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“Bridezilla! Incoming!”


The hissed words made Bethany Hall look up from her mise en place in alarm as her sous chef strode through the swinging kitchen door. Her wide-eyed expression told Bethany all she needed to know. Mariska never broke a sweat even through the most demanding event, and now her expression looked downright harried.


Bethany set down her knife and whisked off her apron. “ETA?”


“Three minutes, maybe less. Eduardo overheard her talking as she left the bungalow.”


“God bless him,” Bethany muttered. There were some advantages to having a staff of twelve on an eight-acre private island that served no more than twenty guests at a time. No one could sneeze without the concierge knowing about it and arriving twenty seconds later with a box of tissues. She hurriedly unbuttoned the placket of her double-breasted chef’s jacket and fastened it up the opposite direction to cover the smear on its front. With a four-thousand-dollar-a-night price tag, guests didn’t want to see any evidence of the work that went into their stay.


Bethany had just washed her hands and was tucking a stray lock of red hair back beneath her bandanna when the door swung open again, delivering a willowy, exotic-looking brunette into her kitchen. Dressed in a skimpy sundress and four-inch espadrilles with a full flawless face of makeup, the woman couldn’t have looked more out of place had she tried.


“Ms. Elliston.” Bethany put on the required pleasant smile. “What a lovely surprise! What can I help you with this afternoon?”


Anna Elliston held up a piece of pearlized cardstock. “This is a disaster! Look at this. Nothing but seafood, the whole thing.”


“Yes,” Bethany said slowly, her smile wavering. “Traditional with a Belizean twist, just as you requested. This was finalized months ago.”


“But my new father-in-law is allergic!” With a furious scowl, the woman waved the card in Bethany’s face again. “Do you expect my fiancé’s father to eat salad at our wedding? And what about cross-contamination? He could go into … shock or something.”


Bethany repressed the urge to explain the difference between shock and an anaphylactic reaction, even though her smile had frozen into something closer to a grimace throughout the tirade. Possible responses ran through her head.


You should have thought of this before I brought in a hundred pounds of spiny lobster and six dozen conch.


This is why we clearly state in the contract that all menu changes must be approved by the chef a minimum of two weeks before the event.


Your father-in-law’s allergies are not my problem.


No, that one definitely couldn’t leave her lips, not if she wanted to keep her job. She decided to try reason.


“Ms. Elliston … Anna … I understand that you’re upset. But I can assure you that we have plenty of experience with food safety. I can easily make another dish for your father-in-law that will in no way be contaminated by seafood.”


“That would be very much appreciated.”


Bethany jerked her eyes away from the bride at the new voice in the conversation, and instantly every coherent thought fled, taking with it a good part of her righteous indignation.


A dark-haired man strode forward from where he’d been standing in the doorway and extended his hand. “Sorry, I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Derek Moretti.”


“Uh … Bethany Hall. Your …”


“Chef, right. I figured that, whites and all.” He favored her with a brilliant smile, which made it even more difficult to think, especially while his fingers were still wrapped around her hand.


When he finally released her, she managed to suck in a breath and a little bit of her gray matter decided to start working again. Unfortunately, it only seemed interested in processing the details: tall and handsome, light brown hair tousled by the salt breeze, green eyes that she could swear had been enhanced by some kind of real-life Photoshop. The whole package looked straight out of a magazine actually, from the tanned skin to the blinding smile and artfully mussed linen shirt hanging untucked over khaki shorts. She’d run into a lot of grooms on the island, but never had one looked quite so at home in his surroundings.


Groom. As in, getting married. To Bridezilla here.


The words pierced through the stupid fog that had overtaken Bethany’s brain. Fortunately, a quick look around told her that her silence hadn’t stretched for as long as it had seemed, and the only drooling she’d been doing had been mental. Thank God. She cleared her throat. “I can assure you that the utmost care will be taken with your father’s meal, to be sure there are no adverse effects.”


“I’m sure it will.” Derek looked at his bride, who was still wearing a petulant expression, and lifted her hand to his lips. “Anna, sweetheart, why don’t you go back to the bungalow? I don’t want you to worry about this. After all, you’re going to be walking down the aisle in four hours.”


Anna softened a degree and stretched up on tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips. But Bethany distinctly heard her whisper, “Don’t you dare wimp out on this one, Derek.”


He smiled but as soon as Bridezilla huffed off from the kitchen, his eyes lifted upward as if praying for strength. Then he looked back to Bethany with a wry smile. “I’m sorry about that. Anna usually isn’t this high strung, but she’s been pretty stressed out about the wedding.”


“I understand. Weddings are a big deal. We’re here to make sure everything is perfect for your special day.” It was practically verbatim from the brochure, and a few minutes ago, Bethany would have choked on the words. But at this moment, lost in those mesmerizing emerald eyes, they spilled out with ease.


“I appreciate that,” Derek said. “But you should probably know that my father isn’t allergic to shellfish.”


“Excuse me?”


He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.


She followed the movement without conscious intent, then gave herself a stern mental shake.


“No. He simply said that he no longer ate animal products because they weren’t good for him. An idea that I’m pretty sure came from his new girlfriend, who is a twenty-nine year old vegan supermodel.”


“Ah.” Bethany pressed down the laugh that threatened to bubble out.  “I understand. Trust me, I’ve seen stranger things in my time here. I’m sure I can come up with something that is authentically Belizean, but will not offend his … newfound sensibilities.”


“I really appreciate that, Chef Hall.” Derek smiled at her, and once more the blinding warmth of the expression pushed out every last sensible thought. “I promise, we’ll attempt not to be one of those wedding parties that you complain about over cocktails. At least from here on out.”


A chuckle rose up in her. “Thanks. I appreciate that. Though of course, you might have cost me my free sympathy drinks.”


He grinned. “A small price to pay, I’d think.” He looked to Mariska and gave her a friendly nod, then offered the same to Bethany before retreating the way he had come.


The door had no sooner swung shut behind him than Mariska stepped in front of her. “What the heck was that?”


“What was what?” Bethany reached for her apron and wrapped the strings around her waist before tying them off in a tight bow.


“You were flirting!”


“I was not! He’s a married man. Or will be in four hours. I was just being friendly.”


“‘You might have cost me my free sympathy drinks,’” Mariska mimicked in a singsong voice. “I never thought I’d ever see you, of all people, lose your mind over a guy.”


“Oh, please. You know me better than that.” Bethany went back to her chopping, then set her knife down just as quickly. “What should I do for the father of the groom? Vegan?”


“Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it. I used to cook for one of those yoga retreats on Caye Caulker. I’ve got some go-to dishes that look much fancier than they are. Besides, I wouldn’t want cooking to get in the way of your daydreaming.”


Bethany rolled her eyes, even though Mariska’s teasing had started a flush that she prayed was covered by the high collar of her jacket. She had been tongue-tied, no way of explaining it otherwise. Over a guest. It was the cardinal rule of hospitality, especially at a high-end retreat like Halcyon Caye. Be friendly, but invisible. And under no circumstances flirt with or even have any improper thoughts about a guest, let alone a member of a wedding party. Years ago, a personal concierge had been caught making out with a drunk bridesmaid, and now he was barred from ever working at any resort within the Destinations family. Considering that the corporation owned not only this private island but over three hundred luxury resorts and retreats worldwide, that took a pretty sharp chunk out of potential employment opportunities.


Funny how Halcyon Caye had felt like a last resort when she’d been fleeing personal humiliation in Florida three years ago, and now she would do almost anything to stay. She straightened her spine and vowed she would behave with strict professionalism from here on out. She already knew what happened when you mixed business and pleasure.


Mariska stayed silent for several moments, then shot Bethany a mischievous look. “You have to admit, though, he’s pretty hot.”


Bethany grinned. “Like the surface of the sun.”


“If you like the tall, dark, rich, and handsome thing. What do you think? I’m voting actor.”


Bethany shook her head. “I don’t think so. Not quite arrogant enough. I say finance. Or real estate. He’s got money. You can tell by the watch.”


“It’s uncanny how you do that. I guess when your dad’s a jeweler, though, you notice things like that.”


