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The Ties that Bind

JACI BURTON




One

“You need a vacation, Mom. Actually, you need more than a vacation. You need a life.”

Leave it to Lisa Mitchell’s eighteen-year-old daughter to state the obvious.

Lisa sat at the old, scarred wooden kitchen table with her daughter, Kayla, Kayla’s friend Wen, and Lisa’s best friend, Connie, along with Lisa’s ex-husband, Rick. A strange group, to be certain, but not at all unusual. Lisa and Rick, though divorced for nearly fifteen years, were still best friends. Rick and Lisa were Kayla’s rock and co-anchors. Lisa would have never been able to raise Kayla to be the smart, competent adult she was without Rick’s help. Getting divorced was the best thing they could have ever done for Kayla, and for each other. It had saved their relationship.

She stared at the colossal mess that was her family room and kitchen, smiling over the remnants of the successful graduation party for Kayla. She couldn’t believe her baby girl had graduated already. Lisa was only thirty-four years old and her daughter was already going to be heading for college in the fall. She felt old. And yet she still felt young. Her life was over, and yet it was just beginning.

“Which is exactly why you need this trip, Mom,” Kayla had told her. “You’re free of me now. I’m eighteen. I’m going to be gone for the summer anyway, remember?”

How could she forget? Lisa’s older sister Amelia—the fabulous, successful sister—was going to take Kayla to Europe for a month. “Yes, I couldn’t possibly forget you’re going away for the summer since it’s all you’ve talked about for a year.” The trip was Amelia’s graduation gift to Kayla. Lisa had balked. Amelia had insisted. Kayla had  squealed. Rick said it would be good for Kayla, that she was a sharp kid with a sense of adventure.

Lisa had had a sense of adventure once, too. It had landed her pregnant at sixteen.

Of course, her sense of adventure had been a bit wild and out of bounds, totally opposite that of her oh-so-level-headed daughter, thank God. In many ways, Kayla was more like Amelia than Lisa. Which meant her child wouldn’t make the same mistakes she had. She’d go to college, become a success, create a good life for herself instead of making bad choices.

“So are you going to do it?”

Lisa looked up at her best friend. “Do what?”

“Mommmm,” Kayla said, rolling her eyes. “Pay attention.”

“Sorry. I was thinking.”

“Are you going to do the vacation with Connie? You know, hit the beach, get naked. Drink fruity drinks. Party your ass off.”

“Watch your language, miss,” Lisa warned. Kayla rolled her eyes again.

“She’s right, you know,” Connie said. “You deserve this. No one works harder than you do, both at the hospital and at home. If anyone is screaming for a glorious week of tropical downtime, it’s you.”

Lisa arched a brow. “I don’t recall complaining.”

“You never complain, Lisa.”

Her gaze drifted to Rick. “I have nothing to whine about. My life is ideal.” That was no lie. Kayla had never given her a moment’s trouble, Rick had always been there to help out if and when she needed him, and she had a great job as a critical care nurse, working alongside her best friend Connie. All in all, she led a damned charmed life. And she owed a lot of that to Rick. He was the one who should be taking the vacation. The things he’d given up for her and for Kayla . . .

“Your love life sucks, Mom.”

Wen snorted.

Snapping a glare at her smart-mouthed daughter, she said, “There’s nothing wrong with my love life.”

“Except that it’s nonexistent.”

“I won’t find one in the Caribbean.”

“It’s a good enough place to start.”

“True, Mrs. Mitchell. You’re still great looking. Even sexy, for a woman . . . uhh . . . your age,” Wen said.

“Gee, thanks, Wen. I think,” Lisa said, shaking her head.

Connie laughed and laid her hand over Lisa’s. “Trust me. Teenagers are ubercritical.”

Kayla giggled, then was immediately distracted by the ringtone of her cell phone, temporarily lost in the corner of the kitchen while she and Wen planned the night’s activities.

Lisa blew out a frustrated breath. A vacation would be nice. She needed a tan. Some time on the beach, sipping drinks with paper umbrellas, sounded like a slice of heaven. She never took vacations. Okay, she’d had a few, but they’d always been with Kayla and usually involved places like Disney World and Epcot Center and child-oriented functions, or something to do with Kayla’s cheerleading or soccer. Never an adult vacation, never alone. The thought of going somewhere with another adult was . . . unfathomable.

“Go, Lisa.”

She looked up at Rick. It was difficult thinking of sunning herself on the beach, possibly meeting or dancing with other men.

There’d never been other men. There’d only been Rick. Since she was fourteen years old, there’d only been Rick. She’d dated now and then, but nothing serious. She just hadn’t been able to be with anyone else. How could she, when the only man who made her panties wet sat across the kitchen table from her? And the last time she’d had sex with him was . . . something like fifteen years ago?

God, she really did need a life.

“You’d really go with me?” She cast a pleading look at Connie.

Connie nodded. “Uh, you bet. Couldn’t talk me out of it.”

How did she get so lucky to find a best friend and a dynamite co-worker in one? “Do you think the hospital would let us both off at the same time?”

Connie grinned. “Already asked and answered. Beth said she’d rearrange the schedule to accommodate us.”

“See? It’s a done deal,” Kayla said, a satisfied smile lighting up her gorgeous face.

Her daughter was beautiful. Okay, maybe she was just a tiny bit prejudiced, but she and Rick had made one incredible girl. Five feet seven, curvy in all the right places, and thank God the girl liked to eat and wasn’t model-stick-worry-your-mother-to-death thin. She was athletic, loved the arts, earned some amazing scholarships, and didn’t make stupid choices about boys. She was going to Florida State in the fall to major in elementary education. She’d always wanted to be a teacher, ever since she was a little girl playing school with her friends. The kid had goals. Goals!

