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T  he Maiden Voyage gleamed against the multicolored backdrop of Key West harbor. At 120 feet, she wasn't the largest yacht moored along the marina, but with her sleek lines, elegant profile, and pink accents, she commanded attention. The sundeck crowned the vessel, complete with a jacuzzi forward and an array of loungers for sun-worshippers. Amidships, a curved wet bar with high stools promised refreshment, while a retractable awning provided shade.
One deck below, the bridge deck extended into a spacious outdoor lounge area aft, furnished with white L-shaped seating arranged around low tables for evening cocktails or morning coffee. Forward sat the formal outdoor dining area where up to twelve guests could enjoy meals, sheltered by the overhang of the sundeck above. Custom lighting was artfully integrated throughout, designed to transform the yacht from daytime luxury to evening sophistication.
When chef Lindsay Brewin stepped onto the deck, the polished teak beneath her feet was already warm, promising another scorching Key West day. Despite the early hour, the marina was alive with activity—deckhands hosing down yachts, charter captains preparing for the day's excursions, and early-rising tourists wandering the waterfront.
She spotted Captain Jordan Hayes sitting at the outdoor dining table, a stack of papers spread before her. The captain's dark hair was slicked back, not a strand out of place despite the breeze.
"Morning, Captain." Lindsay set down her latte and a cappuccino for her boss. "You wanted to see me?"
“Morning, Lindsay.” Jordan looked up. "Thanks for the coffee, take a seat. We need to discuss tomorrow’s charter."
Lindsay slid into the chair opposite Jordan, noticing the captain looked tense. After four seasons together, she’d learned to read the subtle signs of Jordan's stress.
"Is something wrong with the booking?" she asked. “There was hardly any information on the food preference sheet.”
"Not wrong, just... sensitive." Jordan's voice dropped slightly. "The charter is for a single guest. High-profile. Very high-profile, actually."
Lindsay raised an eyebrow. "Politician? Or entertainment industry?"
"I can't tell you who it is," Jordan said. "And I know that might seem like I don't trust you but that’s not the case. The guest has requested total anonymity before boarding. They're concerned about the press being tipped off."
“Sure. I understand,” Lindsay said, and she did. Working on a luxury yacht meant discretion was part of the job. They'd had celebrities before, though usually with an entourage. "If it’s just one guest, this will be a piece of cake compared to our usual charters. I might actually get more than four hours of sleep."
"Don't get too excited. Our guest has paid for exclusivity of the entire yacht, so even though she's the only one on board, the expectations remain high."
“Of course.” Lindsay itched to get started on the preparations. A solo charter meant she could really showcase her culinary skills without the pressure of juggling twelve different preferences and working around all the allergens and intolerances simultaneously. People with money seemed to have a lot more intolerances than the average Joe.
"But, you’re right. It won’t be as hectic as it normally is, so enjoy it while it lasts," Jordan continued, leaning back in her chair. "The bookings after this one aren't looking so quiet. We've got a bachelorette party next."
The sound of hurried footsteps interrupted them as Dani Ellis, the yacht's hospitality lead, rushed onto the deck, her blonde ponytail swinging behind her.
"Sorry I'm late, Captain," she said, slightly breathless. "There was a mix-up with the beverage delivery."
"All sorted now?" Jordan asked.
"Yes, Captain. Rei helped me carry everything aboard. She's checking the air conditioning units now; there was a rattle during our last charter." Dani slid into a chair at the table. "I saw there's only one person on the guest list. Should I still make up all the staterooms?"
"Absolutely. Our guest should have all rooms to her disposal. If she wants to spend half the night in one and half in another, that’s up to her,” the captain said. “I was just telling Lindsay her identity will remain anonymous until boarding."
"Understood." Dani’s professional demeanor slipped into place despite her obvious curiosity. "Has she requested any specific entertainment or excursions I should prepare for?"
Jordan shook her head. "No elaborate plans. The primary requests were privacy and an all-female crew."
"Well, she's certainly come to the right place for that," Lindsay remarked. The Maiden Voyage's all-women crew had become something of a selling point over the years, attracting clients who appreciated the unique dynamic.
"Indeed. So let’s give our guest the calm and private charter she wants." Captain Jordan cleared her throat. “Lindsay, any challenges from your side?”
"Nothing. No allergies. Just a dislike of celery, grapefruit and chicory. I’ll stay away from bitter flavours in general to be on the safe side.”
“Good. I want you to prepare a welcome basket for the master bedroom. Things she might want to snack on while watching a movie at night. Use your imagination.” The captain turned to Dani. "Dani, I'd like you to personally verify all the staterooms. Make sure there are fresh flowers in each one, even though she'll likely only use the master.”
The walkie-talkie on Jordan's belt crackled to life. "Captain, this is Zoe. Could you come to the flybridge? The harbormaster is asking about our departure time tomorrow for the harbor traffic schedule."
Jordan stood, gathering her papers. "Duty calls. Thanks, ladies."
As the captain walked away, her posture military-straight, Dani edged her chair closer to Lindsay's. "So? What's your bet? It’s a ‘she’ so… Actress? Singer? Politician's wife?"
"She might be an actual politician, not a ‘wife’," Lindsay said.
“True… But did you see how tense Captain Jordan looked? My money’s on a super famous actress.” Dani opened her water bottle and took a sip. "So, what did you get up to on your days off?"
Lindsay ran a hand through her dark pixie cut, the dark strands falling immediately back into place. She'd had the same haircut for years as it was practical for long hours in the galley's heat. "Family stuff, mostly. I spent a day at the beach with my sister and her kids. Then had Sunday dinner at my parents'." She smiled, thinking of her niece and nephew's boundless energy. "What about you? How'd the big date go?"
Dani groaned and dropped her head dramatically to the table. "Don't ask. Another disaster for the books."
"That bad?"
"Worse." Dani lifted her head, her expression pained. "She looked nothing like her profile pictures—which, fine, whatever—but then she spent the entire dinner talking about her ex."
"The classic."
"I swear, I'm deleting all my dating apps. This is the third awful date in a row." Dani sighed. "Why is it so hard to meet someone normal in Key West? You'd think with all the tourists cycling through..."
"That's exactly the problem," Lindsay pointed out. "Everyone's just passing through. Not exactly ideal for finding anything serious."
"Says the woman who's perpetually single by choice." Dani gave her a knowing look. "When was your last date, anyway? That bartender from the marina? That was months ago."
Lindsay shrugged, feeling the familiar discomfort whenever conversations turned to her love life—or lack thereof. "I'm busy. The charter season's been non-stop so far." She stood, eager to avoid the subject. "Anyway, I should get going with the prep for tomorrow. I wonder if our mystery VIP guest is as low-maintenance as her food preferences suggest."
"They never are. Fifty bucks says she'll have me rearranging furniture on day two." Dani chuckled. "Want to have dinner later? Girls' night at the Sunset Café after we finish prepping? I’ll ask Rei and Zoe too."
"Yeah. I'll meet you there at eight." Lindsay glanced at her watch. "Right now, I've got a date with the fish market before all the good stuff is gone. They missed some items off my delivery."
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"S o," Dani leaned forward, lowering her voice, "any new theories on our mystery guest?"
The Sunset Café hummed with evening activity around them. Their corner table on the terrace offered a view of the harbor, where boats rocked against the darkening sky and fairy lights strung along the perimeter of the outdoor patio cast a warm glow over the diners. Lindsay savored the tang of her margarita, grateful for the evening breeze.
"I'm kind of leaning toward the politician’s angle. Someone in power," she said, reaching for a tortilla chip from the basket in the center of the table. She scooped it through the guacamole. "She could be from anywhere, maybe even a head of state or royalty. The NDA, the single guest booking, the insistence on privacy... It has to be someone who doesn’t party. And all celebrities like to party, right?"
Across from her, Rei tucked a strand of sleek blue hair behind her ear as she stirred her Moscow Mule with her straw. "I disagree. High-profile politicians travel with security. If it were a politician, we'd have at least a couple of security personnel boarding with them."
"Unless they're traveling incognito," Dani countered. "Maybe they're trying to escape their security detail for a few days."
Beside Lindsay, Zoe, the first mate, finally looked up from her phone. If she wasn’t working, she was always on her phone. "That seems unlikely," she said, her full lips curving into a slight smile. "High-profile politicians don't just ditch their security. Especially not female politicians who face additional safety concerns."
Lindsay considered this. "Fair point. So if not a politician, then who?"
"It must be a celebrity," Dani said. "An actress or popstar."
"How about some rich woman recently released from prison?" Rei suggested, her eyes sparkling with mischief over the rim of her glass.
"Prison?" Lindsay nearly choked on her margarita.
Rei nodded, warming to her theory. "Some wealthy socialite who got caught up in a financial scandal. She's just finished her sentence and wants to avoid the press. All her so-called friends abandoned her when she went in, and now she just wants to be alone, feel the sun on her face, eat good food, and binge-watch TV shows—all the little luxuries she couldn't enjoy while inside."
Dani burst into laughter. "My God, Rei! You have quite the imagination."
"Just considering all the possibilities." Rei shrugged, though the corners of her mouth tugged upward.
The server arrived with their food—a spread of fresh seafood that made Lindsay's critical chef's eye approve, though she mentally noted how she would have plated the dishes differently.
"Guys, do you know what day it is?" she said, helping herself to a prawn and some salmon. She continued when her friends stared at her cluelessly. “It’s our four-year Maiden Voyage anniversary.”
“Is it?” Dani frowned, mentally calculating.
"Yeah. It’s the first of March. Four years to the day we started our first gig with captain Jordan. It was exactly two weeks after I quit my job at the Harbor Grand, that’s how I remember."
Dani groaned in sympathy. "That place was notorious. Didn't the executive chef reduce his staff to tears on a daily basis?"
"At least twice daily," Lindsay confirmed, remembering the toxic kitchen environment that had nearly crushed her love of cooking. "Egos bigger than the ships that dock here, and half the talent. When Jordan approached me about heading the galley on a luxury yacht with an all-female crew, it felt like someone had thrown me a lifeline."
"I jumped at the chance too," Dani admitted. "Hotel work was stable, but I was tired of fake-smiling at entitled guests while earning barely enough to cover my rent." She took a sip of her margarita and winked. "I’m still fake-smiling at entitled guests but at least I’m getting paid tenfold in tips. Plus, traveling to gorgeous locations instead of being stuck in the same place is a bonus."
"I remember when Jordan first mentioned the concept to me," Rei said. "I was getting frustrated with the maritime engineering firm I was working for. I was stuck in a sterile office building, when what I really wanted was to be on the water, solving problems in real-time."
"For me, it was the natural progression," Zoe said. "I'd spent years teaching sailing to summer camp kids and taking tourists out on day cruises. The logical next step was professional yachting. Though I must admit, when I was told about the Maiden Voyage, what really caught my interest was Captain Jordan's reputation."
"As a naval officer?" Rei asked.
"No. As a lesbian." Zoe kept a straight face, even when everyone burst out laughing. “What?” she said, pulling an innocent face. “I was single, ready to mingle, and I suspected the crew might be queer-ish. But you guys…” She paused for effect. “Well, no offence but let’s just say I never met my dream woman on the job.”
Laughter erupted again and they clinked their glasses together.
“Happy anniversary,” Lindsay called out, and she felt a surge of gratitude. Four years ago, they'd been virtual strangers united only by their desire for change. Now, they were more like family. A somewhat dysfunctional one at times, but family nonetheless.
"Hey, about Jordan," Dani said, "She really did seem tense about the charter."
"Maybe she knows the guest personally," Lindsay suggested. She raised her eyebrows as she peeled her prawn. “Maybe they have history. Actually, no. That’s unlikely. I don’t think Captain Jordan does relationships and even if she did, she wouldn’t have dated someone famous.”
"Maybe she's just stressed about the season in general," Rei offered, ever practical. "We've been booked solid, and a high-profile client means high risk of potential disasters."
"I don't know," Dani mused, twirling a strand of blonde hair around her finger. "There was something in her expression when she mentioned the guest... almost like she was worried."
"You’re awfully observant. Still nursing that crush, Dani?" Lindsay teased, unable to resist.
Dani's cheeks flushed pink. "I do not have a crush on the captain! How many times do I have to tell you?"
"About as many times as you blush when we mention it," Rei shot back.
"It's the margarita," Dani protested, but her deepening color betrayed her. “Tequila always makes me red in the face. Besides, as you said, Jordan doesn’t date. She's married to the Maiden Voyage."
"Fair enough." Lindsay shot her a smile but she hadn’t missed the hint of disappointment in Dani's voice.
As the night progressed, their conversation drifted from work to more personal topics. Rei shared stories from her recent video call with her grandmother in Osaka, who still couldn't quite grasp what her granddaughter did for a living. Dani described her latest dating disaster in colorful detail, sending them all into fits of laughter, and Zoe admitted to secretly pining over one of their last charter guests over key lime pie dessert.
Lindsay felt the comfortable weight of belonging as she finished the last of her margarita, savoring the salt on her lips. Tomorrow would bring its own complications, but tonight had been exactly what she needed.
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T  he staff was lined up on the aft deck of the Maiden Voyage, positioned where their charter guest would board. Normally they were a bigger team with two or three of their regular freelancers present, but with only one guest, Jordan hadn't hired extra help.
Lindsay stood between Rei and Dani, her chef's whites freshly pressed. She'd been up since seven, preparing welcome canapés and ensuring the galley was stocked and organised for their departure. Her dark pixie cut was neatly styled, and she'd even applied a touch of mascara.
Captain Jordan paced the deck, periodically checking her watch. "Remember," she said in a low voice, "Our guest values discretion above all else, so whatever goes through your mind when she boards, don’t show it.”
Lindsay noticed the tension in the captain’s posture. They'd welcomed hundreds of guests over the years, but something about this charter felt different. Even Rei, usually unflappable, was fidgeting with the hem of her uniform shirt.
"Am I crazy or does this feel weird?" Lindsay whispered to Dani beside her.
Before Dani could answer, Jordan's phone rang. She nodded and mumbled a response. "ETA two minutes," she said after hanging up.
They fell silent, assuming their positions. Lindsay smoothed her hands down her uniform one last time. Unlike her colleagues, who seemed glued to social media and entertainment news, Lindsay rarely ventured beyond her cooking apps and family group chats. Her news consumption came from a single app that focused on world events and politics, deliberately skipping the gossip columns and celebrity updates that dominated so many feeds as she didn’t have time for that.
A silver minivan pulled up at the end of the dock. The vehicle was the kind typically driven by suburban parents or airport shuttle services—practical, unremarkable, and at least a decade old. The sort of car that blended into any parking lot, invisible by design. The driver emerged, then moved to open the side door.
A woman stepped out, sunglasses covering half her face, a baseball cap pulled low over her forehead. She wore simple jeans, white sneakers, and a white tank top—the universal outfit of someone trying to blend into a crowd. A designer duffel bag was slung over her shoulder. The driver followed several paces behind with a larger suitcase.
Lindsay squinted. There was something vaguely familiar about the woman's face. The high cheekbones and full lips were visible beneath the cap's shadow, but she couldn't quite place her. It wasn't unusual; Lindsay had learned that celebrities often looked different in person, without the lighting and makeup of their public appearances.
What was unusual, however, was the nearly imperceptible intake of breath from her colleagues as the woman approached. Lindsay glanced sideways and caught Dani's eyes widening momentarily before her mask slipped back into place. Even Rei, who claimed to be immune to celebrity culture, stood a fraction taller.
"Welcome aboard the Maiden Voyage, Ms. Raeburn." Jordan stepped forward, extending her hand. "I'm Captain Jordan Hayes. We're delighted to have you with us."
"Thank you, Captain." The woman's voice was husky, with a slight rasp. She removed her sunglasses briefly, revealing striking amber eyes that scanned the crew with an assessing gaze.
"Please allow me to introduce the crew." Jordan gestured to each of them in turn. "This is Zoe Freeman, our First Mate; Rei Takata, our Engineer; Dani Davis, our Hospitality Lead; and Lindsay Brewin, our Chef."
They each nodded politely as their names were called, maintaining smiles. The name Raeburn didn’t ring a bell, and Lindsay decided she didn’t care who the woman was. There was a wariness about her, as though she was constantly bracing for something, and she clearly needed a break. That was all that mattered.
"We aim to make your stay as comfortable as possible," Jordan assured her. "Dani will show you to your stateroom when you're ready. We’ll depart in forty minutes."
"That would be great, thank you." The woman glanced back toward the marina, where a few people seemed to be lingering with curious looks. "Actually, if it’s all the same to you, could we set sail right away? The sooner we're away from shore, the better."
"Of course," Jordan said. "Dani will complete the safety briefing with you first and I’ll head upstairs to get ready for departure. We’ll be out of here in no time.”
"Thank you. I appreciate that." The woman’s shoulders relaxed a little.
As their guest and Dani disappeared inside, Lindsay caught Rei and Zoe exchanging glances.
"What?" Lindsay asked quietly, once the guest was out of earshot. "You all look like you've seen a ghost."
Zoe looked at her incredulously. "You don't know who that is?" she whispered.
“She looks familiar." Lindsay shrugged. "Should I know her?"
"Back to your stations, crew," Captain Jordan ordered. "We're setting sail asap. Lindsay, can you have those welcome refreshments ready in ten?"
"Yes, Captain." Lindsay rushed back to the galley. Whatever gossip her colleagues were bursting to share could wait. Right now, there was food to prepare and a yacht departure to coordinate.
The engines hummed to life beneath her feet as she arranged her prepared canapés on a silver tray. Seared scallops with citrus zest. Mango and avocado bites with a hint of chili. Cucumber rounds topped with smoked salmon and dill cream. She added a small bowl of mixed olives, and was just garnishing the final pieces with microgreens when her walkie-talkie crackled to life.
"Lindsay, this is Dani. Ms. Raeburn won't be coming to the deck during departure. Can you bring the welcome refreshments to the master suite instead?"
Lindsay frowned, pressing the talk button. "Copy that. On my way."
This was unusual. In her four years aboard the Maiden Voyage, Lindsay couldn't recall a single guest who hadn't wanted to be on deck during departure. Even those obsessed with privacy typically enjoyed watching the marina recede from the comfort of one of the yacht's more secluded outdoor spaces. Guests rarely spent much time in their staterooms, but there was a first for everything, she supposed.
She added a small vase with a single white rose to the corner of the tray, then navigated the short corridor from the galley and went up the stairs to the main salon.
The interior of the Maiden Voyage was elegant and luxurious. Polished teak and mahogany panels surrounded cream-colored sofas and armchairs arranged in conversational groupings. Original artwork—mostly seascapes and abstracts in soothing blues and greens—adorned the walls.
Lindsay took the service corridor to avoid the main guest areas. The master suite was located forward on the main deck, offering privacy and the yacht's most expansive ocean views.
The yacht tilted slightly as it began to maneuver away from the dock and she adjusted her grip on the tray, balancing carefully as she approached the master suite. She felt the vibration of the engines through the soles of her shoes, a familiar sensation that always signaled the beginning of adventure.
Pausing outside the door, she squared her shoulders and knocked. She waited a beat, but there was no answer. Lindsay knocked again, a bit more firmly this time.
The door finally swung open, revealing their guest. Ms. Raeburn's face looked slightly puffy, her amber eyes rimmed with red. She'd removed her cap, revealing tousled, curly dark hair that fell just past her shoulders. Her expression held a flicker of irritation that she quickly attempted to mask.
"I'm sorry to disturb you," Lindsay said, offering a warm smile. "I've brought some canapés to go with your champagne. Shall I set them on your dining table?"
Ms. Raeburn shook her head, her gaze dropping to the food. "Sorry, I'm not hungry."
Lindsay stood awkwardly, the heavy silver tray still balanced in her hands. "No problem at all," she responded brightly. "Would you like lunch later though? I can bring it to your room if you prefer."
"No lunch either," Ms. Raeburn said, already stepping back from the doorway. "I'm fine, thank you."
Before Lindsay could offer any alternatives or ask about dinner preferences, the door closed in her face. Not quite a slam, but decisive enough to make the message clear: their guest wanted to be left alone.





4

L indsay set the untouched canapés on the counter with a sigh.