“Well, I noticed the fact that Derek seems much too nice to be marrying that woman. Despite the fact that he tried to cover for her. Can you believe she practically called him a wimp?”


“I don’t understand why the nice, good-looking ones always go for the straight-up b—”


A throat cleared behind them and Bethany spun, the blood draining from her face as she found herself looking into a pair of very familiar green eyes. “Der—um, Mr. Moretti. What can I do for you?”


He seemed to be struggling to keep a straight face, but whether out of amusement or anger, she couldn’t tell. Her stomach dropped even further and settled somewhere around her knees. This time it wasn’t because of the sheer force of those good looks.


“I know this probably goes without saying, but we’ll be needing two vegan meals. One for my father and one for his girlfriend. I just wanted to make sure …”


“Of course. Yes. I’m assuming you’d like vegan options for the duration of their stay?”


He nodded slowly, then stepped back. “That would be perfect. Thanks. And … I’m sorry again.”


“No, not at all. It’s our pleasure.” Bethany maintained her smile until he left the kitchen, and then let it slide with a deep groan. If he complained to management about their loose lips, it was all over. Getting fired from a Destinations resort meant she’d be blackballed from the best restaurants in Belize, as well as their entire resort network. She wasn’t going back to Miami, no matter what.


Suddenly, she wished that hotter-than-the-sun Derek Moretti had never appeared in her kitchen.
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Derek walked slowly from the Grand Palapa where the island kitchen was located, feeling strangely subdued. It was natural to have jitters just hours before your wedding, wasn’t it? After all, his older brother, George, had been needling him about cold feet since they’d arrived on the island this morning. Said Derek had used work as an excuse to delay his arrival until hours before he was supposed to tie the knot so he wouldn’t chicken out.

That wasn’t it, though. Derek wasn’t a quitter, and he certainly wasn’t going to leave Anna at the altar because of a few jitters. He’d known her nearly his entire life. Some part of him had probably believed they were destined to be together since the time she’d been nothing more than his awkward next-door neighbor. Sure, they’d both grown up and changed immensely, particularly her—because who would have known that the girl with glasses and braces and knobby knees would end up as the new face of Ralph Lauren?—but they had a shared history together that no second thoughts could replace.

And yet the way she’d torn into the island’s chef over something she knew was patently untrue made him wonder if there were things about Anna he still didn’t know.

Derek rejoined the weathered wooden boardwalk that wound back through the sand and over a bridge to the one-bedroom bungalow that would be their honeymoon suite. He scarcely noticed the turquoise waters lapping the shore just feet away or the steady salt breeze that ruffled his hair and clothes. He’d talked Anna out of her dreams of an immense wedding in their hometown of Los Angeles, which considering who their parents were, would have inevitably turned into a circus of epic proportions. Instead, he’d lured her to Belize with the promise of island sunshine and blue waters and uninterrupted romance. Surely that was the reason for her sudden fit of high-handedness. The only details she’d gotten to fret over were her wedding dress and bouquet.

He just couldn’t forget the way Chef Hall had swallowed down her very obvious annoyance to placate Anna … and the clear fear in her eyes when he’d walked in on them talking about Anna’s behavior. Derek might have once been ruthless when it came to business, but he knew better than to treat staff as second-class citizens just because he could drop thirty grand on a private island for the week.

He strolled through the open doors of the bungalow, where Anna was reclining in a chair, two manicurists hard at work on her fingers and toes.

“Did you take care of it?”

Derek paused by her side and bent to press a kiss to her lips. “I did. She will have a vegan meal for both Dad and Eliza at the wedding and will provide non-meat options for the duration of our stay.”

Anna stared at him. “That’s not what I asked. I want the menu changed.”

“Anna, sweetheart, we’re in Belize. Seafood is just food here. And besides, the reception is in five and a half hours. It’s not like they can just run to the supermarket.”

“For the price we’re paying, you’d think we could have what we want.”

Derek pulled up a stool and settled beside her. “We agreed on the menu months ago. Why the sudden change of heart?” He narrowed his eyes. “Is this because of Eliza?”

Anna didn’t look at him, which was the same as a confirmation. “It just seems tacky to serve food that would offend your father. And it’s not at all environmentally responsible.”

Derek closed his eyes and prayed for patience. It was bad enough that his dad had to be dating someone younger than his own son; even worse that he’d met her at one of Anna’s runway shows and fell instantly, madly “in love.” Somehow, the fact that the great Dante Moretti was involved with Eliza had given her more influence than she’d had when she was merely Anna’s friend.

“This is my wedding too, and I like seafood. So considering it’s too late to do anything about it, we are going to eat it and we are going to enjoy it, regardless of how environmentally unfriendly it might be. Eliza and Dad can have their rabbit food and everyone will be happy.”

Anna frowned at him, but the quiver of her lips told him all was forgiven. He bent to give her one more quick kiss. “I’m going to get my bags and make sure I have everything I need for the ceremony. And then the next time I see you, you will be walking toward me down a sandy aisle, about to be my wife.”

“Send Eliza over when you see her? We need to start getting ready soon. The makeup artist and hairstylist will be here in twenty minutes. No way am I going to be looking all pale and windswept in our wedding photos. You know how critical the media will be when they get out …”

“I will let her know you’re expecting her.” He gave his fiancée a little wink and turned down the short, tiled hallway to the master bedroom, sure that the jittery feeling in his middle would be going away any second now. Instead, it only got stronger.

All men feel this way. It’s normal. It doesn’t mean anything…ominous.

Just because Anna seemed more concerned about how she would look in their wedding photos than about actually marrying him didn’t mean anything. In fact, it was a relief. He’d stood at the front of a church too many times, watching yet another glowing woman with dreams in her eyes walk down the aisle toward his beaming father. The first one he’d missed, of course—that had been his mother—but there had been four others since. Eliza would likely make Wife Number Six. And in each and every case, Dante Moretti had been madly in love with the woman, couldn’t bear to be without her.

Sadly, the excitement rarely seemed to last more than a couple of years before he found someone else he couldn’t live without.

That’s why Derek was approaching this in a more sensible way. He and Anna were perfect for each other. She traveled for work, and now that he was self-employed, he could travel with her. They’d never experienced any of the ridiculous jealousy and mistrust that plagued so many of their friends’ marriages. They simply shared a history and the same desires for their future. Devoid of the unrealistic expectations of true love, they might actually have a chance at a long and happy marriage.


* * *



“Are you ready?”

Derek looked into the full length mirror of George’s room in the Big House, the four bedroom “bungalow” that lay on the main part of the island, far from the private retreat that he and Anna would share for the rest of the week. Rather than put him in a tuxedo or suit, given the hot and humid Caribbean weather, Anna had selected a crisp white shirt and tan slacks. He now had his sleeves rolled partway back in keeping with the informal feel of their oceanside wedding. None of it especially mattered to him, though his flip-flops felt somewhat less than respectful for what should be a sacred ceremony.

“Not having second thoughts, are you?” George asked when he didn’t immediately answer. “I didn’t mean to throw you off. I was just teasing. We’ve always known you and Anna would get married someday. It just took you longer to get around to it than any of us thought.”

“No, it’s not that.” Derek reached into his pocket and drew out the box that held Anna’s wedding band, then handed it to his best man without looking at it. “The whole wedding thing has been a little tainted for me.”

“Yeah, I know.” George made a face. “But you’re not Dad. And you wouldn’t be doing this if you weren’t sure.”

Would he? Derek had never been the sensible type. Working on Wall Street for ten years had been more of a kamikaze, adrenaline-junkie venture than the stable financial move that most of his family thought it was. The thrill of high stakes, the big rewards. All things that got him going in the morning. Until one day he’d awakened in blinding pain and dialed 911 for an ambulance.

Turned out that the adrenaline and his concurrent diet of take-out food and alcohol had led to a bunch of ulcers. Oddly enough, it hadn’t been his then-girlfriend who’d rushed to his bedside, but his childhood friend Anna, who was living and working in New York as a model at the time.

“You’re right,” Derek said finally. It was just the pressure of the wedding that had gotten to both of them, driving a wedge into their relationship. When this was all over, things could go back to normal. “I’m ready.”