“Finished with excuses?” Rick asked. “You don’t even need me to watch over Kayla anymore. You’re free, Lisa.”

Free. What a concept. Free of responsibilities for one entire week. Not having to worry about what Kayla was doing, no guilt over dumping Rick with the burden.

She’d never have that guilt again. The ties that bound her and Rick together were slowly disintegrating.

The twinge in her stomach intensified. She figured it was the cake, not the fact that her link to Rick was evaporating. They were divorced, had been for a very long time. They’d always be connected by Kayla, but it was long past time she let go of him. It was time she let him move on.

Even at thirty-seven, he still took her breath away, probably more now than the day he walked into her life when she was fourteen years old and he was an oh-so-mature seventeen, tall and lanky with his midnight black hair falling over his face. He’d worn it long, shaggy, nearly covering his steely blue eyes. She’d gasped the first time she saw his eyes. No guy should have a face that beautiful, all those sharply angled cheekbones, full bottom lip, and eyes that could make a woman melt.

She’d fallen in love on the spot, and they’d been inseparable after that.

That had been the beginning of the end for her, and had altered the course of her life forever. And Rick’s, too. She owed it to him to let  him go now. He’d been by her side for all these years, devoted to her and Kayla in ways she’d never expected. He’d been the best father a girl could ask for and Kayla adored him. Lisa admired him for never once failing in his duties. He’d gone above and beyond his responsibilities to Lisa, too. She’d never have the career she had now if not for Rick.

She owed him so much. She owed him a life, love of his own. Even if the thought of it made her stomach ache.

“Speaking of someone who needs to get a life . . .” she said, hardly able to look him in the eyes without bursting into tears. Why was this so hard? She was probably just melancholy at the thought of Kayla growing up, moving off to college. This emotional mess had nothing to do with Rick.

“Working on it,” he said, his lips lifting in a sly smile.

Her stomach tightened. “Oh, really? Well, that’s . . . great . . . I’m glad.”

Kayla grinned. She knew about this, about whatever woman put the gleam in Rick’s eye. “And it’s about time, Dad.”

This was more than she could handle in one night. Lisa pushed back her chair. “Look at this mess. I think I’ll start cleaning up.”

“Need me to help, Mom?”

“Of course not. You’ve got your all-night graduation celebration at the high school tonight.” She stopped, tilted her head down the hall. “You can take all your gifts to your room, then you’d better get packed.”

“I’ll drop the girls off,” Rick said.

Lisa nodded, busied herself with picking up discarded gift wrap and paper plates. “Thanks. I appreciate it. I’ll get her in the morning.”

When the girls were ready and Rick hustled them out the door, it was just her and Connie left behind. The three-bedroom house had never been oversized—just enough room for Kayla and her. Right now it felt like a huge, yawning mausoleum.

Connie laid a cup of coffee in front of Lisa. She glanced up and smiled at her best friend. “Thanks.”

“You look like you need it. Just like you need this vacation.”

Lisa dragged a hand through her hair. “Yeah. I do need it. Both the coffee and the vacation.”

“Kayla leaves in three weeks. Beth said the schedule is open. I’ve already talked to a travel agent.”

“This is all so sudden.”

“Not everything in life needs a six-month plan, Lisa. Just go with it.”

She sighed. “I don’t know, Connie. I don’t have tropical wear.”

“We’ll go shopping.”

“We don’t have flights.”

“My cousin is a travel agent. One phone call and I’ll get her working on a deal for us.”

“Where would we go?”

“I hear Saint Thomas is nice.”

She shivered, sank into the thought of turquoise water, sunny beaches, and time to do absolutely nothing. “God, that sounds like the Garden of Eden right now.”

“One whole week. That’s seven whole days you won’t be mooning over Kayla being gone and you alone in this house by yourself.”

She glared at Connie. “You, my friend, know me all too well.”

Connie winked, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. “That’s the truth.”

“I’m not going there to find a man. The last thing I need is some disastrous vacation romance.”

Connie leaned back in the chair, taking her cup of coffee and cradling it between her hands. “Lisa, you’re thirty-four years old, gorgeous, with a body I’d kill for. When was the last time you had sex?”

She gave Connie a blank stare. “I don’t remember. I’m sure it was sometime this millennium.”

Connie shook her head. “Oh, fuck. Be sure to pack condoms.”

“Jesus, Connie.”

“Honey, I’m thirty pounds overweight, ten years older than you, and divorced three times, and I get way more sex than you do. There’s something wrong with that picture.”

“Your kids are both off on their own.”

“Bad excuse.”

Lisa lifted her chin. “It is not. I couldn’t very well bring men back to the house with my kid here.”

“There are hotels. And what about when Kayla was staying at Rick’s?”

Well, hell. She shrugged. “Good guys are hard to find.”

“Not that hard. And maybe you’re still carrying a seriously flaming torch for your ex-husband.”

“I am not.”

Connie rolled her eyes. “Honey, if any one of my exes looked or acted like Rick Mitchell, I’d never have divorced him, and I’d be jumping his seriously sexy bones every chance I could. I don’t know why you and Rick don’t fuck each other blind whenever you can.”

The thought of it heated her. She so didn’t need those visuals in her head right now. “Our relationship isn’t like that. We’re friends.”

Connie snorted. “Bullshit. I see the way you look at him.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Those big brown eyes of yours just eat him up every time he walks into the room.”