"Waste not, want not," she muttered, selecting one of the scallops and popping it into her mouth. The citrus zing hit her palate with sublime harmony—not that it mattered if their guest wasn't eating.
She began preparing a light lunch just in case. If Ms. Raeburn changed her mind, she wanted to be ready. She sliced vibrant heirloom tomatoes and creamy avocados, drizzled them with extra virgin olive oil, and sprinkled them with flaky sea salt. She prepared a chilled soup of cucumber and yogurt and assembled a platter of local cheeses with honey, nuts, and fresh berries. Everything was covered and placed in the refrigerator, ready to be finished and served at a moment's notice.
With nothing else to do—at least not yet—Lindsay hoisted herself up to sit on the counter beside the sink, something she'd never done as she rarely had time to herself.
She pulled her phone from her pocket, hesitating. She wasn't supposed to use her phone during service, but technically, she wasn't serving anyone. Besides, she was seriously curious about their mysterious guest who apparently had no interest in eating.
She typed “Raeburn" into the search bar and waited for the results to load. The first thing that appeared was a suggestion: “Did you mean: Maddie McDean?”
"Huh," Lindsay murmured, tapping on the suggestion. The screen filled with images of their guest. It was unmistakable; the high cheekbones, wild dark curls, mahogany skin, full lips, and striking amber eyes—no doubt the same person who was now hiding in the master suite, albeit a more polished, camera-ready version.
Maddie McDean. Even Lindsay, who paid little attention to pop culture, recognized the name. Anyone would. The woman was a musical powerhouse, one of the highest-selling recording artists of the past decade. She continued scrolling, her eyes widening as recent headlines appeared:
"MADDIE MCDEAN CHARGED WITH AGGRAVATED ASSAULT AGAINST DIRECTOR HUSBAND"
"POP STAR MADDIE MCDEAN FACES LEGAL BATTLE AFTER ALLEGEDLY ATTACKING HUSBAND WITH CHAIR"
Lindsay tapped on one of the articles, skimming quickly. The story was familiar—she remembered her colleagues discussing it during their dinner at the Sunset Café, and even her sister had mentioned it while they were at the beach. It was apparently one of the biggest news stories currently making headlines.
According to the report, Maddie had been arrested last week for allegedly throwing a chair at her husband and manager of the stars, James McDean, during an argument on the set where they were filming her latest music video. During a private fight in their trailer, the chair had reportedly struck James McDean in the head, causing a concussion that required hospital treatment.
The article mentioned that Maddie had been released on bail and was awaiting trial. Her representatives had released a statement claiming the accusation was "false" and that Maddie "looked forward to the truth coming to light."
Lindsay's scrolling was interrupted when the galley door swung open. She quickly locked her phone and slid it back into her pocket, hopping down from the counter just as Dani entered.
"Oh my God!" Dani exclaimed in a hushed voice, her eyes wide with excitement. She clutched her chest. "Can you believe it? Maddie McDean is on our yacht! And I spoke to her. I touched her arm!" She fanned herself with her hand. "I've been to three of her concerts. I’ve had sexual fantasies about her."
“Best keep that to yourself.” Lindsay chuckled. “But I hate to disappoint you; she’s straight.”
“Duh. Of course I know she’s straight. The thing with her husband… it’s been all over the news.”
“Well, I didn’t recognize her at first.”
Dani stared at her incredulously. “What rock have you been living under?”
Lindsay raised an eyebrow. "A very peaceful rock called 'I have a life outside of celebrity gossip.' It's located just off the coast of 'I'm too busy creating culinary masterpieces to keep up with tabloids.'" She smiled to soften her words. "I know her music. And I kind of recognized her, once I realized who she was."
"Unbelievable," Dani shook her head. "So now you know that we have an actual megastar hiding out on our yacht. This is huge, Lindsay. She's not just famous—she's iconic."
"Uh-huh.” Lindsay studied her nails while she leaned against the fridge. She’d never been starstruck and she wasn’t going to start now. “So what’s with the name?”
“She used her maiden name for the booking," Dani said. "It makes sense. The paparazzi have been following her everywhere since the incident. Have you seen the videos? They literally chased her car down the street the other day. And don't even get me started on the online trolling. No wonder she’s hiding." She lowered her voice even further. "Why do you think she threw the chair at him?”
"That's not for us to speculate," Lindsay said, though she'd just been wondering the same thing. “Anyway, you should have warned me she didn't want food. I looked pretty stupid, standing there with a tray while she shut the door in my face."
“Really?” Dani winced. "Sorry about that. She didn't specifically say no food—she just said she’d be staying in her room for a while. I assumed she still wanted to eat.”
"Well, she didn't." Lindsay folded her arms across her chest. "So what exactly am I supposed to do now? Cook for a guest who won't eat?"
"Honestly, I'm not sure." Dani leaned against the counter. "This is new territory for me too. I don't know if I should be setting the table or which table to set or... anything, really. All we can do is wait around until she decides to emerge and go from there"
"If she emerges," Lindsay countered. "She didn't look great, Dani. Her eyes were all puffy and red."
"Well, let’s just wait." Dani sighed. "Yes, she might be sleeping all day and all night. She might sleep through tomorrow too. That's her prerogative."
“I know.” Lindsay frowned, dissatisfied with this plan—or lack thereof. As a chef, she was used to structure, to feeding people at regular intervals. The idea of simply waiting around indefinitely didn't sit well with her. “I might take a nap as I’m of no use here right now. Will you wake me up if you need me before I’m back? I’ve prepped lunch already.”
“Sure. I'll text you if anything changes, but don't hold your breath. Get some rest while you can. One guest who doesn't want to be bothered means we all get a bit of unexpected downtime. I might actually finish that mystery novel I started reading three charters ago."
After Dani left, Lindsay checked her watch. Twelve-thirty in the afternoon and she had nothing to do. She grabbed a water bottle and headed for her cabin. If Maddie McDean wanted to hide, that was her business.
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L indsay padded barefoot through the corridors of the yacht. The Maiden Voyage was quiet at this hour, and glancing at her watch, she winced at the time—2:17 AM. Sleep had eluded her for hours, her mind refusing to quiet despite her best efforts.
"That's what I get for sleeping during the day," she muttered to herself, pulling her cotton robe more tightly around her. The two-hour nap she'd taken that afternoon had been a mistake, disrupting her usually clockwork sleeping pattern. As a chef, she rarely had the luxury of daytime rest; her body simply wasn't used to it.
She made her way past the darkened galley, illuminated only by the small safety lights along the baseboards. Everything was immaculate, prepped and ready for tomorrow's breakfast service—if their reclusive guest decided to eat. The refrigerator was stocked with fresh berries, Greek yogurt, house-made granola, and a variety of pastry dough ready to be baked. She'd even whisked together the dry ingredients for pancakes, just in case.
Heading up the stairs, she reached the main salon and gazed at the empty space. By day, it was often filled with the chatter of guests, the clinking of glasses, and the comings and goings of crew. Now, unused with only the ambient lighting, it felt like a showroom.
On impulse, Lindsay headed for the sliding glass doors that led to the aft deck. Fresh air might help clear her head. She slid the door open quietly and stepped out into the night.
They had anchored in a sheltered cove off Hoffman's Cay, far enough from shore to ensure privacy but close enough to appreciate the silhouette of the island.
Lindsay approached the transom where a small platform extended just above the waterline. During the day when anchored, it served as a swim platform for guests to enter the water, but at night, it offered an uninterrupted view of the moonlit sea. She leaned on the stainless steel railing and gazed out at the vastness before her.
The ocean stretched endlessly into the darkness, a rippling blanket of midnight blue reflecting the silver glow of a nearly full moon. Stars scattered across the sky in dazzling profusion, more than Lindsay ever saw on land.
She inhaled deeply, letting the peacefulness wash over her. Usually, she was confined to the galley and the mess, glimpsing the outside world only when serving food, and she loved moments like this, when she had the yacht to herself.
"Hi."
The voice behind her startled Lindsay, and she spun around to find Maddie McDean standing a few feet away, dressed in loose-fitting black silk pajama pants and a tshirt, her dark hair pulled back in a messy bun. In the moonlight, without her makeup, she looked younger than the polished star from the internet images.
"I'm so sorry," Lindsay said hastily. "I didn't realize you were awake. I shouldn't be out here, I’ll⁠—"
"Don't mind me," Maddie interrupted. "Please, don't let me disturb you."
"No, I'm sorry. I'm not supposed to be in the guest areas when I'm off duty, especially not in my robe." Lindsay felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. "I'll head back down."
"It's okay, really." Maddie stepped further onto the deck, moving beside Lindsay at the railing. "It's beautiful out here. And so quiet."
Lindsay hesitated, caught between protocol and the genuine invitation in their guest's voice. "It is," she agreed finally, turning back to face the sea. "This is one of my favorite spots in the whole Bahamas."
"Where exactly are we?" Maddie asked.
"We've anchored near Hoffman's Cay for the night," Lindsay explained, relaxing slightly. "It's part of the Berry Islands. Tomorrow we'll sail down to Chub Cay, which has amazing fishing and pristine beaches. The day after we'll visit Great Harbour Cay with its beautiful stretches of powder-soft sand, and then we'll head over to Bimini, where you can see wild dolphins if you'd like, and if there’s time left we’ll sail to Honeymoon Harbour, where there are friendly stingrays you can feed by hand."
"I have to admit, I didn't read up on any of it," Maddie said with a sigh. "This trip was... rather last-minute."
"That's what we're here for," Lindsay assured her. "No need to plan anything yourself."
They stood in silence for a while, watching the roll of waves against the hull. Lindsay stole a glance at their guest. Up close, she could see the dark shadows beneath Maddie's eyes.
"I assume you know who I am?" Maddie asked.
Lindsay hesitated before answering. "I didn't when you first came aboard," she admitted. "But I do now."
Maddie's eyebrows rose in surprise. "You had no idea when I boarded? Wow. That's... refreshing."
"I recognized your face vaguely, but I couldn't place it," Lindsay explained. "I'm familiar with your music—who isn't?—but I don't read gossip columns, and I don't watch much TV." She turned to meet Maddie’s eyes. “I did read about what happened, though. And I'm sorry for what you're going through."
Maddie's fingers tightened on the railing. "Thank you," she said. "It's... it's not like what you read, you know. They’re all lies. I'm not an abusive person. I would never..." She trailed off, as if suddenly remembering who she was talking to.
"You don't have to explain yourself to me," Lindsay said. "I'm not here to judge you. I'm here to cook for you."
Maddie nodded. "I apologize for being short with you earlier. I just... wanted to sleep."
"It's completely fine. It’s your schedule and you can do whatever you want."
Maddie's lips curved into a small smile. "Still, it must be frustrating to prepare food that goes untouched."
Lindsay shrugged. "I never take anything personally. Everyone's different. Me? I eat constantly, anywhere, anytime." She chuckled. "Hazard of the profession, I guess. I'm always tasting, adjusting, sampling. My sister says I have the appetite of someone twice my size."
This earned a genuine laugh from Maddie, the sound carrying across the water before dissolving into the night.
"Are you hungry?" Lindsay asked. "You haven’t had food since you boarded this morning."
Maddie hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. "I am, actually. But it's the middle of the night. I’ll raid that welcome basket in my room."
"No, you should eat something real," Lindsay insisted, her chef's instincts kicking in. "Please, allow me. It won't take more than a few minutes to put something together."
"I couldn't possibly ask you to prepare food at this hour," Maddie protested.
"You're not asking, I'm offering," Lindsay countered. "Besides, I have some things already prepared in the fridge. It's practically ready."
Maddie looked torn, but hunger apparently won out. "At least let me come with you, then. I can just take it back to my room."
Lindsay hesitated. "Guests aren’t supposed to be in the galley..."
“But you’re not supposed to be here either, right?” Maddie shrugged. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”
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L indsay moved around the galley, the familiar routine calming her jumbled thoughts. Here, in her domain of stainless steel, she felt at ease even with a celebrity watching her every move, but it was still surreal.
"I really am sorry about this," Maddie said. "You should be sleeping."
Lindsay waved off the apology with a smile. "I couldn’t sleep. That’s why I was up, and honestly, I enjoy it. Cooking is my happy place." She pulled the cheese platter from the refrigerator and transferred it onto a wooden board. Creamy Camembert, aged Manchego, Danish Blue, and tangy goat cheese were accompanied by a small pot of local wildflower honey and Lindsay’s homemade fig jam. Her tomato and avocado salad had gone to Zoe, but she still had the chilled cucumber soup.
"The soup is meant to be served in small portions," Lindsay explained, selecting a shot glass from a cabinet and pouring the soup. "Just enough for a refreshing burst of flavor between bites."
From another refrigerated drawer, she extracted a selection of cured meats—paper-thin prosciutto, spicy chorizo, and smoky soppressata that she arranged artfully around the cheeses, adding cornichons, sundried tomatoes, olives, and seeded crackers.
"This looks incredible," Maddie said, watching intently as Lindsay added a few sprigs of fresh herbs for garnish. "You’re a true artist."
"It's super simple, really. And best of all, it’s quick."
“Well, thank you. I really, really appreciate it.” Maddie glanced around the compact but meticulously organized space. “It feels so claustrophobic in here. How do you cope?"
Lindsay laughed, following her gaze around the galley. "I’m used to it. Yachts are designed to maximize guest space, so crew areas are tucked away below deck."
"Doesn't that bother you?" Maddie asked. "Being down here for hours without daylight?"
"After working in big, chaotic kitchens for ten years, having a galley to myself and not answering to anyone is pretty amazing." Lindsay scooted the board and the shot of soup in Maddie’s direction, then wiped down the counter. "Daylight is very low on my list of priorities when it comes to my job, and I get out enough."
She stepped back to survey her work, nodding with satisfaction. "This needs a wine that pairs well with the cheeses. Hang on." From the small wine refrigerator tucked beneath one counter, she selected a Sancerre. “It’s only here because I use this for cooking but it’s an excellent wine.”
"Why don't you have a glass with me?" Maddie suggested as Lindsay reached for a single wine glass. She only had one in the galley as she occasionally had a glass after work.
Lindsay hesitated as she opened the bottle. "I'm not supposed to drink with guests. It's against protocol."
"But you're allowed to drink?" Maddie asked, head tilted slightly.
"Yes, I'm allowed to drink in moderation when I'm off duty," Lindsay admitted. "But I can't go upstairs with you to the guest areas. Captain Jordan is very strict about maintaining professional boundaries." She poured Maddie a glass.
"But if I were to join you here in the galley while you were having a midnight snack and a glass of wine..." Maddie's voice trailed off… “I’m sorry. I’m sure you’d rather go back to bed than keep me company.”
“No, not at all. I’m wide awake.” Lindsay looked into the corridor, half expecting Captain Jordan to materialize and tell her off. “I suppose being down here with you is a grey area,” she finally said, grabbing a waterglass and pouring some wine for herself. She was surprised Maddie wanted company. Earlier, she’d seemed so determined to be alone. It wasn't really a "grey area" either, as she'd suggested—it was a clear violation of yacht protocol. Deep down, Lindsay knew Captain Jordan would never approve of late-night fraternizing with guests, but it was just an innocent drink, a simple act of hospitality for someone who clearly needed a friendly face. Sometimes rules needed to be bent a little for the sake of basic human kindness.
Maddie smiled and raised her glass, clearly pleased she didn’t have to drink alone. “Well, here’s to midnight wine in claustrophobic spaces.”
Lindsay chuckled and raised her own glass. “Ignore the mismatched glassware. I don't typically entertain in the galley.” It was a completely bizarre situation—standing in her pajamas and robe in the galley at nearly three in the morning, sharing wine and cheese with one of the most famous women in the world.
She gestured to the food between them. "Try the goat cheese with the honey. The honey’s from a local beekeeper in Key West who keeps his hives in the middle of a citrus grove. You can taste the orange blossom in it."
Maddie followed her suggestion, drizzling a small amount of golden honey over a slice of cheese. When she took a bite, her eyes widened appreciatively. "Oh, that's incredible. The tartness of the cheese with the sweetness of the honey..."
"And the citrus notes bring harmony," Lindsay finished for her, pleased by the reaction. "Food is all about balance and harmony. Like music, I imagine."
"Yeah, like music," Maddie agreed. "Sometimes the right combination of elements creates something greater than the sum of its parts." She took another bite, followed by a sip of wine. "I’m loving the wine too. You’re very passionate about food, aren’t you? How long have you been a chef?"
“Eight years,” Lindsay said. “Four years on the Maiden Voyage.”
“Do you enjoy it?”
“Very much. And yes, I’m obsessed with food. I can’t help it.”
"What's your favorite cuisine to cook?" Maddie asked, selecting a slice of prosciutto and wrapping it around a piece of Manchego.
"Oh, I’ll cook just about anything. That's the beauty of being a chef—you get to explore an endless world of flavors and techniques. I love discovering new ingredients and experimenting with them." She took a small sip of her wine, savoring the crisp, mineral notes. “But I’m best with Asian fusion and classical French cuisines. French because it’s what I used to cook in my previous job, and Asian because it’s what I like to cook for myself.” Lindsay smiled. "What about you? What's your favorite thing to eat? I noticed you didn't have much on your preference sheet. Usually, there's a long list of likes, dislikes, allergies or intolerances, and special requests."
A shadow crossed Maddie's face briefly. "Normally my assistant would fill all that out and arrange everything for me." She hesitated, then added in a quieter voice, "But I didn't want anyone to know where I was—including my assistant. So I booked the trip myself and didn't bother much with the wish list. To be honest, food was the least of my concerns."
“Of course.” Lindsay tilted her head, studying the woman across from her. "So no one knows where you are? Not even your family?"
"I don't really have family. I grew up with my mother, but she passed away a few years back." Maddie shrugged. "Technically, my husband is my only family."
"I'm sorry," Lindsay said softly. “That must be hard, especially right now when you’re-” She stopped herself.
"It’s fine." Maddie waved a hand, though her eyes betrayed the casualness of the gesture. "It's time to distance myself from something that turned toxic a long time ago for the sake of my own sanity and…" Her voice trailed away and Lindsay allowed the silence to stretch.
Then Maddie looked up, meeting her eyes directly. "It’s good to be at sea. This is the first time in a week that I've felt something close to normal. I haven’t eaten much in days and the food is delicious, so thank you.”
"You’re welcome. And you've come to the right place. No one will find you here." Lindsay held Maddie’s gaze over the rim of her glass as she sipped her wine. “Now… I really need you to answer one question.” She dropped a pause for effect as a playful smile tugged at her lips.
“What’s that?” Maddie asked, suddenly looking weary.
“I need to know what your favorite foods are so you’ll want to come out of your room and eat.”
Maddie blinked, then burst out in laughter, shaking her head with amusement. “Well, that's definitely not one of the questions everyone else is dying to ask me right now, but I'll take it over the alternatives, so okay. Let's see..."
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L indsay hummed along to her playlist as she whisked fifteen eggs in a large stainless steel bowl. She poured the beaten eggs into a hot pan with a generous knob of butter, watching as they began to bubble. From the oven, she retrieved a tray of crisped bacon and transferred it to a heated chafing dish. The last two slices of toast popped up from the toaster, and she added them to the rest of the toast in a basket. Then she started slicing fruit while occasionally stirring the eggs.
The staff breakfast routine was her meditation—a series of repetitive tasks on autopilot that allowed her body to work while her mind gradually awakened. She sipped her coffee, feeling the caffeine slowly infuse her system. This quiet morning ritual, before the demands of the charter fully took hold, was sacred to her—twenty minutes of calm.
Lindsay transferred the eggs to a dish, opened a large container of yoghurt and arranged everything on the small crew table in the corner of the galley. A pot of fresh coffee waited beside mugs, ready for the crew who would soon stumble in.
She'd crawled back to her bunk around four in the morning after her unexpected midnight encounter with their celebrity guest, but despite getting only a few hours of sleep, she felt energized. As long as their guest was happy, she was happy. And Maddie had left the galley with a smile.
The memory of their conversation lingered. She’d been careful not to get too personal and they’d mostly talked about their passions; cooking and music. Simple conversation over simple food. Sometimes there was nothing better.
