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        I dedicate this book to all the Cora’s out there who thought they found love but learned otherwise. May you be so lucky to find your Geoff who rocks your world and leaves you breathless.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Cora

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re calling off the wedding? Are you out of your goddamn mind?” I bolt out the patio door, putting distance between me and my nieces before I drop a few words their father pretends he doesn’t know. “We’re getting married in a month, Troy! One fucking month.”

      “We were; we aren’t now. I can’t, Cora. I’m sorry.” He doesn’t sound sorry. He sounds relieved, like someone just handed him his get-out-of-jail-free card. “Look, babe.”

      “You don’t get to call me that!” I shout, apparently loud enough that Nolan’s nosy neighbor Cindy feels the need to step out into her backyard to eavesdrop. “I can’t believe you right now. How long have you been second-guessing us?”

      “I… not sure, really. A few months⁠—”

      “A few months! And you didn’t think to bring it up until now?” When I see Cindy lift her chin like she’s trying to hear me better, I flip her the bird, turn my back, and drop onto the bench next to me. “What’s really going on? Tell me the truth. Are you cheating on me?”

      “What? No.” He sounds offended, but fuck him—what else am I supposed to think? “I got offered a job in New Zealand. Took it as a sign.”

      “New Zealand? Fine. Not ideal, but if this is about work, then we’ll figure it out⁠—”

      “I leave this afternoon. In an hour, actually.”

      I shake my head, trying to convince myself I didn’t hear him correctly, but damn well knowing I did.

      “Wait!” My pulse quickens with rage, but I somehow keep my next words more composed than I am. “When did you get this job offer, Troy?”

      There’s a brief pause, a warning he’s been holding back on me for a while now.

      “Two months ago.” His next words tumble out of him fast and desperate, like he wants to get it all out before I can interrupt him again. “I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t sure I wanted to take it. But last week my boss pushed for an answer, saying they really needed to know if I was interested before offering it to someone else. I said yes. Didn’t know exactly how to tell you. I knew you’d be mad. So, well… I’m telling you now. I’ll send for my things later. Mom said she’d be happy to store them until I figure out what to do with them. Rent’s been paid until the end of next month.”

      Fucking rent. That’s what he’s thinking about?

      Not me. Not us.

      The goddamn rent for the overpriced condo he insisted we live in. That’s the least of my concerns. Maybe I should be, but right now I don’t have the bandwidth to care.

      “I hate you so much right now.” I twist the ring on my finger; the sting of unshed tears burning my eyes. “If you didn’t want to get married, why the hell did you propose?”

      “Felt like the next step, I guess.”

      He fucking guesses?

      There’s an announcement in the background—loud, echoing. A boarding call. Very clearly airport noise.

      “I’m sorry. I know you don’t believe me, but I am.”

      “Are you… at the airport?” With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I hunch over and focus on the grass at my feet.

      “Yes.”

      My jaw clenches as I breathe in and out through my nose. If I could reach through this phone and strangle him, I would.

      “Fuck you. Go. Don’t bother with apologies. Just leave. I’m better off without you.” I slide the ring off my finger and clutch my fist around it. “You realize this is the end of us, right? No second chances or take-backs. I deserve more than a fucking coward who calls me from the damn airport on his way out of the damn country to tell me he’s calling off our wedding. At least now I know what a piece of shit you are and didn’t waste more of my life on a pathetic prick like you. Good-fucking-bye.”

      I hang up before he can respond. Seriously, I’m done with him. Good riddance.

      My phone buzzes in my hand. I’m hesitant to look, but not strong enough to ignore him.

      TROY: I deserved that. Still sorry. Hope you find what you’re looking for. I love you. Just not ready to get married. Goodbye.

      ME: Never call me again. Lose my number. Forget my name. Burn in hell, motherfucker.