Out in the living room of the main house, his father stood there in similar dress, his expression expectant. “Ready, son?” Dante clapped a heavy hand on Derek’s shoulder, his Italian accent still recognizable after half a lifetime in America.

“As I’ll ever be.”

Flanked by his father and his brother, Derek moved from the house and onto the sandy beach, the earlier breeze having turned into a stiff wind that ruffled the tails of their shirts. Anna would be annoyed, no doubt. Ahead of them, just outside the Grand Palapa where the wedding reception would take place, thirty of their closest friends and family occupied a sea of chairs draped in white linen. A string quartet waited on a wooden platform beside a wedding arbor that framed the stunning turquoise waters of the lagoon beyond.

Derek walked down the center aisle, pausing to greet the guests and thank them for flying to Central America for the wedding. His heart hammered furiously in his chest the entire time. He felt like he was stepping into a boxing ring rather than getting ready to marry the woman of his dreams. George, his only attendant, took his place beside him, and almost immediately, the quartet began to play the processional.

“Last chance.” George nudged him in the side with his elbow.

“Very funny.”

From the direction of the bungalow, two figures in pale turquoise sundresses half-walked, half-ran in their direction—Eliza and his sister, Rebecca. His heart stopped for what felt like a full minute. This was not the measured stride of a bridal attendant, but the frantic rush of someone bringing bad news.

Rebecca stopped in front of him, her green eyes pained. “Anna isn’t coming.”

Derek stared at his sister. Surely this was someone’s poor idea of a joke. “I don’t understand.”

“She’s gone, Derek. She said she needed some time alone, and when we went back to look for her, we found this.” Rebecca pressed a piece of paper into his hands.

Only faintly aware of the buzz of conversation beyond and the alarmed expressions of the guests, Derek opened the note. It was the island resort’s stationery, Anna’s unmistakable writing splashed across it in blue ink.

 

I’m sorry, Derek. I can’t do this to us. I know I’ve been difficult the last few months, but that’s because I’ve been trying to ignore what I’ve always known.

We can’t get married.

I know you love me as much as you can, but it’s not enough. I need romance. I need to know that I’m the most important person in the world to my husband, and while I know you would sacrifice anything for me, you would do it out of duty and not love.

I’m on my way back to the mainland. I know I’m a coward for doing it this way, but I can’t face all the people I’m disappointing. Least of all you. I’m so sorry.

Anna

 

Derek crumpled the paper into a ball, his jaw tight. He cleared his throat several times before he could force out his voice loud enough to carry. “Sorry, folks, but it looks like there’s not going to be a wedding today. Enjoy the island.”

He tossed the note to the sand at his feet and strode resolutely up the aisle, ignoring the stares and whispers as he passed. Conflicting emotions warred for the upper hand.

The first one he fully expected—humiliation. He’d been jilted, left at the altar by the woman he was supposed to marry. But the second one surprised him far more than perhaps it should have.

Relief.
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“How’s the cassava?” Bethany called over her shoulder as she began plating the first of the conch ceviche in the line of glasses before her.


“Almost there, Chef,” Mariska said automatically. “Ready in ten.”


“Good.” Bethany cast a glance at the clock on the wall. The ceremony should have already started, and considering that beach weddings were far shorter than their church counterparts, hungry guests would be making their way to the thatched-roof dining area for drinks and appetizers any minute. Compared to a regular dinner service—or a proper catering kitchen that fed hundreds—the intimate weddings on the caye were easy to put together with only two of them. But both she and her sous had spent years in restaurants, and their habits were permanently ingrained by now.


The kitchen doors swung open, delivering a breathless, middle-aged Hispanic man wearing the white polo and khaki pants that were the island staff uniform.


“Talk to me, Eduardo,” Bethany said, not pausing in her movements.


“The wedding is off.”


Bethany lifted her head as Mariska’s spoon clattered to the range top.  “What? He dumped her?”


“No,” the concierge said, wide-eyed. “She left him. At the altar. Apparently, she convinced Juan to take her back to the mainland and left a note for her bridesmaids.”


Bethany’s mouth opened and closed several times. Of all the wedding disasters she’d witnessed during her tenure at Halcyon Caye, this was the only one she hadn’t yet experienced. “What now?”


“The elder Mr. Moretti says go ahead with the reception without the bride and groom.”


She shoved away her shock and recalibrated her thoughts. So the wedding was off, but that didn’t change her job today. She gave Eduardo a sharp nod. “Thanks for the heads-up. The guests are on their way over now?”


“Lined up at the bar.”


Then the ceviche needed to be done immediately. “Ready in five. Send in the servers.”


“You know what that means,” Mariska said. “He’s available …”


Bethany snorted. “Jilted at the altar is not available. That’s like permanently damaged. Not that I’m interested.”


“Sure you aren’t.”


She didn’t have time to dwell on the revelation, focused on getting the food into the hands of the island’s staff and out the door. First the ceviche, which would be eaten at the bar’s high tables alongside cocktails and bottles of local beer. Then the formal meal: house-made ravioli in a lobster cream sauce, followed by whole salt-crusted red snapper and roasted lemon-dill potatoes, the herbs taken from the garden she cultivated here on the caye. A bit heavy for their island location, in her opinion, but the bride had vetoed her more traditional Belizean suggestions in favor of familiar flavors.


Despite the news, the reception ran smoothly, Bethany and Mariska working together as a practiced team. By the time the dirty plates came back and the guests had moved on to the wedding cake, their job was done. Bethany removed her apron and slumped against the counter while Mariska retrieved two dark bottles of local beer from the walk-in refrigerator.


“Cheers to a job well done,” Mariska said, tipping the top of her Belikin to Bethany’s.


“And to a man who has absolutely no idea the kind of bullet he just dodged.”


“I’ll drink to that.” Mariska took a pull from her bottle. “You know, he’s probably all depressed and could use a shoulder to cry on. Last time I checked, you had two of them.”


Bethany snorted. “Not my style. Besides, you’re the one who believes in love. The last thing he needs is a cynic trying to comfort him.”


“Trust me, if I didn’t already have too many men to deal with, I’d be all over that.” Mariska hoisted herself up onto the counter, her legs swinging. She was American like Bethany, but she’d embraced the Central American country’s Caribbean lifestyle with enthusiasm, her efficiency in the kitchen a stark contrast to her laid-back approach to almost everything else. “We’re off the clock until five a.m. You want to go to San Pedro tonight? Juan said he’d take us.”


“Thanks, but I think I’m going to stick around here. I’m exhausted.” San Pedro was the center of nightlife in Northern Belize’s islands, a bustling tourist trap on nearby Ambergris Caye, filled with bars, clubs, and restaurants that catered to visitors and the large expat community. A night out there meant she would be spending hours dragging Mariska out of bars and fending off drunk, rich frat boy types. Not exactly her idea of relaxation. But if Juan, the island’s boat captain, was going to take her, it also meant he’d make sure she got home safely. Bethany didn’t need to mention that Juan was hoping his vigilance would earn him a spot as Mariska’s latest boyfriend.


“If you’re sure.” Mariska hopped off the counter and set her beer aside. “Let me help you clean up, and then I’ll leave you to your boring night.”


“Boring? I just got a new delivery of books.”


“Like I said.”


The two of them cleaned and cleared the kitchen, while the servers returned plates and put them through the dishwasher. By the time they finished, it was already dark, the stars beginning to peek out of the deep blue-black overhead.


“Go,” Bethany said, nudging Mariska out the door. “Just be back in time for breakfast or I’m going to wake you with a bucket of ice water.”


“Noted, Chef,” Mariska said with a salute. “See you tomorrow.”


Bethany’s stomach rumbled as the other woman stepped out the back door. She’d barely eaten today, too distracted by work and the afternoon’s interruptions. Now that she had the quiet kitchen to herself, she really did feel bad for Derek. She knew how it felt to have your dreams ripped out from under you in the most public and humiliating way possible. No doubt she had far more experience with heartbreak than a Roman god like Derek Moretti.


She pulled leftovers from the fridge and started a pot of water boiling on the range. Earlier today, she'd cut some of the fresh pasta sheets used for the ravioli into fettuccini and set aside extra lobster in the fridge. The oil was heating in a stainless skillet, waiting for the raw lobster meat, when she heard the back door open.


