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      Fake romantic interest to get a good review on my business? You know it.

      

      It’s finally my chance to take on my father by starting a luxury resort that’s in direct competition with his.

      

      And now my big chance is getting blown. By a vlogger with a great set of legs and a terrible first impression of the place.

      

      But as always, I’m here to save the day. Seduction is my specialty.

      

      Her first time to the island didn’t go so well, but I’m going to wine her and dine her and offer anything she wants—including me.

      

      The saucy little thing has too much power.

      

      Unfortunately, she also has a body I can’t stop thinking about and a personality that’s dragging me under the waves with wants.

      

      Her finding out about my cheap tricks isn’t going to end well.

      

      Faking it only lasts for so long until I realize she’s the one.

      

      That’s about the time she finds me out and I might have to beg.

      

      I’m not losing this woman. She’s mine and she’ll stay with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Introduction

      

        

      
        Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

        Where you at?!?

        Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

      

        

      
        Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

      

        

      
        See you on the inside…
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        Join HERE!
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        To my team. I appreciate you guys more than you know! Thanks for helping me

        think through this one and come up with something that was tricky yet the perfect

        HEA. You’re the best.

      

        

      
        -Weston
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Alex

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the screen of the laptop Perrin Thomas slid in front of me. Perrin was my right-hand man. The guy who helped keep me sane when my world was spinning out of control. He was my VP, assistant, and best friend all in one.

      “This is bullshit,” I hissed as I read through the scathing review posted by some nobody. “Who is this person?”

      She had essentially torn me and my resort to shreds with very little effort. Her writeup about the resort I had spent a year updating and renovating was devastating, untrue, and unfair. I took it from shambles to the best damn resort in Hawaii.

      Lush at Lanai was going to be the top destination. I was intent on showing everyone I could make it on my own. I didn’t need my dad. He was going to see I was just as good as he was. Hell, I was better.

      Perrin sighed and closed the laptop before pulling it back to him. “Her name is Emily Darling,” he answered.

      “What kind of name is that?” I snapped. “Is that even real? She’s hiding behind a fake name?”

      “You’re mad about her name?” he questioned. “That’s what has you pissed?”

      “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” I snapped. “Did you see the same video I just watched? She can’t possibly know anything about my resort. She’s never been here!”

      He nodded. “I did see the video,” he replied calmly. That was his way. Always calm. People said he had a dry sense of humor. It was really dry with very little emotion ever being shown. He took deadpan to a new level.

      “Emily Escapes,” I sneered as I spoke the name of the YouTube account that was throwing a huge wrench into my plans. “What the hell is that shit?”

      “I’ve seen it along with close to half a million other people,” he said. He was stating the obvious. “Her name is cute. She’s cute. People like cute.”

      “I can read,” I said with a scowl. “Who is she?”

      Emily Darling was officially on my radar. I wanted to know every detail of my newest enemy.

      “She is a travel blogger slash vlogger.”

      “What the hell is a vlogger?” I asked. I was beyond frustrated and pissed. This was my chance to show my father I could make it on my own. I was going to prove to him I had the chops to be successful without his help. I could be just as good as him. Hell, I was going to be better at the resort business than he was.

      “A video blog,” he answered dryly. “You know that.”

      “I didn’t know they had an actual name,” I muttered. “Why is she talking shit about my resort? She wasn’t even here! You can tell by the crappy article. She didn’t talk about the dining or the view. She didn’t mention the eighteen-hundred thread count sheets on the beds or the upscale features in every room. She didn’t talk about the pool or the spa. This chick was never at my resort. Take it down. Sue her ass until it’s taken down.”

      “Sue her?” Perrin asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes, for libel or something. She can’t do this. It was a soft opening. I know every single person that was here, and she wasn’t one of them. I only invited actual travel writers, not this.” I waved my hand at the laptop with my lips curled in disgust. “She’s threatening to ruin everything!”

      “I don’t think suing is the right choice,” he said. “She seems to have a flair for the dramatic and suing her would just give her something to talk about.”

      I slapped my hand on the shiny conference table that was adjacent to my office. The admin wing was my idea. It meant my staff could be on the grounds and ready to handle any problem that came up at the resort while still getting their normal duties done. I wanted to be hands-on. “She can’t get away with writing that garbage. I only allowed hand-picked travel writers. Look at every other review. They all loved it. They all wrote wonderful things. She’s doing this on purpose. She’s trying to ruin me!”

      “Does she know you?” Perrin asked.

      I threw up my hands. “How would she know me?”

      “Is that a serious question?” he asked sarcastically. “Are you sure you haven’t stood her up or promised to call her after a wild night and never did?”

      “I swear, I don’t know an Emily,” I snapped. “She’s lying. She was never here. Get the legal team on the phone. I want to demand she takes down this review. It isn’t true. She’s going to ruin our launch.”

      He cleared his throat and reached for the small remote that controlled the big screen on the wall. “Before you get too far down this road, you need to see this.”