      As soon as I hit send, I block him. Then, I fall back into the chair, and just like that; I break. My asshole fiancé, who I trusted with my forever, shattered my heart into a thousand jagged pieces, and I’m not sure I’ll trust anyone ever again.
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        * * *

      

      “You sure about this?” my best friend asks for the tenth time. “Seven days? Alone? At a honeymoon resort? Sounds like torture. I’m due for a vacation. We can go anywhere else—girls’ trip, single bar crawl, even Vegas.”

      I don’t know how else to say this than just to say it. “Love you, Rylee. But right now, what I need isn’t shots or chaos. I need the quiet. A week with myself so I can figure out where I go from here.”

      “On an island meant for honeymooners?” She wrinkles her nose and frowns.

      “At least I won’t meet another lying bastard who’ll only disappoint me later. Privacy, sunshine, and a good book all sound way better than Savannah and pitying looks. When I return, you won’t even recognize me. I’ll be stronger, ready to move on, and have forgotten all about the asshole we’re not mentioning. Back to my old self, maybe even better.”

      She pulls me into a hug, the kind only a best friend can give, and sends me off to paradise. “I trust you. Go find yourself again. Come back ready to live life on the wild side. You deserve that. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” I squeeze her one more time before dragging my suitcase through the airport doors, ready to get the fuck out of Savannah.

      Forty minutes later, I’m sitting outside the terminal, my boarding pass in hand.

      Am I crazy for doing this? Probably. But I truly believe this is what I need. I can’t get over him until I figure out who I am without him.

      I want to throw up when a couple drops into the seats across from me, practically glowing. He kisses her cheek before strutting off to grab them both coffee, spinning the shiny new ring on his left finger like he can’t believe it’s real.

      And to think that could have been me?

      “We just got married.” The woman gushes, as if it’s her duty to rub it in. “World tour honeymoon. Our first stop is a tropical island I’ve never heard of. What about you? Traveling alone?”

      I choke back a laugh and paste on a fake smile. “Just me and my Kindle. I’m off to sip fruity drinks and read about fictional men—the only kind I want in my life moving forward. Safer, way less disappointing.”

      “Oh… what happened?” Her eyes widen as she leans in, hungry for my drama. “He cheated on you, did he?”

      “Worse. He’s a coward.” The woman at the desk calls first class to board, and I jump to my feet. “That’s me. Hope you have a wonderful honeymoon and a happy marriage.”

      I mean that too. Just because I’m miserable, doesn’t mean I want the rest of the world to join me.

      Her gaze slides to her husband, with fucking hearts practically bouncing from her eyes. “Thank you. One day I’m sure you’ll find your Prince Charming. Who knows, maybe you’ll meet him on this vacation?”

      “Doubt that.” I pick up my carry-on and sling my purse over my shoulder. “I’m not leaving my private cottage. So… unless one of my book boyfriends grows legs and walks right off the page, that’s not happening.”

      We giggle, but the sound dies fast in my throat. I join the others in line waiting to board. My head is throbbing from too much expensive wine—courtesy of my ex in-laws—and my drunken fuck him party with Rylee last night. I’ve got one hell of a hangover.

      Today’s goal is to sleep it off before I land in paradise.

      Tomorrow’s will be to enjoy the solitude and heal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Geoff

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re volunteering to update the system at a honeymoon resort?” Austin, my friend and business partner, leans closer to the screen, a damn smirk on his face. “A place where there will be no single women. No nightclubs. Just you with a bunch of happily newly married women. So not your typical idea of a good time. You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I don’t bother going into all the details of why I want to go. They won’t believe me. “You two have lives, wives, and kids. Real responsibilities. Didn’t you both just bitch about how traveling sucks because you miss out on family time? It’s a week, maybe less? Once I’m done there, it’s off to Bali, then France, and Sydney. Resorts that cater to the entertainment needs of a single man like me. Unless I’m reading you both wrong, and one of you wants to rack up the frequent flyer miles.”

      “No.” Jaxon shakes his head and answers for them both. “We appreciate your help. Hannah’s been under the weather for the last few days. I don’t want her to have to deal with Jordan alone.”

      I can’t help but laugh and tease him. “Don’t tell me you already knocked her up again?”

