes. He couldn’t jump into a car and spend the entire day with her, could he? He swallowed hard, resisting the temptation to throw up.

“Um, sir? This sounds like a great opportunity, but can’t it wait till Monday?”

The tips of Jon’s ears turned bright red, and he looked up over his glasses. “Today. You need to go now.”

“Yes, sir,” said Dahlia.

They hustled from Jon’s office.

“Meet you in the parking lot?” said Dahlia.

Cole’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He could only nod.

Back at his desk, his pulse raced while checking his camera bag and tossing in a notebook and pen. On the other side of the room, Dahlia shoved a notebook and voice recorder into her satchel, and a book tumbled to the ground. She gulped her coffee. Cole straightened his desk lamp before returning his mug to the breakroom sink.

On the elevator ride down to the parking lot, Cole’s nausea flared. There was no way he was going to survive a four-hour car ride with Dahlia; he couldn’t even work up the nerve to visit her at her desk.

As he loaded his camera bag into the backseat of his SUV, Dahlia burst through the door, her satchel bouncing against her hip while she cradled the pastry box in both hands. She flashed him another killer smile, dumping her bag on top of his.

“Oh, geez. Your car is clean. Is it new? Can I eat my donut in your car?”

“It’s fine.” He opened the passenger door and held her pastry box as she slid into the bucket seat. Once settled, she held out her hands for the box, accepting it with a small hum of appreciation.

Cole started the car, cranked the air conditioning, and rolled up the shirt sleeves of his button-down shirt. Was he hot from nerves or the stifling vehicle? He wiped his sweaty hands on his faded jeans before pulling out of the parking lot and merging onto the highway.

He battled thick commuter traffic through downtown Minneapolis as Dahlia opened her pastry box. A sweet, creamy chocolate smell encased the interior of the car. His mouth watered. Dahlia lifted the donut to her lips and took a big bite. Her tongue darted out of her mouth to swipe a bit of custard from her upper lip. Cole shifted in his seat.

She lifted the donut toward him. “Want a bite?”

Cole shook his head.

“My Friday guilty pleasure: Boston cream. Do you know how many Pilates classes I have to do to justify just one of these?” Dahlia laughed and ate more of the donut. She moaned her approval of the treat.

When she opened her mouth wide for another bite, a car changed lanes without a signal. Cole slammed on the brakes to avoid a crash, and Dahlia yelped.

He glanced over, noting the chocolate that had smeared across her cheek and nose. Shit. He was such a dumbass. “Sorry,” he croaked.

Dahlia scooped the remaining piece of donut into the pastry box and licked her fingers. “No biggie. I just need a napkin.”

He pointed to the glove box. Dahlia popped open the compartment and swiped a paper napkin from a stack. Cole refocused on the road, changing lanes to pass a slow semitruck. The action caused his writing notebook to tumble out of the open glove box and onto the floor.

“Oh—um . . .” said Cole.

Dahlia ate the last bite of her donut and wiped her hands before picking up the fallen book. She held the thick, scuffed, leather-bound volume in her hands. “Is this yours?”

“Y-Yeah.” Beads of sweat broke out on his upper lip. His notebook was full of prose and poetry he’d written since high school. He kept the book in his car to capture thoughts after walking in the park or camping up north. “It’s nothing . . . just scribbles. How about some music?” The words tumbled out of his mouth before he could stop them.

“May I read an entry?”

Share his journal with Dahlia? Did he want Dahlia to read his poetry? Part of him longed for her professional writer opinion. Another part of him worried she would laugh at or critique the entries. She held the book in her hands and waited for him to answer. It wouldn’t hurt for her to read a few entries. “You can read one or two.”

Dahlia placed the book on her lap and opened it slowly. She turned to a page in the middle of the book and read aloud. 

Lake

blue, clear, crisp, clean, home

fiercely protected, untouched

sustenance for all

He’d written the short haiku after a weekend fishing and camping on a lake up north, mesmerized by the pristine water.

Dahlia turned the page. He concentrated on the road and couldn’t see the piece. Dahlia sighed. “These are incredible. I love the free verse about the pine tree. I can almost smell it.”

He nodded, remembering the fallen pine at the campsite the previous summer. The pungent Christmas smell was at odds with the hot August day, and he’d attempted to capture the scent on the page.

Cole cleared his throat. “Music?” He reached for the radio.

Dahlia placed a hand on his arm. “No, please.”

Goosebumps broke out along his muscled forearm from her touch. His body heated as blood surged through his veins. Dahlia’s fingernails grazed his skin as she pulled away. The car remained silent. 

Dahlia turned the page, and a faded, thin, half sheet of paper fell out. She read the poem out loud. Cole winced.

