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            Prologue

         
         
            Christmas, twelve years ago

         

         Fourteen-year-old Hannah Banfield stood at the very edge of a cliff. Not a mental cliff, which would have been less terrifying.
            Nope, she was stupid enough to be standing on an actual rocky bluff, toes hanging off as she stared down at the Caribbean
            blue-green sea swirling hundreds of thousands of feet below her.
         

         
         “Twenty,” came the amused male voice at her side. “It’s twenty feet.”

         
         She slid her gaze to James Webber, ancient and full of wisdom at age fifteen. “We’re going to die.”

         
         Tall, gangly, his messy dark brown hair weeks past needing a cut, he flashed her his crooked smile. His board shorts hung
            nearly to his knees, one of which was scraped and bleeding from when she’d accidentally tripped him on the hike up here. “We’re
            not going to die,” he said.
         

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Because I won’t let it happen.”

         
         She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath at his low but firm tone of confidence, letting it fill her. When the humid,
            salty sea breeze warmed her, she opened her eyes and stalled by looking around her at the small private island where their
            families always spent at least one day of their Christmas getaway. She took in the bright white sand, palm trees, and lush
            green bluffs, all of which were just about as far away from her snowy mountain view at home in the California Sierras as she
            could get.
         

         
         James nudged her. “You know how I know we’re going to live? Because Jason did. Look.”

         
         They both eyed James’s brother in the water below, waving wildly up at them. A year older than James, Jason was their fearless
            leader, and as such, he’d jumped first.
         

         
         Their moms were BFFs. The women had grown up together, but as adults now lived on opposite coasts in the United States. Since
            Hannah’s stepdad, Harry, was a year-round captain of a charter yacht, the two families booked the ship before Christmas every
            year to be together. They had what was called a bareboat charter, meaning they did all the work of the crew to make it affordable,
            not that any of them had ever minded. Well, except maybe her mom, who didn’t like to cook and clean off the boat, much less
            on it.
         

         
         For James and Jason, the annual trip was a chance to get away from the cold New York winters. But for Hannah, it was so much
            more. The weeklong cruise from Miami to St. Thomas and back was a place where she could be a kid, since her life in Real World
            was very different from that in Vacation World. For this one week she got to be . . . well, free. Happy. Plus, she considered
            the Webber brothers her two closest friends, trusting them more than anyone else.
         

         
         “You’ve got this, Hannah Banana,” James said softly.

         
         He might be the wildest, most adventurous person she knew, but he’d never put her in danger. So she drew a deep breath and
            stared down at the water one last time. She wanted to do this, wanted so much to show that she could be spontaneous and fun,
            too, though she wasn’t. Were there sharks in the Caribbean Sea? There were, right? She swallowed hard. “I don’t think I can,”
            she whispered.
         

         
         “Hey. Hey, it’s okay.” His bigger, warmer hand slid into hers and squeezed. “But you know I’ve got you, though, right?”

         
         She looked into his warm blue-green eyes, the same color as the sea below, and just like that, she believed. He always had her. Maybe all of the other people in her life had let her down, but never him. Not once.
         

         
         So she gave a slow nod.

         
         Smart enough not to give her another second to think about it, he simply jumped, tugging her with him into the balmy Caribbean
            air.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Four days before Christmas, present-day

         

         Hannah stood on a dock in Miami in front of the ship aptly named The Therapist. The seventy-foot motor yacht, a good decade past its prime, was decorated for the holidays within an inch of its life. Staring
            at it with dread, she wished she hadn’t chosen this month to cut back on wine. Because she’d taken two planes, a train, and
            an automobile to get here, and worrying about blood pressure and heart disease was taking a back seat to what she was going
            to face on the ship.
         

         
         Unfortunately, she was on a mission, and sucky as that mission was, she owed it to the man who’d raised her to do this in
            person, even if her palms were sweating.
         

         
         And the backs of her knees.

         
         The mission—tell her stepdad, Harry, that her mom wanted a divorce, and by the way, the papers were right here in her bag
            for him to sign. Oh, and Merry Christmas.
         

         
         Easy peasy.

         
         Except she loved Harry. He was the only dad she’d ever known. He’d brought fun and adventure and humor into her life when
            there’d been so little before him. She loved his slightly run-down but beloved yacht, the one she’d spent every Christmas
            on for as long as she could remember to escape winter by sailing through the Caribbean.
         

         
         At least until six years ago.

         
         “Ahoy, Smalls!” came Harry’s booming voice from the boat deck. He stood there in Bermuda shorts, a brightly flowered short-sleeved
            shirt, and a Santa hat on his Albert Einstein hair, looking like . . . home. “Come aboard,” he called out, “this baby ain’t
            going to sail herself.”
         

         
         Knowing the truth of that, Hannah laughed, then opened her purse and pulled out a big red bow, setting it on top of her head
            as proof she’d come through on her word that this year, her holiday gift to him was her presence on The Therapist.

         
         She headed up the passerelle, the platform from dock to ship, which in itself felt odd. For all the years she’d come here,
            she’d never once walked onboard. Nope, she’d flat-out run, racing to pick out her cabin in order to get the one she wanted—the one with the porthole—before
            it was snatched up by James and Jason.
         

         
         But that was then. Things had changed.

         
         In a big way.

         
         At the end of the passerelle, she kicked off her boots and dropped them into the waiting shoe basket. As was traditional on
            boats like this, shoes weren’t allowed, and as she stood there in her bare feet, taking it all in, a pit grew in the bottom
            of her stomach. It’d been this very boat that had eventually caused the split between Harry and her mom, almost ten years
            ago now. Harry had been gone almost all the time on charters, and finally her mom had said, “It’s me or the boat.” Harry had
            chosen the boat.
         

         
         By the time he’d realized his mistake, her mom had moved on.

         
         Hannah had worked hard to not judge Harry for picking the boat over his family. Her mom was a difficult woman. Hannah got
            that. Well, mostly she got that.
         

         
         Seen from the perspective of Hannah’s adult eyes, The Therapist was a little rough around the edges now, but was still pretty amazing, with its five-foot cockpit extension, huge teak-top
            deck half-covered and half-open to the warm Caribbean air, large galley, and four cabins besides the captain’s chambers.
         

         
         She dropped her duffel bag just as Harry pulled her in for a big, warm hug. She sighed out some of her tension and held on
            tight as memories filled her—his teaching her to drive a boat before she could even ride a bike; his showing her fun and adventure
            for a week every Christmas, joy that’d had to last her the whole year . . .
         

         
         Harry pulled back and grinned at her. “You’re the best Christmas present I’ve ever had. It’s been too long. The last time
            I saw you was this spring, when I was off for a week and we went fishing.” He looked past her to the busy port. “Where’s your
            mom?”
         

         
         Hannah blinked. “Um . . . what?”

         
         “You know, the woman who birthed you? She said she was coming this year and traveling with you.”

         
         Thanks, Mom. “She . . .” Suddenly Hannah’s purse, the one that held the divorce papers for Harry, weighed heavily on her shoulder. “So
            as it turns out, she’s—”
         

         
         “Hold on. I just got a text from her. She’s going to meet us in the port of San Juan on our Puerto Rico stop, and then be
            with us on the last leg to St. Thomas and back home,” Harry said, reading from his phone. “She got held up at work.”
         

         
         Hannah’s mouth tightened at the lie. Her mom’s, not Harry’s. Since the separation, her mom had still occasionally joined them—in
            between boyfriends, that is—just enough times to keep Harry’s hopes up. But now her mom wanted to marry her latest boyfriend.
            She’d told Harry she’d come on this trip, but she’d lost her nerve and had planned to pay a courier to do her dirty work.
         

         
         Hannah couldn’t let a stranger serve Harry the papers, she just couldn’t. So here she was, facing more than a few ghosts of
            her own past as well as her mom’s.
         

         
         Harry was smiling warmly at her. “I’m so glad you showed up.”

         
         She forced a smile. “When have I ever broken a promise or let you down?”

         
         Guilt flashed across his craggy, been-in-the-sun-for-fifty-plus-years face because he knew he couldn’t say the same. “You’re
            as sweet as you are dependable.”
         

         
         Right, just what every woman wanted to hear, a description of herself employing the same adjectives as those applied to a
            golden retriever.
         

         
         Harry pulled off his hat and dropped his phone into it. “No more of this on vacay. All it does is bring bad news.” He held
            out the hat. Guess he could hear her phone, which had been buzzing since she’d boarded. Work, no doubt. She could tell by
            the sheer level of annoyance in the vibration. Pulling it from her pocket, she eyed the screen. Yep. Her boss, Cynthia, aka
            the Tyrant, as the office often called her. Cynthia thought it was a compliment.
         

         
         “Come on now, Smalls,” Harry said. “Drop that evil ruination of modern society into the hat. You’re my gift this year, and
            I don’t plan on sharing you with your job 24/7 like usual.”
         

         
         “Okay, but, Dad, remember, I did warn you that I’d have to work some. That was the only reason I got the time away from the
            office for this trip.”
         

         
         Harry didn’t say anything to this. Instead, he turned to the woman who’d just come from the bridge to stand at his side. Sally,
            his longtime stewardess and self-appointed cruise director, handed Hannah what looked like a frothy eggnog and a festive elf
            headpiece, complete with a little green hat.
         

         
         Sally laughed at the look on Hannah’s face. “I know. But Harry insisted. All passengers-slash-coworkers have to be in the
            proper festive spirit this week.”
         

         
         The thing about boating with Harry this week was that he didn’t make money, so he gave his crew the time off, which meant
            it was all hands on deck. “Just how many others are we talking about?”
         

         
         “Well, Susan and Dan, of course,” Harry said, referring to the Webbers. “And you and your mom, and—”

         
         Hannah’s phone rang again.

         
         “Nope,” Harry said and jiggled his hat. He always collected cell phones at the start of a trip, mostly because Harry had never
            met a responsibility he couldn’t put away, not to be seen until it suited him.
         

         
         “Dad—”

         
         “Nope. And I’m doing you a favor, trust me.”

         
         She grimaced in apology but answered the phone. “Hannah Banfield.”

         
         Harry rolled his eyes.

         
         “So you do live,” Cynthia said in her no-nonsense, perpetually irritated voice. “Is there a reason you’re not checking your
            damn phone in the middle of a very important week when you’ve got a very big case being decided upon?”
         

         
         Three years ago, the woman had taken a chance on Hannah, teaching her the ropes when Hannah had started with no specific experience,
            only her painful ambition. Hannah was now a successful health care advocate, working for the hospital in her hometown and
            fighting on behalf of insurance rights for terminal patients. She was incredibly proud of the work she was doing. But because
            she’d made the mistake of asking her dad what he wanted for Christmas, and because his answer had been only one thing—her—she was here, and Cynthia was going to get heartburn and the chance to take Hannah’s case in front of a judge. “I’m sorry,” she said. “What’s up?”
         

         
         “I’ve emailed you several files. I’ve marked my questions. The last thing we want is the judge to postpone until after the
            holidays.”
         

         
         “I’ll take a look,” Hannah promised and disconnected.

         
         Her dad wriggled the hat for her cell phone. “This is vacation.”

         
         “Come on, Dad, I’m turning twenty-seven years, not twelve. And who’s the other guest?”

         
         Harry just smiled, giving her a very bad feeling. But it couldn’t be. Her mom had told her James was in Belize with a girlfriend,
            which suited her just fine.
         

         
         Totally, one hundred percent fine.

         
         Fine.

         
         His parents were no problem, she loved them. But when it came to James, her feelings were . . . complicated. That’s when she
            realized Harry was smiling at someone just behind her, and then a long arm reached around her to drop a phone into the Santa
            hat.
         

         
         Slowly she swiveled and came face-to-face with a blast from the past. The kind of blast that stole her breath away and rendered
            her stock-still. The kind of blast that was sexy and familiar at the same time, and brought both the best and the worst memories
            of her life slamming back into her.
         

         
         James Webber, who was clearly not in Belize.
         

         
         Her dad grinned at him. “Hey, WK! Good to see you, kid.”

         
         WK was short for Wild Kid, and there’d been plenty of years when James had merited the nickname. He was a grown man now, but
            Harry still saw both of them as kids.
         

         
         Not looking bothered by the handle at all, James exchanged a warm, back-slapping hug with Harry. Then he looked at Hannah,
            and the result was good news and bad news. The good news—she managed to keep her cool and give him an “I’m totally okay that
            you’re here” smile. The bad news—his crooked smile was still a killer, and those warm blue-green eyes still promised fun and
            trouble that she knew he could deliver on. Suddenly needing that hopefully strong eggnog, she took a healthy swallow, then promptly began to choke
            up a lung.
         

         
         James patted her on the back until she waved him away and glared at her father. “Virgin?”
         

         
         “I always serve you virgin.”
         

         
         “Yeah, when I was a kid.”

         
         “You’re still a kid.” He spread his arms. “Because I’m only twenty-nine.”

         
         “You’ve been twenty-nine for twenty-nine years.”

         
         “Hey, knock that off. Reality doesn’t have a role here in Vacay Land.”

         
         James accepted a glass from Sally. He drank, and then his eyes were flat-out laughing.

         
         Clearly not virgin.
         

         
         “Wow,” she said to her dad, looking away from James, because it’d been a huge mistake to look directly at him. How was it
            that he looked even better now than he had back then?
         

         
         Especially because back then he’d been naked.

         
         At the memory of the last time she’d seen him, she reached over the bar against the back of the deck, grabbed the bottle of
            dark rum, and poured it into her glass.
         

         
         James looked amused.

         
         “You should both go get settled before I put you to work,” Harry said. “There’s a storm brewing, so as soon as Dan and Susan
            arrive, we need to get ahead of it.” He nodded at Sally to follow him to the bridge.
         

         
         When they were gone, Hannah let out a slow breath. Great. A storm on the horizon, and another in her stomach. She took another
            sip of her eggnog, knowing it was going to help when it burned all the way down.
         

         
         James stood there, eyes amused. She couldn’t stop herself from looking right back. Barefoot, he was wearing jeans that fit
            him in all the right spots, an untucked thin army-green T-shirt tight across his chest and loose across his abs. Damn. Why
            did he still appeal to her? Not that it mattered—he was most definitely not on the menu for the week.
         

         
         Been there, been destroyed by it.

         
         “Hannah Banana in the flesh,” he said. “Been a while.”

         
         She added another dollop of rum, and he laughed softly.

         
         She took a big gulp before meeting that gaze of his, the one that tended to make her stupid. “Thought you were going to be
            in Belize with your girlfriend. Hope you didn’t get dumped.”
         

         
         He smiled. “The trip got moved up. I got back last week, but Candy and I had a great time, so thanks for your concern.”

         
         She refrained from rolling her eyes. Probably Candy was a perfectly nice person. She wasn’t annoyed by Candy. She was annoyed
            by the man standing there looking better than anything she’d seen in a long time.
         

         
         James picked up the duffel bag he’d dropped at his feet. “And while you finish up that drink that you look like you really
            need, I’m going to grab the good cabin.”
         

         
         Oh hell no.

         
         Their eyes caught and held, and then they each took off running at the same time, and for a moment it was like they were kids
            again.
         

         
         Until James stopped short and pointed starboard. “Hey, what’s that?”

         
         Like a sucker, she skidded to a halt and looked.

         
         Nothing.

         
         And James was running again.

         
         “Cheater!” she yelled, running after him.

         
         He just laughed, moving with the easy grace of a lifelong athlete.

         
         Something no one had ever accused her of being.
         

         
         Pushing herself to catch up, she accidentally—sort of—knocked him into a wall. Still laughing, he snagged her arm, yanking
            her behind him, and kept the lead.
         

         
         So she pulled out the big guns and fought dirty. She hit the floor with a soft, pained gasp.

         
         “Oh shit,” he said. Whipping back around, he dropped to his knees at her side. “What is it? Your ankle?”

         
         “Nope!” She was on her feet and running, laughing so hard she couldn’t breathe. She had this! She was going to get the cabin
            with the porthole. Already grinning in triumph, just before she got to the door, she turned and sent him a smug smile over
            her shoulder.
         

         
         Which was when he snatched her around the waist and manhandled her aside to get to the door first.

         
         But the deal was that it was the first person to the bed. So she took a flying leap and hit him in the back, and . . . they
            both landed on the bunk at the same time.
         