      His eyes grow wider, his blinks become more defined. “Not that I’m aware.”

      “Don’t freak out yet, man.” Austin chuckles. “Is it a possibility?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” Jaxon runs a hand over his face. “Jordan’s not even two.”

      I arch a brow and shake my head at the screen. “So… you actually want another kid?”

      He nods once. “I think so.”

      Jaxon has always had his quirks. When he told me they were expecting, I wasn’t sure it was the best idea. But he proved me wrong; he’s killing it. Took charge and is very proactive, unlike the men who raised us. My friend, who used to hate being touched, now melts for his wife—and their kid. That’s no small feat.

      Austin and I don’t even try to hide it. We look at each other and then crack up.

      “Anything else?” I ask as I pack up my stuff. “If not, I need to get the hell out of here and to the airport. The plane is scheduled to leave in an hour, and traffic’s a bitch here this time of day.”

      “I don’t miss San Diego traffic,” Austin says. “Nothing from me.”

      “I’m good,” Jaxon adds. “Touch base when you get there. I’ll have Xavier get the cottage ready and then call Mario so he knows you’ll be the one handling this.”

      “Sounds good.” I pick up my phone and nod to my assistant as I head for the elevator. “I’ll talk to you guys in a week. Let you know how things go.” Then before I hang up I grin, knowing my next words will make Austin chuckle. “And Jaxon? Go buy a pregnancy test.”

      I wasn’t wrong. Austin busts a gut when our friend goes white. What are best friends for if you can’t hound them? He makes it so easy most days.

      Hanging up, I call the private airport, pushing for quick turnaround. The flight plan needs to be set so we can take off after I check in. I hate waiting around. The quicker, the better. I want to be wheels up before my mother calls again. She’s on a mission, ready to drag me into her latest complaint about my father. No, thank you. Hard pass. I don’t need the reminder on why I don’t believe in forever.

      As I’m getting into the company car, my phone vibrates in my hand. Before I look at the message, I make sure the driver knows the plan. Once we are on our way, I check the screen.

      It’s one of my group chats. The guys who know how to have a good time and make great wingmen.

      MITCHELL: Who wants to hit the club tonight?

      JIMMY: I’m in.

      VIC: Me too.

      KENT: Can’t. Kids got a school program.

      TONY: That right there is why I got a vasectomy last year. Kids are cock-blockers and joy-suckers.

      JIMMY: Truth.

      There was a time I’d have agreed with them. But now I’ve seen a different side of it. My best friends’ kids aren’t so bad. I don’t mind hanging out with them, not that I’d tell them that. And not that I want any of my own. Other people’s kids are fun—I can rile them up, hand them back, then walk away.

      My own? No thanks. I know my limits, and fatherhood’s not on my bingo card. It’s at the top of my never in this lifetime list. I’m fucked up as it is, no need to fuck up another human when I don’t have to.

      Me: Never let the female supply the condoms. Double-wrap before you tap.

      Tony: Or just get a vasectomy.

      Me: Or that.

      KENT: Shut up. I get plenty of pussy, trust me.

      MITCHELL: Sucks to be you. But he’s not wrong, T. Which one of us took home 2 ladies the other night?

      KENT: Two twenty-year-olds who, may I add, kept me up all damn night.

      VIC: That was the Viagra.

      KENT: Fuck you. My dick works fine without the little blue pill. Tony’s the one who needs those.

      TONY: I don’t need shit, man. I used it once.

      Mitchell: You in Geoff?

      Me: Can’t. Business trip. Maybe next time.

      Vic: That’s what you said last time. You sure you’re not getting soft on us?

      Tony: That’s what she said.

      Me: [image: middle finger]Busy with work. Gotta pick up the slack for the two bums I work with now that they have families.

      Kent: Don’t be a stranger. Next time you’re back in town, we need to hit that new club.

      Me: Sounds like a plan.

      I mute the chat. I’ve heard it all before. Same conversation, same shallow victories. Drinks. Hookups. Meaningless stories. It used to be enough. Now? It feels… empty.

