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Makeup artist Brit Donovan wants one thing: to prove to her overbearing family that she can be independent. After breaking off her engagement to her cheating ex, she sets off on her honeymoon cruise alone to recharge before opening her own studio.

Nick Callaway isn’t on a pleasure trip. Armed with his brother’s ashes and a list of places, he’s on a mission to fulfil a dying wish. Burdened with survivor’s guilt and on a countdown to get home in time to help his family’s company, the only thing he wants is to get this trip over with.

When they’re both stranded in Costa Rica after missing their cruise ship, Nick and Brit team up to make their way back to the US. Complete opposites, their initial frustration – heightened by the obstacles of grounded flights and delayed trains – gives way to a searing attraction, and the feeling this may be a journey that neither will want to end.




To Cici:

For having high-concept friends
and for telling me a fun story, knowing I’d make it sad.




[image: CHAPTER ONE: Pura Vida; Nick]
“You’re going to be late, señor.”

My driver leaned against the hood of his cab, chewing casually on a toothpick as he shouted his warning.

I peered over the edge of the wooden zip line platform, surveying the jungle canopy while gripping a flimsy-looking harness. I wasn’t nervous about the ride. My brother Alex had been making me do shit like this since we were kids—rickety roller coasters, jumping into the lake from an old, fraying rope swing he’d found at our uncle’s camp, the race car driving lessons he’d bought me for my twenty-first birthday. I wasn’t exactly fond of near-death experiences, but I was used to them.

What had my blood pumping in my ears and my neck slick with sweat was the fact that I only had one shot to check “zip line over the rainforest” off of Alex’s list. I still didn’t know how I was going to pull off the most important part.

I’d made it all the way to the top of this tree, though, and I’d paid this local cabbie a hundred U.S. dollars to get me here. I wasn’t about to fail.

“I’m going,” I hollered to Javier. “Just . . . give me a minute.” I stuck my hand in the cargo pocket of my shorts, turning over the little green tin in my fingers. This marked number eight of ten on Alex’s list. Almost done.

My attention bounced from Javier’s impatient get the fuck on with it face—translated across dialects by his wide eyes and his watch held above his head—to the three-hundred-foot drop ahead of me. No kid’s rides, the letter had said. If I had kids, I wouldn’t let them anywhere near this thing.

“Keep it running,” I yelled. Javier only scrunched his face in reply. Our ability to converse was limited to snarky facial expressions.

Luckily, the guy who’d hooked me up to this thing translated my instruction. With an easy segue that my broken ninth-grade Spanish envied, the guide turned back to me and said in perfect English, “Now or never, dude.”

Wasn’t that the truth. This shit was a one-time deal. A promise—something I was going to complete, then consider myself un-indebted.

I checked the fit of my helmet one more time, then stepped to the ledge where the scent of permanently wet soil wafted around my face. Shit. Okay, maybe I was a little nervous. This wasn’t a swing ride over the relatively shallow lake at my uncle’s camp.

My stomach started to tighten. Maybe I can just do it from here.

No. I knew Alex. That was the easy way out. I unzipped my pocket and popped the top of the tin just enough so that I could tip it with one hand while hurtling over the treetops.

Now or never.

“Let’s go.” I nodded to the guide who motioned with his hand to another guy perched carelessly on a tree branch. Tree Guy took a casual glance down the line that didn’t look to me to be all that thorough, then made a chopping motion.

The guide behind me slapped my shoulder. “Buena suerte, chico,” he said. “Don’t forget to get your picture code at the desk before you leave.”

“Thanks.” There’s nothing like an upsell to make you feel a little less like an adventurer.

I ran my fingers through my sweaty, helmet-wrecked hair. I’d somehow managed to look like I was about to birth a toucan in the souvenir picture, so that was great. I clicked on the second digital file I’d received, but that one was just as bad. It really didn’t matter what I looked like in the photographic evidence, but it annoyed me just the same.