         
         They were laughing and grappling as they bounced, and suddenly she realized James was flat on his back sprawled with limbs
            akimbo, and she was on top of him, pinning him down. “Um . . .” She went still and stared at him, heart pounding, head spinning.
         

         
         As for what he was feeling . . . she had zero idea. He was much better at hiding his emotions, but she sure as hell hoped he was feeling
            tortured by his feelings.
         

         
         “Nice hat,” he said.

         
         “Dammit.” She tugged the elf headpiece off. The bow, too.

         
         He hadn’t moved, just continued to stare up at her, the air seeming to crackle around them, and not from the incoming storm.
            Needing to cut the sudden tension, Hannah scrambled off him, sitting back on her heels on the foot of the bed. “You’ll still
            do anything to win, I see,” she turned to quip.
         

         
         He sat up as well, smile long gone. “Good thing, then, that this time all I’m interested in winning is some peace and quiet.”
            Pushing off the bed, he headed to the door.
         

         
         “You’re leaving?” she asked his back. “You’re letting me have this cabin without a fight?”

         
         “We’re not kids anymore, Hannah.” His mouth quirked very slightly, but he didn’t smile. “And I’m not doing this with you again.
            Once was enough for me.” He paused. “Though I’ll admit watching you hitch up that sundress to race me is going to stick with
            me for many nights to come.”
         

         
         She looked down at her sundress, mostly as a delay tactic, because he was right, of course. What had happened was all on her.
            “Look,” she said in a low voice, “I just need to give something to Harry, and then I’ll leave, and you and your parents can
            have the whole week to yourselves, okay?”
         

         
         He looked surprised. “Okay.”

         
         So he wasn’t going to try to keep her here. Fair, though also hurtful. She scooted off the bed and then nearly hit the floor
            when the boat rocked.
         

         
         They stared at each other in shock.

         
         “Are we—” She shook her head. “No. He wouldn’t. It’s probably just the tide coming in.”

         
         “It’s too early for the tide.” He moved to the porthole. “Shit.”

         
         She rushed to the porthole, too, elbow to elbow with him. “Oh my god.”

         
         “Yeah,” he said grimly. “We’ve set sail.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Both James and Hannah hit the door running, racing back in the direction they’d just come, down the narrow hallway and up
            the stairs. James had no idea what her thoughts were, but his were hell no. No way was he going to get stuck on this boat with Hannah Banfield. No way, no how.
         

         
         He’d been thrown off-balance when he’d first boarded and seen her standing there with Harry, as if the past six years hadn’t
            happened.
         

         
         Like maybe Jason was still alive . . .

         
         Just his brain messing with him again, of course. Because Jason was long gone.

         
         James was no longer drowning in grief. He had his head above water. He was finally, finally starting to get used to his new normal, living in a world with his two best friends gone. One dead. One—Hannah—gone by choice.
         

         
         And yet here she was, all five feet seven inches of sexy curves and curly honey-brown hair flying around her face, with milk
            chocolate eyes he’d happily drowned in more than once—a fact he was doing his best to forget. Above deck, he looked around,
            stunned to find Miami’s shoreline was already far away, and stopped short.
         

         
         Hannah plowed into the back of him, and he reached back to steady her. When she held her own, he turned to her, the woman
            he was stuck at sea with, the first woman he’d ever fallen for. And while logically he knew he was long over it, over her,
            there was nothing rational about how just looking at her had made his heart roll over in his chest and expose its underbelly.
         

         
         She gave him a look he couldn’t begin to interpret and then stalked to the cockpit.

         
         Harry stood there, hands on the helm as he steered, chewing on an unlit cigar, looking fully at ease as he eyed the navigation
            systems.
         

         
         “What the actual hell, Dad?” Hannah asked.

         
         Harry glanced over at them. “Problem?”

         
         “Are you kidding me?”

         
         Harry flashed his stepdaughter a grin before looking at James. “Just got a text from your parents. They never got out of New
            York. Planes are grounded due to a massive snowstorm. They’re going to catch up with us in San Juan.”
         

         
         A stay of execution . . .

         
         “Take us back, Dad,” Hannah said.

         
         “No can do, Smalls. We’ve got our own storm system moving in. No worries, though. If all goes to plan, we’ll stay well ahead
            of it.”
         

         
         “Dad, this is silly. There’s no reason for you to waste the fuel and rations for only the two of us. Just take us back.”

         
         At the emotion in her voice, Harry took his gaze off the horizon to look at her.

         
         James did not. He’d already soaked up the sight of her in that adorably sexy sundress. Plus, he’d just quite literally been
            beneath her, which had stirred up a lot of things best forgotten. His brain knew this, it did. But the rest of him hadn’t
            quite caught up. He hadn’t seen her in years, and the last time he had was right here on this boat, when he’d watched her
            walk away from him.
         

         
         “This isn’t happening,” she said, tossing up her hands. “Turn us around.”

         
         “As I mentioned, James’s parents are going to catch up with us in Puerto Rico. Same with your mom, I’m sure.” He smiled around
            the cigar. “Damn, it’s going to be great to all be together again.”
         

         
         “Dad, that’s at least three days from now.”

         
         Harry looked over the instruments, did a quick calculation, and shook his head. “Actually, with the headwind, maybe even four.”

         
         “Look, Dad . . . just don’t get your heart set on this, okay? You know how Mom can be.”

         
         “No, this year she’s coming,” Harry said firmly. “I can feel it.”

         
         Hannah didn’t say anything to this, just slid dark sunglasses on her face. But the worry wasn’t hard to read, concern likely
            with good reason. Leslie Banfield liked to make promises, but she wasn’t as fond of keeping them. Same as Harry. Growing up,
            James had hated that for Hannah.
         

         
         She had her arms crossed over her chest. Clearly there was something more than just worry on her mind.

         
         James knew this woman. Or at least he’d known the girl she’d once been. She was smart as hell, passionate, and incredibly
            dedicated to those she cared about.
         

         
         Once upon a time he’d been one of those people.

         
         “Dad, this isn’t funny,” Hannah said.

         
         And yeah, there was definitely something more in her voice besides worry. He turned to her. “What’s going on?”

         
         She kept her gaze on her dad. “You mean other than the captain kidnapping us against our will?”

         
         Harry sighed. “Do you really want to be the one to call your mom and tell her we’re not spending Christmas together this year?”

         
         “Dad—”

         
         “See this little dot?” Harry asked, pointing to his screen. “That’s us. See this other dot over there? That’s the port of
            San Juan. That’s how far we have to go. So nothing personal, Smalls, but I’d rather take on you two any day of the week than
            a pissed-off Leslie.”
         

         
         Guilt. That was the unnamed emotion on Hannah’s face, and it flashed again now. Not that James gave a shit. All he did give a damn
            about was the fact that for at least three days, maybe four, they were stuck on this boat together—a complete nightmare. Especially
            since he still had absolutely no idea what had happened the last time he and Hannah had been together.
         

         
         Granted, he’d been royally messed up at that time. Years ago, Jason had died of a rare and misdiagnosed heart condition. His
            family had fallen apart, and James had . . . lost himself. So much so that he’d asked Hannah to walk away from her life and
            go explore the planet with him. She’d declined and ghosted him. Probably she’d been the smart one. He’d spent the next year
            doing the wanderlust thing in between helping his dad run the family lumber business. Eventually he had become an expedition
            guide, which had mended his heart. Somewhat. The last he’d heard about Hannah, she’d been dating some suit.
         

         
         He could insist on going back. He’d known Harry for most of his life. He was a lot of things, and reasonable wasn’t always
            one of them, but at heart he was a good guy. He wouldn’t keep James here against his will.
         

         
         But looking at Harry and Hannah staring at each other now, both wary and hurting and unsure of their footing together, he
            knew he wouldn’t be the one to make them turn around. They needed these days together—anyone who cared about either of them
            could see that.
         

         
         And like it or not, James did care about them. More than he wanted to admit. But that didn’t mean he wanted to be a part of
            it, so he turned and walked away, his goal being to lie low and try to stay out of the way of any emotional turmoil. He had
            his own problems coming his way as soon as his dad met up with them in Puerto Rico. Plus—and this was the biggie—he’d had
            enough emotional turmoil to last him a lifetime.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Late that night, they set anchor near the Bahamas. Hannah had spent the day helping Sally. They fixed dinner and prepped the
            next day’s meals, and then had gone through the daily maintenance routine.
         

         
         She was aware that James was assisting her dad, but their paths didn’t cross—which on a seventy-foot boat was a miracle, or
            she wasn’t the only one using avoidance techniques.
         

         
         Well done.

         
         She waited until her dad had consumed his usual bedtime cocktail and passed out before sneaking into his quarters to steal
            back her phone. It wasn’t hard to see in the cabin because he had twinkle lights hung across the room, blinking in festive
            red and green. Through the holiday glow, she easily spotted her phone on his dresser, along with another. She tiptoed into
            the room, but she could’ve been a bull in a china shop and he wouldn’t have been able to hear her over his own snoring.
         

         
         She eyed the two phones, flashing back to James dropping his phone into the Santa hat without argument. She knew from her
            mom that he helped out with the family lumber business but also ran his own expedition company. Surely he needed his phone,
            too, right? After all, what if Candy wanted to reach him? Or sext him?
         

         
         With a sigh, she grabbed both phones and was backing out of the room when from the corner of her eye she caught sight of a
            shadow watching her and nearly screamed.
         

         
         James.

         
         She opened her mouth, but he put a finger against her lips and pulled her into the hallway, carefully and quietly shutting
            her dad’s door.
         

         
         “Hannah Banana, sexy cat burglar,” he murmured. “Who knew?”

         
         “I needed my phone. I’ve got work to do.”

         
         “Of course you do.”

         
         She opened her mouth to further explain, but he shook his head. “None of my business,” he said.

         
         Right. And true, but a little part of her felt . . . sad? There’d been a time when they’d known everything about each other.
            Now the only thing she knew for sure was that he’d hoped to make this trip without her. She was silently grappling with that
            when one of the two phones in her pocket buzzed with an unfamiliar tone. Pulling it from her pocket, she tossed it to James.
            “When you scared me half to death, I forgot I also liberated your phone for you.”
         

         
         He simply slid it into his pocket. Still ringing. She stared at him. He’d changed into cargo shorts, but still wore the same
            T-shirt. As per yachting rules to protect the teak flooring, he was still barefoot, as was she. There was something about
            being barefoot with someone that felt . . . oddly intimate. “You’re not even going to look and see who was calling?” she asked
            in shocked disbelief. “It could be important. Maybe it’s Candy.”
         

         
         “I’m off-line. And she wouldn’t be calling me.”

         
         Okay, that actually told her nothing. “But . . .” This was unfathomable to her. “What if it’s work?”

         
         “I’m unreachable to work. It’s called a vacation, Hannah. Everyone should unplug once in a while. Especially people like you.”

         
         She narrowed her eyes. “People like me?”

         
         “People who can’t unplug from work because they don’t have a life.”

         
         She gaped at him. “I have a life.”

         
         “Good.”

         
         “I do!”
         

         
         “I said good.”
         

         
         She eyed his pocket, which was lit up from his phone inside it. “What about the people who might need to get ahold of you
            who aren’t your work?”
         

         
         “The people who matter most to me either know where I am or are here.”

         
         She sucked in a breath, having no idea what to do with that, plus still stinging from the “people like you” comment.

         
         “Have you talked to your dad yet?” he asked.

         
         Startled, she blinked. “What?”

         
         “I could tell earlier that you were holding something back from him. Figured you were here to talk to him about something.”

         
         Nice to know she was still transparent. “It’s nothing that concerns you.”

         
         He looked at her for a long beat, then nodded, and with one last unreadable look, he vanished down the dark hallway.

         
          

         The next morning, Hannah awoke at the crack of dawn. Actually, that statement wasn’t quite accurate. In order to wake up,
            she would have had to have gotten some sleep—which she hadn’t. She lay there registering the gentle vibration of the motor
            beneath her. They were on the move again. Turning her head, she looked out the porthole. The porthole she hadn’t won but had
            anyway because James had given it to her without a fight.
         

         
         As if she wasn’t worth the fight.

         
         But that was a problem for another day. Or, you know, never. At the moment, she needed to own her past and her mistakes—of
            which there were many. That’s what adulting meant, right? She was going to have to face all of it. Trying to pretend to vacation
            while working to keep a promise to her boss. Giving her dad the divorce papers right before Christmas.
         

         
         James . . .

         
         Mad at herself, she pulled on a bathing suit and another sundress—which for someone who’d just come from the States in December
            felt unreal. After an extremely cold fall and early winter at home, she’d been unable to fathom ever being warm again, so
            she had packed heavy clothes. She added a thick cardigan sweater to her ensemble before padding upstairs.
         

         
         It was a stunning Caribbean morning, already warm and glorious, which was a comfort but also made her heart hurt. Drawing
            a deep breath, she went directly to the closed bridge door and lifted her hand to knock.
         

         
         But didn’t.

         
         Instead, she hesitated, picturing how happy her dad had been at the idea of seeing his estranged wife again.

         
         How was she going to do this without breaking his heart? Answer: she wasn’t.

         
         Lowering her hand, she swore and turned to walk away. But . . . she couldn’t. He needed to know. Turning back, she stared at the door again. For god’s sake, make like a Nike commercial and Just Do It already. Again she tried to knock, but couldn’t make her knuckles touch the wood. “Argh!” Spinning on a heel to leave, she plowed right into
            a brick wall.
         

         
         James.

         
         Of course. Because this wasn’t hard enough.

         
         “Whoa,” he said, easily absorbing the impact without moving, wrapping his arms around her to keep her from falling.

         
         Which was how she found herself face-first in the crook of his neck, enveloped in the only pair of arms where she’d ever felt
            at home. For a beat, she didn’t move, didn’t breathe, didn’t do anything but sift her way through the memories of being right
            here in his arms on this boat, safe and sound and cared for.
         

         
         When she didn’t move, his arms tightened a bit, and he bent and put his head against hers. “You okay?”

         
         Sure. For someone completely losing her shit.

         
         “Hannah?”

         
         Just the low timbre of his voice had her eyes stinging. She decided to blame this on the sun and the morning breeze, which
            was blowing her hair into her face.
         

         
         James looked in his element in a pair of board shorts and a T-shirt advertising something in Spanish. He was warm and toasty
            and so familiar she burrowed in closer without thinking.
         

         
         He stilled before squeezing her gently. “Hey,” he said softly. “Let’s go somewhere else not quite so visible.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I know you hate it when anyone sees you cry.”

         
         She sniffed and shook her head. “I’m not crying.” But she was sweating. She shucked her sweater. “It’s just allergies.”

         
         “Yeah. You’re allergic to confrontation,” he said dryly and untangled her fingers from where, oh boy, they’d been fisted in
            his shirt. Taking her by the hand, he pulled her away from the bridge, portside toward the stern until they came to the aft
            deck. This was where guests usually hung out on the days they were moored and near land. It was half-covered, half-open to
            the sky, complete with a stocked bar, tables for dining, and comfortable lounge chairs, and led to the swim platform where
            all the toys were kept, such as snorkel gear and flotation devices—all empty now.
         

         
         James gestured to the ladder that would take them up a level to the crow’s nest, where they’d be two stories up in the lookout,
            all alone.
         

         
         “I don’t bite,” he said. “Not unless you ask real nice.”

         
         Rolling her eyes to hide the fact that for one second she was tempted, she reached for the ladder. She started to climb, all
            too aware of him beneath her waiting for his turn. “Are you staring up my dress?” she asked.
         

         
         “I do that only when you’re not crying.”
         

         
         She snorted, then realized that somehow he’d managed to make her sadness retreat a little. At the top of the ladder, she climbed
            into the crow’s nest, which was a round platform with a railing protecting the “nest.” Someone—most likely Sally—had wrapped
            the mast with holly, and there was also a tiny Christmas tree that looked more like a Groot wannabe than anything else, decorated
            with eco-safe scrap ribbons and what looked like salt dough ornaments.
         

         
         Definitely Sally’s doing.

         
         The area was small, and the farthest she could move was maybe three feet. She was hugging herself and looking out at the stunning
            360-degree view when James came up behind her.
         

         
         “So . . . what’s going on?”

         
         “Nothing,” she said, proud that she’d managed to collect herself.

         
         “It’s never nothing.” He moved to her side and eyed the water before turning all his attention on her.