The sound of footsteps approaching pulled her from her thoughts, and she turned to see Dani entering the galley, already in her uniform.
"Morning," Dani said, making a beeline for the coffee pot. She poured herself a mug and inhaled deeply before taking her first sip.
"Morning. Help yourself," Lindsay said, gesturing to the breakfast spread.
“Thanks, chef. Always appreciated.” Dani scooped some of the scrambled eggs on top of a slice of toast and took a seat. "I feel like I should check on Ms McDean. Do you think I should? She never came out of her room yesterday, and I'm a little worried."
Lindsay started loading the dishwasher, avoiding her gaze. "Maddie is okay," she said, the guest's first name slipping out before she could catch herself. "I mean, Ms. McDean. I made her a midnight platter, so she's eaten." She didn't mention that they'd shared the food over a bottle of wine. That would be career suicide.
Dani's eyebrows shot up. "Oh..." She looked confused. "I didn't hear you get up."
"You were out cold,” Lindsay said with a grin. She and Dani shared one of the small crew cabins, with Lindsay sleeping at the bottom of the bunk so she wouldn’t wake Dani when she got up an hour earlier. “But I couldn't sleep and found her wandering,” she continued. “So I offered to make her something."
“Good morning, ladies. Did I hear there’s been contact with the primary?” Zoe walked in, followed closely by Rei. Both headed straight for the coffee.
"Lindsay made her food in the middle of the night," Dani said, her tone suggesting this was significant news. "She was 'wandering.'"
All eyes turned to Lindsay, who suddenly felt like she was under a spotlight.
"Was she upset? Crying?" Rei asked, leaning against the counter with her coffee mug.
“No.” Lindsay felt cornered. "She seemed tired but fine."
“Was she wearing her wedding ring?” Zoe slid onto the bench next to Dani. “I forgot to check yesterday.”
Lindsay turned to the refrigerator, opening it to hide her face. "I didn't notice her jewelry. I just made her some food and gave her a bottle of wine, that’s all."
"Wine?" Rei narrowed her eyes. "The tabloids are saying she has a drinking problem and⁠—"
"Please," Lindsay interrupted. “That’s her private business.”
"Ooh, someone's touchy this morning." Zoe shot her a smirk.
"Or maybe she actually respects our guest's privacy," Rei countered. "Unlike some."
"I'm just curious." Zoe grabbed a piece of bacon and nibbled on it. "It's not every day we have a genuine superstar on board."
"Who allegedly assaulted her husband with furniture," Dani added in a hushed tone.
"Allegedly being the operative word," Rei said, stirring her coffee. "The media twists everything. For all we know, she was defending herself."
"Precisely," Lindsay said, grateful for the slight shift in conversation. She quickly assembled a bowl with yoghurt and fruit, added milk and sugar to coffee in Jordan’s personal mug, and set it on a tray. "Now if you’re all done interrogating me, I’m heading up with the captain’s breakfast. She asked for it early today."
She made her way up to the bridge, balancing the tray.
Captain Jordan was at the helm and turned around as she entered.
"Morning, Captain." Lindsay set the tray on the small table beside her helm seat "I didn’t think we’d set sail so early."
"Thank you, Lindsay." Jordan glanced at the food, acknowledging it with a nod. "Yeah, there’s been a change of plans. Ms. McDean called me early this morning requesting we anchor somewhere more secluded. We're sailing to that hidden cove on the north side of Chub Cay." Jordan picked up her coffee and sipped it. “She’s nervous about the boats sailing by. Can’t blame her.”
“That’s understandable.” Lindsay looked out at the expanse of turquoise water stretching before them. “Whatever makes her comfortable.”
Jordan took a spoonful of her yoghurt and fruit and Lindsay watched as the captain followed her morning ritual with the same precision she brought to everything. Captain Jordan was delightfully predictable in her eating habits—yoghurt with fresh fruit for breakfast, an omelette with salad for lunch, and for dinner, she'd have whatever protein was cooked for the crew along with a bag of wholegrain microwaved rice and steamed vegetables.
As a chef, Lindsay never had to worry about Jordan's diet or preferences; the woman had a routine and stuck to it religiously. In the four years they'd worked together, she’d never seen her eat or drink anything else. She didn't touch alcohol, not even on special occasions when the rest of the crew would indulge.
"Everything okay down below?" Jordan asked.
"Yes, all fine. No sign of our primary yet but she did have some food late last night.”
Jordan nodded, her expression revealing little. She was one of those women who was very hard to get to know, no matter how much time they spent together. Lindsay had never seen her wear anything other than her uniform, and her personal life remained a mystery to the entire crew. She never raised her voice or lost her temper, but she also rarely laughed out loud. “I’m sorry if you lost out on sleep.”
“I don’t mind,” Lindsay said. “I haven’t exactly been working hard.”
“Well, in high-end chartering, nothing is predictable, even when things seem straight-forward. So thank you for being flexible.” Jordan took a long sip of her coffee. “And if you see our guest, please tell her that by noon we’ll be anchored in a cove so isolated you'd think we were the only people in the Bahamas. Let's make sure our guest knows that she can safely venture out onto the decks without fear of being spotted.
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L indsay stepped onto the aft deck, momentarily blinded by the dazzling light bouncing off the water. The Maiden Voyage was anchored, and as Captain Jordan had promised, there wasn’t another vessel in sight. The sheltered inlet was framed by a crescent of white sand that gleamed like crushed diamonds against the verdant backdrop of the island's interior. Towering palms swayed in the breeze, their fronds creating shifting patterns of shade on the beach below.
The water surrounding them was so clear that Lindsay could see straight to the sandy bottom some twenty feet below. Patches of coral dotted the seafloor, their muted browns and purples contrasting with the occasional flash of tropical fish darting between them. The graduated blues of the Bahamian waters never failed to captivate her—from the pale turquoise in the shallows to the deep cobalt where the reef dropped off into the abyss.
Lindsay balanced her tray as she made her way to the outdoor dining area. Her heart beat a little faster than usual, and she frowned at this involuntary reaction. The midnight conversation with Maddie had left her feeling strangely unsettled—not in an unpleasant way, but in the way that unexpected connections sometimes do. It had been so easy to talk to her, despite who she was.
When Dani had called down to the galley thirty minutes ago, announcing that their guest had finally emerged and was requesting lunch on the aft deck, Lindsay had prepared a selection of dishes based on what she now knew were Maddie’s favorite flavours: a citrus-marinated shrimp and avocado salad with fresh herbs, seed crackers with a side of Lindsay's homemade hummus, and a tomato and bell pepper gazpacho. The entire meal was colorful, fresh, and designed to temper the heat of the day.
Maddie was sitting with her back to her. She was dressed in simple navy shorts and a loose white T-shirt, her dark curls hanging in damp waves down her back as if she'd recently showered. One hand held a phone to her ear while the other gestured wildly.
"No, absolutely not," Maddie was saying, her voice tense. "I don't want to meet face to face. This is just another way for him to control me. Tell him we'll do this through our lawyers. I never want to see his face again." She paused, then continued. “I don’t care about my career right now. This is my life we’re talking about. Do you understand? Are you even on my side?”
Lindsay slowed her approach, not wanting to intrude on the private conversation.
"No! He doesn't get to dictate anything anymore!" Maddie was shouting now. "Not after what he did. Not after—" She broke off suddenly, and her shoulders began to shake. "I can't... I just can't..."
A soft, strangled sob escaped her, and Lindsay froze, uncertain what to do. She felt movement behind her and turned to see Dani approaching with a bottle of sparkling water on a small tray. Their eyes met, and Dani's widened at the sound of Maddie's crying. Neither of them moved for a beat, caught in an awkward limbo as their guest put the phone down and dropped her head to the table.
Lindsay took a tentative step forward, but Dani shook her head vigorously, mouthing "No" and making a subtle shooing motion with her free hand. Her message was clear: They needed to give Maddie privacy; this wasn't their business.
But something in the way Maddie's shoulders hunched, how utterly alone she looked sitting there with no one to comfort her, made Lindsay's heart ache. She couldn't just walk away. She ignored Dani's silent protest as she approached her and set the tray on the table before gently placing a hand on Maddie’s trembling shoulder.
"Hey…"
Maddie startled at the touch and looked up, her amber eyes swimming with tears. She quickly wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand and sniffled.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I didn't realize you were there."
“I ehm…” Lindsay hesitated. “Are you okay? I mean, it’s clear you’re not okay but if there’s anything I can do…”
“Thank you, that’s sweet. But I just need to collect myself and deal with… with…” She sniffed again and fresh tears ran down her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”
"Please don't apologize," Lindsay said, feeling slightly out of her depth. She wasn't trained for this kind of situation—comforting celebrities in the midst of personal crises wasn't covered in culinary school. But she kept her hand on Maddie's shoulder, anchoring her with the simple human contact because beyond the fame and headlines, Maddie was just a person in pain. "I brought lunch, but it can wait. Would you like some water first? Or maybe something stronger?"
Maddie reached for a napkin on the table, dabbing at her eyes. "I'd love some water and lunch."
Lindsay walked back to Dani, who was still hovering uncertainly in the doorway. "I'll take care of this," she said quietly, holding out her hand for the sparkling water.
Dani hesitated, torn between protocol and human sympathy. Finally, she relinquished the bottle with a small nod. "I'll be inside," she murmured before retreating, leaving them alone.
Lindsay poured the water and set the glass in front of Maddie, who took it with a slightly trembling hand and drank. When she set it down, she exhaled slowly, as if trying to expel the emotions that had overtaken her. Her gaze drifted to the food, and a ghost of appreciation crossed her face.
"This looks delicious," she said. "Thank you. For the food and... well, you know..."
There was something wistful in her tone that made Lindsay pause. Despite the sunshine, the luxury yacht, and the idyllic surroundings, Maddie McDean looked profoundly sad and lonely. It was a stark reminder that even those who seemed to have everything often lacked the simplest things—companionship, understanding, someone to share a meal with who wasn't being paid to be there.
“It’s okay. If you feel like anything else, perhaps something sweet later—anything at all—let Dani know, and I’ll bring it up.”
“Sure.” Maddie managed a small smile. “It’s so beautiful here.” She gestured to the view. “You get to look at this every day. That must be nice.”
"Yeah, it is pretty." Lindsay returned her smile. "At the eastern end of the beach is a small cove with a natural pool hidden behind those rocks. The water is so still there that it's like looking into a mirror. Zoe could take you there on the tender if you'd like."
"She already kindly offered," Maddie said. “But I’ve got tons of phone calls to make today. Lawyers and such, you know?”
Lindsay didn’t know, but she nodded anyway. “Good luck.” She paused and took a breath. "It will get better. Eventually."
Maddie's eyes flickered up, surprise momentarily replacing the sadness. "I know," she replied, though she didn’t sound convinced.
Lindsay was about to leave when Maddie called her name.
"Lindsay?"
Lindsay turned. “Yeah?”
"I'll see you around?" Maddie’s voice lifted slightly at the end, like she needed this small reassurance.
Lindsay's breath caught for a fraction of a second before she composed herself. The request was casual enough, but the vulnerability behind it was unexpected. "Of course,” she said. “I'm never far from the galley."
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S tepping out of the tiny shower stall, Lindsay wrapped herself in a fluffy white towel. The bathroom was barely large enough to turn around in, but after years at sea, she'd mastered the art of washing her hair in confined spaces.
Her pixie cut was plastered to her head, water droplets clinging to the ends. She grabbed Dani's towel from the hook on the door, dried her hair with it, then hung it back in the exact same position, hoping she wouldn’t notice she’d used it.
The mirror was foggy from humidity, the tropical air so thick that even cold water created condensation on the glass surface. She wiped it with her hand, studying her reflection. Her jawline was strong, giving her face an androgynous quality that made people look twice, unsure but intrigued. Her eyes were a deep, clear gray-green that changed with the light and the colors she wore. Tonight they looked almost teal in the bathroom's fluorescent lighting.
She was tanned from spending her free days on the beach and she was trim but not obviously muscular, with the kind of strength built through practical daily tasks rather than gym sessions. Lindsay never tried to change her style; her appearance was practical, comfortable, and authentically her.
Unlike many of her colleagues, she had no tattoos or piercings. It wasn't that she didn't want them—she'd had plenty of ideas over the years, particularly during her rebellious phase. But her fear of needles had saved her from impulsive decisions she might later regret. She often joked that her phobia was the only thing that had prevented her from getting a sardine tattooed on her forearm or her high school sweetheart's name on her ankle. Now she was grateful for her unmarked skin.
Heat started to seep back into the small bathroom, making her freshly showered skin sticky again. Lindsay sighed, knowing that no matter how many times she showered during the day, the tropical climate would quickly undo her efforts. She'd been looking forward to this all evening—the brief respite of cool water against her skin after spending hours in the galley. Cooking was always hot work, but in the Caribbean, with limited air conditioning below deck, it could be downright punishing.
She'd spent most of the afternoon preparing dinner; grilled mahi-mahi with a tropical salsa, coconut rice, and roasted vegetables. Lindsay had offered to bring it to Maddie’s room as she had locked herself in again, but Dani was heading there with water anyway, so she had taken it instead.
Lindsay couldn't get the image of Maddie's tear-streaked face out of her mind. The vulnerability she'd witnessed had touched something in her, still lingering hours later.
She opened the bathroom door to their compact cabin. Two bunks were built into the wall—Dani's on top and Lindsay's below—each with its own small reading light and a narrow shelf for personal items. Their shared dresser, barely three feet wide, stood opposite the bunks, its surface cluttered with Dani's cosmetics. Paperback novels were stacked on the floor next to it, topped with a small portable speaker.
The floor space was minimal—just enough for two people to stand or squeeze past each other. Their suitcases were nestled beneath Lindsay's bottom bunk, essentially acting as a wardrobe. A bulletin board mounted on the wall displayed postcards from various ports they'd visited, a calendar marking their charter schedule, and photos of their loved ones. It wasn’t much, but it was home for the season.
Dani was sprawled across the bottom bunk—Lindsay's bed—her blonde hair fanned out on the pillow as she swiped through her phone. She was dressed in sleep shorts and an oversized t-shirt with a faded logo of some dive bar.
"Make yourself comfortable, why don't you?" Lindsay said, grabbing clean underwear from her drawer and slipping it on beneath her towel.
"I was being lazy," Dani replied without looking up, her thumb continuing its rhythmic swipe across the screen. "I’ll move up in a minute."
Lindsay hung her towel on a hook and pointed at Dani’s phone. "Let me guess—dating app? So you haven’t deleted them?"
"Of course not." Dani held up her phone, angling it toward Lindsay. "Thoughts?"
Lindsay leaned closer, peering at the screen. A woman with curly red hair and a wide smile stared back at her. "Give her a like."
"I know, right?" Dani liked the profile, then swiped again, revealing a blonde with smoky eyes and pouting lips. "What about her?"
"Too much makeup for my taste," Lindsay said, rifling through her drawer for pajamas.
Dani continued swiping, then suddenly sat up. "Oh! What about her? She seems exactly your type."
“You’re swiping for you, not for me,” Lindsay reminded her. She glanced at the screen again. A woman with long dark hair and sharp eyes looked back at her, standing in front of what appeared to be an art gallery. She wore a fitted blazer over a simple black t-shirt, exuding a confident, artistic vibe. "But sure, she's attractive.”
“I thought you’d say that. Want me to message her? I can tell her I have a cute friend.”
“What?” Lindsay chuckled. “No!”
Dani lowered the phone to look at her. "Seriously? She looks exactly like that massage therapist you went on a date with. And the bartender before that. She’s single and your type, so why not?"
Lindsay shrugged, turning back to her drawer. “I’m not interested in dating.”
“What’s your problem? Don’t you have needs? In the four years we've known each other, I can count the women you've casually dated on one hand." She started ticking them off on her fingers. "There was Marina, the bartender. Alicia, the massage therapist. That tourist from Chicago—what was her name?"
"Rebecca," Lindsay supplied, pulling out a tank top.
"Right, Rebecca. And they all seemed decent enough, but as soon as they showed any real interest in you, you couldn't get rid of them fast enough." Dani's voice softened slightly. "Are you afraid of commitment or something?"
Lindsay felt a flash of irritation. She hated having this conversation—with Dani, with her sister, with her mother. Everyone seemed to think there was something wrong with her for preferring to be alone.
"Why don't you worry about yourself instead?" she said, keeping her tone light to soften the words. "Go on, message them all. As soon as we’re back in the Keys you’ll have plenty of choice for dates."
“Fine.” Dani’s fingers were already tapping out a message. "Suit yourself." After a few seconds, she glanced up again. "So what was that about earlier? With Maddie on the deck? It seemed like you were having a private conversation."
Lindsay tensed slightly as she pulled the tank top over her head. "It was nothing. She was upset, and I tried to console her." It wasn't even a lie, really.
"Poor woman.” Dani's voice turned sympathetic. “Must be tough having your personal drama splashed all over the tabloids."
"I can't even imagine." Lindsay reached for a pair of pajama shorts. She hesitated, then put them back and pulled out a cute pair of jersey shorts instead. They were more flattering than her usual sleep attire. Not that it mattered… Did it?
"I still get nervous and excited when I see Maddie," Dani confessed. "I don't think I'll get used to it over the course of the charter. It's just hard to believe that Maddie McDean is on the Maiden Voyage and I can't even tell my family and friends." She got up and climbed into her own bunk. "Do you have any idea how hard that is?"
Lindsay shot her a warning look. "That's exactly why we signed a non-disclosure agreement. You’ve always been discreet so don’t ruin your reputation. If you tell one person—even your mom—the news will spread like wildfire, and before you know it, there'll be paparazzi swarming around the yacht." She pulled on the shorts, smoothing them over her hips. "Captain Jordan wouldn't hesitate to fire you. She takes this stuff seriously and you’d have a hard time finding another job."
"I know, I know," Dani sighed. "I'm not actually going to tell anyone but I’m just saying, it's torture! I've been to her concerts. I have all her albums. And now she's right here and I can't even ask for a selfie."
"No, you can’t," Lindsay said simply, glancing at her friend. Why wasn't Dani sleeping yet? She'd never be able to sneak out while her roommate was awake. Just in case, she thought. Just in case Maddie would be up and wandering the deck after midnight again. She told herself the thought was silly. Maddie wasn't looking for her company. She had big problems to deal with and the only reason they'd spoken last night was because Maddie was hungry and she was a chef. She was a means to an end, nothing more.
"Imagine the disaster if the press found out Maddie’s with us," Dani continued. "Can you imagine? We’d have speedboats with photographers following us, drones flying overhead." She yawned and turned off her phone. “Anyway, let’s make sure that doesn’t happen.”
"Sleepy?" Lindsay asked hopefully.
"Funnily enough, yes. It seems the less I do, the more tired I get." Dani yawned again. "This charter is spoiling me. Only one guest who barely leaves her room? It's practically a vacation."
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L indsay waited, counting the minutes. Her heart thumped steadily in her chest as she glanced up at Dani's bunk. The quiet, rhythmic breathing from above confirmed her roommate had finally fallen asleep. She'd been waiting for this though she hadn't fully admitted it to herself until now.
Carefully, she slid off her bunk, wincing as the mattress creaked beneath her shifting weight. She paused, holding her breath, but Dani's breathing remained undisturbed. Lindsay tip-toed silently across the small cabin, her bare feet barely making contact with the floor.
She made her way upstairs, telling herself that she just needed some fresh air, that she couldn't sleep, that she wanted to look at the stars. But the flutter in her stomach told a different story.
When she reached the deck, the night air greeted her with its warm, salt-laden embrace. The sky stretched endlessly above, a canvas of midnight blue scattered with stars that seemed close enough to touch.
And there she was.
Maddie stood at the railing in loose linen pants and a tank top, her silhouette outlined by moonlight.
Lindsay's heart skipped a beat at the sight of her. It wasn't the thrill of seeing Maddie McDean, the celebrity—she'd never cared much about fame or status. No, this was about the woman who she’d shared midnight wine with, the woman who had shown her vulnerability beneath her public persona.