Denial hovered on her lips, but Connie knew her too well. She laid her head in her hands. “God. Is it that obvious?”

“Uh, yeah. To me it is anyway.”

“Shit. I didn’t mean for it to be. I don’t want it to be. Oh, Connie, I want to have a life. I want to move on. I don’t want to be dependent on Rick. I don’t want to feel what I still feel for him. It’s not right. Not after all this time.”

She hated the tears that welled in her eyes. They made her feel weak and helpless, and she hadn’t been weak and helpless in a very long time.

But Connie understood. Thank God for friends. Connie laid her hand over Lisa’s. “I wasn’t kidding when I said Rick is the type of man most woman would slit another woman’s throat to have. He’s one in a million.”

“I know,” she said, her voice choked with emotion. “But he’s not  mine anymore. Hasn’t been for years. And you heard him tonight. He’s met someone.”

Connie couldn’t look at her. “So it seems.”

“Which means I have to let him go.”

“Then let’s have a vacation.”

Lisa nodded, determination firing her blood. “You’re right. It’s time I grabbed my own happiness.”

“Now you’re talkin’. So are you in?”

Why the hell not? The alternative was growing old alone, feeling sorry for herself, and becoming a pathetic woman holding on to the past. No way was she going to allow that to happen. She swiped away the tears and grinned. “Hell yes, I’m in.”

 

Wen hopped out of Rick’s car with a rapid-fire thanks. Kayla told her to get in line and she’d be there in a sec.

“Dad?” She twisted in the front seat to face him. He knew she’d want to talk after what went down at Lisa’s.

“Yeah?”

“Are we doing the right thing? To Mom, I mean.”

“Are you having second thoughts? Because we can put a stop to it. All you have to do is say so.”

She shook her head. “No. This is the right thing. You and Mom belong together.”

Rick leaned back against the seat. “I’ve always thought so.” He turned so that Kayla could see his eyes, could read the honesty in them. “I love your mom, Kay. I never stopped.”

Kay’s eyes brimmed with tears. At that moment she looked so much like her mother it was uncanny. They both wore their emotions on their faces.

“I know you do, Dad. That’s why I think this is the right thing. Sneaky,” she said, letting that characteristic Kayla-giggle slip in, “but it’s the only way to shock her into facing reality.”

“I don’t know about that. You and Connie are more devious than me. I prefer the direct approach.”

“Oh, come on. You know our idea has merit. You, Mom, stuck together for a week in a tropical paradise. It’s your chance to talk to her, to convince her the two of you should try again.”

“She’ll be pissed.” And he wouldn’t put it past her to hop right back on the plane and fly home.

Kayla shrugged. “She’ll get over it. Who could resist the lure of the Caribbean? Warm sand, tropical breezes, all that hot sex . . .”

“Kayla,” he warned, wondering when his baby girl had grown up and become a woman of the world.

“Dad,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You’re both consenting adults. Even if the thought of you two . . . doing it . . . makes me want to hurl.” She let her tongue unfurl and hang out her mouth, making the icky face that made him laugh.

“Gee. Thanks. That’s so romantic.”

She snorted. “I gotta go. Hopefully Connie is twisting her arm as we speak. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, see if Connie managed to convince her.”

She leaned across the car and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Love you, Dad.”

“Love you, too, Kay.”

And in a flash, she was gone, swallowed up by the hordes of other graduates spending the night at the graduation lockup party in the high school gym. Which meant fun, games, all the food they could consume, and they’d be safe.

As he drove away, he found it hard to comprehend he was the father of a high school graduate. No, a soon-to-be college freshman. Jesus, when had he gotten old?

Fuck that. He wasn’t old. Neither was Lisa. Their lives were just beginning. And if everything worked out in the Caribbean, they’d have their second chance.

Hell of a plan. Of course, to Kayla it was all so simple. Lie to Lisa, convince her to go to the Caribbean for a vacation, but have Rick show up there instead. Then spend time together and try to recapture the magic they’d once had when they were younger.

Was that even possible? They were different people now. When  they first fell in love, they were both teenagers. They’d lived a lifetime since then, had raised a daughter. They had careers, separate lives. Yet they were never really separate, were they?

He knew Connie, knew she’d be able to talk Lisa into going on this trip. Of course, Connie wouldn’t be the one accompanying her. Rick would be going. And he owed the entire devious plan to his daughter, who thought her parents should finally consummate the passion that had always flamed between them.

She was right. There had always been fire between Lisa and him. There’d been sparks from the time he met her, even when Lisa was fourteen, when he’d known better than to touch her. But even then it had been damned hard to resist the attraction. They’d waited two years before falling into bed together. And they’d been careful, as careful as they could be when desire consumed them. But condoms weren’t the best birth control method, and when Lisa, at sixteen years old, got pregnant, they’d gotten married. They’d been in love. It had been tough. Goddamn, it had been tough. Barely twenty and struggling to work full-time and juggle college part-time, he’d suddenly also had to deal with a pregnant teenaged wife.

A wife he’d adored.

And when Kayla had been born, he’d hung the moon on his daughter. She’d been perfect, and he and Lisa had given up everything for her, determined that she’d never pay for their mistakes. But they were barely adults, didn’t know how to really love each other. Tensions had mounted as high as their bills. They were drowning. Eventually Lisa had to move back home with her parents, taking Kayla with her.

Rick hated failure, but even he had to admit that separating had been the best thing for all of them, had eased the tension between them. By the time Kayla was three, they’d known divorce was inevitable. They’d realized they weren’t ready to face an adult relationship, even though they still loved each other. They sacrificed each other to do what was right for Kayla, before they ended up tearing each other apart and Kayla in the process.