         
         Feeling oddly vulnerable, her emotions still far too close to the surface for her comfort, she sighed. “It’s complicated.”

         
         “Yes,” he agreed. “Everything is.”

         
         Right. And this was James, who like it or not—and for the record, she didn’t—knew her better than just about anyone else,
            even if they hadn’t seen each other for a while. “My mom’s new boyfriend proposed to her. She’s got a date picked out and
            everything.”
         

         
         “Except she’s already married,” James pointed out.

         
         “Right.” Hannah patted the purse hanging across her body. “She’s divorcing him. I’ve got the papers.”

         
         James let out a surprised exhale. “Jesus, Hannah, you’re going to destroy the guy.”

         
         “Look, I know, okay? But she was going to have a courier deliver them just before he set sail yesterday, and I . . .” She shook her head. Closed her eyes. “I couldn’t let him find
            out like that.”
         

         
         She heard James expel a harsh breath. “She shouldn’t have let you do this for her, Hannah. She should never have put you in
            this position, much less this week of all weeks, over the holiday. She knew what this time means to him.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” she murmured, eyes still closed. “I know. I also know that heartbreak wasn’t on his Dear Santa list.” Nope. She’d been the only thing there.
         

         
         James lifted her chin with a finger and waited until she opened her eyes. “And I’d bet you delivering the news wasn’t on yours,”
            he said quietly.
         

         
         “No. I hate knowing I’m going to hurt him.”

         
         “That’s why you’re here this year, so he’d at least have you when he got the news.”

         
         She looked away, not sure her being here would help at all. “Figured I was better than nothing.”

         
         “You know you are,” he told her, his voice low and serious. “You’re important to him.”

         
         She hoped, but wasn’t all that sure sometimes.

         
         “So she’s not really joining us in Puerto Rico.”

         
         “I didn’t know she was going to tell him that,” she admitted. “I think he’s been holding out hope for a reconciliation this
            whole time. Finding out that’s not ever going to happen is going to break his heart. And not to make this about me, but I don’t have any idea how to tell him.”
         

         
         He ran the pads of his thumbs beneath her eyes, swiping at the tears she hadn’t been aware she’d let fall. “I get that. And
            it’s not your fault, Hannah. Not the way she chose to tell him or how he chose to keep his head in the sand for so long when
            it comes to her. But you’re here now. If I were you, I’d do it sooner rather than later. Rip off the Band-Aid.”
         

         
         She met his gaze, surprised by the not-your-fault thing. Intellectually she knew that was true, but emotions were never logical,
            at least not for her. “I’m going to break his heart.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

         
         Surprised that he’d gone there, she took a deep breath. They hadn’t talked about what had happened between them, indeed hadn’t
            been sure if they ever would. But she knew she owed him an apology. “James, about—”
         

         
         “What was on your list?” he cut her off to ask.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “You said you doubted that divorce was on Harry’s Christmas list. How about you? What’s on yours?”

         
         She paused, thrown by a question that she actually hadn’t given a second’s thought to. “I . . . I don’t know.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         She shrugged. “I guess I’ve been so worried about this, and also underwater at work, building a case that’s due to go before
            a judge in a few days, that I haven’t even had time to think about the holidays, much less what I’d wish for.”
         

         
         His eyes were on hers, unreadable now, as she braced for the age-old argument between them: She worked too hard, never took
            the time to live her life. And while that was all true, she didn’t want to fight with him. “James . . .”
         

         
         He held up a finger and disappeared down the ladder.

         
         Okay, so that’d gone pretty much as she’d expected. With a sigh, she sat on the platform, hugged her knees, and stared through
            the open slats of wood railing. The day was getting warmer and more humid now, each swell of the sea lit from the sun, the
            whitecaps sparkling like strings of twinkly infinity lights, so beautiful it took her breath away. As far as she could see
            there was nothing but wide-open ocean and an endless bright blue sky.
         

         
         There were certainly worse places to find herself in the dead of winter. But even that didn’t help all the butterflies flapping
            loose and fancy-free in her gut.
         

         
         “Here.”

         
         James had reappeared without a sound, crouching at her side, holding something out to her in a closed fist.

         
         She stared at his hand. “What is it?”

         
         “A Christmas present.”

         
         “Oh.” She shook her head. “But . . . I didn’t—I didn’t know you’d be here.”

         
         He opened his hand, palm up, revealing an exquisite anklet with dainty blue stone charms woven onto the delicate silver chain.

         
         Recognizing it immediately, she sucked in a breath. The stone was Larimar, a rare blue variety of the mineral pectolite, unique
            to the region. The last time she’d been here, she’d seen it on one of the islands and it had been all she’d wanted for Christmas
            that year. But neither of her parents had remembered.
         

         
         Clearly James had. She stared at it, her throat thick, unsure what this meant.

         
         “Maybe this will help get you into the holiday spirit,” James said quietly.

         
         She lifted her gaze from the anklet. “I thought you said you didn’t know I was coming.”

         
         “I didn’t. I saw it in a market in the Dominican Republic a few years back. I was going to give it to Harry to pass on to
            you.” He reached over and pulled her bare foot into his lap. Then he unhooked the anklet, carefully wrapped it around her
            ankle, and resecured it, the feel of his warm, calloused fingers on her skin giving her a shiver.
         

         
         He looked up. “Cold?”

         
         “No,” she whispered, beyond touched. “James, I didn’t get you anything.”

         
         His gaze fell to her lips and he smiled. “Well, I’ve been mentally working up quite the list. It’s pretty extensive.”

         
         She gave a shocked laugh and watched as his gaze fell to her mouth. Around them, the air was thick with regrets, longing for
            what had once been, and the fear of getting hurt. “James, I can’t—”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         She stared down at the pretty anklet against her skin. “About that year and what happened between us . . .”

         
         He shook his head. “Not talking about it.”

         
         “But—”

         
         He set a gentle finger on her lips. “I’m still struggling with the fact that I’m back here on this boat without Jason.” He
            closed his eyes for a long beat. “I’m not . . . I’m not steady enough for more today.”
         

         
         It felt like a knife twisted in her heart. “I’m so sorry. What can I do?”

         
         James drew a deep breath. “You can leave the past in the past.”

         
         Just then a voice came over the loudspeaker.

         
         “Morning, cruisers, this is your captain speaking. All guests please join me on the aft deck immediately.” After a pause,
            the voice went on: “This means you, Smalls and WK!”
         

         
         Hannah sighed and eyed James, still crouched at her side, easily balanced on the balls of his feet. “Do you think he’s going
            to interrupt every conversation we try to have?”
         

         
         “It’s your dad. So yeah, probably.”

         
         Hannah found another laugh in her, and apparently James did, too, and as she soaked up the sight of his quick smile, she had
            to remind herself not to even think about falling for him again. Been there, done that, and it had been more than enough heartbreak for a lifetime.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         James held out a hand to Hannah and tugged her up, and okay, maybe into him just a little bit. But hell, no one had ever accused
            him of being smart when it came to matters of the heart. Even so, for that brief moment when she was off-balance and against
            him, his world stopped spinning.
         

         
         And he’d like to think that little hitch in her breath meant she felt the same. Which was bad because that meant that neither
            of them was thinking straight, always dangerous when it came to dealing with Hannah.
         

         
         She cleared her throat. “James . . .”

         
         “Captain called,” he said, and gestured for her to climb down first. Not, it should be noted, because he was a gentleman,
            but because if he had to watch her ass for that agonizing thirty-second climb down as he had on the way up, he wasn’t sure
            he could keep his hands to himself.
         

         
         They found Harry waiting on the aft deck, Santa hat firmly in place on top of his head, hands on hips.

         
         “Dad?” Hannah moved to him. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing, which is a damn good thing. If it’d been a fire or some other emergency, you’d both be toast. Need to put a hitch
            in your giddyup, kiddos. The day’s a-wasting.”
         

         
         Hannah blinked. “What are you talking about?”

         
         Harry gestured dramatically behind him, where for the first time James realized they were within sight of the small private
            island that had been their Day Two stop on every trip he’d ever made on this ship. The island belonged to a friend of Harry’s,
            who allowed him to use it for his guests to play on. James and his family had spent a lot of time on that tiny little oasis
            of sand and bluffs, his mom and dad sitting on the shoreline reading or snoozing, or just watching James and Jason and Hannah
            go full-out in competitive spirit at whatever they’d been up to. They’d snorkeled here, played Nerf football on the beach,
            climbed palm trees, and raced to the top of the bluffs to jump into the water far below . . .
         

         
         So many adventures, and all of them had not only shaped James’s childhood but had also fueled him to want more adventures
            from such an early age. It was the reason he’d finally, a year after Jason’s death, started his own expedition company. He
            and a select group of people he’d hired worked as travel guides, taking groups out on adventures, specializing in high-end
            extreme vacations.
         

         
         Just this year, his company had finally started to take off in a big way and he needed, wanted, to dedicate his time to it.
         

         
         Which was why he was here. He, too, needed to talk to his dad. He’d tried a bunch of times over the past few years, but his dad, brilliant and stubborn, had managed to evade any real
            decision. James suspected he knew what his son wanted to talk to him about—leaving the family business for his own. So it
            was with no other choice that he’d come here, away from work, to get his dad’s full attention. What better way than being
            stuck on a boat together for three to four days with no other distractions?
         

         
         But he hadn’t expected the biggest distraction of them all—Hannah.

         
         “You two take the dinghy,” Harry said. “Sally and I will be right behind you on the inflatable. Set up for the day while you’re
            at it, huh? What?” he asked at Hannah’s dry look. “Gotta earn your keep, Smalls. This is a no-dough-earned trip for me. I let Hugo and Mateo
            have the week off. But even with that, my baby costs big bucks to keep running. There’s no such thing as a free ride. Or a
            free anything.”
         

         
         “Which is why you should’ve turned around when I asked,” Hannah said.

         
         “Maybe I wanted to give you a Christmas gift, too.”

         
         While Hannah looked to be trying to find a comeback for that, James tugged her to the dinghy, hoping to avoid having a fight.

         
         “Are you serious?” she asked him when they were alone.

         
         “Would you rather stay on board all day and scrub the decks?”

         
         He figured the point was made when she dropped into the dinghy and waited for him to jump in before untying them and starting
            to row.
         

         
         And that was the thing about Hannah. She was no shrinking violet. She’d never been content to sit back and let someone take
            over for her. If there was something that had to be done, she did it. Especially if that something happened to be an adventure.
            He’d loved that about her. Heck, he’d loved her.
         

         
         But in the end, he’d been alone in that.

         
         They didn’t speak. The only sounds were the sliding of the oars into the water and the slap of the swells against the hull
            of the dinghy.
         

         
         “I’m surprised you came,” she finally said.

         
         “She speaks.” And because she was sounding breathless, he reached for the oars to take over, but she shook her head and kept
            rowing.
         

         
         “I’m surprised,” she went on. “Because I imagine you’re just as busy as I am, what with the two jobs.”

         
         His brows went up. “You’ve either been asking around about me or stalking me.”

         
         She actually blushed. It was fascinating. She was fascinating, damn her.
         

         
         “Fine. I’ve kept up with you through my mom,” she admitted. “She talks to your mom all the time.”

         
         He was surprised at the mixed feelings this stirred up in him. Yes, he very much enjoyed the idea of her keeping track of
            him. But it also pissed him off. “You could have texted, emailed, called . . . anything. I’d have told you whatever you wanted
            to know.”
         

         
         She stared at him, then looked away.

         
         “Right.” He nodded. “You didn’t want to talk to me. Message received, believe me.”

         
         “That’s not what the message was.”

         
         She didn’t say anything else, and hell if he would ask.

         
         Halfway to shore, she slowed, puffing for air. “I’ve spent . . . way too much time . . . behind a desk lately,” she gasped
            out.
         

         
         This time when he reached for the oars, she let him take them. “Do you love what you do?” he asked, genuinely curious. He
            wasn’t sure what there could be to enjoy, being in an office all day long pushing papers.
         

         
         She hesitated at the question, further piquing his interest. “I believe in what I do,” she finally said.
         

         
         He didn’t want to, but he felt a pang for her regardless. For him, too, and the loss of what once had been. She didn’t seem . . .
            happy. “Hannah.”
         

         
         She grimaced. “Look, things change, okay? Childhood dreams change. We grow up. I grew up. Exploring the planet, chasing adventures—that
            was a girl’s dream. What I do now works for me.”
         

         
         “Okay,” he said.

         
         She shook her head, stood up in the dinghy, tugged off her adorably sexy little sundress—leaving her in a heart-stopping white
            bikini—and dove into the water. A perfect dive, by the way, leaving almost no splash at all.
         

         
         When he pulled the dinghy up onto the sand, she was standing, hands on hips, dripping water as she stared down at a fancy
            spread of food and wine on a blanket in the shade between two palm trees. “Thought he told us to set up.”
         

         
         James shrugged. He’d given up trying to figure out Harry a long time ago. Most of the time he was a good guy with a short
            attention span when it came to anything other than the boat. But then every once in a while he did something that showed he
            was paying attention to the world around him beyond his own personal-space bubble.
         

         
         “I think the captain fancies he’s on the Love Boat,” Hannah said grimly.

         
         James opened the picnic basket, snatched an apple, and took a big bite. “At least he left us food.”

         
         She stared at him like he’d lost his mind. “Don’t eat that! Don’t eat anything! You’ll only encourage him!” With that, she
            whipped around to stare at The Therapist and gasped.
         

         
         It was moving.

         
         Away from them.

         
         “Be back at sunset,” came Harry’s voice from the loudspeaker that carried over the water.

         
         Hannah lifted her hands in a “what the hell?” gesture at the boat.

         
         Nothing.

         
         She changed to a double middle finger salute.

         
         “Saw that,” Harry said from even farther away now.

         
         James took the moment to enjoy Hannah in the bikini from the back, a sight that most likely was going to kill him. She was
            angry, irritated to the max, and . . . gorgeous. She bent to her sundress on the blanket, where James had set it for her,
            having brought it from the dinghy—nearly giving him heart failure, but it would have been a helluva way to go. Pulling her
            phone from the pocket, she straightened and hit a number, putting it on speaker for James to hear.
         

         
         “WTF?” she said when her dad answered with a cheery “Yo!”

         
         Harry paused. “What does WTF mean?” he asked. “No, wait, let me guess. It means . . . thank you, Father.”

         
         She glanced at him across the water. “It means what the freak are you up to?”
         

         
         “Who, me?”

         
         “Yeah, you, Dad. Dumping us here. This fancy spread . . . What’ve you been doing, taking decorating tips from The Bachelor marathons?”
         

         
         “Hey, that was our secret,” Harry said. “Look, it just seemed like you needed a little fun. Take the day, enjoy it—though
            that might be hard to do, since you stole your phone back—but hopefully you’ll try.”
         

         
         “Dad.”

         
         “Work can keep, Smalls. Life can’t.”

         
         Hannah rubbed the crease between her eyes, looking like she was ready to blow a gasket. “You always do this to me. You put
            fun ahead of real life . . . Hello? Hello?” She looked at the screen. “Damn it. He disconnected me. Can you believe him?”
         

         
         James turned and started walking along the beach.

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         Instead of answering, he headed to the base of the bluffs that he knew like the back of his hand. He could hear her following
            him, swearing beneath her breath about the crazy people in her life and the need for a change.
         

         
         James was all for change.

         
         It took twenty minutes to get to the top, but he beat his and Jason’s best time by at least five minutes. Which hurt like
            hell. He was standing there at the top, hand pressing against the ache in his chest, when Hannah came up beside him, breathing
            heavily.
         

         
         He waited for a smartass comment, not entirely sure he had it in him at the moment to volley back. But she didn’t say anything,
            wiseass or otherwise. She simply met his gaze. “You okay?” she asked softly.
         

         
         “It’s you who’s breathing like you just ran a marathon.”

         
         “Yeah, well, desk jockey . . . You going to jump?”

         
         He hesitated, and she turned to face him. “It’s about Jason,” she said softly.

         
         “It just hit me that I’ve never done this without him on one side and you on the other,” he admitted.

         
         “I know.” She reached for his hand. “We’re missing a third of our posse.” She looked into his eyes. “You’re not okay.”