“You forget something, Mariska?” she called over her shoulder.


“Pardon me?”


She spun at the male voice, then exhaled when she recognized Derek. He was still wearing what she assumed were his wedding clothes, though they now looked thoroughly rumpled. A bottle of Belikin dangled from his fingers. Automatically, she scanned his face for any signs of inebriation, but the eyes that looked back at her were merely weary, not intoxicated.


“Can I do something for you, Mr. Moretti?” She was impressed that her voice came out so steady and impassive.


He approached her slowly, but stopped before he reached her, instead leaning against the counter. “What are you cooking?”


“My dinner. I can make you something if you’re hungry.”


“It’s probably out of line for me to ask you that, isn’t it? I know you’re off the clock.”


“Considering the day you’ve had, I guess I can make an exception.” She sent him a tentative smile that she hoped seemed commiserating and not pitying. “Lobster fettuccini okay with you? I’m willing to share.”


“That sounds great. Thank you.” He was still watching her, as if he were sizing her up, but since he didn’t seem inclined to speak, she turned back to the range.


She was most at home in the kitchen, but now she was aware of every movement as she started her cream sauce and then dropped the lobster into the pan to sear in hot oil. Derek’s presence filled the empty space, making her jittery, uneasy.


Get a grip, Bethany. This is your world in here. You don’t have anything to prove. And yet she felt his scrutiny all the same.


Only when she plated their meals with as much care as she’d used for the wedding reception did she look up at him. “Enjoy. I’m just going to take mine out back. You can leave your plate under the palapa and I’ll get it later.”


“Could I join you?” Uncertainty flooded his expression, tugging again at her sympathies. He jerked his head toward the doors that led to the outdoor dining area. “My dad and his girlfriend are still out there. I really don’t think I can handle their pity.”


Bethany licked her lips while she considered. Fraternizing with the guests was a cardinal sin on Halcyon Caye, but this was an exception, wasn’t it? Derek was clearly asking her, and it was her job to make sure the guests were satisfied with their service. Even if his request had made her heart leap with a certain amount of inappropriate joy.


“All right,” she said finally, giving herself a stern mental warning.  “Follow me.”





* * *







He made the chef jumpy. And honestly, Derek couldn’t blame her, not when he’d barged into her kitchen with a beer bottle in hand and then demanded she make dinner for him. She’d probably thought he’d be hiding out in his bungalow, drowning his sorrows after his fiancée decided to flee the island without him. Probably the last thing she wanted to deal with on her own time was a self-pitying guest.


But she simply grabbed her own beer from the counter and led him out the back door to a little bistro table set up beyond a clutch of tropical shrubbery, out of sight of the main eating and socializing quarters. The moon was already out, bathing the area in enough light to see where they were going but casting the rest of the island in shadow. The soft buzz of voices drifted from the Grand Palapa, reminding him of what he was escaping. Automatically, he pulled out a wrought iron chair for her before taking the one opposite.


“Thank you,” she said, obviously startled by the gesture. In the dark, the white of her teeth and her jacket were the only things that stood out—that and the strands of hair the wind pulled from beneath her black bandanna and blew across her face. She set their utensils and napkins down on the table. Away from her kitchen, she looked far younger and more vulnerable than he’d initially thought.


“So,” she said, “How are you doing? Really?”


He stabbed his fork into a piece of lobster. “I’m fine.”


She studied him carefully, though what she might read from his expression in the dark, he didn’t know. “Are you really? It’s okay if you aren’t. Most men would be pretty angry right now.”


“You’re right,” he said. “Most men would be. Which makes me wonder why all I feel is relief.”


The words spilled out before he could consider them, but she didn’t seem shocked. She simply nodded and twisted the strands of pasta around her fork, then placed them into her mouth with an oddly delicate motion. He followed suit and found himself murmuring in appreciation at the flavors. If this was something she’d just thrown together, he’d definitely missed out on his own wedding feast.


“You didn’t love her,” she said finally.


“No. Not as much as I should have, I guess. It’s not like I made any secret of it. It just seems at the last minute she decided what I could offer wasn’t enough after all.” He threw her a wry look. “It would have been nice if she'd have figured that out before we came to Belize.”


“At least she did the right thing before it was too late,” Bethany said.


“I should be looking for the silver lining, you mean?” He softened his words with a smile. The last thing he wanted to do was alienate the single person who could speak to him without the tinge of pity he saw in his family and friends’ faces. “You’re not going to tell me that there’s someone else out there who will make me realize what I was missing with Anna, are you?”


Bethany snorted. “No. Trust me, that’s the last thing I’m going to tell you.”


He cocked his head and studied her. “A fellow cynic, huh? I never would have thought.”


“Not a cynic. A realist.” She leaned forward over her plate, and a glint of light from the hurricane lamp caught her eyes. Blue, he recalled.  “Falling in love, all those great feelings and emotions, they’re all chemical. It’s no more a mystery than why lighting a match creates a fire and then burns out. Eventually, all chemicals wear off. What you’re left with is the real person beneath, and either you can stand to be with that person for the rest of your life or you can’t. So why spend your whole life chasing the high?”


It was the exact argument he’d used to justify his relationship with Anna, and yet he hardly expected this pretty young woman to be parroting it back to him. “That’s what I had. Or so I thought.”


Bethany shook her head. “No. Anna strikes me as someone who’s used to getting what she wants. She thought she could change you. She figured given enough time, you’d fall madly in love with her.”


He felt his mouth drop open. Bethany had pegged the situation perfectly. “She should know that people don’t change.”


“No. They don’t. Sooner or later, their true colors will show themselves.” Bethany clinked her bottle to his. “To a fellow realist.”


“May the hopeless romantics fall into Belize’s Blue Hole.”


Bethany gave him a crooked smile. “Cheers to that.”


Derek leaned back in his chair and took a long pull of his beer. For a local brew, it wasn’t half bad, even if it didn’t exactly go with the high-end cooking. “Thanks, Bethany. This was exactly what I needed.”


“I’m glad. I hope you’re going to stick around for a while. It’s a shame to let one little mishap ruin your entire island vacation.”


“One little mishap. Right.” He let out a humorless laugh. “I figured I would go back to the mainland with the rest of the guests tomorrow. I should be able to catch an afternoon flight from Belize City to Los Angeles.”


“Are you sure? Your fees are non-refundable. You could be miserable and irritated at home in the middle of smog and traffic, or you could be slightly less miserable and irritated in paradise. If you don’t want to hang around here, there’s plenty to do on the mainland.”


He started to say no, but there was a certain kind of logic to her idea. Why not? It wasn’t as if he were really pining away over Anna. Yes, he was disappointed and humiliated. Yes, he felt like a complete fool. But Belize was gorgeous. He had a private island and an entire staff at his disposal. He would have to be an idiot to not take advantage of it. Unless of course the solitude made him mope and question his life choices all week. He might be bored and alone at home, but at least he had his work to distract him.


Then a wild, utterly insane idea occurred to him. “I might consider staying. On one condition.”


“What’s that?”


“You have to be my tour guide.”
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“You said what?” Mariska stared at Bethany from where she manned the flat top, cooking the first batch of eggs for their guests’ breakfast.


“I told him I couldn’t.” Bethany concentrated on her whisk as if the consistency of her batter were the only thing holding the universe together. “First of all, it’s completely against the rules—”


Mariska made a sound of dismissal.


“—and second of all, it’s a terrible idea.”


Mariska rolled her eyes. “I don’t understand why playing tour guide to an ultra-hot, newly single man is a terrible idea.”


“Let me break it down for you. Ultra-hot guys who date supermodels aren’t interested in women like me. And if an ultra-hot guy is interested in an average girl, he’s just slumming. Why would I do that to myself?”


“You overthink these things, you know that?”


“Hey, I’m just being practical. Besides, taking things at face value is what got me into this situation.” Bethany retrieved a ladle and poured the first scoop of crepe batter in the hot pan, rolling it so it coated the bottom.


“So, this is penance?”