Divorcing had been the hardest thing he’d ever done. But he’d vowed never to let either of them go. He was responsible for his  child and the woman he’d vowed to love forever. He’d worked his way through college, gotten his degree, and when he’d finally gotten back on his feet, bought a house for Lisa and Kayla. Lisa hadn’t wanted it, of course, but Rick said a house was a good place for Kayla to grow up, much better than an apartment. By then Lisa was going to nursing school, and eventually Rick bought a house nearby so he could help watch Kay while Lisa was in school. When Lisa graduated and started making decent money of her own, she took over the payments of her own house. It was important to her to stand on her own two feet and not depend on Rick for everything. It was one of the things he admired most about her.

Over the years they’d developed a perfect relationship, relying on each other, as close to a real family as you could get. Kayla was secure and loved by both her parents, and Rick and Lisa settled into a cozy, comfortable relationship.

A relationship that had no passion.

It suited both of them fine for a long time, while they nurtured Kayla and built their careers. They both dated other people here and there, but it seemed like neither one of them wanted to bring another person into the family relationship they had built among the three of them. Lisa hadn’t moved on. Neither had he. It always seemed to Rick as if he and Lisa were both waiting for the time when they could be together again, only neither of them had ever mentioned it. It was like a tenuous, invisible thread between them, and both of them were afraid to do anything to break it. Even if it meant they’d do nothing at all.

No more waiting. That time was now. If they got there and she said no, then that would be it. He’d walk away with no regrets. But he’d regret it forever if he didn’t at least try to win back the woman he’d loved almost half his life.




Two

Lisa avoided pressing her nose to the tiny window of the small two-engine plane that swooped and rolled on its way to landing at the tiny island of Saint Thomas. It was difficult, though. Butterflies the size of Tyrannosaurus rex stomped around in her stomach. She was so damned excited she wanted to leap out of the plane so she could get there faster.

The Virgin Islands. The Caribbean. She was almost there. She wished Connie could have traveled with her so she could share in the excitement, but the travel agent had to book them on separate flights. Since they had to schedule at the last minute, seats were at a premium, so Connie would be flying in later today. Lisa was fine with that. She was almost there, and that’s what counted.

The previous few weeks had passed in a blur of activity. Shopping for the trip, making travel arrangements, and seeing Kayla off on her own trip, though fortunately those details had already been dealt with months ago, clearing the way for Lisa to concentrate on her own travel plans. Kayla and Connie had insisted on dragging her shopping to buy new clothes. Her suitcase was now filled with sundresses, sandals, swimsuits, and just about anything and everything she could possibly need for this vacation. And would probably never wear again. Scandalous, sexy wear, including stuff for the evenings. And the lingerie? What were her daughter and best friend thinking? It wasn’t like she was going to be parading around half-naked for a bevy of men every night.

But at least when she looked in the mirror of her hotel room, she’d make herself blush.

Connie had insisted she go to the salon and get her hair cut and put some highlights in it. More tropical, she’d claimed. Whatever.  Brown was brown. Her hair was brown, her eyes were brown, and she was pretty much average looking. But Connie and Kayla had so much fun doing her makeover that she went along with it. Now she had chin-length hair with subtle highlights that brought out her natural auburn, and even Lisa had to admit it looked pretty darned good. The new makeup was nice, too. Restrained, but sexy. She was ready for . . .

For what? Anything and everything, she supposed. After Kayla’s graduation, she’d seen very little of Rick. She supposed she’d have to get used to that since Kayla was now eighteen, out of school, and they didn’t have the normal sharing of custody that they used to. Kayla could come and go as she pleased, divide her time between both parents however she wanted to, not according to a court-ordered custody document. Not that that had ever mattered anyway, since Lisa and Rick had pretty much split custody. When one had something to do, the other gladly filled in with taking care of Kayla.

But still . . . Lisa’s world seemed emptier without Rick in it.

Too bad. She’d just have to get over that. Rick obviously had a life now. It was high time she got one. After this vacation, she intended to start living again. Going out more. Dating.

Bleh.

The announcement of their impending landing relieved her of that train of thought. In a few minutes, they were on the ground. Lisa grabbed her luggage and went off to find the shuttle to take her to the hotel.

Connie said her cousin had gotten them a great deal at one of the most beautiful resorts on Saint Thomas. A last-minute cancellation or something like that, so they’d gotten it at half price. Lisa didn’t care where they stayed. A discount-rate shack would have been fine with her.

But when the shuttle turned through the gates and down the long road leading to the hotel, Lisa caught her first sight of the resort and gasped. It was a villa, a palazzo, a veritable mansion towering above the entire island. Built on top of a hill, rising high and proud and utterly breathtaking, Lisa realized then and there that this wasn’t  a hotel, it was a damn city in itself. The resort was one of the finest, the ritziest, and Lisa figured Connie was insane and they were both going to be flat broke by the time this vacation was over.

Check-in was like a dream. Her reservation was already taken care of—bless you, Connie and your cousin! The room was ready and her things were brought up by the bellman. Wow, this was living. She’d never been treated like this. The bellman took her upstairs via an elevator—everything was trimmed in gold, including the numbered buttons on the elevator. The bellman used another key, sliding it into the slot above the room numbers on the elevator. The light at the top blinked.

“We’re on the top floor?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, looking straight ahead and not at her. “Presidential suite.”

“Um, are you sure? Because I’m not important or anything.”