         
         “I’m . . .” He shook his head. “I stayed away so long . . . I think in part to avoid this. Facing it.” He swallowed hard.
            “The truth is, I’m not quite sure how to be here without him.”
         

         
         “You do what needs to be done when you’ve got to say goodbye to someone who should still be here.” Grief and sympathy in her
            warm eyes, still holding his hand, she stepped into him. “You live for him.”
         

         
         “I’m trying.” He lifted his gaze to hers, not steady on his feet and extremely grateful for her presence as he realized there
            was no one but Hannah who could’ve gotten through to him in this moment. “But I feel guilty that I’m here and he isn’t.” He
            shook his head. “I’ve taken so many chances that I’m lucky to still be standing, and all he ever did was live his life to
            help my dad, and then fight like hell to stay alive for as long as it was physically possible for him to do so. It’s not fair.”
         

         
         She tightened her grip on his hand and stared right into his eyes, her own sparkly with emotion and a few tears. “I know you
            miss him more than I can possibly imagine, but he wouldn’t want you to feel guilty that you’re still standing. He’d want you
            to remember the good times and think of him.”
         

         
         “I do,” he said fiercely. He looked around. “Do you remember that first time we stood right here? It was our third year on
            the boat. We were what, maybe fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen?”
         

         
         She gave a small smile. “I wanted to jump, but I was scared. My dad promised he’d jump with me, but he got busy.”

         
         More like Harry had forgotten his promise to her. This happened a lot with both her parents, a fact that had always pissed
            him off for her. Jason and his dad had also always included her in everything they’d done. But that had been for only one
            week of the year. The rest of the time, she’d grown up in an unstable household that no doubt had felt unsafe, watching adults
            being unkind to one another and not witnessing the best of human behavior.
         

         
         Which made her generosity and kindness all the more a miracle.

         
         But on the third year of being stood up by the Cap, Jason finally sweet-talked her into joining them up the bluffs. Jason
            had been good at sweet talk. After promising he’d go first and be there in the water waiting for her, he jumped, and then
            he had indeed stayed right there in the water, waving up at her.
         

         
         James had never been much of a sweet talker. When they’d been young, he and Hannah had pushed and dared and challenged each
            other. But now, with the dubious honor of maturity, he could care less about one-upping her, he just wanted to be with her.
            Terrifying in its own right.
         

         
         “We going to jump?” she asked quietly.

         
         “I am. But you don’t have to.”

         
         She looked at the water, as if she wished Jason were waiting for her.

         
         Same, babe. Same.
         

         
         “You first,” she finally said.

         
         He laughed. “No can do, Hannah Banana. The second I jump, you’ll walk back down.”

         
         “Yes, but that would technically still be meeting you down there,” she said, biting her lower lip, staring down at the water
            with genuine trepidation.
         

         
         Watching her, something in him softened. “If you don’t want to jump,” he said, “we’ll both walk down.”

         
         “But you always jump. Every time. That’s what we do.”

         
         “That’s right. That’s what we do.”
         

         
         She stared at him. “Yeah, but the adult half of this so-called we realizes what a stupid and idiotic tradition that is.” She paused and looked down again. “I don’t remember this being so
            scary.”
         

         
         “Hannah.” He squeezed her hand. “We don’t have to do this.”

         
         “Yes we do. Jason might be watching. Besides, I want to.”

         
         “Really? Because you look like you’re going to throw up.”

         
         “I always feel this way before I jump,” she said. “It’s just been a long time. And . . .” She took another peek over the edge
            and swallowed hard. “I mean, shouldn’t things look smaller when you’re older? Does this cliff seem higher and bigger to you?
            And the waterline far lower? Global warming, right?”
         

         
         He laughed and felt some of the weight lift off his chest. “It’s called fear. It’s okay, Hannah, seriously. We don’t have to do this.”
         

         
         “We’re doing this.”

         
         He knew that stubborn tone and that equally stubborn set of her chin. There’d be no turning back now. “Fine,” he said, “then
            we do it together.”
         

         
         Staring at him, she nodded.

         
         So they jumped.

         
         Or more accurately, he jumped and she came along with him, since he was still holding her hand. And then they were flying through the air together,
            she screaming at the top of her lungs, the sun making her anklet glow, he feeling a ridiculous carefree grin cross his face
            for the first time in far too long.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Hannah stopped screaming to suck in a lungful of air just before she and James hit the water. When she broke the surface,
            she was thrilled to find herself not dead. “Oh my god. We lived.”
         

         
         James, who’d surfaced at her side, laughed, looking far lighter and freer than he had at the top of the bluff.

         
         Her heart ached for him, deeply. He and Jason had been inseparable. For her, losing Jason had felt like the hacking off of
            a limb, so she couldn’t even fathom the pain James felt. “You didn’t have to hold my hand,” she said, treading water. “We’re
            not kids anymore.”
         

         
         “Maybe I felt like one again.”

         
         She could tell he wasn’t kidding, and that reached right into her chest and squeezed her heart. They were still treading water
            and staring at each other when a big swell nudged them together. His hands gripped her waist to keep her with him, their legs
            brushing together as he kicked to keep them afloat.
         

         
         “Is this really your first time back here?” she asked.

         
         “Yeah.” He gave a small smile. “I’ve seen nearly every stretch of beach on the planet, but not this one, not since . . .”

         
         “I know,” she whispered, shifting closer without thought. Their thighs bumped again. Their chests, too, so he tightened his
            grip, holding her against him.
         

         
         “What made you come back this year?” she asked, her hands going to his shoulders. “Why now?”

         
         “I told myself it was because my mom asked, and because I needed to talk to my dad, but I’ve gotta admit . . .” He held her
            gaze. “I’m glad I did.”
         

         
         Her heart tightened. “What about Candy?”

         
         “She’s an employee of mine,” he said. “Married to one of my investment partners. They’re very happy together and have an adorable
            little kid.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “Yeah. Oh,” he said with a smile, the kind that changed the rhythm of her heart. “We were in Belize scoping out some future vacation
            stops, talking to some resorts willing to give us deep discounts for our clients.” He lightly touched his nose to hers. “Now
            you.”
         

         
         “Now me what?”

         
         “You still with that suit who works at a bank?”

         
         She went brows up at him, and he smiled. “You’re not the only one who gets gossip from a parent. Our moms are still like two
            middle-school girls.”
         

         
         She laughed. “Yeah. They are.”

         
         “So. The suit?”

         
         She met his warm but curious gaze. “He was too . . . suity.”

         
         He laughed, and the sound woke up all her good parts. Looking at him, she could almost feel the forces of gravity shift from
            pulling her under the water to pushing her even closer to James in the hope that he might kiss her. Just thinking about it
            had her gaze dropping to his mouth.
         

         
         Maybe he felt the same pull because he said her name in a low sexy timbre that wasn’t technically a question but sure felt
            like one.
         

         
         She answered with a nod and a “yes, please,” and then his mouth was on hers. Not forcefully, but with enough intensity that
            she could feel the promise behind the kiss, along with the promise of much more if she wanted it.
         

         
         And in that moment, there wasn’t anything she wanted other than more—more of this, more of him, more of them . . . All of which she tried to convey with her kiss, something he returned with a heat and hunger that stole her breath. He had
            one hand fisted in her hair, the other low on her back pressing her against him as his legs continued to work at keeping them
            afloat. He pulled back, studied her face, and then smiled.
         

         
         And then she kissed that smile off his face.

         
         When they started to slide underwater, he kicked them back to the surface, both of them coughing and laughing.

         
         By mutual silent agreement, they began to swim to shore. Which of course turned into a race and then a dunking contest. When
            they stepped out of the water, still cracking up, they made their way through the stuff Harry had left for them, which included
            a Nerf football. While they tossed it back and forth, Hannah worked on doing something she rarely accomplished anymore—staying
            in the moment and enjoying it.
         

         
         Although she thought of herself as a natural athlete, she hadn’t flexed those muscles in a while. It’d been a long time since
            she’d thrown a ball, yet she could still get it to James—well, in his vicinity at least. He was a good sport, running and
            diving for her errant tosses in nothing but board shorts hanging dangerously low on his sexy hips. Of course he was able to
            get the ball right into her hands. Tired now, but also determined, she gave the ball one last toss just to see him run. He
            hurled himself into the air to make the catch, then hit the sand hard and stayed down. And still—way too still.
         

         
         “Oh my god,” she whispered and ran over to him. “James?”

         
         Nothing.

         
         She dropped to her knees and put her hand on his bare back. His skin was smooth and warm. “James!”

         
         He moved so fast she never saw him coming. In the next breath, she was flat on her back and he was braced above her, mischief
            in his gaze.
         

         
         “I take it you’re done playing football,” she managed, her pulse kicking into gear. He was big and warm and hard. Everywhere.

         
         “Babe, that wasn’t football. You were too busy ogling me to even try and throw it the way I taught you.”

         
         She bit her lower lip and stared at his mouth. “You’re too . . . tempting.”

         
         “Is that a problem?”

         
         “I don’t know yet.”

         
         He smiled, lowered his head until his lips touched hers, and then finally kissed her until her toes started to curl and she
            was panting and trying to get inside his bathing suit.
         

         
         Which was when he rose to his feet and headed back to their picnic area.

         
         “Are you serious?” she asked his back.

         
         “Thought I’d wait until you were sure you wanted to be tempted.”

         
         “That wasn’t tempting me,” she called after him. “That was provoking me into a huge . . . state.”

         
         He sat and began to eat a sandwich as he looked at her curiously. “What kind of state is this, exactly?”

         
         Blowing her hair out of her face, she waited for her heart rate to slow down from stroke level. “Never you mind.”

         
         He grinned. “You can take it back, you know, and just admit you want me.”

         
         Over her dead body. She plopped down in front of the basket and accepted the sandwich he handed her. She was all too aware
            of her phone vibrating on the blanket. It’d been vibrating on and off since they’d gotten here. After an internal debate,
            she gave an apologetic smile and answered. Work, of course, and it took a bit to get everything handled, but finally she disconnected.
            “Sorry.”
         

         
         “That thing’s been going off since you stepped onto The Therapist. Is work always this intense?”
         

         
         “Usually it’s worse. This is my boss showing restraint.”

         
         They had wine chilling in a cooler, and when she pulled out ridiculously fancy glasses, a few rose petals fell out as well.

         
         James laughed. She did not. “Nothing about this is anything like the hot dogs and s’mores that we used to get.” She shook her head. “He’s upped his game.”
         

         
         James touched his glass to hers. “That he has.”

         
         “I’m sorry your parents aren’t here for this.”

         
         He shrugged, and she set her glass down, alerted by something in his carefully blank face. “So . . . what made you come this
            year?”
         

         
         “Maybe it was for this,” he said, gesturing between them with his wineglass. “After all, Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without
            someone calling me on my shit every five seconds.”
         

         
         “Aw,” she said with a laugh, “you missed this.”

         
         “Yeah, I missed this.” He set his glass down. “And you,” he added, surprising her. “I missed you.”

         
         Her heart fluttered, but her brain was afraid to believe. “Right. That’s why when you first arrived, you looked like you were
            dreading this trip.”
         

         
         His smile faded. “That wasn’t about you.”

         
         “What was it about?”

         
         “Long story.”

         
         She lifted her hands and gestured around them. “Literally, nowhere else to go or to be.”

         
         James looked at her for a long beat. “My dad had always groomed Jason to take over the lumber business. Growing up, I was
            the . . . spare.”
         

         
         She made a sound of regret for him, but he shook his head. “I was okay with that, believe me. I never wanted to stay in New
            York and run the company. I always wanted to leave and explore, to find my own thing that suited me. But then Jason died and the spare was pulled into play. You know I took off first, needing some time. I told myself it was
            my nature, but the truth was, I knew if I stayed in one place too long, I’d have to face the fact that Jason was really gone.”
         

         
         “James,” she said softly, pained.

         
         “I came back, and ever since then I’ve tried to run both sides of my life at the same time, helping Dad while keeping my own
            business afloat, too. I gave it everything I had, but I’ve known the truth for a long time. I’m never going to be happy fulfilling
            my dad’s dream. I’ve tried to break it to him gently, but he’s not hearing me. That’s what this trip was for. So you’re not
            the only one here with a mission. I’ve got a clock running, counting down the time until my dad catches up to us so I can
            tell him I want out. That the many years of grooming his sons to take over the family business were all for nothing.”
         

         
         “Maybe he’ll understand. He’s a good man. I bet what he wants more than anything is for you to be happy.”

         
         “Actually, what he wants is for me to be Jason,” James said. “But I’m not him. I can’t be. Not that it matters, because if
            my dad really needed me, I’d put my all into it in a heartbeat. But the thing is, he’s got a great team. He doesn’t actually need me there.”
         

         
         “What about you?” she asked, feeling for him in a big way. The desire not to disappoint one’s parents is intense, even greater
            for James because of the loss of Jason. “What do you need?”
         

         
         He looked surprised at the question, like maybe no one had ever asked him what he needed, which had her heart swelling until
            it felt too big for her rib cage.
         

         
         “I need to be doing my thing,” he said quietly. “Running the expedition company has never felt like work to me. I can’t imagine not doing it. But
            splitting my focus is starting to affect both businesses.”
         

         
         “How in the world have you been managing to do both? It must be killing you.”

         
         “It’s taken a lot of juggling. And now my company’s growing faster than I can keep up with for the hours I can put into it.
            I just signed a huge corporate account that’ll keep me busy for the immediate future, and Google’s looking at me to be in
            charge of their team-building adventures. They want me to take their executive team to Madagascar as a test.”
         

         
         She smiled, unbelievably proud of him. “Congrats, that’s huge. How much of this does your dad know?”

         
         “None of it.”

         
         She blinked. “Wait, so you’ve known how you felt for . . . five years, and you haven’t said a word?”

         
         “I’ve tried to say many words.”

         
         “Okay, but now you’re just going to drop the bomb on him here that the status quo no longer makes you happy and that’s it,
            you’re out? You walk away without looking back?”
         

         
         He let a stunned beat of silence go by before asking quietly, “Why do I have the feeling we’re no longer talking about me
            and my dad, but about your mom?”
         

         
         She covered her face. “I’m sorry. I’m not judging you. I’m . . . confused.”

         
         He pulled her hands down, forcing her to look at him. “By this?”

         
         “Yes.” She searched for the right words. “For me, happiness isn’t jumping off a cliff. For me, Vacation Happiness isn’t real.”

         
         “Everything we do is real, Hannah. It’s all a part of life.”
         

         
         “My life isn’t like yours.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         She looked at him, chest aching. “At the end of the day, we’re two very different people who want very different things out
            of life. Which is why I left six years ago.”
         

         
         “And here I thought you ran because you were scared.”

         
         This had her sucking in a breath because . . . well, because it was actually accurate. She could still remember making love
            with him for the first time that Christmas. The next morning he’d sat up, said he was going to go explore the world and wanted
            her to go with him. Essentially, he’d wanted her to give up her scholarship, her internship . . . everything. On a whim.
         

         
         But she’d known she couldn’t maintain a relationship and get where she wanted to professionally, where she needed to go. She wanted stability and a steady future, unlike the one she’d had growing up with parents who’d each had their own
            agenda. “Not all of us have the luxury of doing whatever we want.”
         

         
         “It’s a choice, Hannah. I work hard, but I also want to live hard, and I don’t see why I can’t do both.”

         
         “You make it sound so simple.”

         
         “Because it is,” he said.

         
         “It’s not like I don’t choose to be happy,” she said. “But it’s not what drives me. My work drives me.”
         

         
         He looked at her for a long moment. “Maybe you should tell me what’s going on at work. What is it about this case that has
            you and your boss working around the clock?”
         

         
         Once upon a time they’d told each other everything. Just as once upon a time, they’d been magic together. If that hadn’t changed—and
            given the sheer magnitude of their chemistry, it hadn’t—then she could tell him anything. She knew that. But this . . . this
            was going to hit him hard. “Are you sure?” she asked. “It might be difficult to hear.”
         

         
         His eyes held her, serious, solemn. “Lay it on me.”

         
         “I’m advocating for a patient who needs her fifteenth surgery on her heart. She’s four. Her insurance company refused to approve
            the surgery because there’s only a forty percent chance of her survival. But to her parents, forty percent is everything.”
            She met his gaze, knowing she was telling him a story his family had also been through. “She needs the surgery to live, James.”
         

         
         He got to his feet and walked to the water.