      He turned on the TV. A security video came up. “What’s this?”

      “Watch,” he said.

      The camera was focused on the front desk. A young woman was attempting to check in. The hand gestures said it all. I could almost hear a shrill voice without any sound on at all.

      “Oh shit,” I muttered when I realized it was her. “Is that security?” I asked as a man wearing all black approached her. The look on her face said it all.

      “Yep.”

      “Turn on the sound,” I said as we watched what was apparently a woman creating a scene.

      He pushed a button, and the room was suddenly filled with shrieking. Another security guard showed up. He picked up her suitcase as the other one attempted to escort her out of the hotel lobby. “Don’t touch my bag!” she shouted and used the oversize purse she was carrying to slap at him.

      “Oh god,” I groaned as I watched the scene unfold.

      “I was invited!” she shouted.

      The other guests were watching the drama play out. I tried to avert my eyes, but I couldn’t look away. It was like watching a train wreck. I was only glad there were only a handful of people at the resort to witness the drama.

      “Why did she show up?” I asked as I watched her practically carried out the door by my security. “How did she even know we were doing a soft opening?”

      “She says she was invited,” he said and rewound the video. He zoomed up on the phone she had placed on the desk.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      I got to my feet and actually walked up to the screen to get a better view of what was on the phone. Perrin zoomed up just a bit more before the image started to blur. The quality of the video was stunning. I paid a small fortune for the security at the resort. Seeing the images made it all worth it.

      “That would be one of the invitations that was sent out to the bloggers and journalists,” he said.

      I knew that, but I was hoping he would tell me something else. “Why does she have that?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “If she had an invitation, why wasn’t she given a room?”

      “According to reception, she didn’t have a reservation,” he explained.

      I turned to look at him. I could hear the irritation in his voice. It was a tone I had become familiar with in the last few months. “Elliot?” I asked.

      He slowly nodded. “That’s my guess. He was in charge of sending out the invitations and reserving the rooms based on RSVPs.”

      “Maybe the little Darling didn’t RSVP,” I reasoned. “She threw a fit and blasted me on the internet for nothing. It was probably her own damn fault. I gave Elliot a list of who I wanted invited. I know for damn sure she wasn’t on it.”

      “Alex, you know it was him. This is why nepotism doesn’t work.”

      “He’s not my relative,” I told him.

      “Basically.”

      I sat back down. “He’s not related to me. He’s the grandson of an old family friend. We share no blood.”

      “He was in charge of sending out those invites,” he said again.

      I shook my head and rubbed my temples. The kid was driving me crazy. His grandfather thought I could show the kid how to be a successful businessman. I didn’t think the best teacher in the world could teach the kid much of anything. He had been making mistakes since the first day he came to work for me. I couldn’t fire him because of the promise I made, but damn if the kid wasn’t pushing me to my limit.

      I pushed away from the table and got up. I jerked open the conference room door. “Elliot!” I shouted.

      He popped his head out of the employee lounge. “Yes?”

      “Conference room now,” I growled.

      He gulped and nodded. “Okay.”

      I sat back down and waited. When Elliot came into the conference room, he was sweating like a pig. “Yes, sir?”

      “Sit,” I ordered. “Do you know who Emily Darling is?”

      “I’ve watched her YouTube channel,” he said.

      “Have you seen the review she left for the resort?” I questioned.

      He winced and nodded. “I did. It’s going viral.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Did you invite her to the soft opening?”

      He cleared his throat, and I had my answer. “I might have accidentally done so,” he said in a small voice.

      “How do you accidentally invite someone?” I snapped.

      “I, uh, well, I was emailing her to tell her how much I liked her channel. She has a blog too and it is so fun. She’s—”

      “Focus, Elliot!”

      “Oh, yeah, I emailed her a few times, and her address might have slipped into my business contact list because she is a travel writer.”

      “You sent her an invitation,” I said with a sigh.

      “Maybe.”

      I shook my head. “Look, Elliot,” I started and did my very best to remain calm. “You can ogle all the hot redheads you want on your own time, but don’t do it on mine. Do not use the laptop I issued you for work to send messages to your fantasy women. Do it at home on your own computer. You’ve made one hell of a mess with this. A mess I have to fix!”

      “Sorry, sir,” he mumbled and rushed out of the conference room.

      I sat tapping my fingers on the table for several seconds. Something didn’t feel right. “I know every travel writer,” I said aloud. “I’ve never heard of this one.”

      “There are hundreds out there,” Perrin said. “You don’t know them all.”

      “But I know more than the average person. Why did this nobody go viral?”

      I reached for the laptop and opened it. I quickly did a search for travel news. I sucked in a breath when I saw my father’s image on almost every thumbnail. “I fucking knew it!”

      “What?” Perrin asked and pulled the laptop toward him. “What am I looking at? Your dad’s new resort is having a grand reopening. We knew that.”