His lips curled upward. “Yes, ma’am. Presidential suite. When we get up there, I’ll give you all your keys.”

The door opened, they took a step out, and there was the door right in front of them. Wow. The hotel room was as big as her entire house. Prettier, too. Open, airy, tropical breezes blowing through the open balconies. Dear God, she could see the turquoise blue waters of the Caribbean right from her room. She knew her mouth hung open, but she couldn’t do anything to shut it as she strolled along the pristine cinnamon marble flooring, broken up occasionally by plush, room-sized rugs. The entire suite screamed expensive, from the dark furniture to the king-sized bed. Everything was open, gorgeous, state of the art, and oh, she so couldn’t afford this.

“Are you sure?” she asked the bellman again as he set her suitcases on the floor in the bedroom.

“Yes, ma’am.” He showed her how to use the elevator keys, gave her a tour of the suite. She gave him a generous tip, then after he left, she turned around and walked outside on the balcony. One of four balconies, one available from every room in the house—because that’s what this was. A freakin’ house.

Holy crap. This had to be some kind of mistake. She was certain  the hotel management would come knocking on her door within the hour, indicating that there had, in fact, been a mistake, and she needed to pack up her things and move to a regular room. One of those “bed and bathroom and that’s all you get” kind of rooms. Actually, she wasn’t certain she could even afford one of their regular rooms.

This couldn’t be her and Connie’s room. Even at the discount rate, it just didn’t seem possible.

She wandered through the suite and waited a full hour before deciding no one was going to knock at the door announcing an error. Then she decided to unpack.

One king-sized bed in the master bedroom. And another bedroom in another part of the suite. Oh well, she and Connie would figure it out later, and the master bedroom’s closet was more than large enough for both their clothes.

She hung everything up, put her things in one of the dressers, then changed into a sundress, trying to figure out what to do until Connie arrived tonight, when the phone beside the bed rang. Her stomach lurched. This was it. The management.

It was Connie.

“Is it gorgeous?” she asked.

“Yes! Oh, my God, this place is a palace.”

Connie laughed. “I knew it.”

“Are you packed yet?”

There was a slight pause before Connie said, “Uh, yeah. Packed and eager. One problem, though. My flight is delayed.”

“Oh, no. What’s the problem?”

“Some equipment failure. They’re going to bring in another plane, but I won’t be able to come in until tomorrow.”

“Dammit, Connie. That sucks. You should have had my flight.”

“Don’t be silly. Anyway, here’s the deal. I got you a dinner companion for tonight.”

Lisa was sure she hadn’t heard that part correctly. “What?”

“My cousin knows this guy who lives there locally. Gorgeous. Great talker. He’s available and would love to have dinner with you. You won’t have to hide in the hotel room tonight like I know you would have.”

She would have. “Connie, I’m not at all interested . . .”

“He’ll meet you in the bar at seven-thirty. Dress sexy. I already told him what you look like. Oh, I have another call coming in, I gotta go. Have fun!”

“Connie, wait!”

But she was already gone. Dammit! How could Connie do this to her? A dinner date? Jesus. She so wasn’t ready for this.

Okay, she had to calm down before she drove herself crazy. This was just dinner. A nice way to pass the time tonight, and Connie was right. It was better than spending her first night in the room. If the guy was a local, he could fill her in about the island, things to do, and places she and Connie could go. Perfect. She’d have a good time. It would be fine. It wasn’t like she was obligated to hop into the sack with the guy.

God, she was rusty at this whole man-woman thing. With Rick it was so easy.

Get over it, Lisa. You don’t have Rick anymore. Time to step outside your comfort zone.

Way outside.

She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It was four. She had three and a half hours until she had to meet her date tonight. Plenty of time to wander around the resort, grab some pool time, and start working on her tan. She could even have one of those tropical drinks, which would help her relax.

She changed clothes again, this time putting on her swimsuit and a cover-up, then slipped on her sandals, filled up her beach bag, and headed downstairs.

After taking so many turns around the hotel she ended up right back where she’d started, she decided she was going to need a map or she’d be forever lost. She stopped at the concierge’s desk and picked one up. That would help a lot. Navigating this theme park-sized resort wasn’t going to be easy, and she didn’t have the best sense of direction anyway.

She made it through the throngs of inside-the-hotel shops, stopped  and surveyed the menus at a couple of restaurants, and found the bar before maneuvering her way to one of the pools. She ended her hotel sightseeing right there at the crystal blue waters that seemed to spill over into the turquoise of the Caribbean, as the pool was balanced on the edge of the ocean. It was breathtaking. She found a corner spot, pulled off her cover-up and lathered on sunscreen, then stretched out to enjoy the warmth of the sun.

This really was the life. Her eyes closed, she listened to the water lapping over the rocks, falling into the pool on the first level below. The smell of sunscreen and flowers was heady and tropical. She’d ordered a piña colada from the waiter who’d hurried to her side as soon as she’d laid her towel on the chair, and she took a moment to sip from it before lying down again.

It was possible she might never move from this spot. Though after about fifteen minutes she was hot and sweaty, so she got up and took a plunge in the pool to cool off, swam a few laps, then came out and stretched out on her stomach, tossing her floppy hat over her head to block the sun.

It was delightfully uncrowded, just a handful of people lounging by the pool. She spotted a couple across the pool, lying side by side on their chairs, holding hands, occasionally kissing and whispering. They were about the same age as Rick and her. If she and Rick hadn’t divorced, they’d have been married nearly twenty years by now. It might be the two of them on this tropical vacation, soaking up the sun, kissing . . .