         
         Her gut sank as she took in the breadth of his shoulders and the weight on them. Because Jason had died according to this
            exact scenario—waiting on insurance approval.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         James stood at the water’s edge looking out at . . . nothing. Normally just the soothing sound of the waves lapping at the
            shore would lower his heart rate and blood pressure, but not this time. His heart was pounding in his ears, the blood rushing
            through his veins. Because of Jason, yes. But also for Hannah. Here he’d always believed she’d misunderstood him, but he’d
            been the one to misunderstand her.
         

         
         She came up at his side, her bare feet sinking into the wet sand, her loose brunette waves blowing around her face.

         
         “I had no idea,” he said quietly. “No idea what you actually did, what your job entailed. It’s . . . incredible.” He reached
            for her hand, turning her to face him. “You’re incredible.” When her eyes went shiny, he pulled her closer. “I’ve always thought
            that, Hannah, with or without your job, but even more so now. You’re changing lives, making sure that some people get to live
            a healthier, longer life than they would’ve otherwise.”
         

         
         She nodded and gave him a small smile, which he helplessly returned. “So I guess you were hoping to hand-deliver a pretty
            big Christmas present to the girl’s family this week,” he said. “Instead your boss gets to.”
         

         
         “Assuming we win. Only, as you know, that’s never a given.” She paused, as if searching for the right words. “It’s always
            great when I get to see the looks on their faces, but in the end, it doesn’t matter who delivers the news. All that matters
            is that the patient gets what they need.”
         

         
         He shook his head, still marveling at her. “How did you end up with a job like that? Your degree was in business. You started
            out at a bank, right?”
         

         
         “I did.” She met his gaze. “But after watching what your family suffered and struggled through with Jason’s health, I knew
            I wanted to do something else. I kept the bank job while I looked around. It took me a couple of years, but when the position
            for health care advocate at my local hospital opened up, I applied.”
         

         
         He felt overwhelmed by her revelation. That last Christmas they’d spent together had been only a few months after Jason had
            died. He’d been messed up and hard on everyone, especially Hannah. He didn’t like to look back on that time because it made
            him feel like there was an elephant sitting on his chest, but memories were coming in fast and hot now.
         

         
         He’d been so caught up in his own grief and issues that he’d overlooked that she, too, had loved and lost Jason. Her parents
            were split up by then, and all of this had hit her hard as well, but none of it had stopped her. While he’d been running from
            continent to continent and then building his business, not dealing with his grief, Hannah had chosen to make a difference
            by working with families just like his every day.
         

         
         So really, who had let whom down? “Hannah—”

         
         “Look.” She pointed out at the water, where they could see The Therapist setting anchor.
         

         
         “Ahoy!” rang out across the water.

         
         Captain Harry, with his impeccable timing.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         Much later that night back on the ship, Hannah was helping her dad hang some new sparkling holiday lights that he’d not yet
            gotten up. Her mind kept drifting, playing the day on repeat—jumping off the bluffs, kissing James . . .
         

         
         I thought you ran because you were scared . . .

         
         “Well, if that’s not a crock of french fried baloney,” she muttered to herself, even knowing there’d actually been a lot of truth to his statement. She had hidden behind her scholarship and internship, when the truth was, what she’d had with James had been more real than anything
            else in her life, and well worth fighting for.
         

         
         Something she’d never told him.

         
         Harry stopped trying to untangle a ball of electrical cord and looked at her. “What are you muttering about?”

         
         “Nothing.” She paused. “Love is dumb.”

         
         He laughed and wobbled as he climbed a ladder, making her gasp and wrap her arms around the ladder and the bottoms of his
            legs. “Dad!”
         

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         Sure. He was fine. And three sheets to the wind as well. “Seriously, please let one of us do this for you.”

         
         “Are you kidding me? Trust my baby to a youngster?”

         
         Of course the boat was his baby. It certainly wasn’t her—she wasn’t even his real daughter. Even though he’d raised her since she was
            a toddler, she always knew where she stood in the lineup. When it came to Harry, his priorities went: boat, fun, family—meaning
            her mom—and then finally Hannah.
         

         
         She’d always understood that, accepted that, and even understood that was why James and Jason and their parents had been so
            important to her.
         

         
         But sometimes deep down, when she let herself think about it too long, it stirred up feelings inside her she didn’t like.
            She was jealous of a damn boat. “Dad, you always trusted one of your ‘youngster’ crew to watch me when I was little.”
         

         
         “Well, that’s different, kiddo. The boat needed my attention more than you did.”

         
         Hannah sucked in a breath just as someone came up behind her. Turning, she met James’s gaze, warm with concern.

         
         “You okay?” he asked quietly.

         
         Embarrassed without really understanding why, she nodded.

         
         James looked up at her dad. “How about you come down before you hurt anyone else?”

         
         “What are you talking about? I’d never hurt my boat.”

         
         “Yeah, I was talking about your daughter. Come on.” And then, without waiting for Harry to agree, James moved close enough
            to reach up and take ahold of the back of Harry’s shirt. “Slowly.”
         

         
         Harry sighed. “I’m not an invalid.” But as he backed down the ladder, he missed the second-to-last rung and would’ve fallen
            if James hadn’t been standing there to steady him.
         

         
         On the deck, Harry scrubbed a hand over his face. “I’ve made a mess of this.”

         
         James set a hand on her dad’s shoulder. “Go sleep it off.”

         
         Harry nodded, then paused. “Thanks, James.”

         
         James looked surprised as he met Harry’s gaze, probably because in all these years, she didn’t think her dad had ever called
            James by his given name. He had always referred to him as WK. She’d always figured that was her dad’s way of reminding James
            that he still thought of him as a kid.
         

         
         Harry nodded at them both and walked off.

         
         James stepped closer and tilted her face up to his. “I’m going to ask you again. You okay?”

         
         “Yeah. That was just Harry being Harry.”

         
         “He’d been drinking.”

         
         “Yes, which makes him even more stubborn than usual,” she said. “Don’t worry, Vacation Harry is much nicer and easier to deal
            with. He’ll show up when your parents do.”
         

         
         “Hannah . . . you deserve Vacation Harry as Everyday Harry.”

         
         She shrugged and moved to walk off, but he caught her hand and slowly, almost gently, reeled her in, entangling their fingers
            together. “About today . . .”
         

         
         “What about it?”

         
         “I know we’re two very different people,” he said, carrying on their earlier conversation like no time had gone by. “But we’ve
            got the important stuff in common.”
         

         
         She stared into his Caribbean eyes and saw the depth of his emotions there. He was letting her in, letting her see everything:
            his hopes, his dreams, his pain, even the truth about how he felt for her. It all made her heart squeeze hard. “James, how
            we feel about each other has never been the problem.”
         

         
         He gave a small smile and brought her hand up to his mouth, brushing a kiss across her palm. “No, it hasn’t.”

         
         Slowly, regretfully, she pulled free. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

         
         “When are you going to tell your dad about the divorce?”

         
         The nerves in her belly took flight again. “I was going to do it tonight, but obviously that didn’t work out. I need to do
            it before the day we dock in Puerto Rico and meet up with your parents.”
         

         
         He nodded slowly. “Do you want company when you tell him?”

         
         “You’d be with me?”

         
         “Always.”

         
         It wasn’t just the word, but the way he said it, voice low and serious. He had her back in a way no one else ever had.

         
         “Let’s have breakfast in the morning,” he said. “We’ll figure out the best way to tell him.”

         
         She nodded, and he climbed the ladder, hanging the lights with no problem, his T-shirt stretched tight over his shoulders
            and biceps as he moved, his long legs affording him an easy reach. His body was a finely honed machine that spoke of long
            days of rowing, climbing, or pursuing his latest adventure, those board shorts of his lovingly cupping a world-class—
         

         
         “You’re staring at my ass,” he said, voice laced with amusement.

         
         “Figured it was only fair.”

         
         He laughed softly as he climbed back down the ladder. And then he suddenly turned, putting them toe to toe, thigh to thigh.
            Chest to chest . . .
         

         
         His hands came up and cupped her face as he slowly drew her mouth to his, giving her plenty of time to back away if she wanted.

         
         She didn’t. In fact she leaned in breathlessly as he kissed her, softly at first, teasing her a little before gently taking
            her bottom lip between his teeth. She moaned and clutched for purchase in a spinning world, twining her arms around his neck
            as he fisted his hands in her hair, kissing her hungrily now. When they finally broke apart for air, she stared at him. “Why
            does that just get better and better?”
         

         
         He gave her a crooked smile. “One of life’s little mysteries, I guess.”

         
         She stared at him, knowing she needed to walk away now or she wasn’t going to walk away at all. “I should probably go get
            some work done.”
         

         
         Nodding, he took her hand and walked with her.

         
         “What are you doing?” she asked.

         
         “Walking you to your room.”

         
         “This isn’t a date.”

         
         He smiled again. “Feels like one whenever I’m with you.”

         
         She stared into his eyes and then lowered her gaze to his mouth.

         
         He groaned softly. “Hannah. I want to kiss you when you look at me like that.”

         
         “Good, because I want you to kiss me.”
         

         
         With a rough laugh, he pulled her to him and did just that until they’d both lost themselves. “Tell me this doesn’t feel like
            a date to you, too,” he murmured.
         

         
         They didn’t see eye to eye on . . . well, almost anything, but there was an undeniable heart and soul connection with him
            unlike anything else she’d ever experienced. “Maybe,” she admitted. “But I’m out of dating practice, so . . .”
         

         
         “Don’t overthink it.”

         
         “Hi, have you met me?”

         
         He smiled, then leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, making her realize they were in front of their rooms. “Good night,”
            he murmured.
         

         
         She absolutely wanted one. A good night, that was. His door was closest, so she caught his hand and tugged him inside to ensure one.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         James found himself up against his bedroom door, an incredibly sexy and determined woman holding him there, her lips making
            their way down his jaw toward his mouth. The rest of his body went on high, hopeful alert. “Hannah.”
         

         
         “Hmm?” she murmured, mouth busy.

         
         “I don’t usually put out on the first date.”

         
         She gave a throaty laugh, as if amused by his thick voice and the way he could barely speak with her mouth on him. “Feels
            like we’ve been dating forever.”
         

         
         “It started in the seventh grade,” he said. “You showed up with that new cute haircut.”

         
         “I thought maybe it was eighth grade, when I showed up with boobs.”

         
         He smiled, holding her tight against him. “Yeah. Maybe. Eighth-grade boys are assholes.”

         
         She took her mouth off him and met his gaze. “Why did we never admit we crushed on each other?”

         
         He stared at her. “Wait, you’re serious? You crushed on me?”

         
         “Hard,” she admitted. “Come on. I followed you around and pretended to want to do stupid boy stuff just to get your attention.”

         
         He shook his head, his brain not in gear. “Stupid boy stuff?”

         
         “Yeah, like when you all caught fish and you were gutting them to cook for dinner, remember that?”

         
         “Of course. You were great at it.”

         
         She shook her head. “When we were done, I staggered to the back of the boat where no one could see me and threw up.”

         
         “Hannah . . .” He laughed softly, full of sympathy. “How long until you got used to prepping the fish?”

         
         “How many times did we have to gut them?” she asked.

         
         “We must have done that, like, what? Ten years in a row.”

         
         “Then ten.” She looked at him. “You really didn’t know how I felt about you?”

         
         He gave a small, disgusted-with-himself shake of his head. All of this was news to him. What an idiot he’d been. “Never. I
            always thought it was about Jason for you.”
         

         
         “No,” she whispered, giving him a delicious shiver. Or maybe that was her mouth, making its wicked way up to his ear now,
            which she nipped, pulling a rough groan from him. “It was always you, James. Always.” She pulled back and looked into his
            eyes. “I’ve had a crush on you since that first Christmas, but it didn’t really take hold until I was fourteen and my dad
            taught us to drive the boat, wanting us to know how to handle ourselves in an emergency. I was terrified I’d kill us all,
            but he just kept saying that there was no crying on the boat. You came over and held my hand.”
         

         
         He remembered. She’d been so frightened, and he’d been pissed at Harry, who’d been clueless, treating her like any other crew
            member. Hannah had been shaking too hard to get a good grip on the helm, so he’d helped her.
         

         
         “You made me feel . . . protected,” she said. “Safe. Like you wouldn’t let anything happen to me. Like you thought I was special.”

         
         “You are,” he said, intensely enough to have her looking surprised. He was starting to realize just how scarred she’d been
            by two well-meaning but clueless parents, people who were supposed to love her and put her first, but who instead somehow
            always made her feel like an afterthought.
         

         
         He’d been no better, expecting her to dump everything she knew and loved to travel the world with him—no plan, no safety net.

         
         He’d been a selfish asshole.

         
         “You actually fell into the water that day on purpose,” Hannah said. “To show me it wasn’t scary. Then you climbed back on
            board and held my hand.”
         

         
         He nodded and slid his hand into her hair to tip her face up to his. “Yeah, but that’s not all I was thinking about back then.”

         
         “No? What else were you thinking about?”

         
         He smiled and lifted her up against him, groaning when she climbed him like a tree. “The same thing I’m thinking about now.”

         
         “Which is?” she asked breathlessly.

         
         “Some things are better suited for show, not tell.”

         
         When she smiled at him, he felt like he’d just won a pot of gold.

         
          

         Hannah was feeling a little bit like how she’d felt earlier when jumping off the bluffs with James. Adventurous. Exhilarated.
            But there was more, too. A lot more.
         

         
         James let her body slide down his with a delicious, electric friction before pinning her to the door in much the same way
            she’d done to him only moments ago.
         

         
         “Showing is good,” she whispered.

         
         Their gazes met and held until James lowered his head and kissed her with a hunger that matched her own, until they were practically
            having sex while still fully dressed, up against the wall.
         

         
         “James,” she finally gasped, “I can’t stand up anymore.”

         
         He lifted her off her feet and she wrapped her legs around him as he headed toward the bed.

         
         “I’ve missed this with you,” she confessed, mouth on his sexy throat.

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “When you boarded the other day and looked at me, my heart stopped. I couldn’t imagine you ever wanting me again.”

         
         “I never stopped, Hannah. Can’t you feel it?”

         
         She rocked against an impressive erection, and he let out a sexy laugh. “Not just with your body, babe. Inside, in your heart.
            Feel how much I want you, all of you.”
         

         
         She stared at him, seeing the truth in his eyes, and it freed her somehow. Wriggling free, she beamed at him. He smiled back,
            letting out a surprised laugh when she gave him a shove to the bed. He lay back on his elbows, eyes hot as he watched her
            crawl up his body. “Feeling aggressive?” he asked mildly.
         

         
         “I’m feeling something.” She tugged his shirt up, and when he took his hands from her to help pull the shirt over his head,
            she took advantage, leaning in to kiss her way across his yummy chest. As she headed south, he made a rough male noise and
            stopped her.
         

         
         “Be sure, Hannah.”

         
         He was looking at her as if she was the most important thing in his entire world. “I am,” she said. “I’ve never been more
            sure.”
         

         
         As if that had been what he’d been waiting for, he rolled them, tucking her beneath him, pinning her to the bed.

         
         “Your turn?” she asked breathlessly.

         
         “Yeah. My turn.” His body was hard and muscular and felt so good against hers. “Pretty,” he said of her sundress, and nudged
            the spaghetti straps down her elbows, baring her to the waist. He smiled at her breasts. “Even prettier.”
         

         
         She was busy trying to get his shorts off, but his clever hands were working on driving her crazy, and it was a short drive.
            Then he completely derailed her when he went on a southbound tour of her body. With his mouth.
         

         
         “Mmm,” he murmured, pushing the skirt of her dress up. “Hold that for me.”
         

         
         She mindlessly grabbed the material, and then in the next breath gasped, her head thrown back on his pillow as he slid off
            her panties, kissed her ankle just above the anklet he’d put on her, and then proceeded north to have his merry way with her.
         

         
         She was still trying to find her way back to her own body when he lifted his head, bracing himself on his forearms above her.
            Reaching up, she entangled her hands in his hair and tugged him to her.
         

         
         With a rough groan, he kissed her wildly until she was once again on the very edge, and then he produced a condom—thank god
            one of them was thinking—and finally slid home.
         

         
         Breathless, heart pounding, she gazed up at him to find him staring right back at her, clearly just as moved. She drew a shaky
            breath. “I don’t get how you do this to me.”
         