“What’s wrong? I love it. You’re a beautiful writer.”

He swallowed past the dryness in his throat before answering her. “I wrote ‘Birdsong’ for an English assignment in tenth grade. It didn’t do me any favors in gym class.”

“I bet the girls swooned.”

Cole shook his head.

“Oh, come on. A tall, dark, and handsome guy who writes poetry? You’re every girl's dream.” She gushed.

What did she say? Dahlia thought he was handsome?

When he looked in the mirror, he didn’t see a tall man with dark, wavy hair and gray eyes or strong cheekbones and muscled shoulders. He saw the shy kid from high school who never wore the right clothes, didn’t play sports, and couldn’t talk to girls. 

“Why did you become a photojournalist instead of a writer?” Dahlia asked.

“I couldn’t interview anyone. Ever.”

She glanced over at him but didn’t say anything.

He managed to focus on the road despite the raging inferno inside his body as Dahlia continued to read from the leather-bound notebook, handling the loose papers with care. Every now and again, she read a poem out loud. He chimed in with her, his low timbre balancing her high-pitched voice. Reciting the poetry aloud calmed Cole’s nerves, and he fell into a relaxed banter with her.

Dahlia sighed. “You’re a great writer. Every piece has a feeling, a purpose, and meaning.”

“Thanks. It’s just a hobby.” He paused. “I’ve read all your work since you started at the office. Your articles are well developed and tight with a unique voice. You’ve been an asset to the magazine.”

“Aww, thanks for reading my pieces. This is my first job out of college. I love interviewing people and hearing their stories, but pulling everything into an article is the challenge.”

The traffic thinned while the pine trees tightened into a green channel as they approached the north woods. The speed limit dropped, and Cole slowed the car on the outskirts of town a couple of blocks from the rally. He parked on a side street while Dahlia closed the leather-bound notebook, trailing a manicured finger along the spine and holding the journal to her nose. Was she smelling his book? His stomach flip-flopped. She placed the book back in the glove box before gathering her satchel and joining him on the sidewalk. They fell into step as they walked toward the rally.

Cole and Dahlia reached an intersection. While waiting for the light to turn green, he said, “This is the first time we’ve worked together. What’s our plan?”

“I’m going to talk to some people and get a feel for the vibe before I locate the organizer of the event,” said Dahlia.

Cole nodded. “Sounds good. I’ll capture some shots of the rally and individual signs. If you need a photo of something in particular, let me know.” The light changed, and they stepped off the curb.

People of all ages and sizes swarmed Main Street with signs, chanting about saving the Boundary Waters. Cole slipped his camera around his neck, attaching the zoom lens. He found a bench to stand on and snapped action shots of people portaging canoes in the street. A local rock band performed on a street corner. While Cole worked, he watched Dahlia talk with the peaceful protestors and record the informal interviews on her voice recorder. She jotted down notes in a small, spiral-bound notebook, too.

As the day progressed, Cole discovered he worked better with Dahlia than any other journalist at the magazine. She didn’t crowd him or tell him what to do. It was a refreshing change from the norm.

Cole and Dahlia grabbed a hotdog from a food truck midway through the day. They sat under the shade of an oak tree in the town park, eating lunch before Dahlia’s interview with the organizer.

“After the interview, I want to get some shots of the lakes,” said Cole, his confidence in talking with her boosted after their successful morning.

Dahlia swallowed a bite of her hotdog. “Sure.”

Cole crumpled his hotdog wrapper in his hand. “I love canoe camping through the Boundary Waters. It’s quiet and peaceful and tough and exhilarating all at the same time.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you know there are no motors or anything like that allowed on the lakes, right?”

“Sure.”

“You don’t realize how loud our world is until you escape it.” He looked up at the sky, robin’s egg blue on the hot July afternoon. “I love a star-filled sky at night, the only noise from crickets. It’s peaceful. But portaging from lake to lake and schlepping your gear over land or paddling through a rainstorm while battling waves on a big lake is tough. A fresh, grilled fish at the end of a rough day is worth it, though.”

“Wow. My dad canoed through the Boundary Waters every summer. He complained about the bugs but went back every year. I guess they didn’t really bother him as much as he said they did.”


Cole tilted his head back and let out a deep laugh. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever sat under a tree and laughed with a woman. It wasn’t so scary. Maybe he could ask Dahlia out someday. They sat in silence in the park while couples walked hand in hand on the path, children climbed on the playground equipment, and squirrels scampered up trees. Ten minutes before Dahlia’s interview, he stood and offered his hand to her. She grabbed it, stood, and faced him, staring into his eyes, not letting go, her touch soft yet firm. A pink flush broke out on her cheeks, and her sky-blue eyes sparkled under long lashes. She flashed a smile and dropped his hand. He didn’t have a ton of experience with women, but the shared moment relaxed the tension in his body, making room for his chest to flutter.