She remembered his mouth, the way he used to take it slow, kissing her until her toes curled, until she couldn’t stand it anymore and begged him to fuck her. Even now she could still find herself staring at the fullness of his lips whenever they were together, remembering how he tasted, wishing . . .

The pain of longing struck her hard, and the tears began to fall before she could do anything to stop them. Thankfully, the wide brim of her hat camouflaged the ridiculous waterworks.

What the hell was wrong with her anyway? It was way too early in  the month for PMS. She was just lonely. If Connie were here, she’d no doubt be drunk and laughing her ass off by now, or fending off some lifeguard fifteen years her junior that Connie had dragged over.

Tomorrow things would be better, when she didn’t have all this alone time and nothing but memories to wallow in.

She sniffed, swiped at the tears, angry at her emotions. Rick had a woman in his life now. She had no hold on him anymore. It wasn’t like she ever had anyway. Ever since they divorced, he’d been free to date, to find someone else, to get married even.

So had she, though the thought had never crossed her mind. Not while Kayla had needed raising.

Kayla was raised now. No more excuses. So how come she still didn’t want to?

The sun had long ago slipped behind the tall columns of the main hotel. She grabbed her watch, realizing it was almost six. Time to get ready. She threw on her cover-up and headed upstairs to take a shower and get ready for tonight. For her date. Where she promised herself she wouldn’t once think about Rick.

Who knew where tonight would lead? Maybe this guy would be smokin’ hot and she could have some wild, uninhibited, no-strings-attached sex. God, she really needed sex, was tired of her hands and her vibrator and craved the feel of a man’s big, hot hands all over her, the feel of a thick cock sliding inside her, pumping her until she screamed, bringing her to orgasm over and over again.

She shuddered and stepped into the shower, staring down at her beaded nipples.

“Hang on,” she said, cupping them, sliding her thumbs over them, then reaching for the body wash, refusing to touch herself this time. She was going to wait. Maybe, just maybe, there was hope for her on this trip. Maybe she’d be brave enough to have a fling. Why not? She was certainly old enough, had no one to answer to but herself.

She dried her hair, put on makeup, and selected a nice dress. Black and gold with spaghetti straps and little gold sandals. She wore earrings only. The little threads of gold woven into the tight black bodice were showy enough. As she stared at herself in the full-length  mirror and twirled around, letting the skirt settle back around her legs, even she had to nod. She looked damn sexy. Running from one end of the hospital to the other kept her in shape. She had a decent body and Connie had been right—this dress showed it off nicely.

She glanced at the clock. Seven-fifteen. She supposed she should head downstairs and find a spot in the bar, order a cocktail so she could take a few sips, and relax a little bit before her mystery date showed up.

The bar was glorious. Dark and sexy and smooth, with glass walls, tinkling chandeliers that caught the light, and leather furniture you could sink into with ease. There were intimate tables for two or four tucked into dark corners. The entire place was open to the outdoors, bringing a gentle breeze in from the water. There was a nice spot right at the bar where she settled in on one of the high barstools and ordered a drink. A band played, fortunately not too loud so people could hear themselves talk. There was a decent crowd in there. She wondered if this guy would be able to find her from Connie’s description.

She was nervous! She felt like a kid going out on her first date. Really, this wasn’t even a date. She had to settle down. Maybe he wouldn’t even show up.

She felt warm breath on her shoulder and tensed.

“You take my breath away, Lisa.”

Oh, God. She knew that voice. She shifted, turning in her seat, but she already knew who it was.

“Rick?”

What the hell was her ex-husband doing here?




Three

“Hey, beautiful,” he said.

Rick was dressed in white slacks and a black shirt, both silk and hugging his body in all the right places. The lights in the bar caught on his blue eyes, giving him a dark and dangerous and oh so sexy look. And when he smiled, she couldn’t breathe. He was the one who took her breath away. He was so damned gorgeous she was shaking.

It took Lisa a few seconds to find her voice. “What are you doing here?” This couldn’t possibly be coincidence, but her mind wasn’t working through the possibilities.

He brushed his fingers over her bare shoulders, an intimate gesture, more than he’d touched her in years.

“You can’t guess?”

She shook her head. “No.” Something formed in the back of her mind, but she shrugged it off. Confusion had taken hold, so again she asked, “What are you doing here?”

He grabbed her drink, laid cash on the bar counter, and found a table for two in the corner. A waitress came over and Rick ordered a drink.

“Are you here with your . . .” She couldn’t find the words. “Are you with someone?”

That was all she’d need. Rick here with his new lady love. She would hide in her room. She wasn’t ready to handle it. In theory, maybe. In person . . . no way.

His lips quirked. “I am now. I’m here with you.”

“I don’t understand.” Was she being dense? Did she miss something?

He rubbed his index finger over the top of her hand. He never touched her. They were both so careful to maintain a discreet distance,  never wanting to give Kayla the wrong idea. And just this tiny caress gave her shivers, despite the sultry heat in the bar.

“Rick, what are you doing?”

And oh, shit, she forgot she was supposed to be meeting someone. “What time is it? I’m . . . I’m supposed to have dinner with someone.”

One dark brow arched and he smiled. “I know.”

“You do?” How the hell could he know?

“I’m your date.”

“What?”

“Connie’s not coming.”

She frowned. “Okay, I’m confused.”

“I know you are, and I’m sorry for that. It was the only way we could come up with to get you here.”

“We? We who?” A seed formed in her mind, but she didn’t want to say anything. Not until she knew for sure.

“Me. Connie. Kayla.”