Bethany waited patiently for a minute, flipped the crepe, and then slid it onto a plate. “I don’t know what you mean.”


“Having to be surrounded by weddings and honeymooners and generally tripping over the blissfully-in-love for a living. You figure this is your punishment for daring to think you could be one of them.”


Bethany paused in her crepe-making. That was ridiculous. Wasn’t it? She’d come here to get her head together after Alejándro, and she’d liked it so much she’d stayed. Tropical breezes, easy work, good pay … and no eligible bachelors within so much as a thirty-minute boat ride. Her own personal paradise.


“You know I’m right.”


“So what if you are? Whatever you think it would accomplish, Derek is as much of a cynic about love as I am. That’s why his fiancée dumped him.”


“He told you that?”


Bethany nodded.


“Then you have nothing to worry about.” Mariska slid the first batch of eggs to waiting plates, her movements automatic, unconscious.  “Listen. If you feel guilty about it, make it into a culinary tour of Belize. You can do all the foodie stuff you were hired for. Take him for Orange Walk tacos and conch and proper stew chicken. Not the frou-frou stuff we do here.”


She did make a good argument. And Bethany had spent much of her last three years seeking out the best, most traditional Belizean food, from the high-end restaurants of Ambergris Caye to the local stands in the seedy parts of Belize City.


“I’m pretty sure this goes against regulations.”


“So don’t tell anyone.”


Mariska would say that. She viewed rules, regulations, minor little things like contract language, as mere suggestions. But Bethany was a rule-follower at heart. Even in the kitchen where she felt most free and creative, there were still boundaries: the confines of physics, the realities of culinary science.


Of course, look where her rule-following had gotten her: Twenty-seven and alone in paradise, too afraid to break out of her routine for a few days of innocent, platonic fun.


Besides, it wasn’t as if Derek had shown any interest in her as a woman. He was mostly intrigued by the fact she shared his cynicism. So she was in zero danger from him, even if her temperature did seem to ratchet up several degrees in his presence.


But that was merely pheromones and other easily explained chemical phenomena. Unlike Mariska, who seemed to think every impulse demanded to be explored, she had no problem keeping things in proper perspective.


“I’ll think about it,” she said finally. “Assuming he even decides to stick around.”


“Mmm-hmm,” Mariska said.


Bethany didn’t turn out with the rest of the staff to see the guests off on the island’s private dock. Instead, she finished cleaning the kitchen and headed straight back to her tiny bungalow, one of several that served as accommodations for the staff. As soon as the afternoon sunshine touched her face, she rolled up her pant legs and kicked off her clogs so she could feel the sand between her toes. Much better. See? She could let loose, whatever Mariska might claim.


She wound around the big house, confident she wouldn’t be seen by the departing guests, who were well on their way to the mainland, but she barely made it a dozen yards before someone called her name.


No, not someone. Derek. Calming her suddenly over-anxious heart, she turned and waited while he jogged toward her. Once more, he was dressed in island wear: white shorts and a pale green shirt that contrasted with his tanned skin.


“You decided to stay after all.”


“I did. I decided you were right. It goes against my endlessly thrifty nature to let a private island go to waste.”


Bethany laughed. “Right. Clearly you’re one for the sensible choice.”


“I guess I was hoping you might rethink your decision.”


She studied him closely. He looked calmer today, more rested certainly, but was that a hint of uncertainty on his face? It was appealing on him, even more so than the entitled confidence he’d displayed the day before.


No, better not to study him so closely. She cleared her throat. “Why me?”


“Why not you?” When she didn’t answer, he sighed and scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “Listen, the last thing I want to do is spend a week staring at the water and thinking about all the ways I’ve gone wrong with my life. You seem nice. You’re clearly smart, and you know the country far better than I do. Plus, we share the same … beliefs … about certain things.”


A quiver of a smile reached Bethany’s lips. “You mean I’m not harboring secret fantasies of a romantic island fling that turns into happily ever after?”


His smile flashed, though his expression looked a little abashed.  “Exactly. Maybe it sounds cold, but it would be refreshing to spend some time with another logical adult.”


He did make a compelling case, and considering the financial benefit Mariska had pointed out, it seemed silly to resist. Clearly he had no ulterior motives. Calling a girl logical was hardly the first step in seduction. It was the ones who used words like seductive and irresistible that you had to watch out for.


“Okay, your tour of Belize starts tomorrow. But I can only leave the island for two days before someone gets suspicious and reports me.”


His fingers closed around hers, his palm pressing hers firmly. She absolutely did not feel the heat of his hand singeing her skin. It was merely the capsaicin left over from the peppers she’d chopped this morning. It had to be. Before she could contemplate the alternatives, she extricated herself and said, “I’ll go work up an itinerary and present it to you at dinner. Seven p.m., poolside.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Derek said, giving her a wink.


It absolutely did not make her heart do a little hop either. Because that would mean this was a bad, impulsive decision.


And she was done with those.





* * *







If you were going to be jilted, Belize wasn’t a bad place for it to happen. Derek leaned back in the slatted lounge chair positioned at the edge of the bungalow’s private dock and sipped the cocktail the server—Lois, according to her name tag—had brought him. His laptop called to him from inside, arguing that because he was no longer honeymooning, he had no good excuse for neglecting his accounts.


Or maybe it was just an attempt to get away from the thoughts that nagged him. All the cues that he should have picked up, indicating that Anna wasn’t as satisfied with their arrangement as he was, all the doubts he’d written off as cold feet. Not to mention the questions he would have to face from friends and family when he got back to LA.


If he thought he could immerse himself in work and just ignore everything until it blew over, he would. But as demanding as his work could be, it wasn’t the all-consuming distraction he needed right now. Ironically, that was the very reason he’d left the high pressure environment of his Manhattan brokerage firm in favor of its more relaxed cousin, day trading.


Not that he often admitted it aloud, preferring to simply say he worked in finance. Saying he was a day trader made him feel like a tool, even though it was the natural outgrowth of the career he’d had to downshift. It wasn’t about the money. Never had been. It was about the challenge, the cultivated knowledge of the markets, the process of bringing that knowledge—and a healthy tolerance of risk—to bear on quick decisions.


But Bethany hadn’t even asked, which was one reason he figured she would be the perfect companion. Her sarcastic little speech was another. He’d been all set to make sure she understood what he was actually asking, but she’d made her position abundantly clear before he’d opened his mouth. What had he been intending to say anyway? You seem like a nice girl and all, but don’t go falling in love with me because apparently I can’t promise any woman lasting happiness?


At best, he’d come off sounding like a character in a Nicholas Sparks movie. At worst, he’d look like an entitled, obnoxious narcissist. He’d been all of those things at various times in his life, but now he tried to limit himself to only one at any given time.


Recalling Bethany’s earnestness brought his first real smile of the day. She’d taken on the job with the determination of a devoted student given a particularly challenging assignment. And she hadn’t shown even a flicker of interest in him beyond making sure he was getting the vacation he’d paid for.


Like he’d said. Perfect.


He managed to kill the rest of the afternoon, first lounging on the dock and later borrowing one of the kayaks to explore the outer edge of the island, all the while resisting the urge to go back to his laptop to check his brokerage accounts. As the sun was beginning to dip in the sky, he returned to his bungalow to take a shower. This time he dressed slightly more formally in trousers and a loose cotton shirt, then returned to the shore-side plunge pool where a small table had already been set up. Tiki torches burned around the perimeter, while candles flickered in silvery hurricane lamps hanging from the pergola overhead. It was almost painfully romantic.


As soon as he approached, one of the casually-uniformed servers—Lois again, he noted—approached to take his drink order. She was back within minutes with his soft drink and an appetizer, which she informed him was conch fritters with sweet chili sauce.


“Lois, would you ask Chef Hall to come out here for a minute?”


Lois looked alarmed. “Is there something wrong, sir?”


“No, of course not. I’d like to give her my compliments. Will you ask her to bring me the main course herself?”


Lois looked taken aback, but she merely nodded and hustled away. Derek bit into one of the fritters. Perfect breading—more tempura-style than Caribbean—surrounded flaky tender conch. The sauce was a combination of sweet and hot that left a pleasant warmth on his tongue.