Dahlia asked pointed yet empathetic questions of the rally coordinator, and Cole snapped photos of the interview. After the conclusion of the rally, they walked back to Cole’s car and drove ten miles north to a put-in site for the Boundary Waters. At the water’s edge, Dahlia trailed her fingers through the lake. Cole watched as she slipped off her sandals and rolled up her jeans. She waded into the water, and a half a minute later, she pointed to a deer nosing around the shore. Cole slipped off his shoes and captured the thirsty deer in his lens. He showed her one of the photos on his digital screen. The tan-colored animal contrasted with the bright blue lake, and the deer’s dark eyes gleamed. Again, Dahlia touched his arm, leaning against him in the lake. Electrical sparks shot up his arm, warming his body.

Cole checked the time on his phone. “If we leave now, we can make it back to the city by eight. I’m sure you have plans tonight.”

She shrugged. “Nothing important. Let’s hang here for a while. You’re right. It’s quiet. I love it.”

They waded back to the shore and sat on the rocky sand, soaking up the sun. Dahlia crossed her legs, and her knee bumped against Cole’s thigh. Did she mean to do that? She didn’t move away. He didn’t budge.

“Why poetry?” asked Dahlia.

Cole picked up a rock, ran his thumb along the smooth side, the curve fitting into his palm. He skipped it into the lake, the rock bouncing four times across the surface. Ripples fanned over the water. “I stuttered as a kid. The disability kept me from talking in elementary school until my third-grade teacher introduced me to poetry’s rhyming, movement, and flow. I didn’t stutter when I read poetry aloud. My parents thought it was a miracle. It took a long time, but I eventually became more confident speaking. I still stutter and sometimes shut down when I’m nervous.”

“Is that why you didn’t talk to me in the office the last six months? Did I make you nervous?”

It was Cole’s turn to blush.

Dahlia touched his arm again. “I didn’t think you liked me. I’m sorry. I love talking to everyone.”

He chuckled. “It’s not your fault. I’ve always struggled talking to pretty girls.”

Dahlia smiled. “You think I’m pretty?”

Cole locked eyes with her and whispered, “You’re beautiful.”

The words hung between them, suspended in midair.

Cole broke the silence. “Let's get going. It's a long drive back.”

They put on their shoes and loaded into Cole’s car. Once they reached the highway, Dahlia touched his shoulder and said, “May I read more?”

Cole smiled. “Sure.”

Dahlia pulled his journal out of the glove box. She read the prose and more free verse. One of his pieces highlighted a shoulder injury he’d sustained during a storm in the Boundary Waters while canoe camping solo. Dahlia wanted to know all about the storm and resulting injury, which led them into a fierce debate about canoe camping solo. When she read a sing-songy limerick about a skunk, her whole body shook with laughter. Conversation flowed between them like a lazy river, and Cole couldn’t believe he'd wasted six months not getting to know Dahlia.

Hours later, the sun winked goodnight, and he swung into the deserted magazine office parking lot beside Dahlia's car. She closed his journal and set it in the glove box, the soft click signaling the end of their road trip.

Cole walked around the car. The weight of Dahlia’s satchel pulled on her shoulder, causing her to lean left.

“I had fun today,” said Dahlia.

Cole looked into her eyes and smiled. He didn’t know what to say; he could never find the right words, but for once in his life, he gave into his feelings. He reached for her satchel and lifted the bag off her shoulder and placed it on the ground. Dahlia’s eyes widened and her mouth was silent for a rare moment. Cole cupped her chin with his palm and bent to meet her lips. He closed his eyes, relishing every sensation of her soft touch, her smell, and her taste. Electric bolts ignited a firestorm between them until he finished the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. Their chests rose and fell with heavy breaths. When he garnered the courage to open his eyes, he found Dahlia with a wide, excited smile.

Her arms whipped around his neck, pressing her body tight against his. They molded into another kiss, deeper and longer with each passing moment. Dahlia angled her head and moaned against his mouth, pushing her hips against his.

Cole pulled back before he lost all control. “Will you have dinner with me tonight?”

She squeezed him tight. “Yes. I’d love to have dinner with you.”

They shared stories and laughter over plates of pasta and glasses of wine in a dark Italian restaurant around the corner from the office. Their knees touched under the table, and their hands gravitated toward one another throughout the meal. Their parting kiss left him breathless with swollen lips. Dahlia waved and pulled out of the parking lot. Cole raced home to write in his journal—his poetic mind flooded with thoughts of Dahlia.
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On the way to work Monday morning, he bought her favorite Boston cream donut and placed the pastry box on Dahlia’s desk with a haiku he wrote on the inside of the lid.