Her stomach tumbled. She’d been set up, but why? She shook her head. “I’m not really this dense, but I still don’t understand. What’s this all about?”

He leaned in and oh man did he ever smell good. Not like cologne or anything phony. But like Rick. Like he’d just showered with the best soap ever. Clean and fresh and she really wanted to lick that pulse-pounding spot on his neck. Jesus. She leaned back.

“It’s about you and me, Lisa. A chance to reconnect, spend some time together.”

“Why?”

He laughed, then, and she felt stupid, like there was some huge joke that everyone got but her. “Why do you think?”

She shrugged. “I have no idea. Obviously everyone I know is in on this but me. Why don’t you spell it out in simple terms an idiot like me can understand.”

His smile died. “Now you’re getting mad. I’m sorry. Let me tell you what’s going on.”

“That would be helpful.”

“I started all this. The idea about the vacation, about setting you up to think it would be you and Connie. Well, actually, it was Kayla’s original idea.”

Her brows shot up. “Kay’s?”

“Yeah.” He rimmed his cocktail glass with the tip of his finger. “Seems our daughter thinks there’s some unfinished business between the two of us.”

“What kind of unfinished business?”

“Maybe the fact that we divorced all those years ago, but neither of us ever remarried, or even really date?”

This conversation was heading into dangerous territory. She and Rick never discussed their personal lives. They only talked about Kayla. “I thought you had . . . someone.”

“That someone was you.”

Oh, holy hell. Her heart started up with this thump thump thump  rhythm and she was getting dizzy. She grabbed for her drink, taking a couple long swallows. “Me?”

“Yeah. You. I’m not seeing anyone else. The only one I ever see is you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you?”

He picked up her hand, held it. When was the last time they’d held hands? She didn’t remember.

“You and I have been together twenty years, Lisa. We’ve been through hell and back. We’ve married, divorced, and raised a daughter together. And even though we’ve lived in separate houses most of that time, we’re still . . . together. Sort of. You’ve dated some, I’ve dated some, but neither one of us have formed any relationships.”

“I thought that was because of Kay.”

“I don’t think so. Lots of divorced people remarry or at least develop relationships with someone else. Kids adapt and accept. Kayla would have, too.”

He was right. She had never found someone that sparked her interest enough to keep seeing more than a few times. She never really knew about Rick’s love life. Kayla probably knew more about it than  she did, but Kay was good about not revealing Rick’s personal life to her. Thankfully.

“I never wanted anyone else, Lisa. I measured every woman against you, and they all fell short.”

She shifted her gaze to her drink. “I’m nothing special.”

He slid his fingers under her chin, forced her gaze back to his. “I disagree. You were barely a teen when you ended up pregnant. You had options to do something about that—your choice to make, but you chose to have Kayla. You finished high school while juggling an infant on your hip. You went to nursing school. You raised a brilliant daughter and you have a successful career. I think you’re pretty damn special.”

It was hard not to weep under praise like that. She blinked back tears, not wanting her mascara to run. “Thank you. But I didn’t do that alone. You’ve done a damn good job, too. As hard as it was on me, it was doubly hard on you. Working two jobs, going to college, living in an apartment, and then buying a house for Kayla and me. You were always so generous.”

“It was my job to provide for my daughter.”

“You never missed a child support check. You went above and beyond what the courts required of you.”

“I love . . . Kayla.”

“I know you do.” Rick’s love for his daughter was evident in everything he did. That’s why every man she dated paled in comparison to Rick. Why there were never sparks hot enough to keep her interested for long.

But was it because he’d been so nice to her and Kayla? Or was it more than that?

“We owe it to ourselves to find out if it’s still there, Lisa.”

“If what’s still there?”

“The magic. The passion. What we once had together.”

She inhaled, let it out. “That’s what this whole vacation-in-the-tropics thing is about, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I wanted to kidnap you from your everyday life, away from our friends, and yeah, even away from Kayla. Back to when it was just you and me.”

“We’ve changed since then, Rick. It’s not twenty years ago. We can’t go back.” She wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince him, or herself.

He nodded. “I know. But you can’t deny there’s still an attraction there.”

No, she couldn’t. Every time he came over, she longed for him. Every time he accidentally touched her, she felt the spark. But was it because it was Rick, or because it had been so damn long since there’d been a man in her life? She hated being so complacent.

Rick was easy. He was familiar. She’d gotten used to familiar and comfortable. She didn’t want to be familiar and comfortable anymore. Kayla was grown. This was her time to go out and get that life she’d denied herself.

Was that new life with Rick?

No. The absolute last thing she wanted was to destroy what she and Rick had built together. Their friendship. The easy way they talked and could be together and care for Kay. How they depended on one another. Would diving back into the sexual waters ruin that? What if it didn’t work out? Their perfect relationship would be ruined.

She finished her cocktail, used the napkin to swipe across her lips. “I don’t know if this is such a good idea, Rick.”

“You’re scared.”

“Yes.”

“I am, too. You have no idea how long I thought about this. Kayla may be eighteen, but she still has a young girl’s ideals of romance. She thinks it’s easy.”

“So did I . . . once.”

His lips quirked. “It wasn’t so bad.”

“It was a disaster. For both of us. I don’t want to make it worse by opening up old wounds.” They’d gone through hell together. They’d managed to repair the damage for Kayla’s sake, but they’d left so much unresolved.

“What are you so afraid of, Lisa?”

“You and I have a ton of history. Not all of it was good.” They’d  been so young, their notions foolish and filled with fantasy. Reality had been entirely different. Harsh.