She hesitated, suddenly doubting herself. What was she doing here? Captain Jordan would have her head if she knew. Lindsay had built her reputation on being reliable, dedicated to her craft, and above all, on being professional. Now here she was, sneaking around at night to see a guest, wearing her cute shorts instead of her usual sleep attire.
What did she expect would happen? That they'd have another late-night heart-to-heart? That Maddie would want to spend time with her again? Romantically it was pointless as Maddie was straight and besides that, why would someone like Maddie McDean want to hang out with a yacht chef? The thought made Lindsay cringe at her own presumption.
She took a step back, intending to retreat silently the way she had come. Instead, her hip collided with the edge of a serving table. The pain was immediate and surprising, causing her to suck in a quick breath. She pressed her palm against the spot, momentarily forgetting about Maddie as she rubbed the tender skin.
"Lindsay?" Suddenly, Maddie was by her side. So much for retreating quietly. "Are you okay?"
"Yes, I'm fine," Lindsay whispered, embarrassment coloring her cheeks as she straightened herself. "Sorry, I was just... I was looking for my walkie-talkie. I misplaced it somewhere, but it's not here." The lie sounded believable, at least.
“Do you want me to help you look for it?”
“No, no of course not. Stay here and enjoy the view. I’ll have a look in the galley again.” Lindsay smiled shyly as their eyes met. “While I’m here, can I get you anything? Food? Wine? Water?”
Maddie watched Lindsay rub her hip. "Are you sure you’re okay?"
"Sure," Lindsay said. Her hip was throbbing, but it was her pride that was more injured than anything else.
Maddie nodded, then hesitated. "Actually, I wouldn’t mind a glass of that delicious white wine. Would you like to join me for a drink?"
When Lindsay didn't answer immediately, Maddie added, "In the galley?”
Lindsay remained frozen, torn by indecision. This was exactly what she had secretly hoped for, yet now that the invitation had materialized, she was acutely aware of the risks involved.
"Unless you're tired?" Maddie offered, giving her an easy escape.
Lindsay shook her head. "No, I'm not tired." It was true. She wasn't tired at all. She was buzzing with a strange, nervous energy, her heart beating a little too quickly in her chest.
"Okay," she whispered. "I'll go down first though. I can't risk my coworkers seeing us together in the crew mess. Do you remember where the galley is?"
“I think so.” Maddie's eyes crinkled with amusement. "It feels like we’re sneaking around."
“That’s exactly what this is,” Lindsay whispered, but she couldn’t help but smile. She, Lindsay Brewin—always-follows-the-rules Lindsay—was sneaking around with a guest after hours. And not just any guest. “I’ll see you in five minutes?”
Lindsay rushed down to make the most of those five minutes. The galley was as she always left it—meticulously clean, everything in its place. She flicked on the small under-cabinet lights rather than the bright overheads, pulled a bottle of Sancerre from the fridge and opened it to let it breathe.
Then she found the ingredients for the canapés she'd prepared earlier. The blinis with caviar and all the trimmings had been a special project that afternoon—small, perfectly round pancakes waiting to be topped with a dollop of crème fraîche and a generous spoonful of glistening black Osetra caviar. She arranged them on a silver tray alongside tiny mother-of-pearl spoons, finely diced onion, chopped hard-boiled egg, and delicate lemon wedges.
Caviar was generally served from the original sealed pot, so there would be minimal waste if it wasn't eaten and she’d only prepared the trimmings just in case. Much like the way she'd stayed awake just in case and put on her cute shorts just in case. It all made very little sense, but Maddie was coming down for a glass of wine, and that made her feel a little less foolish.
Lindsay turned to the crew table and frowned. It would be nice to sit down rather than stand at the counter like last night, but the table was cluttered with personal items the crew always left behind. Rei's sudoku book lay open, marking her place next to a tattered paperback novel with a dog-eared corner that Dani had been reading. A collection of cheap sunglasses—at least six pairs—were scattered across the surface, and someone had left a half-finished mug of tea, now cold, alongside Zoe's waterproof phone case and old charter schedules.
She gathered everything quickly, wondering where to put it all. Peering into the pantry she spotted a large plastic box used for miscellaneous galley supplies. She put the items in there, making a mental note to return them to the table before breakfast.
With only little time left, she rooted through another box in the pantry and found three forgotten tea lights. She placed them on a small ceramic plate and lit them, their golden glow softening the utilitarian space. Standing back, she considered the effect. Was it too much?
Feeling ridiculous, she reminded herself she had no romantic intentions; that would be absurd. The galley simply didn’t lend itself for entertaining and the tea lights were a touch of warmth in the otherwise sterile environment.
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"W ow," Maddie said, a smile tugging at her lips as she surveyed the scene. "Candlelight, wine, and is that caviar? That’s kind of romantic, chef."
Heat rushed to Lindsay's cheeks. "I—it's not—" she stammered, suddenly wishing she could undo the scene she’d created. "The overhead lights are so harsh, and I just happened to find these..."
Had she gone overboard after all? Lindsay mentally kicked herself. She didn't even know why she'd gone to such efforts. It wasn't like her to overthink things; normally she charged through life head-on, making decisions quickly and confidently.
"Hey, I'm teasing." Maddie’s eyes crinkled with amusement. "It looks lovely."
Lindsay exhaled, relieved. "Have a seat," she said, sliding into the crew nook with its L-shaped bench tucked against the wall. "I thought we might be more comfortable sitting down this time."
Maddie took a seat next to her. "How's your hip?" she asked, turning toward her. "That collision looked painful." Her hand moved to Lindsay's hip before she could respond, her fingers grazing the spot where Lindsay had hit the table.
Lindsay flinched involuntarily, not from pain but from the unexpected jolt in her belly.
"I'm sorry," Maddie withdrew her hand immediately. "Did that hurt?"
"No, no," Lindsay said quickly, rubbing the spot herself as if to erase the lingering sensation of Maddie's fingers. "It's fine, really. Just sensitive." She tried to focus on pouring the wine without spilling it. "Just a bump.” Her hands were suddenly trembling.
“Thank you.” Maddie took her wine and sipped, then looked down at the caviar display. "Yummy."
She opened the pot of caviar and assembled a bite – a thin layer of crème fraîche, a generous spoonful of caviar, a sprinkle of minced egg and onion, and the smallest squeeze of lemon. The way she handled each component suggested familiarity with fine dining, and she handed it to Lindsay before starting on another for herself.
Lindsay felt a little touched by the gesture. It was nice to be served for once. In her profession, she was always the one preparing, plating, delivering; rarely did anyone return the favor with such thoughtfulness.
"I might as well come out and say it. I was hoping you'd be up," Maddie said, her eyes focused on the delicate assembly process. "I'm not sure why. I guess it's just nice to talk to someone who doesn't know me, or who doesn't think they know me."
Lindsay's chest tightened at Maddie's confession. The words resonated with a profound honesty that caught her off guard. It wasn't flattery or small talk—Maddie was offering something genuine.
She ate the blini, savoring the burst of flavor. "I was hoping you'd be up too," she admitted. "I was worried about you."
Maddie gave her a small smile. "I appreciate that," she said softly. "But I'm pretty sure it's only the beginning of a long and painful journey, so I'd better woman up and pull myself together." She shook her head slightly as if to dispel unwelcome thoughts. "But you know what? I don't want to talk about that now." She took another sip of her wine, her eyes scanning the galley as if searching for a neutral topic. "So what's up with this yacht? Is everyone who works here queer?"
"Pretty much. It’s not a requirement to work here though,” Lindsay said with a chuckle. “The main thing is that the crew remains all female, but it just so happens that all current permanent crew members are queer. Most of us got here by word of mouth and it’s a small world. We normally hire agency staff as we tend to be at full capacity, but in your case we didn't need the extra staff. And my guess is the captain probably thought it would be safer to keep it intimate."
“I appreciate that.” Maddie assembled another blini for Lindsay. "I could tell the captain was gay. And with you and the first mate, I kind of get that vibe too." She looked up, quickly, raising her free hand in apology. "Sorry, I’m stereotyping."
"It's okay," Lindsay said. "I don't mind." She studied Maddie, curiosity getting the better of her. "But if you don't mind me being frank, why did you choose this particular charter?"
"I happened to be in Florida and there wasn’t much choice as it was a last-minute decision to escape. The Maiden Voyage and a few other charters were available due to cancellations." Maddie's cheeks colored slightly as she looked down at her wine glass. “I chose the Maiden Voyage because I preferred the concept of all-female crew."
“That makes sense,” Lindsay said.
"I mean," Maddie continued, as if feeling the need to explain, "The music industry is very... heteronormative. Very male-dominated. People don’t realize how much, and I guess I just needed the opposite. A lot of stuff has happened lately and…” She paused for a beat. "I feel safer with women.”
"You’re safe here," Lindsay said. "No one on this yacht would ever betray your trust or privacy."
“I believe that.” Maddie smiled, the expression warming her amber eyes. "So, are there any relationships between crew members? You know, being in such close quarters all the time..."
Lindsay shook her head. "Weirdly, I don’t think so. The captain is a mystery—she's single as far as everyone knows, and she doesn't really talk about her personal life. Everyone else is an open book, and we're currently all single. Myself, Dani, Zoe, and Rei."
"Really? No romantic entanglements at all?" Maddie seemed surprised.
"Dani is a serial dater, always swiping on dating apps and meeting women whenever we're in port. The rest of us aren't that fussed." Lindsay shrugged. "It's hard to have a relationship when you're always at sea during the season, but it's a choice we made. I don't think any of us will do this forever, but we're all happy here for now. And as far as I'm aware, no one is fooling around with each other after hours."
"Is it against the rules?" Maddie asked.
"It's not encouraged, but we wouldn't get fired for it," Lindsay said. "But getting personal with guests, however innocent, that's another thing entirely. It's a non-negotiable."
"Of course. I promise no one will find out,” Maddie said, crossing her heart. "And we're not doing anything wrong, right?” She winked playfully. “Just having a romantic candlelight midnight encounter."
Lindsay’s pulse quickened. The comment almost sounded flirty. She laughed, a little too loudly, not knowing how else to respond. Surely she was reading too much into an innocent joke. And yet, the way Maddie was looking at her now, with those intense eyes, suggested it might not be so innocent after all.
“Yeah, well, I really don’t think Captain Jordan would be impressed if she knew.” Lindsay smiled shyly. “But I’ll take my chances.” She paused, then added softly, "For you."
The words hung between them, more revealing than Lindsay had intended. "I mean, if you want midnight wine again, or food, or just... company. I'll be here."
Maddie held her gaze for a long moment, something unreadable flickering in her eyes. Then she reached across the small space between them and gently squeezed Lindsay's hand.
"Thank you, I'd like that," she whispered. "More than you know.”
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L indsay woke the next morning feeling both tired and strangely alert, her nerves buzzing with a peculiar energy despite the lack of sleep. She and Maddie had talked until nearly 3 AM, sharing stories about their childhoods, their career paths, their dreams. There had been moments when Lindsay had almost forgotten who Maddie was—the superstar, the tabloid fixture, the woman in the middle of a public scandal.
She laid out the crew breakfast as usual, though she'd put extra care into the presentation this morning, hoping to compensate for her distraction. Four years of working with the same people had taught her their preferences: strong coffee and extra bacon for Zoe, fresh fruit for Rei, and today’s additional blueberry pancakes for Dani because she had a sweet tooth.
"You're quiet this morning," Dani observed, helping herself to three pancakes and smothering them in maple syrup. "Tired?"
"Mmm," Lindsay murmured noncommittally, busying herself with wiping down the counter. The less she said, the less chance of slipping up.
"You were restless last night," Dani continued, oblivious to Lindsay's discomfort. "I heard you get up. Couldn't sleep?"
Lindsay's hand stilled. "Yeah. I went to make myself a cup of camomile tea," she lied, her back to Dani as she arranged the captain's breakfast. "And then I got caught up thinking about menus."
"At that hour?" Dani laughed. "You're too dedicated to food for your own good."
"That's why I'm the chef and you're not," Lindsay teased, picking up Jordan's tray. She needed to escape before Dani's naturally inquisitive nature kicked into high gear. Her friend had a talent for reading between the lines, and right now Lindsay had far too many lines to read between.
Captain Jordan was doing push-ups on the floor as she entered.
"Good morning, Captain. Your breakfast."
"Good timing," Jordan said, getting up and rolling her shoulders. "There's something I wanted to discuss with you."
Lindsay's heart stuttered in her chest. Had someone seen her and Maddie last night? Had Dani mentioned her absence? Maybe Jordan had security cameras on the yacht that Lindsay didn't know about.
"What is it?" she asked, her mouth dry.
Jordan's eyes narrowed slightly as she studied Lindsay's face. "You're blushing. Do you have a guilty conscience about something?"
"What? No, I—" Lindsay stammered, feeling heat flood her cheeks. "It's just hot in the galley and I rushed up here and⁠—"
The captain's mouth quirked into a rare smile. "I'm joking, Lindsay. Relax."
"Oh." Lindsay laughed uneasily. "Right. Of course." She tried to slow her racing pulse, to look normal, unflustered. "What is it?"
Jordan reached for her coffee, taking a sip before answering. "Ms. Raeburn would like to have lunch on the beach today."
"Oh?" Lindsay's voice came out at a higher pitch than she intended, and she cleared her throat. "At Great Harbour Cay?"
"Yes. There's a secluded stretch on the eastern side of the cove, perfectly private. We've been monitoring; there are no other boats in the vicinity."
"That sounds nice," Lindsay said. “I’ll prepare a picnic for Dani and Zoe to take.”
"That’s what I wanted to discuss. I was actually wondering if you could go with Ms Raeburn instead," Jordan continued. "Pack the food, set up the picnic—you know the drill. Dani would normally handle it, but she needs to clean our guest’s room while she’s off the boat as we don't have additional staff for this charter to help her with that. Zoe will take you there in the tender, help you set up the dining area and pick you up when Ms. Raeburn is ready to leave."
Lindsay's pulse quickened again, but for an entirely different reason. "Of course, no problem. When would she like to go?"
"Around noon. She just called me, didn't specify what she wanted for lunch, so whatever you think works. She also said she’s skipping breakfast but maybe prepare something just in case she’s up."
"Sure. I'll put something nice together," Lindsay assured her. She couldn’t believe her luck. She never got to leave the yacht and not only would she spend the afternoon on a beautiful beach, she’d be there with Maddie.
"I know it's not easy when the guests aren't around much to ask what they feel like," Jordan added, "but she seems happy so far."
"She does?" Lindsay winced internally at how her voice went up again. "I mean, that's great. I'm glad she's enjoying her time on board. As much as she can of course, considering the circumstances…"
“Yes. Make sure you address her by her maiden name, though. She doesn’t like to be called McDean anymore.”
“Sure. I’ll keep that in mind.” Lindsay swallowed hard and forced an awkward smile. If only the captain knew she’d been calling her Maddie. Just Maddie. She’d be out of a job before she could take a breath.
Jordan looked at her curiously. "Are you sure you’re feeling all right, Lindsay? You seem a bit... different this morning."
"I'm fine," Lindsay said quickly. "Just tired. I was up late planning menus." She repeated the lie she'd told Dani; it was safer that way.
"Well, make sure you get enough rest." Jordan turned back to her chart. "I need you sharp. Especially for the bachelorette charter we have coming up next week. Oh, and will you send Dani up, please? I need a word with her."
"Will do, Captain." Lindsay backed toward the door, grateful for the dismissal. "If you need anything else, just let me know." She waved her walkie-talkie.
As she made her way back to the galley, Lindsay pressed her palms against her flushed cheeks, willing the heat to subside. What was wrong with her? She felt like she did when she had a crush and that made no sense. A crush on a straight celebrity? Even her teenage self wouldn’t have been that delusional.
She'd always prided herself on being practical, level-headed—the person who rolled her eyes at others' celebrity infatuations. She'd spent years building her reputation, earning Jordan's trust. And now here she was, sneaking around at night, lying to her colleagues, and blushing like some lovesick fan at the mere mention of a guest's name.
Yet despite the risk, despite knowing better, she couldn't quell the excitement bubbling inside her. A beach picnic. Just the two of them away from the yacht, away from everyone else. Would Maddie wear a swimsuit? A bikini? She'd probably want to swim after lunch.
Stop it, she told herself, setting the tray back on the counter in the galley with more force than necessary. This line of thinking was completely inappropriate. Maddie was a guest—a straight, famous, married guest currently going through a public scandal, not a potential hookup.
Dani, Zoe and Rei looked up from their breakfast.
“Everything okay?” Dani asked.
“Yeah. Why does everyone keep asking me that?” Lindsay snapped, then turned to Dani. “The captain wants to see you.”
Dani’s eyebrows shot up. “Why? Am I in trouble?”
“Don’t think so.”
"Sure you're in trouble," Zoe said with a smirk. "I bet the captain's just dying to throw you over her knee and teach you some discipline. Probably caught you staring at her ass on the bridge again."
Rei snorted into her coffee while Dani's cheeks flamed red.
"I never stare at her ass!" Dani protested. "That's completely inappropriate."
"Like your crush isn't?" Zoe countered, laughing.
"Shut up." Dani got to her feet and stole a piece of bacon from Zoe’s plate on her way out. "Remember who does your laundry, Zoe. I have the power to leave you without clean underwear."
Everyone laughed, including Lindsay, who turned back to the refrigerator, grateful the attention wasn't on her anymore.
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Z oe tugged at one of the poles for the beach cabana, securing it firmly in the sand. She stepped back to examine her handiwork, a satisfied smile crossing her face as the white canvas billowed in the breeze.
"There. That's done."
"Thanks," Lindsay said. "I can manage from here."
She tried not to stare at Maddie, who had been swimming while they were setting up the picnic and was now emerging from the water. The sight was mesmerizing—Maddie walking out of the Caribbean Sea, water sluicing off her tanned skin. Her wet hair was slicked back, revealing the elegant line of her neck and her toned shoulders. She moved with an unconscious sass, the kind that couldn't be taught or practiced.
"Wow," Zoe whispered, as if reading Lindsay's mind. "Look at that body. I thought she'd at least be more flawed up close, you know? More human. But damn..."
"Quiet," Lindsay hissed. "She might hear you."
Zoe sighed, her eyes still fixed on the approaching figure. "Well, I'll head back to base.” She raised an eyebrow suggestively. “Enjoy the show. Buzz me when you want a pickup, yeah?"
She pointed to the stack of fluffy white towels they'd brought. "Oh, and hand her one of those when she gets here. That's what Dani always does. And pull out her chair and stuff like that, okay? Basically anything you'd do if you took someone out on a date." She winked. "Apart from the ogling, the kissing, and the paying."
Lindsay chuckled despite herself. "Sure. Now get out of here."
She grabbed a towel and by the time Maddie approached, Zoe was already wading through the shallows toward the tender.
Maddie looked almost shy when Lindsay draped the towel over her shoulders. "Thank you," she said softly.
Lindsay gestured toward the table they'd set up in the shade of the cabana. It was covered with a crisp white tablecloth, weighted down with large shells at each corner.
"Please, have a seat, she said, pulling out one of the chairs.
"You don't have to do that.” Maddie sat down.
"Actually, I do. It's my job."
“Well…” Maddie paused while the tender grew smaller in the distance, eventually disappearing around the curve of the cove. “No one can see you now." Her eyes found Lindsay's. "So you can sit down and relax."
Lindsay was about to protest when Maddie added, "Please? I'd feel really bad if you didn't."
"Alright," Lindsay relented, taking the seat across from her. It felt strange to be sitting with a guest like this, as if they were equals.
Maddie exhaled deeply, her shoulders dropping as tension seemed to leave her body. "That was refreshing," she said, using the corner of her towel to dry her hands before reaching for the glass pitcher of water infused with cucumber and mint that Lindsay had prepared.
"Do you have another glass?" she asked.
Lindsay reached into the picnic basket and produced a second glass, and Maddie poured water for both of them.
"I really shouldn’t be doing this," Lindsay said.
"Nonsense." Maddie shook her head. "I'm paying for this lunch, so I can invite whoever I want." She smiled. "And I want to invite you."
Lindsay accepted the glass with a nod of thanks. "Would you like some champagne or wine?" She gestured to the cooler beside the table. "We brought both, chilled, and there are also ingredients to make cocktails."