    Dahlia

Road trip, a journal

Getting to know you better

Dinner and a kiss

His chest fluttered when she followed him into the breakroom, sliding an arm around his waist.

“I had a fantastic time the other night,” said Dahlia. “Thanks for the donut, and I love the poem. Will you split it with me?”

“Love to.”

On their way back to their desks, Jon called them into his office. “Great job on the rally piece. We’ll turn it into the cover story for the next issue. You work well together. I have another assignment for you—in Chicago.”

Cole questioned Dahlia with his eyes. She smiled and nodded.

“Sir, we’d love to take another road trip,” said Cole.


Unexpected Destinations




Cora Laine


It’s hard to imagine what was going through my mind as I boarded that plane to Mexico, a one-way ticket in my hand and a loosely concocted plan in mind. But now that I’m here—sand caked in every crevice, saltwater nipping at my sunburned skin, alone with a couple of strangers—there’s no place I’d rather be than back home, lying in bed, binging Netflix. This vacation was supposed to be about empowerment—a chance to prove to myself that I am a strong, independent woman. That divorce doesn’t equal failure. Of course, I pictured myself relaxing poolside for a week, a good book in hand, handsome waiters serving me cocktails—the polar opposite of how it’s turning out.

Cool ocean water washes over my toes, my hot pink polish glowing neon through grains of sand. The last time I had a view of turquoise waves like these was with Mark; Aruba’s beaches were gorgeous for our five-year anniversary trip. That was before the problems between us began. Before love was no longer enough. Before the lying. Before the affair. My teeth clench as the once beautiful memories turn sour.


Compulsively, I pull my phone out of my small backpack and swipe open the lock screen to find SOS still looming in the top corner. There hasn’t been a single ounce of signal since the moment I stepped foot on that boat. I stare hopelessly at the useless social media apps dotted across the home screen. It seems the only dopamine rush I’m going to get right now is from imagining the look on Mark’s face as he inevitably creeps on the bikini picture I posted earlier today. I captioned it, “Soaking up the sun in Cancun!”


He’ll be wondering who I’m here with. Maybe he’ll post a few photos of his own to try and one-up me. But that’s fine. Serves him right to be jealous. A cheater always gets what they deserve, one way or another.

What he doesn’t need to know is that the joke is actually on me.

“Hey! Barbie!” The voice snaps me out of my Mark-infested daydream. “Dusk is setting in. Better come up here and help set up camp. Looks like we might be here a while.”

I’d love to ignore the man’s booming demands, but it’s nearly impossible. We’re the only four people here, after all.

“Coming,” I call up to him.

It’s a short walk through the sand up to the tree line. When I arrive at our makeshift camp, I’m greeted by the three people I arrived with, varying degrees of concern plastered across each of their faces. I wrap my thin, cotton cover-up around my waist and take a seat around the fire, the dry sand pressing uncomfortably into my bare legs. The four of us eye each other awkwardly. We’ve had quite a few hours to size each other up after disembarking from the resort, but sitting around the fire now, the daylight fading around us, realization dawns that we might not be leaving here tonight. Suddenly, we’re all new versions of ourselves—fresh and vulnerable. It’s like meeting the three of them again for the first time.

“So, uh, what did you say your name was?” The middle-aged looking man with a salt-and-pepper goatee speaks up first. He’s clearly addressing the other man in the group, a thirty-something-year-old with an athletic build and an air of confidence that reeks of arrogance.

“Slater. Slater Johns. And you are?”

“Dave. Dave Edwards. And this is my wife, Julie.”

Slater continues poking at the fire that he’s managed to build with his “bare hands.” Apparently, he’s a regular Ranger Rick.

“Great to meet you both,” he says, subtly raising his fire-poking stick in their direction.

A small snicker escapes my lips, and the three of them turn to stare.

“Sorry. I, um . . .”

“Problem, Hannah? Aside from the obvious one?” Slater gestures with his free hand at the miles of wide-open beach surrounding us.

I swallow hard. “‘Nice to meet you’ seems like a bit of a stretch, doesn’t it?”

I let out a dry laugh, but apparently no one else sees the irony, their expressions unchanged. I clear my throat, attempting to brush off the faux pas while Julie buries her face in Dave's shoulder, and Slater rolls his eyes, poking away at the flames.

“Do you think they’re coming back?” Dave asks, voicing out loud the question we’re all thinking.

Annoyance flickers across Slater’s face. “Don’t think like that, man. For crying out loud.” For the first time since I sat down, he turns his back toward the group. “Of course they’re coming back. They have to. They won’t just leave us here. What kind of a thing is that to even ask right now?”