      I shook my head. “Little Emily Darling didn’t go viral on her own. She had help. I have no doubt in my mind Mike Grimes is behind this. That little fucker is a PR machine. He’s purposely sabotaging my resort because it is too much competition for my father!”

      “I didn’t realize your dad’s place was doing a reopening the same week we opened,” he said as he scrolled through the articles.

      “I can guarantee you that’s intentional. He’s been sitting on this for weeks. He purposely did this to try and kill my opening.”

      “You guys have some serious family drama,” he said. “That’s pretty fucked up.”

      “You think?” I spat. “I know Mike did this. He’s making sure that stupid review stays in circulation to kill my business and bolster my dad’s.”

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You have to do something, Alex. This will ruin us. We’re going to open the doors to crickets.”

      “I won’t resort to sabotage,” I said. “That’s his game. That’s a sign of weakness. I know we have something good here.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting sabotage.”

      “I’ll start with the video,” I said. “I fight back by overwhelming the internet with positive reviews.”

      “There are already some great reviews from the real journalists,” he said.

      I nodded. “I know, but her stupid video is so much flashier. I have to get it down.”

      “I don’t even want to know what you have planned. Just don’t do anything illegal.”

      I smiled as I got up. “Never,” I said with a wink and headed for my office.
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Emily

        

      

    

    
      I felt like a megastar. “This is so awesome!”

      Abbie, my best friend and coworker, laughed. “You kicked ass.”

      “Check out those numbers. This is better than I have ever done! Ever. This even beats that trip to the Grand Canyon when that guy almost died.”

      “He didn’t almost die,” she said with a sigh.

      “But he could have, and I got it all on video,” I reminded her.

      She rolled her eyes. “I think you are the luckiest person when it comes to being in the wrong place at the right time.”

      I laughed. “Getting screwed over at the Lush at Lanai resort is turning out to be the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “I would say so,” she said.

      “Did you do it on purpose?” I asked.

      “What?” she gasped.

      “Did you even make the reservation?” I questioned. “I’m not mad. I mean look at the metrics, it’s working well, but you could have warned me.”

      She frowned and pulled up the email invite. She tapped on the screen. “This is the invite from Alexander Dekker himself. He’s the owner. I responded to the invitation and let him know you would be happy to accept a complimentary stay in exchange for an honest review.” She pulled up the sent messages. “See?”

      I read her response. “Then he deserved what he got. Not that I ever doubted you.” I said the words, but in my head, I was flipping through the catalog of mistakes she had made. The woman was the epitome of a jinx. She could screw something up without trying at all.

      “Liar.” She laughed. “It’s okay. I get it, but this time, I did not screw up. They did.”

      I scooted back to my own laptop. We were set up in the spare bedroom in our apartment that acted as our home office. Some people thought we were crazy to live and work together, but it was the only way we could afford to live in Manhattan. The blogging business wasn’t exactly a boon for people like me. I was still struggling to make it big. This little episode was sure to help get me one step closer to actually making a decent living.

      “I’ve got an email from a communications director of a new amusement park opening up north,” I said as I read the email.

      “I’ve got three new requests to sponsor you!” she exclaimed. “Three! In one week! That never happens. We’re always the one begging for sponsorship and now you’ve got people asking to give you money.”

      I couldn’t stop smiling. “This is awesome. I can’t believe the publicity that one post got. I should be negative more often.”

      She shook her head. “Then you’re going to get a bad reputation, and no one is going to invite you to their places. You’ll be signing your own firing from the internet world.”

      “True, but I think I have to take it up a notch,” I told her. “I was really pissed in that video. People seemed to like the drama.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No one would ever mistake you for not being dramatic.”

      “Hey,” I protested. “It works.”

      “Let’s talk about the sponsors,” she said. “The first one is an umbrella maker.”

      I shrugged. “I use umbrellas.”

      “Okay, I’ll put that in the maybe pile. They don’t seem to be offering much except a few umbrellas.”

      “Next,” I said.

      “Oh, this one is promising,” she said. “It’s a clothing line. Cute dresses. They are offering a little more in the way of sponsoring trips, but only in southern California.”

      “A girl can always use more dresses,” I said. “I get to keep them?”

      “Of course.”

      I nodded. “I like it. And what’s the next one?”

      Before she could tell me what it was, the cell phone that was dedicated to the business rang. I glanced over at the screen to see what the caller ID said.

      “Uh oh,” Abbie said.

      “Lush at Lanai,” I read aloud. “That can’t be good.”

      “Or it could be good.”

      “Answer it,” I hissed.

      “Emily Escapes,” she answered in a sing-song voice. Her eyes widened. “Yes, you have the right number. Emily Darling is the vlogger.”

      I gestured for her to put it on speaker. I had a feeling I was about to get my ass chewed. No one liked negative reviews. This was definitely the most negative review I had ever written or done. I usually tried to sandwich my complaints with positive aspects of a place I was reviewing. That was simply not possible with this place, mostly because I never got to see it.