"No, I'm okay with water for now." Maddie raised her brows. "Maybe save the wine for after midnight?"
Lindsay nearly choked on her water. So Maddie was enjoying their late-night meetings too. Before she could respond, Maddie continued.
"Look, I hope this isn't awkward for you. I just... I didn't want to eat alone, and you're the only person I've felt comfortable around since..." Her voice trailed off. “Well, let’s just say it’s been a while.”
"It's not awkward," Lindsay said. "I'm happy to keep you company."
Maddie smiled gratefully, then gestured to the covered platters on the table. "So, what delicious things have you prepared today?"
Lindsay lifted the lid of the largest platter, revealing an array of seafood – plump grilled shrimp, chunks of lobster tail, and seared scallops – all arranged around a colorful salad. "Caribbean seafood salad with citrus vinaigrette," she announced. "And here we have freshly baked bread rolls." She uncovered another dish. “And for dessert..." She lifted the final cover. "Coconut panna cotta with passion fruit coulis."
"It looks incredible," Maddie said, her eyes widening. "You went to all this trouble just for me?"
Lindsay shrugged, suddenly self-conscious. "It's what I do."
"Well, you do it amazingly." Maddie helped herself to seafood salad and closed her eyes as she tasted it, making a soft sound of appreciation that sent an unexpected shiver down Lindsay's spine. "Oh my God, this is divine."
“I’m glad you like it.” Lindsay plated some too and she had to admit; it was pretty damn good.
Maddie stared out of the horizon as she chewed. "I keep expecting to see a boat appear,” she said. “Someone with a telephoto lens or a drone."
"That won't happen," Lindsay assured her. "Captain Jordan has been monitoring all marine traffic in the area. We chose this spot specifically because it's hidden from passing vessels."
Maddie nodded, but the tension had returned to her shoulders. "Sorry," she said. "I'm a little paranoid."
"With good reason," Lindsay replied. She regarded Maddie, then added, "Do you want to talk about it? I mean, I know I'm just the chef, but sometimes it helps to talk to someone who doesn't have a stake in your life or career."
Maddie looked at her as if weighing her options. Finally, she set down her fork, leaned in, and rested her chin in the palm of her hand.
"You're not 'just' the chef," she said softly, and took a deep breath. “And I appreciate your… Can I call it friendship?”
“Sure. I guess we can call it that.”
"The thing is, what happened with James—my husband—it wasn't what he claims it was. It wasn’t what the media is saying. I didn't attack him in some fit of rage. In fact, I didn’t attack him at all."
"I didn't think you did," Lindsay said.
"Our marriage has been over for years," Maddie continued. “We’re still living together, attending events together, and playing happy couple while really, I’ve been in a very dark place with him.” She shook her head. “Every time I asked for a divorce, he threatened to ruin my career, to spread rumours about me, sabotage me. He won’t let me go and everything has to be his way. My career, my appearance, even my friends—he dictates it all. Nothing I do is ever right and he criticizes and humiliates me in front of the entire crew on a daily basis."
Lindsay felt a surge of protective anger. "That’s abusive and controlling behavior."
“Yes, it is,” Maddie said. “It took me years to finally realize that and stand up to him. You have to understand; I’m incredibly dependent on James; he made sure of that. He’s not just my manager; he owns the biggest talent management company in the world and he’s in such a powerful position that he can practically turn anyone against me.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“I am. He holds the reins and everyone in the industry eats out of his hands.” Maddie took another bite and paused while she chewed. “I thought it was pointless trying to leave him until I realized that life was pointless if I stayed with him. I’ve been miserable for so long…”
Without thinking, Lindsay took Maddie’s hand over the table. “I’m so sorry, Maddie. Have you spoken to a divorce lawyer?"
“Two weeks ago,” she said, squeezing Lindsay’s hand. “That’s why the shit kicked off. He found out.”
“Oh…”
“Yeah. We were on set in Miami for a few days, filming my latest music video when one day during my lunch break he barged into our trailer and started shouting at me. He was angry to the point that he genuinely frightened me. I don’t know who tipped him off; that’s why I didn’t trust anyone when I booked this trip. My assistant knew and my choreographer knew. But it could just be that he followed me to my meeting with the lawyer.” Maddie’s voice started trembling with emotion. "He grabbed me by the arms and pushed me against the wall. Hard enough to leave bruises."
Lindsay winced. “Wait… he physically hurt you?”
Maddie shrugged. “It’s happened a few times in the past. Always after I’ve been away on my own somewhere; he gets jealous. We’ve been married for ten years and haven’t slept in the same bed for eight. I live in a separate wing of the house but when I’m on tour we share a trailer. He doesn’t want the public to know our relationship has fallen apart and he doesn’t want anyone else to have me. It’s crazy; if I just as much as look at another man he thinks I’m having an affair which is ridiculous because I…” She stopped herself, then shook her head.
“Because what?” Lindsay asked quietly.
“Nothing. Anyway, that day, I didn’t attack him. It was self-defence. I pushed back and he stumbled. He tripped on a chair behind him and hit his head on the backrest."
She drew a shaky breath. "The next thing I knew, there was blood and he opened the trailer door and called for help. People were rushing in and someone was calling an ambulance. I did nothing; I just stood there, frozen, watching his performance unfold. Within a few hours, the story was everywhere—Maddie McDean attacked her husband with a chair."
“And people believed him?” Lindsay asked. “Just like that? With no eyewitnesses?”
“I think it’s more about who they choose to believe,” Maddie said. “He's the big man, the maker of dreams, the visionary. He says jump and they ask how high. I'm just one of his puppets. His main puppet, but a puppet nevertheless." She shook her head. "My lawyer thinks I should publicly apologize, say it was a misunderstanding, then take the divorce from there."
“That’s terrible advice. You should fire your lawyer.”
“Yeah.”
Lindsay met her eyes and held her gaze. “Well, for what it’s worth, I believe you. And you need to fight this.”
“Thank you.” Maddie nodded slowly. "I know I have to fight. But I’m scared. He wasn't bluffing about ruining me.”
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"T  hank you for listening," Maddie said. She pushed back from the table, standing and stretching her arms above her head. The movement drew Lindsay's eyes to the curve of her waist, the way the bikini top accentuated her figure, and she forced herself to look away.
"I think I'll go for another swim," Maddie continued, walking toward the water's edge. "Take my mind off everything before I have to go back on board and be glued to my phone, dealing with useless people who give terrible advice." She paused at the shoreline, turning back to Lindsay. "Want to join me?"
Lindsay looked out at the crystalline water, the way it shifted from pale turquoise near the shore to deeper sapphire blue where the reef dropped off. It looked inviting, and every cell in her body wanted to say yes. The heat was oppressive even under the cabana, and the thought of cool water against her skin was almost irresistible.
But she couldn't. Swimming with a guest? That wasn't just bending the rules—it was obliterating them entirely.
"I'll get fired if they see me doing that," she finally said. Then she remembered the snorkeling gear Zoe had packed for them. When guests requested water activities, Zoe did sometimes accompany them for safety reasons, or even if it was perfectly safe but the guests felt uncomfortable on their own.
"Unless we go snorkeling?" she suggested. "That would be okay because it would kind of be like an excursion.”
Maddie smiled. “Good thinking, chef. I’d love that.”
“Great. I’ll get the gear.” Lindsay felt a flutter of anticipation as she headed toward the box with beach equipment. “You know what? Maybe this is exactly what you need right now. Everything is simple under the surface. It's like the world disappears for a while. I always go snorkeling when I'm upset; it helps a little. I know my problems don’t compare to yours in the slightest and-"
“Problems are problems,” Maddie cut her off. “You don’t need to downplay anything for me just because I’m caught in the middle of a shitstorm. Everyone has a storm hanging over their head at some point, so let’s disappear for a while and pretend the skies are blue.”
The comment caught Lindsay off guard. Her problems might not make headlines, but they kept her awake at night just the same. Most people took her steady presence at face value, never imagining there might be cracks beneath the surface.
“That sounds good. Let’s pretend,” she repeated, retrieving the equipment—two masks, snorkels, and fins. The gear was high-quality, the kind that didn't fog up and fit comfortably even during extended use.
"I haven't done this in years," Maddie admitted, taking her set and adjusting the mask strap. "I used to love it as a kid."
"This spot is perfect for it," Lindsay said, pulling on her own fins. “The water's calm today so visibility is excellent, and the reef here is incredible."
They waded into the water together, the temperature soothing—warm enough to be comfortable but cool enough to provide relief from the heat. They moved carefully through the shallows, their fins stirring up small clouds of sand as they navigated around scattered coral fragments and shells.
"Remember to breathe slowly and steadily through the snorkel," Lindsay reminded Maddie as they moved into deeper water. "And if you need to surface, just lift your head and the snorkel will clear automatically."
The water reached their waists, then their chests, and soon they were floating, adjusting their masks and testing their snorkels.
They submerged together, and immediately Lindsay was reminded why she'd fallen in love with these waters in the first place. The underwater world unfolded before them in spectacular detail. The coral reef stretched along the seafloor like a secret garden, its formations creating a maze of colors and textures almost too vibrant to be real.
Massive brain coral dominated the landscape, its convoluted surface resembling giant gray-green brains dotted with tiny polyps. Between these larger formations, delicate fan corals swayed in the current like underwater trees, their branches creating intricate patterns against the blue backdrop. Bright orange and yellow sponges added splashes of color, some shaped like tubes, others like barrels or vases.
The fish life was equally spectacular. Schools of bright blue tangs darted between the coral formations, their electric blue bodies flashing like living jewels. A group of sergeant majors—small fish with distinctive black and white stripes—hovered near a coral head, and Lindsay spotted a parrotfish, its beak-like mouth working constantly as it scraped algae from the coral, leaving behind small clouds of sand.
They continued exploring, swimming side by side. Lindsay pointed out different species as they encountered them—a spotted eagle ray gliding gracefully over the sandy bottom, its wingspan easily six feet across; a green moray eel peering out from a crevice in the reef, a small nurse shark resting in the shade of a coral ledge, completely harmless but still thrilling to observe.
The visibility was extraordinary, easily over a hundred feet, allowing them to see the reef stretching away in all directions. The water was so clear it was almost like floating through air, with shafts of sunlight penetrating the depths and creating dancing patterns on the seafloor below.
They swam deeper, following a natural channel through the reef. Here, the coral formations became more dramatic, rising like underwater mountains and creating swim-throughs and caverns. A school of yellow snappers parted as they approached, their metallic scales catching the filtered sunlight before reforming behind them.
As they approached, Lindsay was delighted to spot a hawksbill turtle resting on a ledge, regarding them with calm curiosity.
She tapped Maddie's shoulder and pointed. When Maddie saw the turtle, her eyes widened behind her mask, and she gave Lindsay an enthusiastic thumbs up. They floated there for several minutes, watching the magnificent creature as it eventually pushed off from the ledge and swam away with powerful strokes of its flippers.
Lindsay became aware of Maddie swimming closer to her. At first, she thought it was accidental but then she felt Maddie's hand brush against hers, and she realized it was intentional.
She should pull away but when Lindsay looked at her through the clear water, her eyes behind the mask seemed to be asking permission.
Before she could overthink it, Lindsay intertwined her fingers with Maddie's. Her grip was firm and sure and they continued swimming hand in hand, moving through the coral gardens like synchronized dancers.
The physical connection felt natural, almost necessary. It was as if the underwater world had created its own rules, separate from the surface world with its protocols and complications. Below the surface, they were just two people sharing something beautiful, and holding hands seemed like the most natural thing in the world.
They explored a coral canyon together, their joined hands creating a living bridge between them as they navigated the narrow passage. Schools of fish swirled around them, seemingly unbothered by their presence. A small octopus changed color as it moved across the reef, its camouflage shifting from brown to gray to sandy beige in seconds.
Eventually, they began to swim back toward the beach. As they neared the shore, the water became shallower, and they were forced to swim through a narrow channel between coral heads. Lindsay led the way, but she didn't release Maddie's hand, and Maddie didn't pull away. If anything, her grip tightened slightly, as if she was reluctant to let go.
Finally, they reached water shallow enough to stand, and they surfaced together, pushing their masks up and breathing deeply.
"Wow. That was amazing," Maddie said, her voice breathless with excitement.
"The reef here is special," Lindsay agreed, though she wasn't sure she was talking entirely about the coral and fish. "Not many people get to see it like this."
They were still holding hands, and Lindsay could feel her pulse quickening as she looked into Maddie's amber eyes.
"Thank you," Maddie said softly.
Lindsay wanted to tell her that she didn't need to thank her, that spending time with her had been the highlight of her entire charter season. But the words stuck in her throat, complicated by the reality of their situation. Instead, she squeezed Maddie's hand before letting go and said, "You're welcome. I’m glad you enjoyed it."
They waded back toward shore and Lindsay realized she was no longer thinking about boundaries. She was thinking about when she might hold Maddie's hand again.
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T  hey'd agreed to meet at one AM, and at one AM exactly, Lindsay heard the soft sound of bare feet on the corridor floor. She'd been waiting in the galley for twenty minutes, arranging and rearranging the food she'd prepared with the kind of nervous energy that reminded her of her first day in culinary school. The space was dimly lit by candles she'd ‘borrowed’ from the guest quarters earlier that evening.
The late night snack she’d prepared was something she'd been wanting to try for a while—golden arancini with black truffle and aged Parmigiano-Reggiano, deep-fried until crispy. Each sphere was about the size of a golf ball, the breadcrumb coating achieving a golden hue. They sat on a white porcelain plate, steam still rising from where she'd cut one open to check the interior. A small bowl of spicy marinara sauce, rich and red and flecked with fresh basil waited alongside them. The Sancerre was already breathing, two glasses positioned on the small crew table
Lindsay was wearing the same sleep clothes as last night. She wished she could have dressed up for the occasion, but if anyone saw her wandering the yacht in real clothes at this hour, it would look suspicious. It was crazy to even consider dressing up - it wasn't like this was a date. Her brain told her not to overthink it too much, but her gut told her that there was something there. She didn't know what, but there was something, she was sure of it. She'd sensed it in the way Maddie looked at her, how she'd held her hand underwater, how she'd asked her to meet again tonight.
She wasn't going to be that girl who had crushes on guests and believed they could ever be equals, who mistook kindness for something more meaningful. But she wasn't going to ignore it either, because truthfully she felt more alive than she had in years and the feeling was addictive. Being with Maddie was addictive.
When Maddie appeared, Lindsay’s pulse started racing so fast it startled her. She looked different tonight - was she imagining it or did Maddie seem nervous too? She was wearing a rather revealing silk nightgown that hit mid-thigh, and Lindsay caught herself wondering if she'd chosen it deliberately. Probably not, but the thought crossed her mind anyway.
“Hey,” Maddie said softly. Her eyes lit up as she took in the scene, her gaze moving from the food to the candles to Lindsay's face where they lingered. “You didn’t need to make food for me again.”
“I wanted to. Do you like arancini?”
“Love it.”
"Excellent." Lindsay poured the wine as Maddie settled into the crew nook beside her, the movement bringing with it a drift of her perfume. "They're meant to be eaten hot so please help youself."
"You spoil me," Maddie said, accepting her glass. “She picked up one of the arancini and tore it in half, blowing on it before taking a bite. Her eyes closed in appreciation, and she made that soft sound of pleasure that made Lindsay's stomach flip. “Mmm…”
“Good?”
“You know it is, chef.” Maddie shot her a wink that could have been flirty but most likely wasn’t and Lindsay reminded herself not to read too much into Maddie’s incredibly sensual body language. “I took your advice,” she said after swallowing. “I fired my lawyer."
Lindsay's hand stilled on her wine glass. "Oh... I'm so sorry. I know nothing about these things. I shouldn't have presumed to give you legal advice. I feel terrible that I⁠—"
"No, you were right," Maddie interrupted, reaching out to touch Lindsay's hand briefly. "I needed someone on my side, not just someone out to get a cut of my fame."
Lindsay turned toward her, and suddenly the crew nook felt smaller than usual. Or maybe Maddie was just sitting closer tonight. "So what happens now?"
"I found someone else. A lawyer who's going to fight for me," Maddie said. The candlelight caught the gold flecks in her irises, making them shimmer. "We're going to countersue for defamation. My new lawyer thinks we have a strong case—James's story has holes in it, and there's evidence of his past behavior that we can use." Her voice grew stronger as she spoke. "Before, all I worried about was apologizing for something I never did. Now I'm ready to fight."
“That’s the spirit.” Lindsay lifted her wine glass. "I'm glad. Here’s to fighting back."
“To fighting back," Maddie echoed before taking a sip.
They sat quietly for a moment, and Lindsay realized how comfortable she felt with Maddie now. The usual barriers she kept up with guests - hell, with most people - seemed pointless. So she just asked what was on her mind.
"Why did you marry him in the first place?"
Maddie rolled her eyes and let out a sarcastic chuckle. "Because I was young and stupid. Greedy for success and fame." She picked up another arancini, steam rising from its center as she broke it apart. "And he was charming, of course. James is always charming as long as people do as he says. He swept me off my feet with promises of stardom. I was twenty-two and had never been outside of Tennessee. He seemed like my ticket to everything I'd ever dreamed of."
She stared into her wine glass, swirling the pale liquid. "I grew up poor, you know. Really poor. My mom worked two jobs just to keep us fed. When James showed up with his expensive suits and his promises of making me a star, it felt like salvation. I thought I was so lucky that someone so successful would want to help me."
"That doesn't make you stupid," Lindsay countered. "It makes you hopeful."
"Maybe." Maddie’s voice grew thick with emotion. "But I should have seen the warning signs. The way he isolated me from my family and friends back home, the way he made all the decisions about my career without consulting me. I was so dazzled by the success that I didn't realize I was trading my freedom for it."
"You were young and ambitious. He took advantage of that." Lindsay paused, then added, “And you’re standing up to him now. You’re taking the reins back.”
Maddie's eyes glistened. "That's why I needed this time away. To come to my own conclusions, my own thought process without just being fed advice by people who have separate agendas. I’ll have to lay low while this plays out, and that's okay. I think I’m ready now.” She smiled. "Thank you for today."
Lindsay tilted her head. "I didn't do anything."
"You helped me escape." Maddie hesitated, then added, "I like spending time with you, Lindsay."
Lindsay’s breath hitched. "I like spending time with you too."
Maddie's eyes searched her face, and for a second Lindsay thought she might lean forward. Or maybe she was the one about to lean forward. The moment stretched, heavy with wild possibility, until Maddie looked down and cleared her throat.
"I have a secret," she whispered.
Lindsay studied her face, noting the way Maddie's free hand had begun to fidget with the hem of her nightgown. "You're saying that as if you want to tell me about it."
Maddie nodded. "I do. Can I trust you?"
“Yes.” It seemed surreal that someone of Maddie's fame would confide in her at all. Lindsay knew she'd never betray that trust, but how could Maddie be certain of that? Yet somehow, sitting here in the dim galley, it felt like they'd established something special between them. A mutual understanding that went both ways.
Maddie took a steadying breath, her chest rising beneath the satin. "It happened about two years into our marriage. I fell for a woman—my choreographer, Sen." She met Lindsay's eyes, her expression vulnerable and uncertain. "We had a short affair."
Lindsay felt like the air had been knocked out of her lungs. Maddie McDean had just told her she'd had an affair with a woman. The words echoed in her head as she tried to process it. There had been something - that instinct she'd been trying to ignore because it seemed ridiculous to think there could be any kind of mutual attraction between them. She'd told herself she was being foolish, reading into innocent moments, but now...
"I'm not proud of cheating on my husband," Maddie continued. "Although by now I don't feel bad about it either because he's had countless affairs over the years. But he never found out about Sen and me. We were discreet and besides, he was only ever paranoid about other men." She paused, taking a sip of wine. "But it made me realize something I've been trying to ignore for years. I’m gay.”
The confession settled in the quiet space, and Lindsay swallowed hard. She was supposed to say something, anything, but she couldn’t find a reply.
Maddie shifted in her seat, waiting.
"Are you surprised?" she asked finally.