I opened my texts, typing with one hand while Javier maneuvered the cab around a donkey pulling a cart full of bananas.


I finished number 8. It’s getting harder.



I attached the picture and hit send.

Seventeen minutes passed before I got a response. Long enough for my mind to wander away from jungles and cabs that smelled vaguely like weed, and land in the world of job permits, unfinished budgets, winter build schedules . . . the way my dad had looked nervous and stressed when I told him I’d be away from the family business for two weeks to do this for Alex. My brain had been so far away from that zip line, that when the text had come in, I’d swiped it open carelessly, not even taking a breath to prepare myself.


Willow: It’s getting harder for me too. You’re amazing, Nick. I love you. XOXO.



The back of my throat tingled and I rubbed at my jaw, staring out the window at the thick green palms and vibrant red and yellow huts whizzing by. This place, Costa Rica, it was like a dream. I could hear Alex in my head, going on about the picturesque scenery, the rich culture. It made sense, him wanting to be here forever, but me, I needed to do this thing and get home.

I typed out a quick “love you too” to Willow and my gut squeezed like a fist, nagging at that little part of my brain that had been conditioned since childhood to think that any little twinge of pain was a death sentence. I could thank my mother for that.

Tossing my phone aside, I unzipped my pocket and pulled out the tin, carefully wrapping it in a bandana and securing it in my backpack between my Spanish for Beginners book and three extra pairs of boxers because it was hot as balls in this place.

I did it, I thought. I’d better not miss my boat, asshole. Satisfied, I zipped it up and settled the pack on my lap. Then Javier shouted something I couldn’t understand and slammed on the brakes. My face bounced off of the seat in front of me and the cab banked to the right, the front tires landing in a ditch. “What the—?”

“Señor,” Javier said. “You’re going to be late.”
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Three-fifteen.

When I’d heard the reboarding time for today’s port announced over the PA system in my cabin I’d thought: What an absolutely craptastic coincidence.

I dropped onto a wooden bench on the dock and fiddled with the new sleeve of colorful string bracelets wrapping my wrist while my mother aired an updated list of her grievances.

It had grown exponentially this week.

“This whole thing is a humiliating mess, Bridget.” Her polished voice lilted through the phone. “It’s the last time Cheryl Williams calls me in a favor with her personal florist, I’ll tell you that much. My God, I’ll have to find someone else for the Christmas party. And of course I ran into the owner of the Luxe. Did you know they couldn’t fill the date? Imagine their embarrassment when people saw the ballroom empty on a Saturday night.” She paused for a dramatic breath. “Bridget, are you listening?”

I muttered an obedient “of course” into the phone, but I was still stuck on this weird temporal event. Three-fifteen. Three-fifteen.

That number kept coming up over and over. The change from my ten-dollar bill when I’d bought a coffee and pastry at Penn Station before boarding the ship, the number on the cab I’d taken from my hotel. Oh! This was my favorite—the price of the colorful scarf tied in my ponytail. I’d just purchased it at a roadside shop and even with the exchange rate in Costa Rica, I couldn’t escape it.

I knew it was a coincidence. A random fluke, or at the very worst, a mental manifestation of my guilt. There was only the slightest of chances that it was the result of a head game the universe was playing with me to remind me of the day I’d disappointed two hundred and fifty people in one fell swoop. A personal record, even for a professional disappointment like myself.

Three-fifteen. March fifteenth. Eight days ago. My wedding day.

At least it was supposed to be.

Just to avoid any bad luck, I’d decided I wasn’t going anywhere at three-fifteen. After spending the afternoon taking a van tour of the Costa Rican rainforest and shopping artisan tents in the local village, I came back to the dock early. I’d been entertaining myself by watching bright white fishing boats bob on the crystal-clear turquoise water until this call came in.

“The money we’ve lost on deposits isn’t even the worst of it,” my mother continued. “Your father is furious at the way you treated Sean. And his parents! How are we going to look them in the eye? We go to the same club!” Her voice was a familiar melody of faux concern and genuine exasperation. I hated this song.