      She put the phone on the table we used as a shared desk.

      “I wanted to personally apologize for the mix-up that occurred when Miss Darling showed up at the resort,” a man said. “I assure you this is not how we run our business.”

      I rolled my eyes. It was pretty clear some lackey was reading from a script. That pissed me off. I didn’t even warrant a real apology?

      “Mix-up?” I snapped. “I couldn’t find accommodations on Lanai and had to go back to the main island. I was up for almost twenty-four hours because of your little mix-up. You’re very lucky I don’t sue you!”

      I heard what almost sounded like a scuffle.

      “Miss, I’d like to personally apologize for the mistake that was made during the soft opening of my resort,” a different man said. The voice was deep and masculine with just a touch of a whiskey tone. It actually sent a shiver down my spine.

      “Your resort?” I asked in a saucy tone.

      “My name is Alexander Dekker,” he replied. “I’m the owner of Lush at Lanai.”

      Abbie and I exchanged a look of surprise. I almost regretted threatening to sue. “I’m Emily Darling,” I said with haughtiness. “We never met because I was thrown off your property by two very rude security guards.”

      “I’d like to personally invite you back to the resort,” he said, ignoring my comment about the security guards as deftly as a seasoned politician.

      “I was invited the first time.”

      Abbie slapped my arm and gave me a warning look. I shrugged. I wasn’t about to let the guy get off so easy. He really screwed up my week. I had to use my own credit card to pay for a hotel stay.

      “I can send an airline ticket, first class, and you will be shown just how great the resort is,” he said. Once again, he ignored my comment. “You’ll be given an all-access pass to the resort. You’ll get the chance to see and experience the resort in its entirety. All I ask is that you do another review based on your experience. Is that agreeable to you?”

      I was practically panting. His voice was sexy as hell. I could imagine him reading me a bedtime story. The kind of bedtime story that made a person blush just a little. Abbie was looking at me with her brows raised.

      It wasn’t like I could say no to that voice. I didn’t know if the guy was thirty or sixty. His voice was throwing me off my game. It disarmed me. “It is,” I heard myself say.

      “I’ll have my assistant verify the email,” he said.

      The other voice came on and I felt let down. I wanted to hear him talk more. Abbie took over the call and confirmed the email. When she ended the call, she looked at me with a smile.

      “Well,” she said.

      I burst into laughter. “Oh my god!” I squealed. I felt like we were back in the eighth grade and I just got asked to the roller rink by my crush.

      “Are you really going to go?” she asked. “You said you hated the place.”

      “Uh, duh, did you hear that voice? I was hypnotized. I couldn’t say no.”

      “He’s probably some dirty old man.”

      I typed his name into my search bar. My mouth dropped open. “Oh, hell no,” I breathed.

      “What?”

      She grabbed my laptop and dragged it across the table. “That’s him?” she asked.

      “That’s what the picture says,” I said and flapped my hands in front of my face. I dragged the laptop back and stared at the image of him in a tux.

      It was some charity event he attended. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and gorgeous. Dark hair cut in a very simple, yet sexy as sin style. The green eyes were what got me. If I was standing, I would have been weak in the knees.

      He had a chiseled jawline, and judging by the way the tux fit him, he was in damn good shape. I was guessing he was about six foot, maybe a little more.

      “How old is that picture?” she asked. “He might not look like that anymore.”

      I clicked on the image and pulled up the article. “Nope, it was three months ago.”

      “Wow,” she said with a shake of her head. “That man should be illegal.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I bet he has a stable full of models, one for every night of the week.”

      A ding from her computer interrupted the conversation. “Wow,” she said. “He just sent the ticket. First class.”

      “When?” I asked. “I need to do some shopping. I’m not going back there without looking bomb. I need to schedule an appointment at the salon.”

      “Two weeks, but why are you getting gussied up?”

      I winked. “Because maybe I’ll bag me a billionaire while I’m there.”

      She laughed. “Knowing your luck, you’ll fall in a volcano.”

      “Very funny. I’m going back!”

      “Do you think it’s going to be better?” she asked.

      “Uh, duh,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t think this guy knows how to fail. He’s going to make sure I am given the VIP treatment.”

      “What about the post?” she asked.

      “What about it?”

      “Are you going to leave it up?”

      I snorted. “Yep. No matter what he says now, I still had one of the worst experiences ever. We’ll see if he can make up for it. If he can’t, then I’ll write a follow-up post detailing my experience. I’ll be fair and only report what I see and experience.”

      “He’s going to be following you around, kissing your ass, and treating you like a queen.”

      I shrugged. “That works for me. I like being pampered.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “Hey,” I protested.

      “All right, let’s get this sponsorship figured out. When is the amusement park wanting you? We need to get your schedule figured out. You leave in two weeks.”

      “How long?” I asked her.

      “How long are you staying there?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Is this going to be a weekend thing?”