      I’m not judging them, but I’m bored. It’s the same shit, different day.

      This trip isn’t about work, not completely. It’s about breathing space. Me figuring out what the hell I want before I waste more years pretending I don’t care. I’m not sure I’m built for settling down, but maybe I’m ready for something real. A woman who might actually put up with my ass. Someone worth staying for.
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      “What do you mean my reservation was canceled?” A woman screeches at the check-in desk clerk. It is so high-pitched that it echoes down the hallway, reaching my office.

      “I booked it, not the ass-faced motherfucker who called off our wedding. And I didn’t cancel it. When was it canceled? The confirmation email came a few weeks ago. I almost canceled, then decided I could wallow here just as easily as at home, so I confirmed and received a thank you one in return. See!” There is a grunt, and what I think must be the stomping of her sandaled foot before she goes on. “I figured here I wouldn’t have to field questions about my sanity or if I was doing okay. No! No, I’m not fucking okay. But you can’t say that, or they give you pity eyes and…”

      The ranting stops abruptly. The room falls into a heavy silence before the clerk finally responds in a hushed tone. “Let me double-check the name again in case I spelled it wrong.”

      After another bite of my pork sandwich and a sip of refreshing guava lemonade, I shove my chair away from the desk. The clicking I hear from his keyboard is way more than should be necessary if he’s only retyping her name to double-check the reservation. Maybe the system’s having trouble keeping up with the new updates I’m installing. It’s doubtful, but there’s always a chance.

      As I step out of the office, the only other sounds I hear are from the island. Waves lap against the docks as the seagulls squawk. It’s peaceful and the perfect place to get away from the hassle of real life. No traffic or crowd noise. Why our guests love it here, and why I’m taking a few extra days after updating our system.

      Once I enter the hall and get a better view of the reception area, the issue becomes apparent. The clerk can’t be older than nineteen or twenty. I doubt he’s had much experience handling a woman on the edge. This one has her head pressed flat against the counter, mumbling obscenities through a shaky, pissed-off voice.

      With each step closer, the image of the doubled-over female becomes clearer. Dark locks intertwined with bold red streaks cascade over her face, piquing my curiosity. The way it shines and catches the light as she moves her head back and forth has my overactive brain thinking very dirty thoughts. Ignoring those thoughts, I confidently step up behind her, casually resting an elbow on the counter.

      When he notices me, the clerk glances up with wide eyes. “Mr. Geoff. Is there something I can help you with? Should I ring Mario?”

      The woman raises her head and locks eyes with me. Emotion-filled mossy green eyes kick me right in the gut, hypnotizing me almost immediately. I fight the urge to wipe the dark streaks of mascara running down her cheeks while making a promise to fuck all her sadness away for good. Now is not the time. I need to keep this professional and see what I can do to help fix her crisis.

      “Let’s help Miss…” I didn’t catch her name, so I gesture for one of them to fill me in.

      “Archer,” she says, her words interrupted by a sudden hiccup. “Cora Archer.”

      I reach for the box of tissues at the end of the counter and hand it to her. “Let’s help Miss Archer get her reservation straightened out.”

      Jon’s eyes widen, and he swallows nervously. “I wish I could, Mr. Geoff, but I don’t have one for her. All I’ve found is a canceled reservation. It was made two days ago by the other guest listed on the booking. A Mr.—”

      “Troy tiny dick Bradley,” the scorned woman growls, as she uses a tissue to smear mascara across her blotchy cheeks. “Wasn’t it enough that he ruined my life by running off to New Zealand one month before our wedding? Now he has to ruin the fucking trip of a lifetime that my brother practically forced me to take after everything went to hell? Can’t I un-cancel it?”

      Jon takes a deep breath and closes his eyes before delivering another round of devastating news. “I wish I could say yes, Miss. But the resort is booked solid. No rooms or cottages are available.”

      “She can have mine,” I blurt without thinking where the hell I’ll sleep for the next week while on this beautiful island.