Lindsay needed time before she could answer. "Yes. No. I mean yes and no." She hesitated. "There’s a certain energy. When we’re alone. When it’s just the two of us…"
"So you feel it too?" Maddie's eyes dropped to Lindsay's lips and stayed there.
Lindsay's breath caught in her throat. She wanted to lean forward, to close the distance between them, but part of her still couldn't believe this was really happening. Maddie was only inches away as Lindsay's gaze fell to her mouth - those full lips she'd been trying not to stare at for days. Her pulse thundered in her ears. She should move back, should remember where they were, who they were. But Maddie was leaning closer, and Lindsay did the same.
The distance between them shrank to nothing. Lindsay felt Maddie's breath against her lips, and then Maddie reached up and cupped her face.
Suddenly they were kissing.
Maddie's lips were soft and warm, and Lindsay's eyes fluttered closed as she kissed her back, her hand coming up to rest on Maddie's wrist where it cupped her cheek. Maddie's thumb brushed across her cheekbone, and Lindsay leaned into the touch.
Even as it happened, Lindsay couldn’t quite grasp it was happening. But she wasn’t dreaming; this was real.
She wasn’t like Dani; she didn’t just fall head over heels for women and she didn’t date, didn’t seek out the complications of relationships. Now here she was, caught up in complicated with a capital ‘C’, and she didn’t care because it felt so good she never wanted it to end.
Their kiss deepened as Maddie's other hand found the back of Lindsay's neck, fingers tangling in her short hair. Lindsay tasted the wine on Maddie's tongue, felt the tremor in her hands. When they finally broke apart, neither moved away. Their foreheads touched, both breathing unsteadily.
"God," Maddie whispered against her lips. Then something shifted in her expression, and her eyes widened as if she'd just realized where they were, what they were doing. She blinked rapidly and pulled back, her hands dropping from Lindsay's face.
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have done that."
"Why not?" Lindsay touched her own lips, still feeling the warmth of Maddie's mouth against hers. She'd never been kissed like this and couldn't think of a single reason not to continue doing something that made her feel like she was flying.
Maddie ran her hands through her hair, looking flustered. "Because this is... we're..." She gestured between them helplessly. "I don't want you to think I'm some entitled celebrity who thinks she can just... take what she wants from the staff."
"I didn't think that," Lindsay said softly. "That's not what this is. Is it?"
“No.”
Lindsay reached up and cupped the back of Maddie's neck, pulling her closer again. "Good. Then let's just enjoy the time we have, because that was fucking amazing."
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L indsay leaned back against the curved bench of the crew nook, her arm wrapped around Maddie who was nestled against her side. The candles had burned down to small pools of wax, their flames flickering low. Her free hand moved slowly through Maddie's dark curls, the silky strands slipping between her fingers.
They'd been kissing for what felt like hours, until their lips were tender and swollen. Lindsay had made sure it didn’t go any further though that seemed ridiculous now considering she was already in so much trouble. She'd officially been intimate with a guest, and she had no intention of stopping her bad behavior as long as Maddie remained on the Maiden Voyage. How could she?
The digital clock on the galley's control panel read 5:30 AM. Soon she'd have to leave their bubble and return to reality.
"I have to admit," Maddie said quietly, "I don't feel all that miserable anymore."
Lindsay chuckled. "You don't?"
"No." Maddie tilted her head to look up at her. "I feel hopeful." She sighed, settling back against Lindsay's shoulder. "I'm not saying it's going to be easy, but it's going to be better at some point in the future. When I'm free and in charge of my own life and single..."
"You're going to chase the ladies?" Lindsay teased, though something tightened in her chest at the thought.
Maddie twisted in her arms to meet her eyes directly. "No. I'm going to chase you."
The words sent butterflies spiraling through Lindsay's stomach, but she forced herself to remember this was temporary. However wonderful it felt right now, whatever this was between them could never be anything real. The gulf between their worlds was too vast to bridge.
She brushed off the comment with a shrug. "I don't do relationships."
Maddie reached up to touch Lindsay's cheek, her thumb tracing along her jawline. "Really? Never?"
Lindsay shook her head. "Not anymore. Been there, done that. I love my job, I need it. My job comes first and I have other things to worry about than constantly explaining why I’m never around."
"Like what?" Maddie asked.
Lindsay was quiet for a moment, debating how much to share. "I help take care of my sister and her kids financially," she said finally. "Her husband left about two years ago, and she's stuck with a huge mortgage on a house that won't sell and a job that doesn't pay nearly enough to cover the bills."
Maddie's expression softened.
"So I don't have time for relationships," Lindsay continued. "I work as many hours as I can, and when I'm off, I look after the kids so my sister can pick up extra shifts at the hospital where she works as a nurse. We make it work, and it's not going to be forever, but for now, this is my life."
"That's very selfless of you," Maddie said.
"It's not. They're family. It's what we do."
Lindsay thought about her sister Emma, seven years older and always the responsible one until life had knocked her sideways. About her nephew Jake, who was eight and obsessed with soccer, and her niece Lily, who was five and wanted to be a mermaid when she grew up. They were her world, and she'd do anything to make sure they were okay
"Emma's proud," Lindsay said. "She hates accepting help, but she doesn't have a choice right now. The house is underwater on the mortgage, and she can't afford to just walk away. So I share what I can, and when I'm on break between charters, I live with them so she doesn't have to pay for childcare."
"What happened with her husband?" Maddie asked.
Lindsay's jaw tightened. "He met someone else and decided he wasn't cut out for family life after all. Just packed up one day and left. Moved in with his younger girlfriend—real original, right? He doesn’t even pay child support. Emma can’t afford a lawyer so we’re saving up for one."
"That's awful."
"Yeah, well, Jake and Lily are better off without him. He was never really present anyway, even when he was physically there." Lindsay smoothed her hand through Maddie's hair again. "Emma's amazing with them. The kids are happy and healthy, and that's what matters."
"How long have you been helping out?"
"Since he left."
Maddie was quiet, processing this. "And that's why you don't date?"
"Partly. I’m just too busy. Working at sea is hard enough to sustain a relationship but add coparenting to that and there’s not much time left for dating." Lindsay shrugged. "It’s fine by me. My previous relationships have always ended in heartbreak anyway and I'd rather focus on what I can control. My job, my family, making sure the people I care about are taken care of."
"I get that," Maddie said.
“All in all, I can’t complain.” Lindsay gave her a small smile. “I love what I do, I love traveling, I love my crew family. And when I go home, I get to spend time with Jake and Lily, and they're the best kids in the world."
“But you don’t miss something like… this?” Maddie asked.
Lindsay met Maddie’s eyes and held her gaze, then kissed her softly. “Yeah. I’ll miss this. With you. To be honest, I’m a little sad you’re leaving tomorrow.”
Maddie nodded. “Me too. I…” She paused, biting her lip. “I would love to see you again soon but…”
“Look, you don’t have to make me any promises. I know what this is,” Lindsay said. “I’m under no illusion we’ll ever see each other again. But I want to know that you’re okay. Can you maybe give me a call or a sign to let me know? I’ll worry about you.”
“You have enough to worry about and I’ll be fine,” Maddie said. “But I’d like to stay in contact if that’s okay?”
“Sure. You can call me.” Lindsay was under no illusion that was ever actually going to happen and that was okay. They had their time, a beautiful time and in a way it had been good for both of them. Because no matter what she told herself, it was nice to have intimacy with someone again.
Her phone erupted in a ridiculous tune—some pop song Dani had programmed as her alarm as a joke months ago. The sound was jarring in the quiet galley, shattering the atmosphere. She pulled it out of her pocket to turn it off.
"What's that?" Maddie asked, startled.
"My alarm. I have to get dressed and ready for staff breakfast. Everyone has to be fed and ready before the guests wake up."
"Fuck. I’m so sorry. I kept you up all night and you have to work." Maddie winced. “I’ll be in bed though. No one has to be ready for me.”
“But they don’t know that.” Lindsay quirked a brow. “And I can hardly tell them what we’ve been up to now, can I?” She chuckled, lightening the mood. “Don’t worry, I’ll take a nap later. I’m used to long days and short nights and I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.”
They both stood slowly, neither wanting to break the spell of the night. Lindsay blew out the candles while Maddie smoothed down her nightgown and ran her fingers through her tousled hair.
"I'll see you tonight?" Maddie asked, a note of uncertainty in her voice. "If you're not too tired?"
Lindsay turned to face her, taking in the sight of her—her lips still swollen from kissing, her hair mussed, her amber eyes soft and vulnerable.
"Yes," she said. "I'd love to see you tonight."
Maddie's cupped Lindsay's face in her hands. "Thank you," she whispered. "For making this the best night I’ve had in..." She shrugged. “I don’t even remember.”
"Thank you for trusting me," Lindsay whispered in return. “No one will ever know about this. I promise.” She kissed Maddie softly but as with all their kisses, it quickly turned heated again, fueled by that crazy pull that kept screaming more, more, more. Lindsay's hands found their way to Maddie's waist, pulling her closer while Maddie's fingers tangled in her hair.
Holding back had never felt so hard. Every nerve in Lindsay's body was screaming for more contact, more touch, more of everything, and her body was thrumming with frustration when they broke apart.
"I want you," Maddie whispered against her lips, her voice raw with need.
Lindsay let out a long, shaky sigh. She was so turned on it was impossible to think clearly. "I want you too.”
Maddie's eyes searched her face, her pupils dilated with desire. "We could meet in my room tonight?"
Lindsay knew it was a terrible idea. Knew that going to Maddie's stateroom would cross a line she could never uncross. The galley was one thing - neutral territory, almost - but the master suite, guest quarters… If they were caught... But looking at Maddie and seeing the want there that matched her own, she nodded against her better judgment.
"Okay," she whispered. "I'll come to your room."
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"G uys, where's my sudoku book?" Rei bit into her slice of toast and looked around the crew table with a frown. "I always leave it right here."
Zoe pushed her scrambled eggs around her plate, then glanced up. "Yeah, and where are my sunglasses? I had at least two pairs here. Come to think of it, I didn’t see them yesterday either. Why is it so tidy here? And why are there candles on the table?"
Lindsay's stomach dropped. Damn. It had slipped her mind to clear the candles and she'd completely forgotten about their belongings she’d cleared two nights ago. The sudoku book, the sunglasses, Dani's paperback novel—everything was still stuffed in that plastic box in the pantry.
"I, um..." Lindsay cleared her throat, focussing on the stove where she was flipping pancakes. “Sometimes I like to sit here at night and plan menus.”
“With candlelight?” Dani asked. “And you got the fancy scented ones from upstairs; you’re not even supposed to use those. They’re like forty dollars each.”
“Are you going to tell the captain?” Lindsay asked with a frown.
“Of course not. But why?”
“They help me think. I just happen to like candlelight, okay? And they smell nice. I won’t do it again.”
Her colleagues looked slightly confused but didn’t press.
“And what about our stuff?” Rei asked.
"I tidied it away. It's all in the pantry. I'll get it in a minute."
Rei's eyebrows shot up in surprise. "But why did you tidy it away? I've literally had that sudoku book on this table for four years and it's never been an issue before."
“Why so many questions?” Heat crept up Lindsay’s neck. She couldn't explain that she'd tidied it away for her midnight rendezvous with their celebrity guest, and her mind scrambled for a reasonable explanation.
Finally, at the lack of a better idea, she squared her shoulders and adopted what she hoped was an authoritative tone. "Because this is my kitchen and I want you all to keep it tidy from now on. I don't want any clutter lying around. We're professionals, not college students. This workspace should reflect that."
The crew table fell silent. Dani paused with her coffee mug halfway to her lips, Zoe's fork stopped midway to her mouth, and Rei blinked at her in confusion.
"Okay, Stalin," Zoe said dryly, earning a snort of laughter from Dani.
"Wait, wait," Dani held up a hand. "I need to know more about this sudden cleanliness crusade. Are you telling me that after four years of us treating this table like our personal dumping ground, you've suddenly developed some kind of tidiness disorder?"
"It's not a disorder⁠—"
"Because yesterday you didn't seem to mind when I left my phone charger plugged in right there.” She pointed to the outlet. "Or when Rei left her half-eaten sandwich sitting on the counter while you were out."
“Yeah, you shouldn’t have done that, Rei,” Lindsay said. “All food needs to be covered and chilled; you know that.”
"It wasn't six hours," Rei protested. "And I came back for it eventually."
"Eventually being the key word," Dani said. "It’s a good thing we don’t have flies down here. And don't even get me started on Zoe’s collection of empty tea mugs that multiply like rabbits when no one's looking. The point is," she continued, turning back to Lindsay, "for four years you've tolerated our slovenly ways without so much as a peep. Now suddenly you're channeling your inner Marie Kondo? What's next, are you going to ask us if our junk sparks joy?"
“Stop making a big deal out of it. I just want it to be tidy.” Lindsay's shoulders sagged. She sighed heavily and rubbed her forehead. "Sorry, I'm just tired."
"How could you possibly be tired?" Zoe asked, gesturing with her fork. "We've hardly had to work hard this charter. And you were gallivanting on the beach with Ms. Hottie-Throw-A-Chair yesterday."
"Again, why so many questions?" Lindsay replied with a fierce look. " I wasn't gallivanting. I was working. And don’t call her that.”
"Damn, someone's cranky," Zoe muttered, returning to her eggs.
"She's been up for the past few nights, unable to sleep," Dani offered diplomatically, shooting Lindsay a concerned look. "Maybe that's why she's on edge. I noticed you were up last night too, Lindsay. I got up to use the bathroom and you were gone again."
“That’s because I was here planning menus over candlelight,” Lindsay said, more defensively than she meant to.
"I have some melatonin if you want," Rei suggested. "Or there are some stronger sleeping pills in the medical kit if you need them."
Lindsay shook her head, focusing on the pancakes to avoid meeting anyone's eyes.
"No, it's fine. They make me drowsy during the day. I'll take a nap later if I get a chance."
She flipped the last pancake, the golden disc landing with a thud in the pan. She wasn't tired at all. She was buzzing, replaying every moment of last night and her body was consumed with the promise of meeting Maddie in her room tonight. On top of that she felt highly anxious because the crew just wouldn’t stop interrogating her and the combination of mixed emotions clearly made her shifty.
“So, how was it yesterday?” Rei asked. “Zoe told me you’d been snorkelling. “Did she sunbathe topless?”
“Did she throw a chair at you?” Dani chipped in with a grin.
"Jesus Christ, you guys," Lindsay muttered, grabbing the syrup from the cabinet and setting it in front of them. "Yes, we snorkelled. No, she didn’t sunbathe topless. And no, she didn’t throw a chair at me. I doubt that story is even true. Can we please talk about something else?"
"Okay, okay. Change of topic." Rei held up her hands in surrender. "Can I just have my sudoku book back? I'm stuck on a particularly evil nine-by-nine and I need some morning mental torture."
Lindsay served them the pancakes, then walked to the pantry and retrieved the plastic box. "Here's your stuff," she said, setting it on the bench beside Dani. She opened the lid. "Before you leave, please put it back in the box so I can actually use this table for my menu planning."
Zoe started humming the Russian national anthem under her breath, her eyes twinkling with mischief as she reached for her sunglasses.
The melody was unmistakable, and within seconds Dani had dissolved into giggles. Rei joined in with a theatrical salute toward Lindsay, which only made Dani laugh harder.
Lindsay rolled her eyes but couldn't suppress her own chuckle. "You're all idiots," she said, shaking her head as Zoe's humming grew more dramatic and Rei began conducting an imaginary orchestra with her recovered sudoku book.
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N o day had ever felt so long. Despite the two-hour nap she'd managed to squeeze in between lunch service and dinner prep, the hours seemed to drag on and on and on. Lindsay sat on the counter, staring at her phone screen, her legs swinging restlessly beneath her. She'd just brought up dinner for Maddie, who had been sitting on the deck all day, on the phone with her new lawyer. Mexican fish tacos with a citrus and herb salad—designed to brighten even the darkest mood.
Their eyes had met when she'd served the food, a look that lasted perhaps three seconds but felt like an eternity. The memory of it was still making her stomach flutter twenty minutes later. Now she was all over the place again, her emotions ping-ponging between anticipation and disbelief.
Fuck. She had it bad.
How any of this had happened was still a mystery to her. What did Maddie see in her? She was just a chef. An unassuming chef who worked below deck and slept in a bunk bed. She wasn't insanely attractive or particularly funny or brilliant. Sure, she was talented in the kitchen, but she certainly wasn't a global superstar like Maddie. Maddie could have anyone she wanted. Literally anyone. So why her?
It was just circumstantial, she told herself, trying to inject some logic into her thoughts. Perhaps Maddie had booked this charter hoping to connect with one of the female crew members. It wasn't unthinkable—they were all under NDAs, and there were no paparazzi here, so perhaps it was a safe way for Maddie to get that fix of female attention she'd been craving for so long.
But it didn't feel like Maddie had purposely gone out of her way to seduce her. If Lindsay hadn't been awake that first night, it was likely they wouldn't even have spoken much beyond the usual guest-crew pleasantries. And now she was about to break all the rules and risk a job she desperately needed.
She looked back at her phone screen, where yet another article about Maddie glowed accusingly. This one was particularly heartbreaking, portraying Maddie as an angry, abusive woman who'd violently attacked her innocent husband. Next to the text was a photograph of James in a hospital bed with a bandage wrapped around his head, looking appropriately wounded and sympathetic. The asshole was clearly laying it on thick, probably assuming she'd crawl back to him once she realized she had no choice.
It made Lindsay's blood boil. Yet she couldn't stop scrolling, reading comment after comment from people who didn't know Maddie at all but felt qualified to judge her. The injustice of it gnawed at her, making her want to defend someone she'd known for only a few days.
The comments were vicious. "She's always seemed unhinged," wrote one user. "Money and fame can't buy you class," added another. "Poor James, he deserves so much better." Lindsay's jaw clenched as she read on. These people had no idea what they were talking about.
She scrolled to a video clip from a morning talk show where a so-called body language expert was analyzing footage of Maddie and James at their last public appearance together. "Notice how he flinches when she touches his shoulder," the expert was saying. "Classic signs of someone living in fear of their abusive partner.”
Lindsay was just about to throw her phone across the galley when Dani walked in.
"What are you looking at?"
Lindsay nearly jumped out of her skin, quickly shoving her phone into her pocket.
"Nothing," she said, hopping down from the counter.
Dani gave her a curious look but didn't press. "I'm hungry. Do you have anything I can snack on?"
Lindsay went to the refrigerator and pulled out a plate she'd prepared earlier—fish tacos and salad, the same meal she'd made for Maddie and plated with way more flair than she normally would for a crew member. She set it in front of Dani with a slightly sheepish expression.
"Here. This is for you. An apology for being so snappy this morning."
She'd been feeling guilty about her behavior all day. Dani and the rest of the crew had become like family to her over the past four years, especially Dani, who she shared a bunk with. They'd seen each other at their worst—seasick, heartbroken, drunk, exhausted, and everything in between.
They'd laughed together until their sides hurt, held each other's hair back after one too many drinks in between charters, shared secrets and dreams and fears in the darkness of their tiny cabin. Lying to her felt like a betrayal of that trust, but she had no choice. She also knew that everything would be forgiven as long as she cooked for her friend.
Dani's face lit up with delight as she examined the plate. "Oh my God, you made extra!" She grabbed a taco and bit into it without even bothering to heat it up, her eyes rolling back in pleasure. "This is incredible, as usual. The fish is perfectly seasoned, and this salsa..." She paused to take another bite. "What did you put in it? There's something different."
"Pomegranate seeds," Lindsay said, feeling a small measure of relief at her friend's happiness. "And a touch of sumac."
"Genius. Absolute genius." Dani continued eating with enthusiasm, then looked up at Lindsay with a more serious expression. "Look, I know you have a lot on your plate with your sister and the kids and everything, but you have to think of yourself too. Is it the financial pressure that's keeping you up at night?"
Lindsay felt her chest tighten with emotion. Dani's concern was genuine, and it made her feel even worse about the web of lies she was spinning. The irony wasn't lost on her—here was her closest friend offering support and understanding, while Lindsay was sneaking around with a guest, breaking every rule they'd sworn to uphold.