         
         “It’s you, Hannah.” His voice was husky. “It’s all you. You’re amazing. And you make me feel . . .”

         
         “What?” She was struggling now for words, but she wanted to know. Needed to know. “I make you feel . . . what?”
         

         
         “Everything,” he said roughly, a warm hand caressing one side of her neck and throat while his lips nuzzled the other side. Then he began
            to move, a slow, torturous grind, head back, eyes closed, sheer undiluted pleasure in every line of his face. When he opened
            his eyes and whispered her name, she lost herself in him, completely.
         

         
         Just as when she was with him like this, she also felt . . . found.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         James opened his eyes, and in spite of the fact that Hannah had just blown his mind and melted all his bones, he managed to
            lift his head and run a finger along her temple, tucking a stray strand of hair from her eyes so he could see into them. “Hey,”
            he murmured.
         

         
         She smiled lazily, looking so sated it boosted his ego. “Hey,” she murmured back.

         
         He smiled. “Wish I could go back and tell teenage James that being with you is even better than I imagined. And trust me,
            I imagined a lot.”
         

         
         That won him a laugh, which with Hannah felt like a huge victory. He knew there wasn’t much light in her world, and if he
            couldn’t change that, he could at least make her feel as good as he possibly could. To that goal, he nibbled his way to her
            mouth, and was kissing her and loving the little breathy whimpers for more when a sudden knock had her nearly leaping right
            out of his arms. “Shh,” he murmured, running his hands up and down her back. “It’s okay.”
         

         
         “It’s not okay!” she whispered back, eyes wide. “You know who that probably is!”

         
         And indeed, Harry’s voice came through the door. “See you at dawn for fishing, yeah?”

         
         “Yep,” James called out, trying not to laugh because Hannah had dived beneath the covers. “First thing.”

         
         “Okay then. Night, James.” He paused. “Night, Smalls.”

         
         Hannah tugged the blanket off her face, grimaced, then called out, “Night, Dad.”

         
         After her dad’s footsteps had faded away, she sat up. “Oh my god. If our moms were here, they’d already be planning our wedding.”

         
         James snorted because that was true.

         
         “This isn’t funny. He’s going to think we’re a we now.”
         

         
         “Probably.” James kissed his way down her throat. “What’s wrong with that?”

         
         “Right this moment?” she asked breathlessly, moaning when he added his hands to the fray. “Absolutely nothing.”

         
          

         Later, they dozed, wrapped up in each other. At some point, James awoke with a smile on his face and couldn’t remember ever
            feeling so relaxed and happy. At the odd movement next to him, he cracked open an eye and found Hannah sitting up beside him,
            working on her phone. Stretching, he slid an arm across her and tucked her into him.
         

         
         She didn’t even look over, just kept typing while also giving a huge, jaw-cracking yawn.

         
         Huh. Guess he was alone in that relaxed and happy state. “How long have you been up?”

         
         “Oh, I haven’t gone to sleep yet.” She yawned again, looking completely done in.

         
         “I could’ve sworn you fell asleep after that last orgasm.”

         
         She smiled. “Yeah, and thanks for those, by the way. It’s been a while. Sorry if I was rusty.”

         
         “You were perfect.” He kissed her shoulder. “You really haven’t slept?”

         
         “No, I waited for you to fall asleep so I wouldn’t bug you.”

         
         He lifted his head and met her gaze. “That wouldn’t bug me. What does is your working in the middle of the night when you’re
            exhausted and could use some rest.”
         

         
         “I’m not exhausted—” She broke off for yet another yawn and then flushed. “Okay, so I’m a little tired.”

         
         “You mean dead on your feet.”

         
         She smiled ruefully. “I’ve got to do this. These are a few new cases I’m getting preliminary info together for that I’ll need
            right after the New Year.”
         

         
         He nodded, starting to catch on. It’d taken him long enough. “There’s always going to be another patient, isn’t there?”

         
         “Well, yeah,” she said, sparing him a quick glance. “It’s the nature of the job, which is what I love about it.”

         
         “Because it allows you to bury yourself in work and never really live for yourself?”

         
         Again she looked up, this time with a small frown. “I thought you understood.”

         
         “Because of what happened to Jason?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         He nodded, but then slowly shook his head. “No. Jason had regrets, Hannah—so many regrets. In the end, he was angry at himself
            for not living his life for anything beyond the job. I’d hate that for you.”
         

         
         “I don’t have regrets.” She paused and let her phone fall into her lap. “Look, I know it’s a holiday week and most people
            are off from work, but today’s going to be busy and my boss will probably need my help. But believe me, I get your frustration.
            It’s an impossible situation, and why I don’t really date. It’s too hard to juggle it all, and in the end I always feel forced
            to choose between my job and a guy.”
         

         
         “So you chose the job?”

         
         “Well, yeah,” she said. “Because it’s easier than facing the fact that I’m never quite . . . enough for someone.”

         
         Damn. She always got him right in the gut. “Hannah, you’re more than enough.”

         
         “Am I, though? Because you’d like me to change. You’d like me to set down this phone and maybe have a repeat of what we did
            earlier.”
         

         
         That brought a brief smile to his lips. “Never doubt that. But that’s not what this is about.”

         
         “Working hard is a source of pride for me, James. It’s all I know.”

         
         He knew this was true. She’d basically raised her mom and stepdad, both of whom were decent people, but also selfish and at
            times incredibly immature. He had no idea how to make that any different for her. He couldn’t change the past, but maybe he
            could help Future Hannah, even if just a little. “You’re tired,” he said quietly. “Why don’t you get a couple of hours’ sleep?”
         

         
         She nodded agreeably but picked her phone back up. “In a few minutes, I promise.”

         
         He lay back and waited. Ten minutes went by. Then another ten. After thirty more, he slipped out of bed, pulled on his clothes,
            and left.
         

         
         All without her so much as looking up.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 10

         
         Hannah was so good at hyperfocusing that she could completely tune out her surroundings, and she did so—until she heard the
            door close. Blinking, she looked around.
         

         
         The bed had been decimated.

         
         And James had left.

         
         The thought gave her a pang. As usual, she’d lost track of time. She needed to go after him, and would. Soon as she finished
            up this one last work email.
         

         
         Only that didn’t happen.

         
         What did happen was that she came awake a few hours later with a gasp. She’d fallen asleep. It was now eight in the morning
            and she had a crick in her neck from sleeping half sitting up, nose in her phone. But as for the rest of her body, she had
            no complaints there, because she was deliciously boneless, thanks to James’s careful attentiveness. Just thinking about it
            kicked her pulse back into gear.
         

         
         Knowing they’d agreed to have breakfast on the deck, she jumped out of bed, took a quick shower, and dressed, then hurried
            up the stairs.
         

         
         The day was stunning. Turquoise waters stretched as far as the eye could see, still and crystal clear. The air was thick and
            warm. The only sounds were the occasional squawks of seabirds and the gentle lap of water against the hull. As she took it
            all in, her heart rate slowed and she took a deep, relaxed breath. How she’d ever forgotten how beautiful it was out here,
            she had no idea.
         

         
         Making her way to the galley, she smiled in surprise at Sally, who was at the sink.

         
         “Hey,” Hannah said, “it’s my turn to make breakfast. What would you like?”

         
         “Too late,” Sally said with a wink and a smile. “I’ve got everything almost ready. Food’s plated and covered and on a table
            on the aft deck.”
         

         
         Hannah kissed Sally on the cheek and made her way to the aft deck, stopping short at the table set romantically for two. With
            a sigh, she slid a look to Sally, who’d followed her out with a pitcher of orange juice. “There are no secrets on this ship.”
         

         
         “None,” the woman said with a laugh as she walked off.

         
         Hannah sat and waited for James, surprised that he hadn’t beaten her here. He loved breakfast. Actually, he loved all food,
            and he was a definite morning person.
         

         
         But he didn’t show. She knew he wasn’t in bed, since she’d been in it until twenty minutes ago. She started to go look for him, but her phone rang. Work. After a ten-minute call, she
            texted James: you okay?

         
         Her dad came out from the bridge and sat down. “Hey there.” He lifted the lid on her still-untouched breakfast and stole her
            sourdough toast.
         

         
         “Hey,” she said.

         
         “You know there are only two kinds of people on this boat. The quick . . . and the hungry.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” she said dryly. Her phone was buzzing, so she stole a quick look at it, hoping it was James.

         
         It wasn’t.

         
         “So . . . “ Her dad looked oddly uncomfortable. “Uh . . . nice weather, right?”

         
         “Yes.” It took her a moment to realize his dilemma. He wanted to ask how she was, but didn’t want to hear about last night
            with James.
         

         
         Since she didn’t want to tell him any more than he wanted to hear about it, she decided to take the lead. “How are you?”

         
         “Great,” he said.

         
         Great. He felt good and she felt weighed down by the divorce papers still in her cabin. “So.”

         
         “So,” he said with a nod.

         
         She sighed. “Look, this is dumb. Let’s just get this over with. You were drinking pretty heavily last night.”

         
         “We were anchored. I needed to blow off some steam.”

         
         “Okay . . .” So there wasn’t going to be an apology. “How was fishing? Have you seen James?”

         
         “Yeah, and the fishing was great. We caught dinner. Oh, and he told me about his plans to expand. He said I could be one of
            his subcontractors. He’d book boating adventures using The Therapist when he could. He’s dealing with high rollers, so the profit margin would be amazing.”
         

         
         “Dad, Mom told me recently that your doctor had asked you to think about slowing down, maybe even selling and retiring. High
            blood pressure, remember? And clearly the responsibility gets to you, at least sometimes.” Like last night . . .
         

         
         He waved this off just as her phone buzzed again.

         
         “Should have left that thing in my hat,” Harry said.

         
         She blew out a breath. “It’s my boss, Cynthia. Should only take a sec.”

         
         Harry was sipping his coffee when she finished the call. “Sorry,” she said to Harry. “There might be some more of that today.
            The case I’ve been working on is going before a judge later. Everything’s ready, but I’ll want to find out how it went.”
         

         
         He nodded. “I like listening to you. You’re smart, capable. Your work is important to you.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         He nodded again. “This boat and the ocean are important to me in the same way. I’m not going to stop any more than you’re
            going to stop trying to save the world.”
         

         
         She sighed. “I get it.”

         
         James appeared, wearing another pair of board shorts, these a dark navy blue paired with a white T-shirt that read May the Fish Be with You!

         
         Harry pulled a ten from his pocket and waved it at him. “You were right. Your black grouper was bigger by half a pound. Bragging
            rights are all yours.”
         

         
         James grinned. “Good to know.”

         
         “Where were you?” Hannah asked him.

         
         He turned to look at her, his eyes behind dark sunglasses, his thoughts hidden. “Figured you were working.”

         
         “Oh, she was,” Harry said ever so helpfully.

         
         “We were going to meet for breakfast,” Hannah said. “I took a quick call while I was waiting, that’s all.”

         
         Which was, of course, when her damn phone began to vibrate again, having a seizure on the table.

         
         James raised a brow.

         
         Harry gave a cough and laughed into his hand.

         
         Hannah stared at the two men in her life as the epiphany hit her in the face. She’d been on both of them about their lifestyle choices, and yet here she was right before Christmas, living at the whim of her phone. “Pot, meet kettle,” she
            muttered beneath her breath.
         

         
         “What was that, Smalls?”

         
         Before she could answer, Sally called out from the bridge with a question. Her dad got up to have that conversation, and Hannah
            tucked her phone away.
         

         
         “What if you miss something?” James said.

         
         That was the crux of it. She was missing something—life. And it wasn’t like she could do anything more for today’s hearing. “Work can wait a bit,” she said.
         

         
         For the first time since she’d been in James’s arms the night before, he met her gaze, pushing his sunglasses to the top of
            his head to give her a small but utterly genuine smile that warmed her from toes to roots. He leaned in and put his mouth
            to her ear. “That’s the sexiest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
         

         
         “I thought telling you about my crush on you was pretty sexy.”

         
         “You’re right. Scratch that. Everything you say is sexy.”
         

         
         “Welp.” Harry came back to the table but didn’t sit. “I’m off. I got stuff to do.”

         
         “Wait,” Hannah said. “Can we talk later?”

         
         “What were we just doing?”

         
         Hannah grimaced. “I’ve got more to talk about.”

         
         Harry sighed. “I’m not retiring, Smalls. Period. Now, it’s almost Christmas. We pick up our families in San Juan tomorrow.
            Fun only for the rest of the trip, you hear me?”
         

         
         “Come on,” she said slowly. “How realistic is that?”

         
         “I suppose about as realistic as your being here as my gift,” he said. “See you two later. Enjoy your breakfast.” He looked
            at Hannah. “Or at least try.” And with that, he headed off to the galley.
         

         
         Hannah looked at James.

         
         He shrugged. “Maybe he suspects the truth, in which case another few hours in denial before you crush him won’t hurt. Besides,
            have you not seen the way Sally looks at him?”
         

         
         “Yeah, but he doesn’t look at her that way.”

         
         James nudged a chair back from the table with a foot and sat. “Given the news you’re here to deliver, maybe you can help him
            start to look at her that way.”
         

         
         “He needs to sell the boat.”

         
         He gave her a get-real look. “This boat is his life. What would he do without it?”

         
         Hannah leaned forward. “Listen, you might not have heard, but he’s had a couple of health scares. Him being out here, far
            from medical care, drinking at night like he is . . . My biggest fear is that something will happen when he’s out here alone.”
         

         
         “Have you asked him what his biggest fear is? Because I’d bet it’s being landlocked with nothing to do. He loves the water, Hannah. Lives for it.”
         

         
         She sagged back and sighed. “I know. He loves it above all else.” Including me . . . “I just don’t want to lose him.”
         

         
         “I understand that,” he said. “Maybe more than anyone, but living for the sake of living isn’t going to cut it, not for a
            guy like him.”
         

         
         Their gazes met, his hooded from her now. “James, what’s going on?”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “You blew me off this morning.”

         
         “To be honest, I wasn’t sure if you’d notice whether I was here or not.”

         
         She was dumbstruck. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Last night I barely had the condom off before you had your phone in hand. Let’s just say I got the message.”

         
         “I just needed to get something done before I could go to sleep, is all.”

         
         He shook his head. “I waited at least thirty minutes before I headed out. You didn’t even notice I was gone.”

         
         “I’m so sorry.” She drew in a breath, embarrassed. “I did hear you go. I promised myself I’d go after you the minute I finished
            an email, but I fell asleep. You could’ve said something when you left.”
         

         
         “Let’s just say you were focused, and not on me.”

         
         “Okay,” she said, nodding, because if she was being honest, she’d heard this sort of thing before from . . . well, just about
            every guy she’d ever dated. “I’m single-minded. I can work on that.”
         

         
         He gave her an unreadable look. “Your job’s important to you, Hannah, and it should be. I love how passionate you are. But
            last night . . . it felt special to me.” He paused and made sure he had her attention. “Really special. Then I realized I was in it alone.”
         

         
         She felt the air leave her lungs in a whoosh, and she stood, moving around the table to him. Stepping into the vee of his
            legs, she dropped to her knees to wrap her arms around his middle and hug him to her. “I’m so sorry, James. I never meant
            to make you feel that way. You weren’t alone. You . . .” She shook her head and tilted it up to him. “You rocked my world.
            Left me on a shaky axis. I still feel it even now. Do you?”
         

         
         His eyes remained serious, but the corners of his mouth twitched slightly. “To tell you the truth, with you in that position . . .
            same.”
         

         
         She snorted and he pulled her up and into his lap, cuddling her into him. “I’ve always been the one to pursue you sexually,”
            he said into her hair. “Then last night I was enough of a hypocrite to be annoyed when I thought you saw me as nothing else.
            I didn’t like how that felt between us.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t that. It was never that.” She cupped his face. “I like your brain and your smile as much as I like your favorite
            body part.”
         

         
         That got a laugh out of him. “Same. I like your brain and your smile as much as I like all your body parts.” He kissed her softly. “I get that you’re here because you’re worried about losing your dad. I know the
            feeling.”
         

         
         She knew he did. He’d lost a piece of himself when he’d lost Jason. She couldn’t imagine the pain of that. “I don’t know what
            I’d do if I lost him,” she admitted.
         