      “Um, it looks like a week,” she said. “But there isn’t a return date on the ticket.”

      “Just in case he decides to kick me out early,” I said with a laugh.

      I turned back to my laptop with his face still staring back at me. I couldn’t resist flipping through the other pictures of him. He was wealthy. He was handsome. He came from money and had all the connections a man could want. Part of me hated him on principle. He was everything I wasn’t.

      I didn’t come from money, but I did appreciate everything money could buy. I had gotten a taste of the rich and luxurious lifestyle at a young age and I was hooked. My job as vlogger was going to get me everything I wanted. I was only twenty-two and was already getting a foothold in the world of blogging. I was going to have my own show on cable TV one day.
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Alex

        

      

    

    
      I strolled through the lobby, noting every detail. Everything was perfect. It was exactly what I wanted. Except we weren’t booked to capacity. We had officially opened for business, and while the guests seemed happy, I was expecting more. I was blaming the Darling chick. That stupid video was still up, and it was still gaining more views. I really thought she would take it down knowing that she was coming back.

      In fact, she was due at the resort in an hour, assuming there weren’t any delays. I had checked her room, a suite of course. She was going to get the VIP treatment. She would not be able to say a damn thing negative. Once she posted her actual review, I was hoping the bookings would pick up.

      I checked with the front desk to see where the limo was. Yes, I was having her picked up from the ferry port in a limo. She was going to be so damn impressed she was going to pull that video down and apologize for being so quick to judge.

      “The driver just radioed,” the front desk clerk told me.

      “Thank you.”

      I walked out to the covered entrance with porters waiting to greet any new arrivals. A nice breeze floated over me. I couldn’t quite bring myself to wear the typical floral shirts. I wasn’t wearing a three-piece suit, but I was keeping it casual with a polo and slacks.

      I saw the limo come up the driveway and took a deep breath. This was the moment I met what I was considering my nemesis. I wanted to see the woman who tried to destroy everything I worked for.

      A porter opened the back door of the limo. The two women wearing the typical hula skirts and bikini tops were at the ready to lei every guest, but they were directed to give her a little extra attention.

      The woman climbed out of the back of the limo. She was much shorter than I expected and a hell of a lot more attractive.

      She was wearing a pair of cute, short, dress shorts with a flirty top that exposed her shoulders but covered her upper arms in a gauzy white fabric. Her long coppery hair was pulled up and piled on top of her head. She wore huge black glasses that covered half her face and made her lush red lips more prominent. She looked like a movie star and her pouty, expression added to that idea.

      I pasted on my best smile. “Hello,” I greeted.

      Her head whipped around. “Hello,” she said, sounding very irritated.

      “I’m Alexander Dekker, but everyone calls me Alex,” I said and extended a hand.

      She didn’t take it. She pushed her sunglasses up and looked at me with light brown eyes framed with thick black lashes. “I’m Emily Darling, but I suppose you know that.”

      “It’s nice to meet you in person.”

      “The limo was a nice touch after that choppy ferry ride.”

      I kept my smile in place. She was snarky. One of the women stepped forward and placed a lei around her neck. She frowned. “Thanks,” she muttered.

      I didn’t like her. She was rude and seemed determined to be angry at everything. “Why don’t we get you checked in?” I said and turned to walk back into the lobby. The doorman quickly opened the door for us. I strode across the lobby that was clean, bright, and had that typical tropical scent.

      “Miss Darling is here,” I said with a fake smile.

      She came to stand beside me at the check-in counter. “I hope I actually have a room this time,” she muttered.

      The young woman checking her in flashed me a look. I gave a slight shake of my head, telling her to ignore the bullshit and keep smiling. “I’ll give you a tour before I show you to your room. The porter will take your bags.”

      “I’d rather just check in,” she said. “It’s been a long flight and that ride over was rough.”

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from saying anything rude. She had to be the most obnoxious person on the planet. How could you be in paradise and be pissed? I nodded. “Sounds good,” I said. “I’ll show you to your room.”

      I was going to take her the long way to her room. I wanted to make sure I highlighted some of the features of the resort. I wasn’t sure she would seek them out on her own. She looked to be pretty pissed about life in general.

      With her room key in hand, I led her away from the lobby. “This is our spa,” I said as we walked past the double doors that led to a spa that was worthy of any five-star resort. I had planned to take her inside and give her a tour, but I could see she wasn’t interested. “Your room will have a brochure with the available treatments.”

      “Okay,” she said with no interest.

      We passed through a sitting area decked out with beautiful, healthy foliage. The sound of the waterfall made it feel like you were in a tropical paradise, which we were, but she didn’t seem to get the memo.

      “The infinity pool is to your left and the gym is to the right,” I pointed out. She was walking fast. I guessed her to be about five-five, but she was walking like she had the legs of a seven-foot man. I had to keep up.

      “Nice,” she muttered.