“I can’t help you out of this one, Bridget.”

“I’m not asking you for help,” I said. “And there’s nothing I need to get out of.” Because I wrenched myself free, thank you very much. “Sean and I are done. Daddy has to accept it.”

“Yes, well, that’s not his strong suit. Though, leaving a mess certainly seems to be yours. You won’t believe the trouble we’ve gone through to cancel this wedding.”

“I’m sorry I caused you extra work.” I wasn’t. Neither of my parents had done any of that dirty work themselves. They had “people” for those things.

My mother let out a heavy sigh. “We forgave you when you squandered your education to start your silly makeup business, Bridget, but I really thought you’d started down a more responsible path being with Sean. I’m sorry, but I can’t support this. You’re on your own.”

She hung up and I nearly laughed even as my eyes stung with tears. When had I ever been anything but?

My “silly makeup business” was a growing freelance gig and a beauty blog that got ten thousand hits last month. The money I made from paid partnerships helped put me through cosmetology school. Sure, I had to keep a part-time job for now, but I had big plans.

None of that mattered to my parents, though. To them, it would always be a hobby that wasted my potential. Potential for what, I’d never been clear on.

I wiggled the bare ring finger on my left hand. The decidedly un-bridal, pink manicure that I’d given myself for my Instagram series on cruise-ship-inspired makeup palettes glinted in the sun. It felt lighter, my finger. Though it was probably in my head. How much could a ring really weigh? Not enough to say, oh yeah, there’s a difference there. It was a symbolic lightness. Free of Sean. Free of the version of me that I’d grown to hate. Free to be whoever I was supposed to become.

Free of a roof over my head.

I pushed that thought aside. It didn’t matter that I was technically homeless until the check I was waiting on cleared. I’d been twenty-five for eleven weeks and counting, and after liquidating the last of the stocks and bonds where my grandfather had invested my trust, I was finally getting the first disbursement.

When I got home from this trip, I was going to use that money to buy myself a shelter from this storm. Working out of my car felt like amateur hour. I wanted square footage. I wanted salon chairs and styling cabinets. Mirrors and lighting. A sign on a post out front. Not to mention a place to live that wasn’t my parents’ house.

I had it all picked out, my new studio-slash-apartment. A place where I could build my own happy ending and set my dreams in motion. Dreams that were mine. Not my father’s, not Sean’s—mine.

I’d just closed my eyes to draw pictures of those dreams in my head when a guy in a black T-shirt plunked down his backpack, causing a flock of birds to screech and scatter and startle the bejesus out of me.

He dropped onto the bench across from me, pushing the brim of a well-worn baseball cap off his head, and buried his face in his palms. Before he hid it from me, I’d thought that his face looked vaguely familiar, like maybe I’d seen it in passing, but that was silly. I’d been on a boat for a week. Where would I have seen him?

It was a nice face, from what I could see: dark vacation-style stubble and a strong, square forehead and prominent nose. His profile looked chipped out of the side of a mountain, but the headlong view of his face was softer. His cheeks were round and boyish. It was a surprising contrast.

He rubbed circles into his temples with his thumbs, stretching the sleeve of his T-shirt with each tiny flex of his biceps. I should definitely stop staring, but somehow I’d forgotten all about the gorgeous ocean view surrounding me, and decided there was nothing else worthy of my attention while I waited for this ship. Besides, he couldn’t see me.

Until his head popped up like one of those Whack-a-Mole games, and he looked straight at me. It wasn’t being caught that made my heart do a frog jump in my chest. It was the way his pastel-colored, sea-foam green eyes looked alien against his tan skin and almost black hair. How did he walk around with eyes like that? Buy coffee, ask for directions? Were people constantly awestruck?

For God’s sake, Bridget. You were engaged less than a month ago.