         
         “But see, he’s right here in front of you. We all are.” He cupped her face. “Can you say the same? Are you a hundred percent
            here with us?”
         

         
         She looked into his eyes and saw only acceptance, affection, and concern for her. “I think we both know I need to work on
            that,” she said softly. “Actually, I need to work on several things. But the good news is, once I set my mind to something,
            I don’t give up until I’ve got it right.”
         

         
         He smiled. “Sounds promising.”

         
         She flashed a mischievous grin. “Some things take practice, though. Lots of it.”

         
         “Good thing I’m really good at practicing . . .”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 11

         
         James didn’t often let himself think of the future. After all, he knew better than most that not everyone got one. But being
            with Hannah again, he couldn’t help but think of the one he’d once upon a time hoped to have with her.
         

         
         It was afternoon beneath a warm sun, nothing but the Caribbean Sea for miles, and his favorite girl in a different bikini,
            this one a heart-stopping red. They were currently sitting on the swim deck off the back of the boat, dripping wet and breathing
            hard from a race, winner to collect the spoils of their choice. Hannah had beaten him, mostly because he couldn’t take his
            eyes off her as she swam, moving through the water while laughing so hard that she’d nearly drowned herself.
         

         
         She was still laughing when she pushed her drenched hair from her face and met his gaze, her smile slowly fading.

         
         “What?” he asked.

         
         “I’m really sorry about this morning.”

         
         “I don’t need an apology,” he said. He knew her well. When she wanted something badly enough, she made it happen for herself.
            If he was ever lucky enough to have it be him she wanted again, she’d let him know. “It’s okay, Hannah.”
         

         
         “No, it’s not. I put work ahead of you and I shouldn’t have. It didn’t mean I didn’t want to be with you, not then and not
            at breakfast.”
         

         
         “Work has been your life for a long time. It’s understandable that you’d put it first.”

         
         “Well . . .” She smiled. “I’m not working right now.”
         

         
         That adorably sexy smile was something his body remembered quite well, and damn, he loved Playful Sexy Hannah. “You’re not,”
            he said with a laugh. “And you have yet to claim your prize—even though you cheated.”
         

         
         “I’d never cheat.” But she laughed.

         
         “Uh-huh,” he said, unable to keep from laughing with her. She was . . . infectious. “So when you had a quick bikini-top malfunction out there and flashed me, that was entirely by accident?”
         

         
         She lifted her chin, but her eyes revealed both heat and humor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         He moved closer, crowding her for the simple pleasure of having her close as he smiled into her face. “Maybe we should discuss
            this later in private, in greater detail.”
         

         
         “I agree,” she said. “Lying down, in case I get . . . tired.”

         
         “I like the way you think.” He touched the tip of her nose. “You need more sunblock.” He sat up and reached for the bottle.

         
         “You just want to get your hands on me again.”

         
         “One hundred percent. Lie down on your front.”

         
         She hurried to do just that, wriggling into place and making him groan because she had the cutest, sexiest wedgie going. All
            too aware of the fact that her dad might very well have eyes on them, he did his best to make this a PG event, keeping his
            hands on her sun-warmed skin and not slipping beneath the itty-bitty bikini.
         

         
         “I’ve got to tell my dad in the morning before we hit San Juan,” she murmured, eyes closed. “And then your parents will be
            here and you’ll have a chance to talk to your dad as well. Big day.”
         

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         She slipped her hand in his and sighed. “Back to real life.”

         
         He drew a deep breath but didn’t say anything, and she looked over at him.

         
         “I remember the last time we were lying right here,” he said.

         
         She sat up and nodded. “It’d been a hard year for both of us.”

         
         “Yeah,” he said. “My brother had died and the girl I loved dumped me and then ghosted me. As hard as a year ever gets.”

         
         She stared at him. “You . . . loved me?”

         
         “Does it matter now?”

         
         She drew a deep breath. “Yes. And I didn’t dump you. It . . . didn’t work out.”

         
         He snorted.

         
         “It didn’t!” She pointed at him. “You wanted me to walk away from a college internship and travel the world, no questions
            asked, no plans, just fly by the seat of your pants. And I got that you were coming from a place of overwhelming grief, I
            really did, but I wanted . . . no, I needed to go home and take that internship so I could set myself up for the future. I understood what you had to do, but you didn’t
            even try to understand what I needed to do. You wanted to be happy. But everyone experiences happiness in different ways,
            James. Hard work and stability are more important to me than happiness. So is having a safety net.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t just what I wanted, Hannah.” He paused and drew a deep breath because the last thing he wanted was for this week
            to end like the last one they were together. “I promised Jason that I’d spend New Year’s in Barbados, a place he’d always
            wanted to go, but could never get away from work to do it.”
         

         
         She stared at him. “What?”

         
         “Yeah, because at the end, he realized some things. That he’d worked too hard and too long and had never lived his life.”

         
         She looked stunned. “You never said . . .”

         
         “It’d been his choice, of course. But in the end, he knew he’d made mistakes. He had regrets, because he’d never done any
            of the things he would’ve put on a bucket list, including falling in love and having kids. He was always working and looking
            ahead, never in the moment.” He swallowed hard. “He made me promise I wouldn’t do that, that I’d live doing something that
            made me happy.”
         

         
         “I . . . didn’t know that.”

         
         “I know,” he said. “I told myself you never gave me the chance to tell you about it, but honestly?” He shrugged. “I guess
            I really just wanted you to choose me because you wanted to be with me, not because I guilted you into it with a promise I’d
            made to Jason.”
         

         
         A tear slid down her cheek. “I wasn’t capable of making that decision,” she whispered. “Or even of traveling with you, because
            I knew the truth—that if I talked to you about it, I’d have walked away from the internship, no looking back. And I couldn’t
            live a Peter Pan life, James. I had to grow up.”
         

         
         And there it was. He nodded. “Because one of us had to, right?”

         
         She grimaced. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

         
         “You did, but that’s okay.” He rose to his feet. “We each did what we had to do. No regrets, right?”

         
         Some emotion crossed her face, but she cleared her expression and gave him a tight nod.

         
         From a lower deck, Sally called out for James.

         
         “Coming,” he called back, eyes on Hannah. Waiting for her to say . . . shit, he had no idea. But she said nothing, and he
            nodded, then walked away.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         Watching James walk away, Hannah felt her heart break in two all over again. He’d loved her . . .

         
         “Smalls.”

         
         She kept her back to her dad. “It’s not a good time,” she managed to say.

         
         “I just got a message from your mom.”

         
         She closed her eyes, concentrating on the warm breeze caressing her face and the squawk of happy birds.

         
         “WTF didn’t you tell me?” Harry asked.

         
         She let out a mirthless laugh and dropped her head back to look up at the perfectly gorgeous blue sky. Where was a moody storm
            when she needed one? “Still not using that right, Dad.”
         

         
         “Your mom’s divorcing me?”

         
         Oh shit. She turned to face him and wanted to cry all over again at the look of utter devastation on his face.

         
         “So it’s true?”

         
         “I meant to tell you,” she whispered.

         
         “So why didn’t you?”

         
         “I . . .” There was no excuse. None. “I was trying to find the right time.”

         
         He gaped at her, hurt and disbelief in every line of his body. “The right time would’ve been the minute you boarded this boat.
            But you were too busy with that contraption that’s always glued to your ear.”
         

         
         Yeah, and that contraption was going off as she stood there. The hearing was coming up in a few hours, but she kept her hand out of her pocket and her
            eyes on her dad. “You know that the only reason I got the time off from work to be here with you for Christmas was by promising
            my boss I’d work remotely to have her back on this case.”
         

         
         “I didn’t want you on this boat for Christmas.” He pointed at her. “I wanted you for Christmas. I wanted to spend time like we used to, doing the things we both love. I’ve missed you, and I rarely get to
            see you.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. Your mom was always too busy for me, too, and I guess the apple
            never falls far from the tree, right?”
         

         
         She’d been worried about falling once again for the sexy wanderlusting James, worried about her dad’s impending divorce pain,
            worried about keeping up with work . . . worried about everything but her own actions. As a result, her dad was right. She
            had been acting a lot like her mom, putting everything before the important stuff, such as caring for the people in her life.
         

         
         Not that this epiphany did anything for the hurt now coursing through her at her dad’s harsh words. “I learned from both of my parents,” she told him. “Yes, Mom was so busy with her life that we rarely got time with her, but you were busy, too,
            Dad, with the boat. I’m not sure exactly what you’re remembering, but I’m recalling your telling me to go be good and keep myself busy while you worked. From a young age, I had to keep myself occupied
            and out of your way. So really, there were two trees I didn’t fall far from.” With her phone still going off, she stood. “I’m sorry for all of it. I should have told you,
            but I wasn’t in all that much of a hurry to hurt you.” She pulled out her phone and looked at her screen. “Now I’ve got to
            get this.” Turning away, she answered Cynthia’s call.
         

         
         “Hannah, thank god. The hearing’s on hold because there’s a problem. We’re missing two signed affidavits from the surgeon.
            There won’t be a ruling or a surgery unless we get those.”
         

         
         Hannah frowned. “Right, but I talked about this with your assistant yesterday morning, who assured me she’d go get them.”

         
         “I didn’t think we’d need them. I heard otherwise last night, and my assistant texted you, letting you know I needed you to
            handle this. You’re the only one who can get through to the surgeon that fast. So . . . where are we with that?”
         

         
         Seemed like her entire world was going to crash in on itself today. “I didn’t get a text from her or I’d have reminded you
            both that someone needed to go in person. Ideally it’d be someone familiar enough with the surgeon and staff to expedite the
            process.”
         

         
         “Yes, and that would be you.”

         
         “Which would require my getting on a plane.”

         
         “Perfect,” Cynthia said. “I’ll tell everyone you’re on it.”

         
         Hannah let out a low, mirthless laugh. “You want me to fly back? I’m on a boat.”

         
         “Your itinerary says you’ll be in Puerto Rico in a few hours. I’m going to have to get the hearing pushed until tomorrow.
            Plenty of time for you to get a red-eye back here.”
         

         
         “But . . . Hello?” She stared at her phone. Perfect. Cynthia had hung up. Hannah looked up at her dad. “I suppose you caught
            the gist of that.”
         

         
         He turned on his heel and walked away.

         
         Awesome. Two for two today.

         
         Five minutes later Cynthia’s assistant called her to facilitate flights and ground transportation. When she ended the call,
            she turned and found her dad once again standing there, hands in his pockets, face unusually solemn.
         

         
         “I shouldn’t have walked away like that,” he said, surprising her. “I’m sorry. Do you have time to talk before you go?”

         
         She nodded, and he led her across the deck to the sun chairs. They both sat and he looked at her. “I want you to know I heard
            what you said to me, and I’m sorry for a lot of things. Can I tell you about them?”
         

         
         “Always.”

         
         He nodded, looking grateful. “Sometimes it seems like the harder I try to get things right, the more I screw everything up.”

         
         “Dad,” she said wearily, “you didn’t screw anything up.”

         
         “Hold on, Smalls. Let me finish. A few days ago I told you that nothing’s free, but that wasn’t true. My love for you is free.”

         
         Her throat tightened and her eyes stung. “Same,” she whispered.

         
         His eyes looked shiny now as well, and he cleared his throat. “What I should’ve said to you is that I’m sorry your mom and I put you in a position where you had to be the one to deliver the news. And even
            more sorry that I always chose my boat over you.”
         

         
         “You didn’t always.”

         
         He smiled sadly and tugged on a loose strand of her hair. “You’re the sweetest thing in my life, do you know that?” He sighed.
            “The truth is that life’s about hard choices, about choosing what’s right over what’s fun, and we both know that’s never been
            my strong suit.” He put his elbows to his knees and leaned in, his eyes more serious than she’d ever seen them. “I got mad
            at you for putting your work ahead of me, when I’d done the exact same thing to you for years. Not putting you ahead of my
            boat is one of the two biggest regrets of my life. The other one is not picking you and your mom when she gave her ultimatum—her
            or the boat. I won’t ever do that to you again. I promise you.”
         

         
         Sniffing back tears, she reached for his hand. “I told myself I was coming here for you, to be there for you when I had to
            tell you the news. But the truth is, I also came here for me. Once you sign those papers, I’m not your stepdaughter anymore,
            and I wasn’t ready for that to be true.”
         

         
         With a rough sound of grief, he tugged her out of her chair and in for a hard hug. “A piece of paper isn’t what makes us family,”
            he whispered against her hair.
         

         
         Unable to speak, she just nodded, wrapping her arms tight around him.

         
         “You’re stuck with me, Hannah. More than just for Christmas.”

         
         “More than just for Christmas,” she whispered, fiercely grateful for that, for him.

         
         Pulling back, he quickly swiped a forearm over his wet eyes, then met her gaze. “There’re so many things I’ve neglected in
            bringing you up. I never even taught you how to ride a bike.”
         

         
         “No, but thanks to you, I know how to make every different kind of knot under the sun, how to jury-rig anything with MacGyver-level
            skill, and how to handle a seventy-foot-long ship. How many people can say that?”
         

         
         “But how practical is that? When you learned to drive a car, I should’ve made sure you knew how to change a tire.”

         
         “I’ve got Triple A for that. But there’s no Triple A for mooring in a busy harbor without hitting anything. I can pull into
            a slip in a windstorm without so much as a scratch,” she said proudly. “I can do that and more.”
         

         
         “True.” He rubbed the scruff on his jaw, a tell that revealed when he was about to say something uncomfortable for him. “I
            also never threatened any of your boyfriends about behaving themselves. Or . . .”
         

         
         She stared at him. “Are you blushing?”

         
         “Jesus.” He swiped a hand across his face. “Yes, apparently. I’m trying to say that we never had . . . the talk. You know,
            about being safe. And protected.”
         

         
         Hannah gaped at him. “No need to have the birds-and-bees talk at this point. Dad, that ship sailed a long time ago.”

         
         He smiled sheepishly and nearly sagged with relief. “Thank god, because to be honest, I think I’ve forgotten more than I remember.”

         
         She laughed. “You almost just scarred the both of us for life.”

         
         With a chuckle, he shook his head. “Yeah, thanks for stopping me.” His smile faded and his gaze searched hers. “So . . . we’re
            okay?”
         

         
         She hugged him again. “We’re okay.”

         
         “Good.” He nodded. “So now you can go do whatever it is that you need to.”

         
         “With work or with James?”

         
         “Well, I’d be lying if I didn’t say I hope you work things out with James, but I’m not going to interfere.”

         
         She drew a deep breath. “I don’t think we can work things out.”
         

         
         He scowled. “What are you talking about? It’s obvious to anyone with eyes in their head that you two love each other. You’ve
            always loved each other.”
         

         
         She smiled sadly. “Yes, but we both know that love isn’t always enough.”

         
         He let out a ragged breath. “Yeah.”

         
         “I’m sorry Mom hurt you,” she said quietly.

         
         “No, I can’t let you put it all on her. I hurt her plenty, too, and frankly, I waited way too long to fix my wrongs. I got
            what I deserved.” He shook his shaggy head. “I screwed up my happy ending, but you don’t have to do the same.” He gave her
            a tight smile. “I’d tell you to learn from your old man, but the truth is, we all have to make our own mistakes.”
         

         
         “Well, don’t you worry, I’ve made plenty,” she quipped. “Recently . . . Dad . . . I’m worried about leaving you here alone on Christmas . . .”
         

         
         “I’m not alone. Sally’s here. James, too, and soon his parents. I said I wanted you to do what you need to, and I meant it.”

         
         She kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Dad.”

         
         “We’ll hit land within two hours, so you should probably go pack.”

         
         Hannah nodded and started to walk away, but then she turned back. “Dad?

         
         “Yeah, Smalls?”

         
         She smiled. “Whenever you do get back on that bike, if you need the talk, I’ll be there for you.”

         
         He was laughing when she walked away this time. She was smiling, too, even though her heart hurt like hell.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         James stood at the top of the passerelle beside the moored Therapist. They were in the port of San Juan in Puerto Rico, and he was watching out for his parents when he finally saw them coming
            down the main dock toward him.
         

         
         His heart, trampled on and hurting, still managed to clutch at seeing the joy on their faces at the sight of him. His mom
            got him in a tight hug, squeezing the air from his lungs, holding on when he tried to pull away. Finally, with a small laugh,
            he gave in, letting her hug him half to death.
         

         
         “He’s turning purple,” his dad said.