"Maybe," she said quietly. "It's just a phase. It'll be okay."
"Don't forget self-care, Lindsay. It's important." Dani held up her taco for emphasis. "We all need a bit of self-care sometimes. That includes time off, real time off, good food"—she gestured with the taco again—"and it helps to talk. So if you ever want to talk, I'm here, okay? I mean it. We've been through too much together for you to shut me out now."
The kindness in her voice made Lindsay's throat constrict.
"Thank you," she managed. "I appreciate that. Really."
“Anytime, babe.” Dani smiled and took another bite, then seemed to remember something. "Oh, we’re going out for drinks tomorrow night when we get back to Key West. Usual place, and Rei wants to go for karaoke after."
Lindsay considered this. The idea of normal social interaction, of pretending everything was fine while her world had been turned upside down in the span of a few days, seemed both appealing and exhausting. But she owed it to her friends to at least try. Maybe being around them would help her process everything that had happened, give her some perspective on this impossible situation she'd found herself in.
"Okay," she said. "The kids will be in bed anyway by the time we get back. I can't stay too late though—I'm taking them to the beach in the morning. Emma's working a double shift."
"Perfect." Dani grinned, clearly pleased to have secured Lindsay's participation. "You know we love you, but sometimes I think you forget there's a world outside the galley."
If only you knew what I've been doing in this galley, Lindsay thought, but she just smiled and nodded. The truth was, she did sometimes forget there was a world beyond the Maiden Voyage when they were out at sea. It was easy to lose yourself in the rhythm of charter life, in the endless cycle of meal preparation and service, in the insular bubble of crew relationships and guest demands. But lately, her world had expanded to include something—someone—extraordinary.
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L indsay's knuckles barely made contact with the door before it swung open, as if Maddie had been waiting just on the other side. The soft lighting from the bedside lamps cast a golden glow around Maddie's silhouette, and Lindsay's breath caught in her throat.
For a moment, Lindsay stood frozen in the doorway, acutely aware that she was crossing into forbidden territory. This wasn't the neutral space of the galley or the communal deck areas—this was the master suite, strictly guest quarters, a place where only Dani, Captain Jordan, and their charter guests were permitted. Her heart hammered against her ribs as the weight of what she was doing crashed over her.
Maddie stepped back wordlessly, gesturing for her to enter. Lindsay's bare feet whispered across the threshold as she closed the door behind her with a soft click.
The master suite was stunning. Warm wood paneling and the king-sized bed dominated the space with its crisp white linens and an array of plush pillows. Through the large windows, moonlight danced across the dark water, casting shifting patterns of light across the walls.
Maddie wore a silk robe that hit mid-thigh, the fabric clinging to her curves in ways that made Lindsay's mouth go dry. Her dark hair was damp from a recent shower, slicked back with a hairband.
Lindsay was painfully aware of her own appearance—the same jersey shorts and a white tank top in case anyone spotted her in the corridors.
Then reality hit her. She was here for sex. To have sex with Maddie McDean. No—not with Maddie McDean the superstar. With Maddie Raeburn, who had kissed her until she forgot her own name.
This was the woman she'd become so insanely attracted to that she couldn't have refused her invitation if there had been a gun held to her head. Her entire body was thrumming with want and she ached to touch Maddie, to make her feel things she'd never felt before.
They stared at each other for a beat while the air between them crackled with tension so thick Lindsay could almost taste it. Her libido was on fire, her skin hypersensitive.
"Would you like something to drink?" Maddie whispered. But even as she spoke the words, her eyes never left Lindsay's mouth, as if she was asking something entirely different.
Lindsay shook her head slowly. "I'm not interested in a drink. And I don’t think you are either."
The words had barely left her lips before they were moving toward each other. Lindsay's hands found Maddie's face as their lips collided, and the kiss was immediately desperate, hungry, filled with hours of pent-up longing and desire.
Lindsay pulled her close against her and felt the heat of Maddie's skin through the thin fabric of her satin robe. Maddie's hands tangled in Lindsay's hair, tugging as she deepened the kiss, her tongue sliding against Lindsay's in a dance that made Lindsay's knees weak.
They stumbled backward until Maddie's legs hit the edge of the bed, and they broke apart just long enough to look at each other, both breathing hard.
"Are you sure?" Maddie whispered, her hands resting on Lindsay's shoulders.
Instead of answering with words, Lindsay reached for the belt of Maddie's robe, her trembling fingers working at the knot. Maddie's breath hitched as the fabric fell open, revealing smooth, mahogony skin.
Lindsay's gaze traveled slowly down Maddie's naked body, taking in every curve, every shadow, every perfect imperfection. Her full breasts, her trim stomach, her shapely waist, the small scar on her hipbone… She was breathtaking—not in the airbrushed, magazine-cover way Lindsay had seen in photos, but in a real, tangible way that was so, so much better.
"You're so beautiful," she whispered, her voice thick with awe.
Maddie's hands moved to the hem of Lindsay's tank top, her fingers grazing the skin of her abdomen as she lifted the fabric. "So are you," she murmured against Lindsay's lips before pulling it over her head. “You have no idea how much I want this.”
Fire ignited when Maddie's hands explored Lindsay’s newly exposed flesh, her eyes wide like Lindsay was some kind of miracle. Her touch was slow, almost worshipful, and Lindsay shivered as she pushed the robe from Maddie's shoulders in return.
They stood pressed together, skin against skin, hearts racing in rhythm. Lindsay felt the tremor in Maddie's hands as they roamed her back, heard the soft sounds of pleasure she made when Lindsay's lips found the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder.
They moved onto the bed, a tangle of limbs, and Lindsay marveled at how perfectly they fit together, how Maddie's body curved into hers.
Maddie's skin was soft beneath her lips as she traced a path down her throat, across her collarbone, lower still.
"Lindsay," Maddie gasped, her fingers digging into Lindsay's shoulders as she arched beneath her touch.
The sound of her name on Maddie's lips, breathless and desperate, sent a jolt of arousal between Lindsay’s thighs and she had to force herself to take it slow. She took her time, learning Maddie's body with her hands and mouth, learning what made her gasp and moan, what made her back arch off the bed in pleasure.
Maddie was responsive and uninhibited, her reactions spurring Lindsay on to explore further, to give more, to push them both higher.
When Maddie's hands found the waistband of Lindsay's shorts, Lindsay lifted her hips to help her, and soon there were no barriers left between them, nothing but skin and heat and the overwhelming need to be as close as possible.
Lindsay's breath caught as Maddie's fingers traced patterns over her behind, and she moaned as she grinded into her, spreading Maddie’s legs with her knees.
“I want to fuck you,” she whispered, lifting her hips and reaching down between them.
Maddie's breath hitched, her eyes fluttering closed as she felt Lindsay's fingers trail lower, teasing, exploring. "Please," she whispered, her breath heavy against Lindsay's ear.
Lindsay slid her fingers through Maddie’s wetness, drawing a throaty moan from her lips. The sound was beautiful and she felt it everywhere as she circled Maddie’s clit.
"You're so wet," she murmured, her voice full of wonder at how ready Maddie was.
Maddie's cheeks flushed at the words, her hips moving against Lindsay's touch. "I want you inside me," she breathed, one hand gripping the sheets as Lindsay's fingers circled her entrance, teasing but not quite entering. Her other hand squeezed Lindsay’s behind, her nails digging into her skin hard enough to leave marks.
Lindsay kissed her deeply, swallowing Maddie's whimpers as she finally pushed inside, slowly, carefully. Maddie was tight and warm around her fingers, and the sensation made Lindsay's own arousal spike to alarming levels.
"God, you feel incredible," she whispered, beginning to move with slow strokes. She watched Maddie's face, memorizing every expression of pleasure that crossed her features.
Maddie's legs wrapped around Lindsay's waist, pulling her closer as she moved her hips in rhythm. "More," she gasped, her hand moving up and her nails dragging over Lindsay's back. “I need more of you."
Lindsay added another finger, stretching Maddie slowly, feeling her walls flutter around the intrusion. Maddie's head fell back against the pillows, another broken moan escaping her as Lindsay curled her fingers, finding that spot that made her cry out.
"Like this?" she asked, her voice rough with desire as she repeated the motion, watching Maddie fall apart beneath her.
"Yes, oh god, yes," Maddie panted, her body writhing as Lindsay set a steady rhythm, her thumb finding Maddie's clit and circling it.
She felt Maddie getting closer, her breathing becoming more erratic, her muscles tensing. She leaned down to capture one of Maddie's nipples between her lips, sucking as she maintained the relentless pace with her fingers, biting down gently.
Maddie gasped, her back arching off the bed as Lindsay worked her higher, her fingers moving with purpose now. "Don't stop... please..."
Lindsay had no intention of stopping. She was mesmerized by the sight of Maddie coming undone beneath her, by the sounds she made, by the way her body responded to her touch. She pressed deeper, curling her fingers again while her thumb circled Maddie's clit with firm, steady pressure.
"Let go," she whispered against her breast, then moved up to kiss her fiercely.
With a cry muffled by their kiss, Maddie shattered. Her body tensed, trembling violently. Lindsay slowed her movements but didn't stop completely. She drew out Maddie's orgasm until her eyes fluttered open again, breathing hard, a thin sheen of sweat glistening on her golden skin,
Lindsay watched in awe as Maddie's chest rose and fell with rapid breaths, her eyes closed, lips parted in the aftermath of pleasure. She knew they’d never see each other again after tomorrow, so she memorized every detail—the way Maddie's hair fell across the pillow, the sound of her breathing, the feeling of her skin, and she vowed to hold onto this moment for the rest of her life.
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L indsay lay pressed back into the mattress held down by Maddie with surprising strength. Maddie trailed kisses down her throat, her hands roaming over her body, everywhere all at once. She’d never felt so wanted and she’d never had a night of such raw, uninhibited, and honest sex without any promises. It was thrilling just being physical, shamelessly giving into everything they wanted without a second thought. Without the complications of life and their future.
She gasped when Maddie moved lower, wedging a hand between her thighs as she softly bit down on her nipple. Suddenly, Maddie stopped what she was doing, lifting her chin and licking her lips as she met her eyes. “I want to taste you,” she whispered.
Lindsay's breath caught in her throat, her body already responding to the promise in Maddie's voice. She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, her hands tangling in Maddie's dark hair as she kissed her way down Lindsay's body.
Maddie took her time, pressing soft kisses to Lindsay's ribs, her hipbones, the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. Each touch sent sparks through Lindsay's nervous system, building the tension until she was practically vibrating with need.
"You're amazing" Maddie murmured against her skin, her breath hot as she settled between Lindsay's legs. "So fucking amazing."
When Maddie's mouth finally found her sex, Lindsay cried out, her hips lifting off the bed. Maddie's tongue was skilled and patient, exploring her slowly. She teased her entrance with gentle strokes, circled her clit with maddening skill, building a rhythm that had Lindsay clutching at the sheets.
"God," Lindsay panted, her head thrown back as pleasure coursed through her veins. The sight of Maddie between her legs was almost too much to bear—those full lips, those amber eyes looking up at her with such hunger.
Maddie hummed against her and slipped two fingers inside, fucking her while her tongue continued to make her well and truly crazy.
Lindsay felt her control slipping, the pressure building low in her belly, spreading outward with each thrust of Maddie's fingers, each flick of her tongue. Her thighs began to tremble, her breathing became ragged.
"I'm going to—" The words died in her throat as Maddie's lips closed around her clit and sucked, her fingers finding that perfect spot inside that made Lindsay see white. The orgasm hit her hard, stealing her breath and making her body convulse against Maddie's mouth.
Maddie didn't let up, working her through every tremor until Lindsay was a boneless, trembling mess beneath her. Only then did she pull away, pressing soft kisses to Lindsay's thighs as she came down from the high.
"That was..." Lindsay couldn't finish the sentence, her chest still heaving as she tried to catch her breath.
Maddie crawled back up her body, settling beside her with a satisfied smile. "Okay?" she asked, brushing a strand of hair from Lindsay's face.
“Okay?” Lindsay chuckled as she turned to face her, still dazed. “Try incredible." She pulled Maddie closer until their bodies were pressed together, tasting herself on Maddie's lips when she kissed her.
"I can't get enough of you," Maddie murmured against her lips, her voice thick with satisfaction and lingering desire. "We should have started this right away, from the first night."
Lindsay traced Maddie's shoulder, her body still zinging from the intensity of her orgasm. "I wouldn't have been able to do my job if we had," she admitted with a soft laugh. "But I'd still take it. Every distraction, every broken rule—I'd take it all."
Maddie stroked her cheek tenderly, her eyes searching Lindsay's face. "I wish I'd met you years ago. Before I married him, before all this shit happened."
"Who says it would have made a difference?" Lindsay tried to keep her tone light despite the weight of it all. She had to distance herself from this Maddie abyss she was getting sucked into. "You'd still be you and I'd still be me, and even though I love being me, I'm no match for you." She shrugged, attempting to inject some reality into their dreamy haze. "Different worlds and all that.”
"That's a bleak outlook, not to mention untrue," Maddie said. "We can't let this be the last time… It would be a waste to never have this again, right" Her voice carried a desperate edge and Lindsay felt her heart clench.
Yes. This was beautiful and wild, perfect even, but it could never last beyond these stolen moments. "You'll forget about me soon enough, and that's okay. I know this is a fleeting thing and I have enjoyed every second with you, but⁠—"
"If I call you, will you answer the phone?" Maddie interrupted her.
"Yes, I will. I have no choice—you consume my mind now. Completely."
Maddie nodded and Lindsay could see the wheels turning in her head. "And if everything is over and I'm free to be seen with whoever I want, will you say yes if I ask you out on a date?"
Lindsay couldn't help but laugh, though there was no humor in it—just a kind of bittersweet affection for Maddie's optimism. "Sure."
"You don't believe me," Maddie said, her expression falling. "I can hear it in your voice."
"I believe you. I believe it's what you want right now." Lindsay placed a soft kiss on her cheek. "But you have things to deal with, huge things, and that’s going to take a while. Anything can happen in the meantime. Who says you won't meet the woman of your dreams in a fellow artist? Someone who understands your world? Or that you'll be scared to come out publicly because of your career? Or that once you're free, you'll realize you want someone who can match your lifestyle and your⁠—"
Maddie placed a finger firmly on Lindsay’s lips, stopping her mid-sentence. "How about we just take it one day at a time?" she whispered. "And if you meet someone else, someone who can give you everything you deserve, I'll respect that and I'll leave you alone. But don't write us off before we even have a chance to see what this could be."
She continued when Lindsay didn’t answer. “Do you promise?”
Lindsay looked into Maddie's eyes and her resolve wavered. Part of her wanted to believe in fairy tales but the rational part of her brain, the part that had kept her grounded and focused for years, whispered warnings about the impossibility of it all. Still, a girl could dream right? And maybe there was nothing wrong with a little dreaming.
"I promise," she whispered finally, her thumb tracing along Maddie's jawline. "I promise I won't write us off. But Maddie..." She paused, searching for the right words. "Just promise me one thing in return. That whatever happens, you won't feel guilty about moving on. This has been incredible, but I don't want you carrying any burden about me when you're fighting for your career and rebuilding your life." She pressed another soft kiss to Maddie's forehead, memorizing the feel of her skin, the scent of her hair, the weight of her body pressed against hers, knowing deep down that tomorrow, this beautiful affair would be over.





21

L indsay woke to sunlight streaming across her face, warm and golden in a way that felt completely foreign. She lay still, disoriented by the brightness. Her cabin below deck never saw natural light like this.
Then she remembered she wasn't in her cabin. She was in the master suite, naked beneath Egyptian cotton sheets, with Maddie McDean sleeping peacefully beside her.
Her phone. Where was her phone? She spotted it on the nightstand, the screen showing 7:05 AM. She’d forgotten to set her alarm and was already thirty minutes late for her morning routine.
Panic fluttered in her chest. By now, Dani might be awake and she would have noticed her empty bunk. The crew would be gathering for breakfast soon, wondering where their chef was.
But then she looked at Maddie, and the panic receded.
Maddie was still deeply asleep, lying on her side with one arm tucked beneath the pillow, her dark curls fanned out across the white cotton. Her face was completely relaxed, free from the tension and wariness that had marked her features since she'd boarded the yacht. There was even the hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, as if she was having a pleasant dream.
Lindsay stared at her, memorizing every detail. This was how she wanted to remember her—peaceful, beautiful, unmarked by the storms raging in her public life.
Stop, she told herself firmly. Don't get sucked into this fairy tale. You have a job to do.
Moving as quietly as possible, she began to extract herself from the bed. When her feet touched the cool floor, and she paused, watching Maddie's face for any sign of waking.
Maddie stirred slightly, murmuring something unintelligible in her sleep, but then her breathing deepened again, and she settled back into whatever dream had put that smile on her face.
Lindsay scanned the room, searching for her clothes, noting the rumpled sheets, the champagne glasses they'd never touched, the way Maddie's silk robe lay pooled on the floor beside Lindsay's tank top—it all felt surreal, like a scene from someone else's life.
As she bent to retrieve her clothes, Maddie shifted again, and all she wanted was to crawl back into that bed, to pull Maddie into her arms and wake her with soft kisses, to pretend they had all the time in the world.
Not forever, she reminded herself, clutching her clothes to her chest. Just for now.
But even as she thought it, she knew it wasn't true. This wasn't even "for now." This was for yesterday, for last night, for a handful of stolen moments that were already slipping into the past. She was being ridiculous, standing here in a guest's room, naked and sentimental, when she should be focused on damage control.
Stop feeling sad, she commanded herself. It was amazing and now it's over. That's how these things work.
She dressed quickly, pulling on her shorts and tank top. She was almost at the door when she hesitated, her hand on the handle. Something made her turn back, drawn by an impulse she couldn't quite name.
On Maddie's nightstand sat a leather holder with a stack of white paper and a pen. Lindsay extracted a sheet and scribbled her phone number on it before slipping out.
Dani's bunk was empty when she got to their cabin, and although expected, the sight of it sent another spike of panic through her.
She grabbed clean chefs whites from her drawer and headed for their shared bathroom, turning the shower on as cold as she could stand it. She needed to wake up fast.
Focus, she thought, scrubbing her hair. You need a story. Any story.
She didn't bother drying her hair properly, just ran her fingers through the dark strands to tame them into something resembling her usual style. Her reflection in the small mirror looked normal enough—tired, but that was hardly unusual during charter season. There were no obvious signs of what she'd been up to, no scarlet letter marking her as a rule-breaker.
"I'm so sorry I'm late," she said as she entered the galley, the words tumbling out in a rush.
"That's okay," Dani replied, sipping her coffee. "I already made a pot; help yourself. The rest of the crew will be here soon for breakfast though." She paused, studying Lindsay's face. "Need some help?"
Lindsay nodded, grateful for the offer. "If you can make toast and throw bacon in the pan, I'll do the rest."
As Dani got up to grab the ingredients, she asked the question Lindsay had been dreading. "Where were you? I was looking for you this morning."
Lindsay reached for the eggs in the refrigerator. "I went outside and fell asleep on one of the loungers," she mumbled. "Couldn't sleep, so I went up for some air."
"But I went up there," Dani said, confusion evident in her voice. "I checked the aft deck, the bow, even the sundeck."
"Then we must have just missed each other." Lindsay cracked eggs into a bowl. "I took the guest stairs because I was already late—I overslept and..." She trailed off, realizing she was adding too many details, making it sound rehearsed.
She turned to face Dani, forcing herself to meet her friend's gaze. "Can we just focus on breakfast for now? I really need to get my head on straight. I never oversleep."
Dani shrugged. "Sure. But Lindsay? It's a good thing we're docking today. I don't know where your head's at, but you really need to sort yourself out before the next charter." She paused, dropping bacon into a pan. "As I said, I'm here if you want to talk, okay?"
Lindsay nodded, turning her concentration to her task at hand. Sort herself out. That was exactly what she had to do. Compartmentalize what had happened, file it away as a beautiful but finished chapter and move on with her life.