      “Our outdoor dining area is just over there.” I pointed to the covered patio that overlooked the beach. “We have three restaurants in total on the grounds.”

      “Good, I like variety,” she said.

      “Over here—”

      “You know, I think I can find my room on my own,” she said. “You are clearly set on giving me a tour. I’d like to change and cleanup sometime today.”

      I silently counted to three to keep from pushing her in the greenery that lined the paths that weaved around the grounds. “This way,” I said in a tight voice and veered to the right. Her suite faced the ocean. She was getting a prime room and I was certain she didn’t deserve it. She was only going to complain.

      “Thank you,” she snapped.

      I led her to her door, opened it, and stepped inside. The curtains were opened, giving her the million-dollar view of the ocean. Housekeeping had left two of the windows open to allow for a nice breeze. I scanned the room and found everything to be immaculate.

      “Your bedroom is through here,” I said. “You have an assortment of pillows to choose from based on your preference. The bathroom is stocked with an exclusive line of toiletries. There is a turndown service along with around the clock room service. You also have—”

      “Can I just stop you right there?” she said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I have stayed in a few dozen hotel rooms,” she said dryly. “I can figure out the basics. In fact, I prefer to unveil the perks myself while I’m live. It makes it more authentic for my viewers.”

      I walked out of the bedroom and into the sitting area. A bottle of champagne in a basket awaited her, along with a variety of cheeses made fresh on the island. I snatched the bottle and carried it to the dining table.

      I pasted on the biggest, fake smile that was all teeth and looked at her. “Complimentary champagne,” I said. “You look like you could use a drink. There’s also a stocked minibar. Unless you think you need something different. You can always call room service and they’ll bring you whatever you want.”

      “Actually, I do like champagne,” she said.

      It was the first positive thing she’d said. “I’ll have a bucket of ice sent up.”

      She reached for the bottle. “I don’t need ice.”

      I pulled the bottle back. I wasn’t ready to relinquish it just yet. “It’s not a problem.”

      “Just give me the bottle,” she snapped and tried to jerk it from my hands.

      I was barely holding my temper in check. “Are you sure you don’t want something else, beer maybe?”

      She shot me a glare and reached for the bottle again. Her hand closed over mine. I felt like I’d been zapped. My eyes met hers. Judging by the shock I saw there, she felt the same. Her cheeks turned a pretty pink under her makeup. I let go of the bottle. “Enjoy the champagne and I hope you enjoy your stay.”

      “Uh, thanks,” she murmured.

      I walked out of the room. The moment I was out, I released a long breath. That was intense.

      I didn’t like the woman, but she was undeniably attractive. Her personality sucked but she was pretty. I knew she was attracted to me as well. I saw it in the blush. I felt it when she touched me. I didn’t miss the sharp intake of breath when she touched me.

      An idea formed as I started on my way back to the admin offices. I knew how I could get her to leave me a good review. I used the code to enter the admin offices and headed for my office. I caught a glimpse of Elliot doing god only knew what on the computer. Perrin was on my heels the moment he saw me pass his office.

      “Well?” he asked.

      I sat down at my desk and grinned. “Well, she is probably the most difficult person I have ever met. She hates me and the resort.”

      He groaned and sat down. “Why are you grinning like an idiot?”

      “Because I have a plan.”

      “A plan to do what?”

      “I know how I can get her to give us a positive review,” I said.

      “Money?”

      “Close. Me.”

      “You?” he questioned.

      “She’s attracted to me,” I said. “She hates me, and I can’t say I’m fond of her, but I think I can get her to like me. I’ll treat her like she’s my date. She’ll have the best of everything. I’ll take her to all the tourist attractions on the island and the places that are a little less known. She’ll fall for me and won’t be able to write a shitty review.”

      He was staring at me. “You plan to seduce her?”

      “Not seduce but make her like me.”

      “That’s seduction,” he said. “It’s very unethical. Do you really want a review you had to work that hard to get?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Look, this chick is never going to give us a positive review,” I told him. “She is a spoiled, entitled brat. She acted like I was a bother. I don’t plan on seducing her into bed. I’m just going to do a little flirting. I need to disarm her. She’s come in here with a giant chip on her shoulder. I’m not going to let her screw this up.”

      “You plan on fucking your way to a good review?” he quipped.

      “I think that’s whoring, and I’m not doing that. I’m just going to change her opinion about me. Right now, she would give me a negative review just because she thinks I’m a dick. I need to show her a good time. Right now, she’s determined to hate the place and me. I need to change her opinion.”

      “You are going down a dangerous road. I want no part of it. Do not come crying to me when she destroys you.”

      I smirked. “She isn’t going to destroy me. Just sit back and watch.”
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      “Good god,” I exclaimed and rushed back into the bedroom. “I have to pee!”

      I was undoing my shorts while I ran. I’d been holding it since we touched down. I had to rush to get the shuttle to take me to the ferry. Then from the ferry, it was into the limo. And then he wanted to give me the grand tour.