Lois came and went with practiced discretion, refilling his glass and taking away plates, until it was once again just him, an empty candlelit table, and the warm sea breeze. He was beginning to think Bethany was going to refuse his request until he glimpsed a figure coming toward him with a domed silver platter. Today, her bandanna was red.


“I’m told you’d like to speak with me, sir?”


He blinked, taken aback, until he noticed her eyes were twinkling with amusement.


“I would. Everything has been wonderful so far. Except for one thing.”


“Oh?”


“I hate eating alone.”


Her neutral expression shifted into uncertainty. “I couldn’t possibly—”


“You’re not telling me you only made one serving of this, are you?”


“Of course I did. You’re the only guest.”


That made him pause. “That seems like a waste. At least join me for a minute.”


She bit her bottom lip, clearly conflicted. “If someone complained, I could get written up.”


“Who’s going to complain? I’m the only one left here.”


She looked around, as if gauging the accuracy of the statement.


“Please?”


That seemed to do it. She gave a sigh, and then nodded. “Okay. I need to check on something first. You should start without me.”


He nodded so she wouldn’t refuse, careful not to examine why it was important to him that she agree. He really did hate eating alone. So much so, he spent nights Anna was out of town at the local sports bar or cafe. Even if he wasn’t with someone, he liked being surrounded by people. Here, it was all too obvious that the solitude was supposed to be romantic, and it only made him feel pathetic.


A few minutes later, Bethany returned and slid into the seat across from him, clearly uncomfortable. That was something he hadn’t really considered when he talked her into being his tour guide—that he might be putting her job in jeopardy. “How much trouble would you be in if someone talked to your boss about this whole plan of mine?”


“A lot,” she said immediately. “Maybe fired. Then again, if someone were to complain to my boss that I didn’t cater to their every whim, I’d be fired too. So …”


“I’m not going to do that to you. If you want to back out, I’m not going to hold you to your promise.”


“I didn’t say that.” She waved toward his plate. “Eat. It’s not nearly as good cold.”


Derek sighed. He was putting her in a weird position, and she didn’t understand he wasn’t trying to make trouble for her. Why would she? She didn’t know him at all. “Would it help if after I’m gone, I have my father write a letter to corporate? Tell them how appreciative he is that the staff catered to his brokenhearted son’s unreasonable demands?”


Bethany perked up. “That would help. But … why your father?”


“You really don’t know?”


“Know what?”


Derek chuckled. “My dad is Dante Moretti. The TV producer.”


Still, she stared at him blankly.


“You know, all the teen shows …”


Recognition lit her face. “Oh! The ones with the vampires and zombies and ghosts and such?”


“Yes, those would be the ones.” His father had mostly produced soap operas and small budget films until he had the idea that the paranormal young adult book market meant a huge untapped potential for similarly themed TV shows. Dante Moretti was almost single-handedly responsible for the fact you couldn’t turn on a network channel these days without tripping over a ghost hunter or psychic or brooding teenage vampire. “I guess while we’re getting it all out there, I should also ask if you had any idea who my intended was.”


She shook her head. Derek pulled his phone from his pocket, found a saved photo, and passed it to her. It was Anna’s newest magazine cover. He made a mental note to delete it later.


Bethany’s eyes widened. “You were legitimately going to marry a supermodel. Wow.”


“Not only that, but her dad is the producer responsible for all the television shows about angsty groups of teenagers with too much money and not enough supervision. As far as Hollywood was concerned, ours would have been a marriage of TV royalty.”


“Apparently I’ve been living in a hole.” Her eyes narrowed. “Wait. You’re not some famous actor or director or something, too, are you?”


He chuckled. “Hardly. I am the son who went into finance to avoid the entertainment business. The black sheep.”


“Ha! I was right then!”


He looked at her quizzically, and she blushed … actually blushed. How long had it been since he met someone with the capability of being embarrassed?


“Mariska—my sous chef—and I were making bets. Almost everyone who comes here is either in the entertainment business, finance, or real estate. She was betting on soap opera star.”


Derek grinned. “But you thought otherwise.”


“You have far more of the ‘corporate raider trying to remember how to relax’ look about you. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’ve got the looks—haven’t you ever noticed that soap opera actors are almost too good-looking?—but you seem the type that gets by on brains and money instead of …” She trailed off, coloring crimson. “Sorry. I’m going to stop now.


She stared at her lap, looking completely mortified, so he turned to his meal and thought about how to flip the conversation. Food. Food was good. Compliment her work. “This is amazing, by the way. It’s snapper, right?”


“Very good. Rather an underappreciated fish, but it’s popular here. I have standing orders with local fishermen, so this is about as fresh as it gets.”


“You sound like you’ve been here for a while.”


“Three years. I’m originally from Florida. Miami, actually. But I fell in love with Belize. I can’t imagine going back.”


“Well, since you’re obviously the perfect person to be my tour guide, why don’t you tell me what you have in mind for the next couple of days?”


Bethany brightened. She reached into her jacket and came up with a folded sheet of paper. “If you like diving or snorkeling—”


“I don’t.”


“Oh. In that case …” She withdrew a pen from her pocket and crossed through several lines. “How do you feel about hiking? And river cruises?”


“Yes to both.” He sat back and watched her in amusement. She really was taking this seriously. “But I want some time to relax, too.”


“I figured. Well then, tomorrow I thought we could fly to Orange Walk Town and cruise up the river to the Mayan ruins at Lamanai. We can come back here overnight and then take a boat to Ambergris Caye the next day. You’ll still have two full days to do nothing on Halcyon before you have to go home.”


“Whatever you think. I’m completely in your hands.”


She gave him a puzzled little frown, but he just kept an easy smile. He hadn’t planned on going farther than the perimeter of the island, so he hadn’t done any research on the larger surrounding areas. The places she named might as well be on the moon for what little recognition they sparked.


“Okay. Be ready to leave by nine then.” She rose to leave.


“Where are you going?”


“To finish your dessert. Because as much fun as this might be, it’s still my job.”


He took the gentle reproof with a nod, then watched Bethany disappear into the Grand Palapa, her white coat the last thing he could see in the darkness. She was much too uptight. There was humor and a fun-loving soul buried beneath all that scientific seriousness. It might have been her mission to make him relax and forget his problems, but now he was determined to return the favor.
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Bethany didn’t sleep that night. Not because she was nervous about playing tour guide to an attractive man she barely knew—which she was—but because his vehemence against snorkeling had sent her entire itinerary out the window. Who came to Belize but refused to snorkel? For the longest time, only divers even knew about this former British colony, wedged between Mexico and Guatemala and straddling the division between Central America and the Caribbean. His veto eliminated the first two suggestions on her list: diving the famous Blue Hole and exploring the world’s second-largest barrier reef.


That meant moving up her plans for the Mayan ruins, which also required changing all the transportation arrangements she’d made for later in the week. There was nothing to do but enlist Eduardo’s help. As soon as first light broke, she went to the bungalow next to hers and knocked.


The concierge looked surprised to see her, but he was already dressed for the day. “What’s wrong?”


“I need your help.”


To his credit, he didn’t ask for details, merely opened the door and let her in.


Bethany laid out her plans for the next two days with Derek, and Eduardo’s smile grew with each passing minute.


“What? Stop looking at me that way. It’s not what you think!”


“Sure it isn’t.”


“It’s not. In fact, he asked me to go with him because he’s not at all attracted to me. He just didn’t want to be bored and alone.”


“He said that?”


“No, but—”


“Listen.” Eduardo put one hand on her shoulder in a fatherly gesture, reminding her that he had three teenaged daughters at home. “You are an attractive young woman. Regardless of what he said, he’d have to be blind not to notice.”


“So you think I shouldn’t go?”


“I didn’t say that. Just don’t be naive.” He patted her shoulder and turned her toward the door. “I’ll take care of all the details. You need rooms on Ambergris?”


“Yes. Please.”


“One or two?”


Bethany’s mouth dropped open, and Eduardo grinned. “Just checking. I’ll email you the confirmation.”


“I owe you one. Just remember, no one can hear about this outside the island.”


“Discretion is my middle name. Eduardo Discretion Romero.”