Dave remains silent, offering only a subtle nod in response. I watch as Julie gives his forearm a gentle squeeze.

“You could be a little nicer about it, Slater,” I pipe up.

He turns to face me now, his brows still knitted tightly together. “What’s the point in talking like that? We’ve only just arrived here. Why start with the doom and gloom when it’s not going to help anything? We’ve got to keep morale up. We’ve got to keep our heads.”

There’s no point in pushing the conversation further. I’ve known men like Slater Johns. In fact, I was married to one for seven years: alpha male, oozing with toxic confidence—likely overcompensating for his lack of emotional availability. If he’s anything like he’s already shown—both here on the island and back on the boat—I’d say I’ve got him pegged: Mark 2.0.

“Since you seem to have this situation all mapped out,” I start, not bothering to hide the petulance in my tone, “then I think you’ll see that it’s quite clear we need to make a plan for tonight. We can’t just sit here in a circle all night long. This wind is ridiculous. We’re in swimsuits. I’m sure everyone’s exhausted. So?” I cock my head, hands folded in my lap, waiting for him to share his heroic idea. As expected, he makes a grand show of it.

Slater shakes the sand from his long-sleeved sun shirt before slipping it over his head and shaking the fabric down over his trunk. The thin, white spandex hardly covers the sleeves of ink adorning both his arms. I watch as his biceps tense just long enough to be noticed as he takes the fire poker into his grip. See: pure machismo. It oozes from him. He just can’t help himself, not even in a situation as dire as this.

“We should look for some shelter. Something to keep us out of the strong winds rolling off the ocean. It’s the best way to keep warm and stay hidden. It’s hard to say what predators there might be out here late at night. It’ll be hot and humid offshore, but it’s better than sitting out in the open. We can build a small fire to ward off any wild animals at the new campsite.”

I want to argue, to come up with something better purely out of spite. But I don’t have a better idea. The ocean air is becoming too much to bear in just this bikini and thin cover-up. I can already feel the sting of windburn on my lips.

“He’s right,” Dave speaks up. “It’s what we’d do on the beaches of Hawaii during training drills. Best way to keep safe. ’Course, we were wearing full field dress and combat boots. Hotter than Hades,” he says, looking down at his damp swim trunks and flip-flops. “Nothing like this getup.”

“Fellow Marine?” Slater asks, straightening his posture.

“Army. Charlie Company, First Battalion, 21st Infantry Regiment, 25th Division. Best four years of my life spent stationed at Schofield.” Dave clears his throat. “Aside from the years I’ve spent married to the love of my life, of course.”

Julie pats his arm with a wry smile. “We’re very proud of him, the boys and I.”

“Ah, well, then it’s settled. We should find a spot to shelter before the daylight’s gone completely.” With that, Slater turns and heads toward the tree line, not bothering to wait for the rest of us.


Dave extends a hand to Julie and helps her to her feet. Uneasiness grows in the pit of my stomach as I gather the few items I arrived with: my backpack, phone, and a now half-full stainless-steel tumbler. Hesitantly, I stand and follow the group into the Mexican wilderness. If Mark could see me now.


When I finally catch up with them, I find Slater staring at a spot between two gargantuan trees.

“Right here should be fine,” he announces.

Panic spreads through my body like wildfire as a foul smell like rotting seafood overwhelms my nostrils. The area is buzzing with insects and choked with underbrush. Vines tangle mercilessly around my bare ankles as I attempt to move forward, and it takes everything I have to shove the image of coiling snakes out of my mind.

“You—you aren’t serious?” I ask, frantically batting cobwebs from my face.

“Yeah . . . unless you were planning on finding a Hilton Inn on this island, then by all means,” Slater replies, his sarcasm palpable.

As we attempt to set up camp, the sobs and sniffles coming from Julie’s direction are hard to ignore, and I fight back my own tears as I lay my cover-up down on top of a pile of palm leaves—my feeble attempt at a makeshift cot. Mosquitoes as big as half dollars buzz around my arms and legs as I lower myself to the ground, leaving red, burning welts in their wake. Strange chirps and trills in the distance have me on edge, the threat of wild animals at the front of mind.

I focus on slowing my breathing, turning my focus to the sky, watching as the last bit of daylight fades into a deep mulberry haze through the small gaps in the trees. I picture myself back at the resort, sitting at the poolside bar in the tight, red cocktail dress I’d stuffed into my suitcase. I can practically hear the salsa music, picture the dancing, smell the delicious food. My empty stomach growls at the thought of fresh guacamole. Tamales. Ceviche.

I’m interrupted by loud grunts coming from Slater’s area of camp. He’s obviously working away at some type of elaborate shelter, although I’m not sure why since he’s so convinced someone will be back for us any minute.