      To take a page out of my grandpa’s book, my back teeth were floating.

      I hated that I had to rush him out of the room. He was handsome as hell. He was flirty and willing to spend extra time with me. I hoped he would give me another chance. I wanted to see what those sparks were all about.

      There was no denying they were there. I would have asked him to share a glass of champagne with me, but I had to pee like a racehorse, and telling him that would have been way too embarrassing.

      “But you’re still a jerk,” I murmured as I washed up. I changed out of my traveling clothes and into a cute tennis skirt and polo shirt. I slipped on my wedges and touched up my makeup. I had to do a video for the vlog and needed to look camera-ready.

      I walked around the room and checked out the view. It was gorgeous. I remembered the champagne and went back to the little table to check out the label. I was expecting some cheap bottle like so many other hotels offered. “Damn,” I said when I realized it was a very expensive bottle.

      He was definitely making some progress at convincing me he wasn’t a total asshole. He still had a ways to go, but I was softening toward him and his resort. Before I got started on the vlog, I needed to check in with Abbie.

      I grabbed my phone and walked out to sit on my private patio. “Wow. Nice.” I settled into one of the most comfortable lounge chairs I had ever sat on and called Abbie.

      “Please tell me they didn’t kick you out again,” she answered.

      I laughed. “No. I got five-star service. I was greeted personally by the owner, which hello? He’s so much hotter in person than on the internet.”

      “Thank god. How is it?”

      “I just got here and haven’t had time to look around, but it’s strange. The owner gives me some weird vibes.”

      “Weird vibes?” she questioned. “Like he’s a creepy creeper?”

      “No, I don’t know. He was attentive and I got the feeling he wanted to hang out with me a lot longer.”

      “That’s nice,” she said. “He’s probably trying to impress you after the debacle.”

      “He told me to call him Alex,” I said with a smile as I stared out at my view.

      “You sound like you’re a little gaga for him. Be careful. He’s kissing your ass.”

      I let out a long yawn. “I need a nap. That was one hell of a long trip.”

      “I’m tired too,” she said. “I’m going to bed early. What time is it there?”

      “Afternoon,” I yawned again. “It’s the perfect time for a little catnap and I’m sitting in one of the most comfortable loungers I’ve ever been in.”

      “That’s worth noting,” she said.

      “I know. I will. I need to get up and make a video before I unpack and make a mess of things.”

      “Good luck and check in with me tomorrow—my time,” she said with a laugh.

      I ended the call and closed my eyes for just a minute. I could seriously spend all day in the chair. I knew all I had to do was call room service and I could have drinks and food delivered. I would not have to get up.

      I let out a sigh. I did have to get up. I had to do the vlog. I was here to work, even if my work was all about enjoying one of the best tropical resorts in the world. I had the best job on the planet. But to keep that job, I had to keep it fresh.

      I managed to extract myself from the chair, promising myself I would return for a good lounge later. I walked around the room and took in the tasteful decorations that were elegant but not over the top. Once I did a quick onceover, I grabbed my phone and stabilizer. I took one last look in the mirror and started recording.

      “Guys, this place is lux, like I feel like a princess!” I exclaimed. “I’m in a suite with my own private patio with the absolute most comfy loungers this sweet ass has ever sat on. But before I take you out there, let me show you around this place. First, you have to check out these accomodations.” I started the tour showing every detail of the living space, right down to the minibar that put other minibars to shame.

      “Cheese, guys!” I squealed. “Have you ever seen so much cheese? It’s the good stuff.”

      I walked into the bedroom. “How many suites have full walk-in closets?” I teased. “Seriously, I’ve been in hotel rooms that are smaller than this closet.”

      I walked in and gave them a good shot before showcasing the bed. “I haven’t got to sleep in this yet,” I said and pulled back the fluffy baby blue down comforter. I ran my hands over the sheets. “These are going to feel so good. After a long day in the sun with sand grating your skin, I know these sheets are going to feel like heaven.”

      I gave them the full review of the room before ending the video. I would need to sit down and edit it but first I needed a drink. I opened the minibar and grabbed a bottle of seltzer. I was about to sit down with my laptop to do a little writing while things were fresh in my mind.

      The suite tablet docked above the minibar lit up with a soft chime ringing out.

      That was different. I got up to answer the video chat. “Hello?” I answered.

      The face of a young man with long black hair and big dark brown eyes filled the screen. “Hello, I’m Hilo, the concierge, I’d like to invite you to have dinner with Alexander Dekker. He’d like you to join him in our premier restaurant.”

      I was just a little offended he’d delegated the invite to one of his employees. I smiled at the man. “Thank you, but I’m going to have to decline. It’s been a very long day. I think I’m going to order room service and enjoy an early night.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I understand,” he said with a friendly smile. “Have a good evening.”

      “Thank you.”