Bethany chuckled, and after one more thank you, returned to her own space. Was Eduardo right? Had Derek asked because he had some sort of interest in her, even subconsciously? No, impossible. Even if she hadn’t been buried in her boxy uniform, her hair hidden, without any makeup, his taste clearly ran to more supermodel. Even so, she ran through her clothing options. Nothing revealing, nothing that made her look like she was trying to catch his eye. She couldn’t imagine anything more humiliating than him thinking she was interested and having to let her down easy.


She would be as no-nonsense a tour guide as they came.


She raced to the kitchen to make breakfast, which was easy enough, considering Derek was the only one left on the island. She went off menu and whipped up a crab Benedict for him, sending it out with several types of toast and a selection of fresh tropical fruit. Then she cleaned up the kitchen in record time and hightailed it back to her bungalow where a handful of emails from Eduardo awaited her. He was a miracle worker to have pulled off all the changes to the itinerary in such a short period of time. Which, of course, was why he was the concierge on a private island.


Now she had just enough time to pull on the blandest thing in her wardrobe—khaki shorts, a black tank top, and hiking boots. She braided her hair severely away from her face, bypassed makeup in favor of the SPF 50 sunscreen she practically bathed in, and began to pack her backpack with the snacks she’d prepared last night. As soon as the clock read 8:57, she slung the pack over her shoulder and strode toward the boat dock where she’d instructed Derek to meet her.


He was already waiting when she arrived, dressed equally casually in a T-shirt, shorts, and a Dodgers baseball cap. His smile broke as soon as he glimpsed her, making her heart do a backflip into her stomach.


Easy girl. He’s off limits.


“Hi.” He looked her up and down for several seconds before he finally fixed his attention on her face. “Are we doing some tomb raiding today?”


Bethany flushed. She was no Angelina Jolie, though now that she thought about it, her outfit was a little Lara Croft-ish. “Nope. Sorry. I left my pistols at home.”


His lips twisted in amusement. “Too bad. Are we waiting for a boat?”


“Oh no. We go first class on this island.” She cupped a hand over her eyes and squinted into the morning sun. “As a matter of fact, here comes our ride now.”


The speck in the sky grew bigger, the thwack of the helicopter’s rotors audible before they could make out the details. And then it was hovering in front of them, the wash from the blades whipping the palm fronds and scattering sand as it landed in a grassy patch a few hundred feet away. Derek’s eyebrows were nearly to his hairline.


“You’re not afraid of flying, are you?” she shouted as they approached the helicopter.


“No. Are you?”


Bethany shook her head. “No. In fact, I want to learn how to fly one someday.”


“I take it you won’t need me to hold your hand then.”


Bethany blinked at him, but he was plunging ahead, ducking unnecessarily beneath the rotors into the open cabin. Surely she had misunderstood him. It was only the effect of that smile on her poor addled brain that was making her imagine things. She climbed in behind Derek and pulled the door shut, then accepted the headsets the pilot handed back to her. She passed Derek one, and put hers on, motioning for Derek to turn the knob on the side.


“Welcome, Mr. Moretti, Ms. Hall,” the pilot’s oddly distant voice said through the headsets. “I’m Jason. It’s about twenty-five minutes to Orange Walk Town, so just sit back and enjoy the ride.”


Bethany leaned back against the seat, her stomach getting a little jolt when the skids left solid ground. She glanced at Derek, who was watching the island shrink below them, completely unperturbed. She hadn’t lied about wanting to someday learn how to fly, but that was just because she felt better when she understood the mechanics of thrust and lift and all the other things that made an otherwise ungainly hunk of metal stay aloft. Right now, it felt too much like magic, and she didn’t trust in anything that couldn’t be explained by an equation.


“From this height,” she said, trying for a knowledgeable tone, “you can see the natural lagoon on the west side of the island. That change in color shows the graduation in depth. It goes from a few feet to a few hundred in a matter of yards.”


“The water is so clear,” Derek said. “It makes me realize how sandy and murky the Pacific is, at least near the coast.”


“It’s a completely different animal, the Caribbean.” Bethany leaned across him to get a better look at the turquoise expanse below. “See down there? That’s a pod of dolphins.”


She expected him to bend nearer the glass to see the dark, undulating shapes, barely more than a shadow, speeding away from them. But instead, he was looking right at her, a peculiar expression on his face.


Bethany jerked backward and cleared her throat. “I’ll just be quiet now and let you enjoy the ride.”


Derek nodded and finally looked away, giving her a moment to draw a deep breath. This might not be as easy as she’d thought.





* * *







Derek had always wondered how he was going to die, and now he had a fairly good idea. Bethany Hall was going to do him in.


He hadn’t lied to her when he said he didn’t want to spend his last days in Belize staring at the water and doing a post-mortem on his failed engagement. He’d really believed that he and his equally cynical chef could spend a few casual, friendly days together, seeing the sights.


But that was before she’d shown up in her Lara Croft getup, complete with dark red braid trailing down her back. That dumpy chef uniform hadn’t prepared him for the long legs and slim waist displayed by her shorts and tank top. Nor had he been able to steel himself against the fact that every time she leaned across him, he got a tantalizing glimpse of—


No, he wasn’t going to go there. He wouldn’t be that guy, who leered at a woman he’d practically bullied into being his tour guide, even if every last molecule in his body seemed to have snapped to attention and begun screaming, “Beautiful woman nearby!” If only he’d figured that out twelve hours ago and not when she was six inches from him, wearing far too little clothing and smelling like an intoxicating mixture of vanilla and tropical flowers.


Bethany looked at him askance, and he forced a reassuring smile. Even if he couldn’t immediately turn off the switch she’d somehow flicked, he owed it to her not to make her uncomfortable.


He managed to feign interest in the scenery as the coastline grew through the window and they left behind the bright, varied blue of the sea for the lush, overgrown mainland. He hadn’t been paying attention when he landed in Belize City, but now he focused on the green jungle, interspersed with wide fields of green and brown bisected by the pale yellow ribbons of dirt roads. Beautiful as the island was, it could have been nearly anywhere in the Caribbean or Southeast Asia. For the first time, Derek got a sense of their location in Central America.


“It’s impressive, isn’t it?” Bethany’s quiet voice through the headset startled him.


“It is. Reminds me a little of Panama.” He laughed when Bethany frowned in puzzlement and explained, “I served there in the Peace Corps for two years after college.”


“The Peace Corps? You?”


“Don’t sound so surprised! I wasn’t always a heartless corporate drone. Besides, I mostly did it to irritate my father.”


“I never said heartless,” Bethany shot back. “What did you do there?”


“Community economic development. Basically teaching business principles to farmers and beekeepers.”


“I see.” She nodded and sat back in her seat, but he could tell that revelation had thrown her. It gave him an unreasonable feeling of satisfaction. He might be a spoiled rich kid, but at least he had a few good qualities to offset that fact.


They didn’t speak for the rest of the flight, until a small airstrip in the middle of a sugarcane field appeared in the window, completely deserted but for a tiny shack that served as a terminal. Jason set the helicopter down on a grassy pad not far from the airstrip.


“I’ll be back for you at four o’clock,” he said. “Enjoy your excursion.”


Bethany said her thanks and hopped out of the sliding door, but no sooner did Derek’s feet touch the ground than she was off, heading toward a waiting car a few dozen feet away. A young man wearing a logoed green polo shirt straightened from where he leaned on the hood and gave them a wave. Or rather gave Bethany a wave. From the way the guy’s eyes were locked on her, Derek was pretty sure the guide hadn’t even registered his presence.


Bethany was rattling off a rapid stream of Spanish, which she cut off as soon as he joined them. “Manuel says we’re the only two on the tour today, so we can go into town first, or we can get a start now. Either way, it looks like rain this afternoon.”


The mounding clouds from the north did threaten showers, but that was to be expected in Belize. “Let’s just get on with the tour. We can explore the town when we get back if we have time.”


They climbed into the back of the car, and then they were off down the bumpy dirt road which then turned to an equally bumpy paved highway. Jungle-like foliage crowded the shoulders, and every so often Manuel had to pause to go around an inexplicably stopped vehicle.