“True enough. But we’ve created a new kind of relationship.”

“That’s my point. I don’t want to screw it up.”

He slid his fingers through her hair. Cupped the back of her neck. She shivered at the warmth of his touch. Her nipples tightened and she felt the awakening fires between her legs, the all-too-familiar wetness there.

Rick leaned in and she was mesmerized by the unique turquoise of his eyes. Had they become even bluer over the years? She hadn’t been this close to him in so long.

“If nothing else,” he said, his breath whispering over her cheek as he drew in closer, “we’ll have a great time. God knows we both work so damn hard, Lisa. We need to have some fun.”

“Yes.” She wrapped her fingers around his forearm, felt muscles that hadn’t been there twenty years ago. He’d been no more than a boy when she’d last seen him naked. Her mind was awash in visuals of how it felt then, what it would feel like now. “Fun would be nice.”

His lips hovered a fraction of an inch from hers. If she leaned in, they’d touch, tangle, and she could taste him. Oh, how she wanted to take that step. But she hesitated, her mind whirling with the what-if’s, the why she shouldn’t’s.

Rick pulled back. “Not here. Let’s go up to the room.”

Her eyes widened. “You got the suite.”

He smiled. “Yeah. You deserved a real vacation.”

“It’s utterly extravagant.”

He held out his hand and pulled her up. “I have a really good job and I haven’t had a decent vacation in years. We both deserve this.”

He tucked her hand in the crook of his arm and they left the bar, taking the elevator to the penthouse. His suitcases were inside the door.

“We’re going to stay here together?” she asked, then felt stupid. Of course they were. It wasn’t like they were strangers, and yet in many ways, they were. It would be like starting over.

“There are two bedrooms.” He stared down at her through his lashes. “The decision is up to you.”

He meant the decision as to what bedroom he’d sleep in. Well, hell. “This is all happening so fast.”

He nodded, laid his hand on the small of her back, and propelled her into the room. “Let’s order some dinner and relax. We’ll talk.”

“Okay.” She needed a breather, time to take it all in, think about what this could mean before she made some monumental decision, took a step she couldn’t reverse.

They studied the room service menu and ordered food. Rick selected a bottle of wine to go with their dinner. Having the penthouse suite had some advantages, because their food was brought up within minutes, and Rick had them set it up out on the terrace.

Torches were lit below, leading from the palazzo all the way to the beach. Music drifted upward and Lisa could see people strolling on the beach, the walkway alongside it as well as throughout the resort grounds. There was no room next to them, completely isolating them from other people and giving them complete privacy. She felt like a queen overseeing her kingdom. It was peaceful and private and very romantic, having dinner on their small table for two with its starched white linen, a bottle of very expensive wine chilling in a stand next to them.

The seafood was to die for, and Lisa realized she hadn’t eaten since earlier that day. She settled into her normal routine with Rick, talking about Kayla. Kay had arrived in Rome with Amelia a week ago. They’d both talked to her on the phone yesterday, but knew she’d be busy a lot so calls would be rare. Plus Kayla said she wasn’t going to be in touch while Lisa was on vacation.

“I can’t believe the little brat was in on this,” Lisa said, pushing her plate to the side and reaching for her wine goblet.

“She can be devious.” Rick pulled out the bottle of wine and refilled her glass.

“So it seems. So can Connie. And you as well.”

“Only when there’s something I really want.”

Her face warmed. Wall sconces were their only source of light out  here on the terrace, but enough that flickering shadows danced over his face. He looked positively Machiavellian, his lips curling in a wicked smile, his eyes gleaming through the fringe of his lashes.

What was he doing to her? Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was more than the wine, because when he pushed back his chair and came over to her side of the table to lift her up, she stood, feeling like she was made of water, like her legs weren’t going to support her. Which was okay, because Rick pulled her against him and it was oh so good to feel his body pressed up against hers. He didn’t crush her to him, just wrapped one arm around her waist and walked her to the balcony railing. Simply having his hand resting on her hip was unnerving. How would she react to having more than that?

For God’s sake, Lisa. It’s not like you haven’t had sex in . . . Actually, she hadn’t had sex in . . .

“We don’t have to do this if it isn’t what you want, Lisa.”

“I know.” He’d never pressure her. She knew Rick better than anyone else in her life. She could say no and he’d be content to take this vacation with her as friends, him sleeping in one room and her in another.

But is that what she wanted? To keep their relationship the same as it had been for fifteen years? Just friends? Her body knew she wanted more than that. It was pinging and firing all over the place, and all that was going on right now was his hand on her hip.

The only problem was in the what-happened-after? To them, to the solid foundation of friendship they’d built for each other, for Kayla.

He turned to face her, sweeping a windblown tendril away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. Lisa inhaled and held her breath as Rick moved in closer.

“We’ll take it slow. One step at a time. Ease into it, rather than rushing headlong without thinking like we did the first time. I’m a little smoother now than I was back then.”

God, was he. He slid his palm across her neck—could he feel the wild pounding of her pulse there?

“Slow. Yes. That’s a good idea.”

At least her mind thought so. Her straining breasts, aching nipples, and wet panties thought something entirely different. She was millimeters away from a hot and sexy man she’d desired her entire adult life, his full lips so close she could feel his breath, inhale the scent of the wine, his soap. Her senses were going haywire and her body screamed anything but slow.

“But right now, I have to do this.”

He bridged that gap, inches that seemed like miles, and pressed his lips to hers.

As a shock of electricity curled her toes, she wondered how long slow would last.

Slow was a really stupid idea.
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