“Are you all right over there? You sound like you’re having a coronary.”

“I’m making a shelter. You could help, if you want.”

“I’m perfectly fine right here.”

Slater stops what he’s doing and turns to me. “You’re the only one out here without any type of shelter and it’s almost completely dark. But hey, suit yourself.”

I can’t help but roll my eyes as he gets back to work.

“You can join us in here,” Julie calls out from their tiny lean-to. “It’s not much, but you can’t sit out there all night.”

“I’ll be fine. Thanks, though,” I reassure her.

“The offer stands,” Dave adds.

Minutes crawl as I adjust my position on the ground. I’m contemplating my next move when the sudden crash of a falling tree limb sends my stomach roiling. I jump to my feet.

“Change your mind?” Slater asks wryly, not bothering to look up from his work.

“I’ll help,” I say indignantly, slapping another mosquito away from my leg. “But only because these bugs are eating me alive over here.”

“Right. Just start putting some palm leaves on top. Like this.”

My teeth clench at his delusions of authority. Where does he get off ordering me around? I weigh my options and decide to bite the bullet.

As I pick up the damp, gritty palm leaves, my mind wanders back to the years I spent appeasing Mark, choosing the high road rather than muddying the waters with opposition. Time after time I’d simply give in to his demands. And where did it get me? Here: divorced in my thirties and stranded on an island in Mexico, taking orders from yet another man. Some luck.

“Almost done,” Slater huffs as he stacks another stick against the tree.

I stare at the nearly finished product, struggling to envision us both inside.

“It’s a pretty small shelter, isn’t it?”

He wipes the sweat away from his forehead as he lowers himself to the ground and crawls inside. “You’re welcome to build your own then. But as it stands, there’s only one. And I’m not moving out.”

“No, no. It’s fine.”

“Come on then,” he says, sounding exasperated.

I’m not sure what’s worse at this point: being stuck here or being forced to share a shelter with this prick. I could take Dave and Julie up on their offer to bunk with them for the night, but their shelter is even smaller and less impressive than Slater’s, and that would be just as awkward. I let out a sigh, swallow my pride, and climb into the shelter beside Slater Johns.

“Welcome to my humble abode.”

I release a puff of air through my lips. I’m not at all impressed with this man. I just need to make it through this terrible ordeal and back to the resort, where I can get this whole thing sorted out. I can only imagine the lawsuit I could win from this.

“So, where are you from, Hannah? Tell me all about yourself.”

I flash Slater a glare to let him know I’m not interested in small talk.

“Listen, we’re stranded. There’s nothing else to do, is there? Might as well talk.”

“I’d rather not. Why don’t we just sleep? Though, one of us should stay awake, in case the boat comes back,” I offer dryly.

“Listen, is there a problem?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, is there a reason you don’t like me?”

“I never said I didn’t like you, Slater.”

He scoffs. “You don’t have to say it. It’s written all over your face.”

I press my lips into a thin line before plastering on a small smile. “I’ve just known plenty of men like you.”

“Wow. And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means, I know your type. And frankly, I’m over it. I came here, to Mexico, to get away from all that. And then I get stuck on a random island with you.”

“Uh—I don’t even know how to respond to that.” Slater shakes his head, scratching the back of his neck.

“You don’t have to respond. Like I said, we should rest. I’m sure we’ll be picked up tomorrow.”

A brief moment of silence passes before Slater just can’t help himself.


“You know, I haven’t done anything to make you think poorly of me. You don’t even know me. How can you tell me you know my type? That’s so . . . so . . .”


“So what?”

“So typical.”


“Oh, so you’re going to generalize me now?”


“You know what? Maybe you’re right. Maybe we should just get some rest.”

“I saw the way you reacted back there. On the boat. When the captain asked some of us to volunteer to get off so that he could get the boat back to shore. I saw what you did. You know, I volunteered right away. No questions asked. Why would I ask that sweet elderly couple to get off? Or that family with young children? It was obvious which four people needed to get off the boat. But still, you had to put up a fight. It just shows what kind of person you are.”

“Excuse me? Were you even on that boat?”

“Of course I was, Slater! I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Then you felt the engine die?”

“Duh.”

“And you heard the captains tell us that there were too many passengers for the one remaining engine to make it back to shore?”


I don’t bother answering this time. I just shake my head in a way that clearly says, Obviously.


“Then you heard when Dave started arguing with the captain about him and Julie staying aboard?”

“What? No. I—”

“Hannah, do you even speak Spanish?”

“Some,” I say defensively.

Slater narrows his eyes. “If you were following the conversation, then you’d know that Dave was the one refusing to get off the boat. Claimed Julie was too afraid of the water to be left on the island. But I wasn’t having it. Those elderly people and the children—of course they shouldn't have had to get off the boat.”