The silence began to feel awkward, as if Derek were purposely ignoring Bethany. Finally, he asked, “Where did you learn to speak Spanish?”


“Almost everyone in Miami is bilingual. Plus, it’s practically a requirement for working in a commercial kitchen.”


“I bet it would be.”


“Where did you learn to speak Spanish, and why do you pretend not to?”


He snapped his eyes to Bethany’s face, surprised. She just smiled. “They wouldn’t have sent you to Panama if you weren’t already fluent. I know that much about the Peace Corps.”


She was smart, he’d give her that. Not a single person had ever asked that question. “My parents were never around, so my brother and sister and I were raised by a Colombian nanny. As for why I don’t speak it … sometimes it better serves me to listen when people don’t think I can understand them.” He caught their guide’s smile in the rearview mirror.  “Doesn’t it, Manuel?”


Manuel chuckled. “Si. Many visitors don’t realize English is the official language of Belize.”


“You keep surprising me,” Bethany murmured.


“Is that a good thing?”


She studied him for a long moment before looking away. “I’ll let you know.”
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Bethany had purposely held back the details of the river tour, letting Derek think it was a lazy cruise down a winding waterway, but she still laughed at his shock when Manuel led them to the end of a dock on the wide Rio Nuevo where his speedboat was moored, its blue awning providing relief from the pounding sun, which at nine o’clock had already nudged the warm, humid air toward sweltering.


Derek clambered into the boat beside her, and despite the fact it was big enough for six or eight people, he seated himself directly beside her. If she'd thought she could move without seeming rude, she would have. It had been hard enough to keep her neutrality while wedged beside him in the helicopter and in Manuel’s car, especially when she was continually teased by his cologne, turned downright sultry in Belize’s heat.


Why, oh why, must she always be attracted to unattainable men?


Manuel guided the boat away from the dock onto the river, the breeze created by their forward motion bringing welcome relief to the sticky air. Once he got past the docks of the other tour operators, he opened the throttle and sped forward down the wide river.


“Keep your eyes on the banks!” Manuel called over the motor. “You may see crocodiles sunning themselves.”


Bethany didn’t spy any crocodiles, but she pointed out birds in the treetops and the dark faces of spider monkeys peering from the foliage. Gradually the river narrowed, no longer a broad glassy expanse but a winding Amazonian-type waterway, its banks choked with fallen trees and promising predatory creatures in the murky shallows.


“Look right there.” Derek leaned forward to speak into her ear as he pointed at the opposite bank, where the top of a crocodile’s head was just visible. Bethany shivered.


“Not fond of them, I take it?”


“Not so much.” Let him think it was the crocodile that raised the goosebumps, not the dance of his breath on her skin.


Manuel guided the boat to a little inlet crowded with overhanging branches, then tossed Derek a banana.


“What’s this for?”


Bethany twisted away from him and laughed, grateful for the distraction. “Look.”


The curious face of a spider monkey appeared in the foliage of the low-hanging tree. When it spied the banana in his hand, the monkey swung down and gave an expectant chirp.


“Okay, fella. Hold on.” Derek peeled the banana and broke it in half, then held one piece out. The monkey snatched it from his hand and began eating, its gold-ringed eyes never wavering from the other piece in Derek’s hand.


“Here.” He offered the second piece to Bethany, but she refused to take it.


“No way. Monkeys creep me out.”


“Look, you hurt his feelings.” Derek reached past her and held out the other half of the banana. The monkey took it and scrambled back into the tree.


“So,” he murmured in her ear, ostensibly so Manuel wouldn’t overhear,  “You’re afraid of crocodiles and monkeys. What else doesn’t Bethany Hall like?”


Right now, she didn’t care for the things the sexy timbre of his voice did to her will to stay detached. The fact he seemed to be treating this as a date rather than a business arrangement didn’t help either.


Derek was looking at her with that half-amused expression, though, and she belatedly remembered his question. “Um … I hate cilantro. It tastes like soap to me.”


Derek chuckled and leaned back in his seat as Manuel pulled back into the current. “That must be inconvenient for a chef.”


“It is, actually, since some recipes require it. Did you know people are genetically predisposed toward a taste for cilantro, one way or another? People like me have olfactory receptors that are oversensitive to the aldehydes that give cilantro its distinctive flavor …” She trailed off, flushing when she saw he was smiling at her. “What?”


“I think it’s interesting that you can just toss off all these scientific details.”


She felt the heat deepen, sure she was tomato red. Curse her Irish, cilantro-hating genes. “Culinary physics … science in general … has always fascinated me.”


“Really? Why?”


“Are you pretending to be interested so I don’t feel stupid?”


“No, I’m curious. Cooking seems like such a creative thing, the scientific slant surprises me.”


“Oh, but cooking is very scientific. You see, when you understand the chemical and physical processes—for example, what searing does to different cuts of meat or what happens to the volatile oils in an onion when you caramelize it—you have a lot of freedom in creating new recipes. I know it’s the citric acid in the lemons or limes that ‘cooks’ the fish in ceviche, so I can substitute orange or tangerine or grapefruit for different effects. For that matter, I could use straight citric acid crystals, though I’ve never seen a reason to try it.”


Derek was still smiling, but he didn’t seem to be laughing at her. “Can I tell you a secret? I hate cilantro too.”


Bethany’s mouth opened. “But I’ve been putting cilantro in half your food! Why didn’t you say something?”


“I picked it out. I didn’t want to be a jerk.”


“It’s my job as a personal chef to customize these things,” she said reprovingly. “What else aren’t you telling me?”


“Nothing, I promise. Just the cilantro thing. Well, that and my hatred of pickled herring, but I don’t suppose you have any Scandinavian dishes planned, do you?”


“No, I think you’re safe.”


“For the record, I have enjoyed everything you’ve made, with or without cilantro.”


“Thank you.” And thank you for reminding me this is not a date. She could be friendly, but they weren’t friends. She was doing a job, even if it was outside of her normal duties. Derek would leave the island on Friday, and she would be back home before he even boarded a plane. She should just be grateful that his continued presence meant she didn’t have to scramble for another job to make up for the loss of income.


Manuel pointed out more animals, pulling her attention from the growing and thoroughly unwanted rapport she was feeling. Then the speedboat brought them into a wide lagoon surrounded by thick foliage. A long dock on the far side already held a couple of other similar speedboats. Manuel navigated to an open spot and hopped out to tie up the boat. Derek immediately followed suit and held out a hand to Bethany. No choice. She forced herself to ignore how nice her hand felt in his and let go as soon as she was on stable ground.


Thank God for Manuel at least. The guide kept up a steady stream of narration in English as he led them through the small visitor’s center at the site and then back out onto the packed dirt path that wound beneath the jungle canopy. Bethany stayed up front near Manuel while Derek lagged behind. It was bad enough that she found him attractive. Even worse now that she’d discovered he was a genuinely nice guy. Why couldn’t he be an arrogant jerk instead?


Bethany actually was beginning to sympathize with Anna. If Derek had looked at her with the focused attention he was using on Bethany and still maintained his “love is bunk” position, she couldn’t blame the girl for being upset. Of course, that didn’t excuse Anna’s abysmal behavior, but if Bethany were in love with a man who didn’t love her back, she’d probably be angry and hurt too.


Actually, there was no probably about it. She’d been both, so much so it required leaving the country. The problem was, Alejándro had believed in love. He’d just mistaken the feeling to originate somewhere other than his heart, and in a place that was disinclined to resist the temptation of every pretty girl who walked by.


No, she’d think Alejándro and Derek were complete opposites if getting involved with them wouldn't have the same demonstrated results.


After walking what felt like forever, winding between the crooked trunks of the impossibly tall trees, over roots and around jutting rocks, the path widened into a clearing. A breathtaking temple ruin spread before them.


“This is the Mask Temple,” Manuel said, turning to address both of them. “Construction began around 200 B.C., and renovations continued through about 1300 A.D. The masks on either side of the stairs are unusual because they are carved from limestone rather than covered with plaster. The style is also distinctly Olmec. You’ll note the crocodile headdress, which proves that the Spanish records are correct in calling this ‘the place of the crocodile.’”
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