But it couldn’t hurt to look. Emotionally, Sean and I had been done for a long time. And our relationship certainly hadn’t stopped him from looking. Or touching.

I fought off the familiar wave of humiliation and loneliness that came with thoughts of Sean and went back to stealing looks at Alien Eyes. It wasn’t just this guy’s face that had my interest piqued. He looked like he was going to be sick. Even from here, I could see he’d sweat through the back of his T-shirt.

I watched him unzip his backpack and dig around. He huffed a sigh and turned to me. “Do you have a pen?”

I blinked at him for an awkward number of seconds before answering. I was wearing a sleeveless white handkerchief dress and lace-up wedge espadrilles. I didn’t even have a purse with me. Where would I hide a pen? “Um . . . No. Sorry.”

He nodded, his eyes shifting away. He seemed like he’d forgotten the pen dilemma altogether. Did he have sunstroke? Why was he acting so weird?

“I’m sure they have one at the ship agent’s desk,” I said, wanting to keep up the conversation for no other reason than I was half-infatuated with his face.

His shoulders slumped like the space between us and the desk could be measured in miles not feet. “Will you watch my backpack for a minute?”

My burgeoning crush wavered as a robotic-voiced warning from every airport and docking station that I’d been in on this trip played in my head: If someone asks you to hold a bag for them, don’t do it. Report it immediately.

He was a little jumpy. His knee bounced furiously, and he was swallowing more than he should. Either he was going to be sick, or he had a couple of kilos of cocaine in that backpack.

I looked around the empty pier. Who was I supposed to report him to, though? The guys pulling in their fishing nets? It seemed dramatic.

His alien eyes took on a very human exhaustion while he waited for my answer.

“Of course,” I said, feeling a little naive, not for the first time since I’d started this solo vacation.

He pulled his large frame up and walked stiffly to the desk like he might be in pain. I took note of his stuff, safely where he’d left it, then slipped my phone from my bra and sent my best friend Meri a picture of the ocean to keep from staring at his butt. He had a really nice butt. Like he must spend all of his free time doing squats nice. I blushed just looking at him.

Meri texted back. Gorgeous. I hope you’re enjoying every minute of your Sean-free vacation.

Guilt kept a smile from blooming at her snarky response. I couldn’t seem to shake it, especially with all of this three-fifteen nonsense.

Pen in hand, Alien Eyes dropped back into the seat and nodded his thanks. He picked up the clipboard he’d left on the bench and began scribbling. His hand was too big for the pen, I noticed, and he was a lefty. He probably had terrible handwriting.

“Are you filling out a job application?” I asked cheekily.

He raised an eyebrow and I gestured to the clipboard.

“Yeah,” he said. “Ship captain.”

I snorted a laugh, and he ran a hand over his chin, scratching. “I missed my reboarding time,” he said. “By an hour. Apparently, it’s a paperwork nightmare.”

“You were on a cruise? And they left you here?” My arm hair stood up, my mother’s voice whispered in my ear: See, Bridget! Dangerous!

“Yup.”

“They didn’t wait? Or come looking?”

He huffed a laugh from his nose, his eyes on the clipboard. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“Wow. That sucks.” I was suddenly ecstatic for that obnoxious three-fifteen reboarding time. Turned out, I was being responsible by showing up this early, not ridiculous. I could admit being responsible hadn’t been high on my priority list thus far. At least not as high as working on my tan and proving something to everyone who’d ever known me.

He raised his head and peered at me, sea foam swirling. “What are you here for?”

“I’m on a cruise too. The ship is coming in an hour.” I glanced at the phone I was still using to keep my hands occupied. “Actually, forty-five minutes.”

He straightened, turning over his shoulder, and looked out to the water, then back at me. “What do you mean it’s coming?”

“Here.” I waved a hand at the dock where I’d disembarked this morning for a day of exploring with just my phone, passport, and credit cards tucked in my bra.