“Then why were you shouting? No one else was shouting, Slater. You were throwing your hands in the air and making a fool of yourself.”


“A fool of myself? Hannah, I told Dave that if he and Julie didn’t do the right thing on their own, I would personally escort them both off the boat. I won’t stand by and watch people do the wrong thing. You volunteered. I volunteered. Why not them? The captain said he would be back as soon as he possibly could—once the other engine could be repaired. Was it completely sketchy? Heck yeah. But I couldn’t see another solution at the time. I’d rather us be here, on land, on this island, than floating in the middle of the sea, Titanic-style.”


We sit silently as I let Slater’s words sink in. It’s true that I wasn’t very good at speaking Spanish. The language barrier was definitely an issue for me, but this was a touristy resort. Most people traveling here probably couldn’t speak the language. I didn’t think much of it. I guess I could have interpreted the situation incorrectly.

“Do you really think the captain will come back for us?” I ask after a few minutes. “I was so sure when they first asked us to get off the boat. It seemed so . . . normal. But once we stepped foot on this island, watching the boat sail away without us was sickening. I’m honestly beginning to wonder if we made a mistake.”

Slater pulls at his beard. “I think he’ll come back. He seemed decent enough. I am starting to wonder if that charter was legit, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m wondering if it wasn’t just a fisherman looking to take advantage of all the foreigners here on vacation. Just a man with a boat and a sign. I definitely don’t think that was one of the resort’s excursion boats.”

My heart plummets as I realize he’s probably right. The resort would have had a backup boat come rescue us—or even the Coast Guard. Numerous possibilities begin to flash through my mind. How could I have been so naive? My first solo trip—the very first day—and I’ve already made such a poor judgment call.

Slater’s eyes fall. “I can’t believe I bought into it. I was just so ready to go sightseeing. To get off the resort and explore. The guy only wanted a few pesos. I figured, why not?”

“We all bought into it,” I reassure him.

For a moment, our eyes meet, and something unspoken passes between us. I can’t quite place it, but just as quickly, we’re interrupted by a low, rumbling noise.

“Is that the boat?” I ask, sitting up so quickly I nearly knock the palm-leaf roof off the shelter.

“I’m not sure. I’m going to go look. Stay here, just in case.”

Slater cautiously ducks out of the lean-to, motioning with one outstretched hand for me to stay where I am. The sound continues steadily, growing louder and longer by the second. My heart races at the thought of the wild animals that could be lurking around our campsite.

“You guys okay?” I hear Slater whisper to Dave and Julie. “What’s that noise?”

“Sorry, Slater. It’s Dave. He’s got sleep apnea. Needs a CPAP machine at night. He fell asleep.”

Dave snorts and grunts awake, recognizing the presence of Slater standing near his shelter. “What’s going on? Is the boat here?”

“No. Sorry. I was just checking on you guys.”

“You were snoring so loud, you scared the poor people half to death,” Julie says with the air of someone who’s been married for a very long time.

When Slater returns, the look of amusement on his face tells me there’s nothing to be worried about.

“Was that really just Dave?” I ask.

“Snoring to his heart’s content,” he confirms.

“Oh my god!”

We share a laugh as Slater climbs back inside our shelter. I do my best to make myself small, to give him ample room to exist without our bodies touching any more than necessary. But his arm grazes mine as he leans back, and no matter how much I want to pretend that it doesn't, his touch ignites something inside me. Something I haven’t felt in a very long time.

“Sorry. There’s not much room in here.” He smiles apologetically.

“No, there’s not.” I smile back.

“But I don’t mind if you need to move over. It won’t bother me.”

“Ah. So I was right about you,” I quip.

“Here we go with this again.” He shakes his head. “Listen. Ask me anything. Whatever you need to know in order for me to prove you wrong.”

“Prove me wrong about what exactly?”

“That I’m not like all those other men you know.”

“Okay then. What do you do for a living, Slater Johns?”

“I’m a veterinarian.”


Interesting. I can’t hide the satisfied grin on my face. That is certainly not what I was expecting. Not even close.


“Come on,” he taunts. “What did you think I was going to say?”

“Um. Well . . .”

“Out with it.”

“I was banking on personal trainer. Maybe life coach? Or professional athlete.” I wrinkle my nose at him playfully.

“First of all, what’s wrong with any of those careers? Second of all, I play hockey in my free time. Which is something I don’t have much of. But I do enjoy playing when I can.”


“Hockey,” I repeat as a scene from one of my favorite romance novels begins to play in my mind, where it lives rent-free.


“Is there something wrong with hockey, too?”

I grin. “Not at all.”