She stole glances at Dani, trying to read her friend's face for any hint of suspicion. When Dani paused mid-sip of her coffee and stared at her for a beat longer than usual, Lindsay's stomach clenched—but then Dani just asked how much sugar she wanted for her own cup. God, now she was getting seriously paranoid. Even the way Dani hummed while flipping the bacon seemed loaded with meaning, though Lindsay knew she was being ridiculous.
As she stirred the scramble, her mind went back to the piece of paper she'd left on Maddie's nightstand, wondering if she'd already seen it. Wondering if the phone tucked in her pocket would ever ring with a number she didn't recognize, carrying a voice that had whispered her name in the darkness.
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T  he crew stood at attention on the aft deck in their uniforms, lined up like soldiers awaiting inspection. Lindsay had positioned herself at the far end of the row, next to Rei, trying to blend into the background. The familiar ritual of guest departure felt foreign today, every protocol and procedure tainted by the knowledge that this wasn't just another charter ending.
Normally, this moment—the final goodbye to charter guests—filled her with excitement and relief. It marked the end of demanding days and sleepless nights, the beginning of precious time off where she could breathe freely, sleep in, and spend time with Emma and the kids. It was also tip day, when guests showed their appreciation with envelopes that often contained more money than her monthly salary. Those tips made all the difference for her family's financial situation, sometimes covering Emma's mortgage payment or allowing Lindsay to buy Jake the soccer cleats he'd been wanting, or to take Lily to that princess-themed restaurant she'd been begging to try.
But today, she felt hollow. This was goodbye to Maddie, and despite all her mental preparation, she wasn't ready for it.
The morning sun was already beating down on the deck, and Lindsay felt small beads of sweat beginning to form beneath her chef's whites. She didn't dare move to wipe it away, her hands remaining clasped behind her back, mirror images of her crewmates' postures, all of them playing their parts in this final performance.
She tried to focus on the mundane details—the way Dani had French-braided her hair that morning, the small coffee stain on Zoe's collar that she'd tried unsuccessfully to hide, the way Rei kept shifting her weight from foot to foot. Anything to avoid thinking about the woman who was about to walk through those doors and out of her life forever.
In the distance, she heard the sounds of the marina waking up—the clanging of halyards against masts, the rumble of engines as early charters headed out for the day, the calls of seabirds wheeling overhead. It was a symphony she'd grown to love over the years, the soundtrack to her life at sea.
Captain Jordan stood at the head of their formation, her posture military-straight. Even in the heat, she looked impeccable—not a hair out of place, her uniform crisp and pressed to perfection. Lindsay had always admired the captain's unshakeable composure.
She shouldn’t have left her phone number on the nightstand. What if Maddie hadn’t seen it? What if Dani would find it instead? And even if Maddie had seen it, that didn’t mean she’d ever call her.
A car pulling up to the dock caught her attention. A silver sedan—the same unremarkable vehicle that had brought Maddie aboard. Had it really only been four nights? It felt much longer, like she'd lived more in those few nights than in the previous four years combined.
The driver emerged, straightening his jacket as he approached the yacht. Lindsay wondered what he thought of all this; going on his car and his clothes, he didn’t seem like the celebrity chauffeur type.
Then the glass doors slid open with a whisper of air conditioning escaping into the humid morning, and Maddie stepped onto the deck.
She wore designer sunglasses, a tailored blazer over dark flaired jeans and a white top, her hair styled in wild curls. She had a slight tremor in her hands as she adjusted the duffle slung over her shoulder.
The driver greeted her, took her suitcase and her duffel, and started walking toward the car toward the car.
Maddie's gaze swept across the line of crew members, then briefly met Lindsay’s eyes. For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. She flinched before her professional mask slipped back into place, and she looked away, her attention shifting to Captain Jordan.
"Thank you so much, everyone," Maddie said. "I know I haven't been the most... sociable guest, but I really appreciate everything you've done for me. The service has been exceptional, and this time away has meant a lot to me."
Lindsay caught the slight catch in her voice on those last words, the way she swallowed hard before continuing. Only someone who had listened to her speak in the quiet intimacy of candlelit conversations would have noticed it.
She paused, fidgeting with a bangle on her wrist. "Would it be okay if I gave you all a hug?"
Captain Jordan looked momentarily taken aback. In four years, Lindsay had never seen her accept physical contact from guests. The captain valued her personal space as much as she valued punctuality and perfection, maintaining invisible barriers that kept her separate from the emotional messiness of human connection. But after a brief hesitation she smiled and nodded.
"Of course, Ms. Raeburn. It’s been a pleasure to have you."
"Thank you, Captain," Maddie said warmly, giving Captain Jordan a hug. "For everything. For the privacy, for the beautiful anchorages, for making me feel safe."
She moved to Zoe next.
"Goodbye, Ms. Raeburn," Zoe said, squeezing Maddie back with genuine affection.
Rei was more reserved but accepted the hug nonetheless.
When Maddie reached Dani, Lindsay could see her friend's barely contained excitement, the way she practically vibrated with the thrill of embracing her celebrity crush.
"It’s been great having you aboard," Dani said, her voice slightly breathless with emotion. "All the best, Ms. Raeburn."
"Thank you," Maddie replied, squeezing Dani's hands between both of hers.
Lindsay’s palms were sweating, her heart rate climbing with each passing second and time seemed to slow as Maddie approached. When Maddie's arms came around her, Lindsay had to close her eyes against the wave of emotion that threatened to buckle her knees. Maddie’s hands lowered behind her, and she felt something being pressed into her back pocket. Her breath caught as Maddie's hand lingered there for longer than necessary.
"Now you have my number too," she whispered. "I'll call you. I promise."
She stepped back, and Lindsay gave her a nod, forcing a smile.
"Take care," she managed, then watched her go.
But then, just as Maddie reached the end of the boarding plank—just as Lindsay thought she might make it through this goodbye without giving herself away, a white van screeched to a halt at the marina entrance. The door flew open before the vehicle had even fully stopped moving and a man with a massive camera emerged.
"Maddie! Maddie McDean!" he shouted, raising the camera like a rifle and aiming it directly at her. "How was your vacation? Any comment on the assault charges?"
The transformation in Maddie was instantaneous and heartbreaking. Her stride faltered and her shoulders hunched as if she were trying to make herself smaller. Her hand flew to her sunglasses, pressing them more firmly against her face as if they could provide some protection against the invasion of her privacy.
“Maddie! Over here. Are you planning on pleading guilty?”
Other tourists on the dock who hadn’t recognized her before stopped to stare, some raising their phones to capture the scene.
Lindsay felt fury surge through her, white-hot and primal. Without thinking, she spun toward the nearest storage locker, yanking it open with enough force to make the hinges protest. She grabbed the largest towel she could find and rushed off the Maiden Voyage.
"Lindsay!" Captain Jordan's voice cracked like a whip across the deck. "Stand down!"
Lindsay ignored her, just as she ignored the shocked expressions of her crewmates.
The photographer was still shouting questions. "Maddie! Do you have anything to say to your fans?"
"Hey!" Lindsay called out. "That's enough!"
She reached Maddie in a few quick strides, shaking out the towel as she moved. Without ceremony, she draped it over Maddie's head and shoulders, creating a barrier between her and the lens.
"It's okay," she said firmly, her arm around Maddie's shoulders as she guided her toward the waiting car. "It's all going to be okay."
The photographer tried to circle around them, but Lindsay was faster, keeping herself between him and Maddie. "Back off, asshole."
The driver had already opened the rear door, and she ushered Maddie inside. She was about to step back and close the door when Maddie’s hands reached for her and pulled her halfway into the car.
The hug that followed was desperate, clinging, full of everything they couldn't say with an audience.
"Thank you," she whispered, her voice muffled by the towel. "Thank you for everything."
"Be strong," Lindsay whispered back, her throat tight with emotion. "I’m here for you."
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L indsay sat in the corridor outside the bridge when Zoe emerge with a satisfied grin. The first mate clutched her tip envelope like a winning lottery ticket, nodding at Lindsay as she passed.
"Your turn," she whispered, giving Lindsay’s shoulder a quick squeeze. "Good luck."
Lindsay's stomach churned as she approached the bridge door. Twenty minutes had passed since the marina incident, but her pulse still raced with residual adrenaline. The image of that photographer's invasive lens, the sound of his shouted questions, the way Maddie had practically collapsed into the car—it all played on repeat in her mind.
"Come in,” Captain Jordan said from behind her desk. "Have a seat." She gestured to the chair opposite.
Lindsay lowered herself into the chair, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. She could hear her own heartbeat in her ears, could feel sweat beading along her hairline despite the air conditioning.
"I need to apologize," she began. "I shouldn't have done that. I know I⁠—"
"No," Jordan interrupted. "You shouldn't have done that." She leaned back in her chair, studying Lindsay with those penetrating gray eyes that missed nothing. "The guests stop being our responsibility the moment they leave this vessel. We do not get involved in their personal business, no matter how compelling the circumstances. You know that."
Lindsay stared down at her hands as she had no idea how to reply. Four years of impeccable service, four years of following every protocol to the letter, and she'd thrown it all away in a heartbeat of protective instinct. What had she been thinking? She hadn't been thinking at all—she'd simply reacted, driven by an overwhelming need to protect Maddie.
"I know," she finally whispered. "I just... I wanted to help her."
She forced herself to meet Jordan's gaze, seeing her career—her financial stability, her ability to support Emma and the kids—hanging by a thread. The captain's expression remained unreadable, professional distance masking whatever judgment she was forming.
"Please don't fire me," she begged, desperation creeping into her voice. "I really need this job, Captain. My sister and her kids depend on my support, and I could never make anywhere near what I make here doing anything else. I love this job, I love this crew, I love—" Her voice cracked, tears threatening to spill over. "This yacht is my life. These people are my family. I can't lose this."
"Lindsay." Jordan's voice cut through her rambling plea. "Stop."
Lindsay fell silent, blinking rapidly to keep the tears at bay. Her throat felt raw, constricted with emotion and fear.
"Of course I'm not going to fire you," Jordan said. "You're an exceptional chef, and I appreciate everything you do for our guests and the crew. Your dedication has never been in question."
She paused, her fingers drumming against the desk surface. "However, consider this an official warning. You will never—and I mean never—ignore my direct orders again. Is that understood?"
Lindsay nodded vigorously, a single tear escaping despite her best efforts. She swiped it away quickly, trying to salvage what remained of her composure.
"Understood, Captain. It won't happen again."
Jordan's expression softened, the harsh lines around her eyes easing just a fraction as she reached for an envelope on her desk.
"Ms. Raeburn," she said, "spoke with me earlier before disembarking. She told me you'd gone above and beyond during her stay making her meals in the middle of the night, four nights in a row when you really didn't have to, ensuring she felt comfortable and cared for during what was obviously a difficult time."
Lindsay froze. What else had Maddie told the captain?
"She asked me to apologize to you on her behalf," Jordan continued, sliding the envelope across the desk. "For being a demanding guest. She realizes it wasn't fair to keep you awake when you should have been resting. And she's right—you didn't have to do that."
Lindsay let out a soft sigh of relief. Maddie had covered for her in case someone was onto them. She’d portrayed herself as an entitled, demanding guest just in case Lindsay would be in trouble.
The captain's expression shifted and Lindsay glimpsed something almost maternal in her stern features. "I appreciate how dedicated you are to guest satisfaction, Lindsay. But next time a guest makes what might be considered unreasonable requests, please come to me first. I've noticed you've been tired these past few days, and I understand why now."
Captain Jordan cleared her throat. "Anyway, as a token of her appreciation for the entire crew's discretion and service, Ms. McDean provided a generous gratuity. I think you'll be pleased with your cut."
Lindsay's fingers closed around the envelope, feeling its substantial weight. Given what had just happened, she hadn't expected anything at all. It felt wrong to take money from Maddie, but refusing it would look suspicious, so she shot Jordan a grateful smile. “Thank you, Captain.”
“You deserve it.” Jordan stood, moving toward the door in a clear dismissal. Her hand rested on the handle as she turned back to Lindsay.
"Now go get some sleep," she said, her tone carrying a hint of concern beneath its authoritative surface. "I expect you back here fresh and focused in two days for our next charter."
Lindsay rose, clutching the envelope. "Yes, Captain."
Jordan nodded once, sharp and final. "Take care of yourself. That’s an order."
Heading down to the galley to do a final inspection, Lindsay blew out her cheeks and let her shoulders drop, rolling them a few times as she leaned against the counter. Somehow, she’d gotten away with it. Yes, she’d betrayed the captain’s trust and broken every rule in the book, but she didn’t regret anything. She’d do it all again to feel like she’d felt last night, even for a minute.
She hadn’t exactly been busy, and the galley was already spotless, but protocol still had to be followed, checking that everything was labelled, every knife was properly stored, every spice jar sealed tight, every piece of equipment secured.
Her phone buzzed in her back pocket and her pulse quickened as the screen illuminated with a number she already knew by heart. It was the number written on the piece of paper Maddie had slipped into her pocket.
I hope you didn't get in trouble for doing the sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me. I'm thinking of you, and I miss you already. MX
Lindsay stared at the screen until the words blurred, her thumb hovering over the keyboard as a dozen different responses formed and dissolved in her mind.
I miss you too, she wrote back, then added, I’m okay. Still have my job. Call me if you want to talk. Or don’t call; it’s all good. I know you have bigger things to deal with but I’m here for you.
As she hit send, Lindsay realized she was smiling. Whatever happened next—whether this was the beginning of something impossible or simply the end of something that could never be—she’d always cherish their beautiful memories. And no one would ever know.
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T  he Sunset Café buzzed with its usual energy, but their corner table felt like a private celebration. Lindsay raised her margarita—top-shelf tequila this time—and clinked glasses with her crewmates. The massive seafood platter between them was another indulgence, complete with lobster tails, jumbo shrimp, and fresh oysters that glistened under the patio lights. The tip envelope had left the team giddy, and she played along with forced cheerfulness.
"To Lindsay," Dani announced, "our very own action hero!"
"That’s right. To our resident superhero!" Zoe chimed in, grinning as she held up her wine glass. "Defender of celebrities, protector of the persecuted!"
Rei laughed, shaking her head as she joined the toast. "I still can't believe you actually did that. The look on that photographer's face when you called him an asshole..."
"It was like watching Wonder Woman in chef's whites," Dani added, dissolving into giggles. "I mean, who does that? Who just runs off a yacht and throws a towel over someone's head?"
Lindsay shook her head as she sipped her drink, the premium tequila smoother than her usual order but doing little to cool her embarrassment. "It wasn't that dramatic. Maddie was clearly panicking and I felt sorry for her. Anyone would have done the same thing."
"No," Zoe said firmly, pointing at her with a fork loaded with calamari. "Anyone else would have followed protocol and stayed put like a good little crew member. But not our Lindsay."
"Seriously though," Rei added, cracking open a crab leg, "what on earth made you do that? I've never seen you break a rule, let alone ignore a direct order from Captain Jordan."
Lindsay reached for an oyster, buying herself time to formulate an answer. The briny taste burst across her tongue as she considered her words carefully. "I don't know," she said finally. "I saw her face when that photographer started shouting, and she just looked... terrified. Like a trapped animal. I couldn't just stand there and watch."
"But you could have gotten fired," Dani pressed. "That was a huge risk."
Lindsay shrugged, trying to project a casual indifference she didn't feel. The memory of Jordan's stern lecture still made her stomach clench with residual anxiety. "I wasn’t thinking but I still have my job, and that's what matters. Let's just put it in the past, okay?"
"Put it in the past?" Zoe scoffed. "You’re going down as a Maiden Voyage legend. Years from now, new crew members will hear the story of the chef who⁠—"
"Who completely lost her mind and saved the day with a towel," Rei interrupted with a comical grin.
"That's it!" Dani said so loudly it made the couple at the next table turn around. "No more Stalin references. From now on, you're officially Wonder Woman."
"Don’t be ridiculous." Lindsay reached for a shrimp.
"She’s right," Zoe added. "You’ve got that whole mysterious, strong-and-silent thing going on. Hidden depths we never knew about."
"I don't have hidden depths," Lindsay muttered.
"See? That's exactly what Wonder Woman would say," Rei pointed out. "All modest and humble while secretly being a total badass. Immune to Captain Jordan's death glare and armed with a towel.”
Lindsay rolled her eyes. "Can we please just move on?" Her phone buzzed against the table, the screen lighting up with the number she'd saved as "Urgent Deliveries." She had to force herself not to snatch the phone immediately.
"Sorry, I have to take this," she said, trying to remain calm.
"Noooo! You’re off duty!" Dani protested, waving a shrimp tail at her. "Whatever delivery crisis it is, it's not your problem.”
"Yeah, you're off duty," Rei added, gesturing around the table laden with expensive food. "We're celebrating here. Even superheroes need a night off."
Lindsay picked up her phone and squeezed herself out from behind their table, her phone clutched in her hand. "I'd rather solve a problem now than deal with a disaster later," she called over her shoulder. "I'll just be a minute."
She heard Dani's exaggerated sigh behind her. "I swear, that woman is more dedicated to her job than a nun is to God."
Lindsay picked up and whispered, “hang on,” then made her way around the building to the parking lot, where the noise from the restaurant faded. "Hey. Is that you?”
"Hi," Maddie replied, and Lindsay could hear the smile in her voice. "I hope I'm not interrupting anything?"
"Nothing that can't wait," Lindsay assured her, leaning against a low wall. "Are you back home?"
"Yes, back in my own bed," Maddie said with a soft sigh that carried a world of emotion. "It feels strange after sleeping on the yacht. Everything here is too big and too quiet. I’m a little sad, missing you, but ready to fight."
"That's the spirit." Lindsay smiled from ear to ear. "I never thought..." She trailed off, shaking her head at the impossibility of it all. They'd been texting throughout the day, quick messages that Maddie always answered immediately, and now here they were having an actual phone conversation as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
"You never thought what?"
"I never thought we'd actually be in contact after the charter," Lindsay admitted. "But I'm glad we are. How are you holding up? Really?"
"Better than I expected," Maddie said. "My new lawyer is confident, and we're moving forward with the countersuit. It's going to be messy, but I'm not backing down."
"Good. Don't let him intimidate you."
"I won't.” There was a pause, then Maddie asked, "What are you up to?"
Lindsay glanced back toward the restaurant. "Having drinks with the crew, actually. Celebrating our ridiculously generous tip. Thank you for that, by the way, but I feel⁠—"
"Oh please, don't let me interrupt your night," Maddie interrupted quickly. "I just wanted to hear your voice for a second. I can call you later, or tomorrow⁠—"
"No," Lindsay said firmly, surprising herself with the intensity of her response. "You can interrupt me anytime, okay? Anytime, day or night. I mean that."
“Okay.” Maddie paused. "I wish you were here,” she said. “Is that crazy? I barely know you."
Lindsay closed her eyes, letting the words wash over her. Despite all her rational thoughts about the impossibility of their situation, despite knowing she should probably protect her heart better, she said, "Me too. It's not crazy at all."
Maddie sighed. “So what are we going to do?”
“I don’t know.” Lindsay rubbed her temple. “That’s up to you, Maddie.” It was true. The ball was in Maddie’s court; Lindsay could hardly take center stage in the Maddie show during the long and undoubtedly very public courtroom drama that was about to kick off.
“Can we have a video call tomorrow?” Maddie asked. “Would it be okay if we did that whenever you’re free until we can see each other again?"
Lindsay watched a couple walk hand-in-hand toward the restaurant entrance. She still couldn't quite see how this could work out—their worlds were too different, the obstacles too real—but there was a fragile hope in Maddie's voice that Lindsay couldn't bring herself to crush.
"I'd like that," she said simply.
"Good. I can’t wait. Now go back to your friends before they send out a search party. I'll call you tomorrow night."
Lindsay ended the call and smiled as she stood in the parking lot. Five days ago, her life had been predictable. Now she was planning secret video calls with a global superstar who had completely upended her world. She looked back toward the restaurant, where Dani was probably wondering what "delivery crisis" could possibly take this long to resolve. She'd better get comfortable with lying, because this was only the beginning.





AFTERWORD
I hope you’ve loved reading Midnight Wine as much as I’ve loved writing it. If you’ve enjoyed this book, would you consider rating it and reviewing it? Reviews are very important to authors and I’d be really grateful!
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