      I’m not above roughing it. Most of the island is uninhabited. I could easily find a spot on a secluded beach to pitch a tent and experience nature at its finest. My business partners and I used to go on wilderness hikes, where we’d sleep on the ground with only our knapsacks. I was younger then, but it might be nice remembering what it was like back in the day. It could offer me a chance to deeply examine my life, which is something I plan to do during my stay.

      “You don’t have to do that.” With a determined look on her face, Cora digs through her bag. “I’m sure if I head back to one of the other…”

      I don’t know why, but I put my finger on her lips to shush her. “She can have mine. I’ll manage. Make it happen.”

      Jon’s fingers fly across the keyboard in a frenzy as he nods in understanding. “Should I charge her card⁠—”

      “It’s on the house,” I cut him off from continuing. “If you need to charge an account, use mine. Give her the full package. Top of the line. Treat her as you would, Mrs. Cristiano.”

      “Whatever you say, Mr. Geoff.” And I don’t miss the smirk on his face as he peeks up to look at the woman staring at me, shocked.

      “Who are you?” Cora whispers, her voice barely audible as she blinks back the tears. “You really don’t have to do that.”

      “I do. I can’t have a woman as beautiful as you thinking all men are like your douchebag ex.” Snagging a tissue, I do my best to wipe away the black streaks off her face. “While I’m not perfect and have broken a few hearts over the years, I’ve never sunk so low. I have my personal standards, even if they may not always be considered respectable.”

      “I can pay you back.”

      Just as she goes to retrieve something from her bag, I seize her wrist. “You’ll offend me if you so much as try.”

      The situation is becoming tense, and if I don’t leave now, I might propose that we share it instead.

      She sighs deeply, her shoulders drooping in resignation as she concedes to my offer. “Fine. How big is the cottage? How many bedrooms?”

      Jon responds without checking with me first. He was too focused on getting her settled to catch the slight shake of my head. “Three. Mr. Geoff has the largest one on the island. It has a standing reservation for the owners and their friends. You will be very comfortable.”

      Shut up, Jon.

      Her eyes betray the lingering question on the tip of her tongue, though she remains silent. She wants to know which of those I am. Am I the owner of the cottage? Or a friend?

      I have zero intention of revealing that. My partners and I like to keep a low profile when we visit. Jon shouldn’t have said anything, and by the expression now plastered on his face, he’s aware.

      “Sorry, Mr. Geoff. I didn’t… please don’t have me fired.”

      Stepping back, I offer him reassurance in my calm, soothing voice. “It’s fine. I need to get back to work. You can make it up to me by escorting her to the cottage. Call housekeeping. Tell them to clean it first and bring my belongings to the main offices.”

      “Wait.” In a last-ditch effort, Cora latches a hand onto my shirttail, her grip firm and determined. “It’s three bedrooms, right? We’re adults. I just need a bed to lay my head on at night. We can share the cottage. All I want is to enjoy the beach and do a little exploring. I came on this fucking non-honeymoon to put the past behind me. I’ll stay in my room and keep out of your hair. You won’t even realize I’m there.”

      She’s wrong.

      Even if she hides out in her room, her unique scent will linger in the air, making it impossible for me to forget she’s there. I’ll know because of the fluttering in my chest that has my blood boiling and my skin feeling too tight.

      I’m utterly baffled as to why I’m about to say yes. This woman doesn’t fit my usual preferences. I’m actually quite picky, even if people don’t think so. Not to mention, I’m here to work and think, not become entangled with a woman on the rebound. There was a time I’d have gladly fucked her ex’s memory from her mind, but I’m not sure that’s why I’d be fucking this woman. I need to keep my distance, although my mouth and brain disagree.

      “I suppose we can give it a shot.” With a subtle tug, I free my shirt from her hold. “At least for tonight.”

      That makes her smile.

      Fuck me.

      Despite her present state, her smile illuminates her face, causing a tightening sensation in my chest. A cold sweat breaks out on my skin as my vision blurs. There’s a strange sensation in my mouth, like a little tingling that I can’t quite shake off.

      What the hell is happening?

      Am I having a heart attack or something?
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