         
         His mom pulled back and kissed James on both cheeks, then narrowed her eyes and frowned. “What’s wrong?” She noticed the duffel
            bag at his feet and her frown deepened.
         

         
         James hugged his dad and then looked at both his parents. “I’m sorry, but I’m not staying.”

         
         “Susan, talk to your son.”

         
         His mom didn’t take her eyes off James. “How about we let him talk instead?”

         
         “There’s no talking on vacation,” his dad said.

         
         James’s mom turned to look at her husband. “Honey, you have avoided this as long as possible. It’s not fair.”

         
         His dad sighed heavily. “Yeah.” He turned to James. “Okay, let’s sit.”

         
         They boarded and sat on the deck beneath a warm sun, surrounded by the bustle of the harbor around them. His parents looked
            at him, his mom worried, his dad . . . resigned.
         

         
         “I know this is going to sound sudden,” James said. “But please know I’ve given this a lot of thought. Dad . . .”—he drew
            a deep breath—“I don’t want to take over Webber Lumber. I know you had high hopes for Jason. Instead you’ve had to make do
            with me, and I’ve never been as dedicated as he was or nearly as good. But the fact is, I can’t be like him because I’m not him.”
         

         
         His dad, looking devastated, made a sound of regret.

         
         “Told you,” Susan said with a soft reproach before reaching for James’s hand. “Baby, listen to me very carefully. We don’t
            want you to be Jason. We’ve never wanted that.”
         

         
         “We’ve never wanted you to be anything but you,” his dad said, voice thick with emotion.

         
         “You mean that?”

         
         “More than anything.” His dad rubbed a hand to his chest. “I thought you were going to tell me you were going off to do your own thing and weren’t
            going to have any more time for us.”
         

         
         Some of what felt like two tons of weight came off James’s own chest. “Of course not. I’d never walk away from you, from either
            of you.”
         

         
         His mom wiped a few tears and hugged him tight.

         
         His dad did the same. “You’re not the only one who came to some hard realizations after we lost Jason. Mine’s simple—life’s
            too damn short to be anything other than happy.” He paused. “But you sure don’t look happy right now. And I know that look.
            It’s about a woman, isn’t it.”
         

         
         “Dan,” his mom said quietly.

         
         “Well, it is.” He turned back to James. “Right?”

         
         James blew out a sigh. “Tell me I’m not that easy to read.”

         
         “It’s Hannah,” his mom guessed.

         
         “Okay,” James muttered, “so I am that easy to read.”
         

         
         “You two admit you’re in love yet?” his mom asked hopefully, and James knew that Hannah had been right to try and hide their . . .
            well, whatever the hell it’d been between them, or their moms would absolutely have already had their wedding planned.
         

         
         “It’s not what you think,” he said. “She . . . well, she left me.” He paused because actually, technically he’d been the one to actually leave, but she’d been the one to mentally go first.
         

         
         “Son, when it comes to love, everyone walks away a time or two. Sometimes you’re the one to go, and other times you’ll be
            the one doing the chasing.”
         

         
         “And the groveling,” his mom added with a meaningful look at his dad.

         
         “Obviously I’ve done my share of both,” his dad said wryly. “That’s how relationships work. The system falls apart only when
            you’re both too stubborn to go after the other person. And I know you’re not too stubborn for love because you’re a Webber.”
         

         
         “Aw,” his mom murmured, “that’s so sweet.”

         
         James stared at his dad.

         
         His dad gave a half-smile. “I can’t actually tell if you’re stunned by my brilliance or your own stupidity.”

         
         “I think it might be a little of both,” James admitted. “When did you get so wise?”

         
         “It’s called old age, and don’t go there, it’s a trick. James, do you love her?”

         
         That was easy. “Yes.”

         
         “Then what are you doing sitting here? Go after her.”

         
         “I’ve done that.”

         
         “Yeah? How did it go?”

         
         James opened his mouth, but then shut it again and sat back, realizing he’d never gone after Hannah. Not once. He’d always expected her to be there on his terms, never returning the favor. He’d expected
            her to give up everything and go away with him, then blamed her for their demise when she wouldn’t do it. That was on him,
            for not bringing her all the way in on why he needed to go, what he’d promised Jason. Instead, he’d assumed she’d follow him
            on blind faith, without understanding what it meant to him.
         

         
         What a hypocritical dick.

         
         But he was tired of running. Jason was gone and nobody could bring him back, so maybe it was time to actually live by the
            motto his brother had pushed. He needed to get his own happy—which happened to be one imperfectly perfect brunette with warm
            brown eyes and a sweet smile. He stood up and looked down at his parents.
         

         
         His mom waved him off. “Don’t worry about us. I’m defrosting for the first time in a month. We’ll be fine.”

         
         “Go,” his dad said.

         
         So he went. He ran the length of the passerelle to the dock while pulling out his phone to get a ride to the airport, only
            to stop short ten feet from the ship because Hannah was running toward him, looking like she was both laughing and crying.
            He pulled her into him. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
         

         
         “Yes. No,” she corrected, shaking her head, gasping for air. “I need to hit the gym more.”
         

         
         As stunned as he was, he couldn’t find the humor in that statement to save his life. “Hannah, what are you doing?”

         
         “I was leaving, but I made the cab turn around,” she said. “I needed to see you.”

         
         He shook his head, dizzy with relief to see her, but afraid to hope. “But the case—your dad told me about the affidavits you
            need—”
         

         
         “I’ve developed working relationships with most of the medical staff at my hospital. I called the surgeon’s office and begged
            to talk to him. His office is doing the paperwork as I speak, and Cynthia will personally go get them. It should be okay.”
         

         
         He was boggled. “Why aren’t you going?”

         
         She took a deep breath. “Because I forgot to tell you something.”

         
         Okay, this could be really bad or really good, and since luck hadn’t been on his side lately, he braced himself. “That’s funny,”
            he said as lightly as he could. “I need to tell you something, too.”
         

         
         “Can I go first?” she asked very seriously. “Because I’m going to disintegrate into a million pieces unless I say this to
            you.” She let her purse and duffel hit the deck and cupped his face. “You’re more important to me than a job, and I’m sorry
            I didn’t show you that. I was . . .”—she shook her head—“scared. I’ve buried myself in work for so long . . . I’ve forgotten
            how to leave space for the people I care about.”
         

         
         He opened his mouth, but she put a finger to his lips. “Because of that, I’ve never let a guy all the way in. I mean, how
            could I when it involved stuff like . . . being home for dinner and pretending not to care if the other person refuses to
            put the toilet seat down.” She swallowed. “And then there’s the biggest problem of all.”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “I’ve used up every single inch of my closet. And all of the shelves in the whole apartment.”
         

         
         The hope he’d been attempting to keep reined in broke free and a rough laugh escaped him. His knees nearly buckled in relief
            as he spoke around Hannah’s fingers still against his mouth. “Okay, but those aren’t actual problems. We will find time to
            have meals together, and I live out of a duffel bag for long stretches of time, so I’ll never care about closet space. Also,
            I can go either way on the toilet seat. What I can’t go either way on is you.”
         

         
         She exhaled and sagged into him. “You just did in my knees.”

         
         “I’ve got you. I know I’ve screwed that up before, but I’ve got you now, Hannah. I’m at your back, always.”

         
         She had her hands fisted in his shirt, staring up at him. “There’s still an actual real problem.”

         
         Not if he could help it, he thought, stroking a strand of hair from her face. “Lay it on me, Hannah Banana.”

         
         “I’ve never been able to make a relationship work. Never, not once, James,” she said, clearly a hundred percent serious. “And
            there’s something else. I’m . . . difficult.” She whispered the word, as if she was ashamed of that.
         

         
         A wave of affection and a fierce sense of protectiveness for this prickly woman he loved more than life itself overcame him.
            Covering her hands with his, he smiled at her. “And . . . ?”
         

         
         “And . . .”—she bit her lower lip, looking nervous and anxious—“and people don’t tend to like that.”

         
         His amusement was gone in a blink, replaced by so much emotion his chest didn’t feel like it could contain it all. “Hannah,
            I love that about you.”
         

         
         She stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “You love that I’m difficult?”

         
         “I love the fact that you have your own mind and speak it. I love how passionate you are and how you dig in your heels on
            the things that matter most to you.”
         

         
         “But . . . what if you stop?” she asked with heartbreaking emotion in her voice. “What if you stop loving those things about
            me?”
         

         
         Pulling her into him, he dropped his forehead to hers. He looked into her eyes, and the emotion and love he read there filled
            his soul and dismissed all the doubts he’d ever had about being enough for her. “Babe, I’ve loved you for all these years.
            That’s not going to change now. Or ever.” He paused. “I’ve got some more things to say now. Will you listen?”
         

         
         She stared into his eyes. “Yes.”

         
         Do not blow this. “When I saw you running toward me on the dock just now, I felt the greatest relief in my life. I want you to know that even
            if you hadn’t come back, I was coming to you. I was wrong to walk away from you. And I was wrong six years ago, too, asking
            you to drop your life for mine. That wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t something a man should do to the woman he loves.”
         

         
         She opened her mouth, but he gently set his finger to her lips. “And I do love you, Hannah. I love you and I should’ve fought for you, for both of us, after Jason died and on this
            trip as well. I’m sorry I didn’t, but I can promise you, I’ll never not fight for you again.”
         

         
         “Same,” she said finally, the sweetest promise he’d ever heard. “But, James, I still live in Wildstone. You live . . . well, sometimes
            you’re in New York helping your dad, but mostly you’re gone, working all over the world.”
         

         
         “That’s all true, but for a while now, I’ve known I needed a home base. I’m yearning for that, actually.”

         
         She blinked. “You are?”

         
         “Yes. And I’m thinking the smartest home base would be Wildstone. See, there’s a woman there I love and need in my life.”

         
         She was staring up at him. “But what about your job?”

         
         “There’s an airport for when I need to run an expedition, but I’m going to be doubling my staff. I won’t be gone nearly as
            much.”
         

         
         “But . . . that’d be changing your whole life. I don’t want you to do that, not for me.”

         
         “I’d do anything for you.” He cupped her face. “I love you, Hannah.”

         
         Her hands came up to cover his, her voice soft but firm. “I love you, too, James. I always have. And I don’t know why I’m
            only just now saying that to you. I’ve felt it forever.”
         

         
         He smiled, feeling the last of the pieces of his damaged heart slide into place. “Maybe it’s finally the right time.”

         
         She stepped into him, slid her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss.

         
         “You’re my home base, Hannah. For now and forever, if you’ll have me.”

         
         She smiled. “Remember yesterday when I won, but never claimed my spoils?”

         
         Puzzled, he nodded. “Yeah.”

         
         “You’re it. I claim you, James. You’re it for me, for now and forever.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         
            One year later

         

         It was the night before Christmas and all through the boat, not a creature was stirring . . . Hannah stood on deck, Harry
            at her side. Together they were taking in the view, which was different this year.
         

         
         Very different.

         
         They weren’t surrounded by the Caribbean, but were on the Pacific coast. Which meant that instead of blue-green seas for as
            far as the eye could see, they were in Morro Bay, surrounded by the gorgeous California green rolling hills.
         

         
         The boat was, of course, The Therapist. Hannah smiled at Harry and then took in everyone else as well, seated along both sides of the walkway so that it was now
            a makeshift aisle. Her mom and her new husband. Sally, who was wearing an engagement ring from none other than Harry himself.
            Susan and Dan.
         

         
         And James, standing at the other end, under a wooden arch that he’d built for her, waiting for her to walk down the aisle
            to him. He was watching her, a small just-for-her smile on his lips, his eyes filled with so much love she had to swallow
            hard as emotion nearly overwhelmed her.
         

         
         The year had gone by so fast. Her boss had been promoted, and so had she, taking Cynthia’s old job, giving her more of an
            administrative position. Which in turn freed her up to work from home—or better yet, to travel when she wanted to tag along
            with James. She’d been able to untether herself from the job a bit, while still making sure the cases that needed to be heard
            were heard.
         

         
         As for her almost husband, one of the first things he’d done was convince Harry to come work for him. Harry had happily shifted
            his life to be closer to Hannah’s.
         

         
         But the biggest thing James had done was stand by his word. He’d opened a home office in Wildstone, and because Wildstone
            was virtually a playground in itself, he’d created a series of adventures right in Hannah’s backyard, working for a variety
            of clients big and small who wanted to provide their employees with exclusive and unique team-building experiences.
         

         
         He and Hannah had bought a small house, and she’d thought nothing could make her happier than all of last year. Except now,
            standing there about to walk to the man of her dreams and exchange vows, she knew that she’d been wrong. This, the official
            entangling of their lives, filled her heart in a way she could never have imagined.
         

         
         “Ready, Smalls?” Harry asked.

         
         She’d never been more ready for anything in her life.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            About the Author

         
         New York Times bestselling author JILL SHALVIS lives in a small town in the Sierras full of quirky characters. Any resemblance to the quirky characters in her books is . . .
            mostly coincidental. Look for Jill’s bestselling, award-winning books wherever romances are sold, and visit her website for
            a complete book list and daily blog detailing her city-girl-living-in-the-mountains adventures.
         

         Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Also by Jill Shalvis

         
         
            Wildstone Novels

            
               	The Summer Deal

               	Almost Just Friends

               	The Lemon Sisters

               	Rainy Day Friends

               	The Good Luck Sister (novella)
               

               	Lost and Found Sisters

            

         
         
            Heartbreaker Bay Novels

            
               	Wrapped Up in You

               	Playing for Keeps

               	Hot Winter Nights

               	About That Kiss

               	Chasing Christmas Eve

               	Accidentally on Purpose

               	The Trouble with Mistletoe

               	Sweet Little Lies

            

         
         
            Lucky Harbor Novels

            
               	One in a Million

               	He’s So Fine

               	It’s in His Kiss

               	Once in a Lifetime

               	Always on My Mind

               	It Had to Be You

               	Forever and a Day

               	At Last

               	Lucky in Love

               	Head Over Heels

               	The Sweetest Thing

               	Simply Irresistible

            

         
         
            Animal Magnetism Novels

            
               	Still the One

               	All I Want

               	Then Came You

               	Rumor Has It

               	Rescue My Heart

               	Animal Attraction

               	Animal Magnetism

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         
         
            
               [image: Bookperk sign-up advertisement]
               
            
         

         
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Copyright

         
         This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously
            and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead,
            is entirely coincidental.
         

         
         mistletoe in paradise. Copyright © 2020 by Jill Shalvis. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment
            of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book
            on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or
            introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical,
            now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins Publishers. For information, address
            HarperCollins Publishers, 195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007.
         

         
         Digital Edition DECEMBER 2020 ISBN: 978-0-06-299302-1

         
         Print Edition ISBN: 978-0-06-299304-5

         Cover design by Nadine Badalaty

         
            Avon, Avon & logo, and Avon Books & logo are registered trademarks of HarperCollins Publishers in the United States of America
               and other countries.
            

            HarperCollins is a registered trademark of HarperCollins Publishers in the United States of America and other countries.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         
            About the Publisher

         
         
         Australia

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

         
         Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

         
         Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

         
         
            www.harpercollins.com.au
            
         

         
         Canada

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

         
         Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

         
         22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

         
         Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4E3

         
         
            www.harpercollins.ca
            
         

         
         India

         
         HarperCollins India

         
         A 75, Sector 57

         
         Noida

         
         Uttar Pradesh 201 301

         
         www.harpercollins.co.in

         
         New Zealand

         
         HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

         
         Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

         
         Rosedale 0632

         
         Auckland, New Zealand

         
         www.harpercollins.co.nz
            
         

         
         United Kingdom

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

         
         1 London Bridge Street

         
         London SE1 9GF, UK

         
         www.harpercollins.co.uk
            
         

         
         United States

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

         
         195 Broadway

         
         New York, NY 10007

         
         www.harpercollins.com
            
         

         
         
         
      
   9780062993021_coverimage.jpg
ORK TIMES'BEST‘SE_LLING ‘UTHbR o)
2 i L

A Christmas Novella





9780062993021_tpimage.jpg
Mistletoe
in
Paradise

A Christmas Novella

JILL
SHALVIS

g

AVON
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





avon-boba-V2.jpg
¢ AVONBOOKS

. e -

Join Avon's From the Heart newsletter to win
prizes, get exclusive content and more!