As we sit huddled together in our much-too-small shelter, the conversation flows. Slater and I ask each other twenty questions, and I’m pleasantly surprised to learn that he isn’t quite as much like Mark as I’d originally thought. Slater likes books. He likes to travel. He likes sports and the gym, but not to the extent of self-obsession I originally had pegged him for. He loves animals and has a cat back home named Chester.

“I know this situation—this whole boat-ride nightmare—has just been awful. But I’m glad I met you, Hannah. You’re pretty cool. Even if you did profess your hatred for me before even bothering to get to know me,” he says, nudging me with his shoulder.

“I’m sorry about that. It’s just . . . I just went through a divorce. It was finalized right before this trip, actually. It’s easy to see my ex-husband’s faults in other men. But that’s not fair.”

“That must be hard.” Slater’s voice is genuine.

“It was. But I’ve come out of it stronger. And I’m ready to prove to myself that I can stand on my own two feet. Make my own decisions.”

“Solo travel to Mexico and get yourself stranded on an island kind of decisions?” A sly smile spreads across his face.

“Well that obviously wasn’t part of the plan.” I drum my nails against the hard steel of my cup. “I just hope I make it back in one piece. To start the next chapter.”

“You will,” he says, his voice growing deep and serious. “No matter what happens with the boat, we’ll figure it out. We won’t give up without a fight. You’ll make it back for your next chapter. Promise.”

Slater extends a pinky, waiting for mine to seal the deal. As we link our fingers together and shake on it, I feel the same surge of sparks that I felt earlier. This time, I think he might feel it, too, because he doesn’t let go.

A rush of warmth burns in my cheeks. This was not supposed to happen. Not here. And not with someone like Slater Johns.

“You know,” Slater starts, his voice smooth and comforting. “I never would have imagined this trip could have turned out this way. Heck, this is something you see in a movie, or read in a cheesy romance novel.” He breathes a laugh. “But now that it has, and we’re here . . . what I’m trying to say is that I’m glad it’s you I’m stuck with, Hannah.”

His gaze meets mine, and for the first time, I notice how stunning his green eyes are in the flickering light of the fire.

“It could have been a lot worse,” I say with a flirtatious smile. “You could have been left here with all those kids.”

Slater matches my playful tone. “Yeah, or the old silver set.”

“Slater!”

“Well, I’m just saying. It could have been one of them snuggled up with me in this hut.”

“Is that what we’re doing? Snuggling?”

“Well, I mean . . .”

Through the dim firelight, I manage to make out a hint of crimson as it rises to his cheeks.

“Only kidding,” I say, lightly tapping his thigh.

His eyes travel to the spot where my fingers grazed his bare skin, just below the hem of his Americana swim trunks. “We could be. I mean, if you want.”

I bite my lower lip, averting my gaze.

“I mean, we’re stranded. On a gorgeous beach in Mexico,” he jokes, batting his hand toward a stray palm leaf dangling overhead. “Might as well make the most of our vacation. Unless . . .”

“Unless what?”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to come across too forward. Wouldn’t want you thinking I’m some kind of Don Juan.”

I snort a laugh. “Oh, Señor Johns. Your Spanish is muy excelente.”

“Wow. We’ll have to work on that,” he teases, flashing a bright smile that reveals a single crooked eyetooth.

“Will we?”

“Of course,” he replies, his voice taking on a low, silky tone. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

Slater’s hand reaches up and grazes my cheek. I close my eyes briefly, leaning into his touch. I’m not sure what’s happening, but whatever it is, it’s too late to stop it now.

“You had sand on your face,” he whispers into my ear, so close I can feel his breath tickling my neck.

I pull back sharply as every ounce of my dignity is sent packing.

“Just kidding,” he breathes, closing his eyes and pulling me close once again.

The gentle pull of his hand in my hair brings me back to myself, and for a moment, everything else fades. His lips find mine, again and again, my body drawn to him like the pull of the sea.

“Is this okay?” he asks, catching his breath. His eyes are fixed on mine as his touch glides over my shoulder.

“Yes,” I say, barely above a whisper.

His lips trace the outline of my neck as his fingers slip beneath the thin strap of my bikini. My focus narrows to the flame building between us in this small space we share. It’s a feeling I haven’t experienced in so long, one I hadn’t realized I’d been craving. My breath hitches as I give in to every last desire, the rumble of ocean waves in the distance the perfect soundtrack as we claim this place, making it our own.

[image: page separator: three suns]

Early the next morning, the sky above the island is a delicate blend of blush-flecked blue and the sun is already kissing the sea with its warm, golden rays. Slater sits beside me on the shore, watching the seagulls dive in and out of the water, his hand planted firmly in the sand.
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