He cocked his head, studying me like I was the one being weird. What’s this guy’s deal?

“It’s a cruise ship?” he asked, even though I’d literally just said that it was.

“Uh, yeah.”

His thick, black lashes blinked at me and he licked his lips. “They don’t leave and come back,” he said slowly. “It’s a hundred-and-fifty-thousand-ton ship, not an Uber.”

Heat crept up my neck, but I wasn’t sure if it was indignation at his tone or the understanding that was starting to stir in the back of my head. “Well, this one must have,” I said with my practiced everything is fine voice. “Because this is where I left it, and where they said to be back.”

“And are you the only one on this cruise?”

“No.” I followed his eyes around the dock and my heart dropped like a hundred-and fifty-thousand-ton rock. Then my breath started to come out all wiggly and uneven. Oh God.

“Seems there would be more people here if it leaves in forty-five minutes.”

Okay, he had a very valid point, but I’d heard them say three-fifteen. I’d had an entire crisis over it.

“What cruise line?” he asked when I’d gone mute.

Now my forehead was starting to sweat. I swallowed a lump. “Festiva.”

He shook his head. “Oh, sweetheart.”

“They said three-fifteen.” My heart thudded against my chest, but my voice sounded oddly calm even to my own ear. Handle it, Bridget. Take a deep breath and handle it. Do not let everyone be right about this.

“They said three-fifteen New York time,” he was saying. “That’s one-fifteen Costa Rica time. They said that. They even said it in military time. They said it three different ways.”

I met his eyes, cursing under my breath. I’d been so distracted by that number that I must have missed the finer details. Suddenly the sound of the ocean lapping the side of the empty pier was amplified, ringing in my ears, screaming: There’s no ship here! Look at this big empty hole! Gone!

Shoot. This is sooo bad. As my mother had just reminded me, I had a reputation for making a mess of things and this was a really big one. Which was exactly what they expected when I told them I was taking my honeymoon cruise alone.

“You’re just not made for it, Bridget,” my father said. “You can’t go gallivanting around the world because you feel . . . stifled.” He’d whispered that last part as if it was some shameful thing that would bring embarrassment upon our house if anyone had heard.

My bearer of bad news stared at me, obviously thinking the same. “Are you traveling alone?” he asked.

“Yes.” Double shoot. Maybe I shouldn’t have told him that. My eyes caught on his again. It was distracting, that color. I was trying to work this out and I kept seeing flashes of alien green out of the corner of my eye.

“How can you be traveling alone?”

I scrunched my nose. “You’re traveling alone.”

“Yeah, but I’m a guy.”

“Oh, I see. I didn’t realize your dick came with a compass.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose the way my father did when the Red Sox were getting creamed. “You don’t need a compass. You need a watch.” He stood abruptly, yanking out the hat he’d stuffed in his pocket and popping it onto his head. “Come with me.”

I most certainly would not. “You missed the boat too,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. The gesture felt childish and I imagined my mother’s rolling eyes. I dropped them back down to my sides. “Why would I go with you?”

He took a deep breath through his nose, his eyes slipping closed for two beats. When he opened them again, they’d softened. “I’m Nick,” he said, holding out his hand.

I blinked at him. This guy was all over the place. He’d just looked like he was going to toss his lunch over the railing, and now he was apparently going to save my day. I didn’t need a White Knight.

“Bridget,” I said, reluctant even to share as much. I shook his hand, trying not to have a physical reaction to how big it was. “I’ll just go talk to the ship agent. That’s what you did, right? They helped you?”

“I’ll go with you.”

I narrowed my eyes, trying to look fierce and capable. “Why?”

“I’m old-fashioned like that.” He smiled, full lips pulling back to reveal bright white teeth, like a perfect picket fence except for the left incisor which turned ever-so-slightly inward. I stared at it for a moment before nodding my acceptance. It was ridiculous, but something about that tooth said trustworthy. If they’d all been perfect, I would have marched away.
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