      I put the tablet back on the docking station. I didn’t have the mental wherewithal to spend time with the hunky Alex. He was great to look at but I felt like I needed to keep my guard up around him. Like Abbie said, he was trying to butter me up. I wasn’t so easy. I was still not happy with the way I was treated.

      I really was exhausted. It wasn’t an excuse. I did want to try the restaurant dinner at least once, but not tonight. I was wiped out. I had barely sat down when the damn thing started chiming again. I sighed and got back up.

      This time, it was Alex’s face that greeted me. “Yes?” I answered.

      “I wanted to personally invite you to have dinner with me,” he said. “The restaurant has the best food. You will not regret the decision. Not to mention, you’ll have the best company on the island.” He added the last with a sexy little smile that would have normally made me blush, but I was too damn tired.

      I didn’t appreciate his pushiness. I didn’t like the whole alpha thing. But I knew his type. If I didn’t agree to go to dinner, he’d show up at my door. No matter how many times and how many ways I said no, he was going to make me hang out with him.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “I’ll have dinner with you.”

      He flashed a sexy grin. “I’ll meet you at the restaurant at seven, unless you’d like me to pick you up.”

      “No,” I quickly said. I didn’t want him thinking this was a date. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “The restaurant is formal attire,” he said. “If you don’t have anything, we do have a boutique on site.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” I snapped. “I know how to pack.”

      He laughed. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      I ended the call and moved to sit down once again. I was giving myself a few minutes to chill before I had to go shower and figure out what I was going to wear. I’d brought three different dresses. I did this for a living. He was acting like I was a country bumpkin that didn’t know any better. I would show him just how classy and refined I could be.

      I was so looking forward to a nap, but I had to unpack and make sure my gowns weren’t wrinkled. I had to do my hair and makeup. I groaned. I looked over at the espresso machine on the counter. Yes, an actual espresso machine. I was running on empty. I needed the boost of caffeine.

      I made myself a strong cup before heading into the luxurious bathroom. The soaking tub beckoned to me. I deserved a little soak before I had to spend the next couple of hours with that man. I started filling the tub, dumping in the mint bubble bath. I slammed down the rest of the espresso.

      I sank into the bubbles and let the hot water wash over my aching muscles. Traveling was exhausting. It made no sense, but it just seemed to take forever to get where you were going. It wasn’t like I was walking across the country, but it felt like it.

      After a leisurely bath, I pulled on one of the fluffy robes and meandered back to the room. I stared at the dress choices. The little black cocktail dress wasn’t formal enough. That left the blue gown that I loved, but I wasn’t sure I was feeling it. My eyes settled on the white and silver gown.

      That’s the one.

      I started to get ready. Now that I’d had the jolt of caffeine, I was ready for a glass of wine. That was probably the last thing I needed. I would just watch my intake when I was with him. I couldn’t let myself get tipsy with a man that sexy. That could be very dangerous.

      I spent some time getting ready. I didn’t think he thought much of me. A lot of people looked at me and made assumptions. I was twenty-two and a little airheaded. I could admit I played it up a little. I liked people to underestimate me. I loved to prove people wrong.

      Tonight, I was going to play coy. I knew Alex was going to kiss ass and try to work me. He wanted a good review. I wasn’t going to give him a good review because he gave me a suite and an hour or two of his time. I wasn’t bought so easily.

      He was going to have to work for it.
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      One thing I hated was tardiness. I couldn’t stand when people were late. It was rude and disrespectful. If you had an appointment, you kept it. It was just another thing about her that irked me.

      I found her to be an obnoxious woman and I didn’t even know her. To sit through dinner with her was going to take some serious patience. I took another drink of my whiskey. I checked my watch. She was ten minutes late. She may as well be an hour late.

      The woman had very few redeeming qualities. She was attractive, but that was about the only positive thing I could think of. I had asked to see a menu while I waited. I studied the menu and cringed when I saw a few of the chef’s choices. I wanted upscale. Crab cakes were a little basic. I was going to have a conversation with the chef.

      I made a few more mental notes and almost forgot I was pissed about her tardiness. I felt someone looking at me. I looked up from the menu and was stunned to see her coming toward the table. She took my breath away. It took me a second to remember my manners. I got to my feet as the host pulled out her chair.

      She was stunning. The dress had a low V in the front that flashed a hint of cleavage but not too much. The silver top hugged her waist before flowing into the white gauzy skirt. She looked like a goddess. Her coppery hair was left loose and hanging around her shoulders. It was thick with natural waves. I didn’t know if she did it on purpose, but she had that “just rolled out of bed” look.

      Rolled out of bed after a wild night of hot sex.

      I cleared my throat. “Good evening,” I said.

      “I was so close to not showing at all,” she said. “I’m exhausted and a normal person would understand that flying to Hawaii from New York is a full day. I was craving a nap.”

      She was pretty, but damn, her attitude put a real damper on things. “Thanks for showing up,” I said as she sat down. “I was considering cancelling the reservation.”

      “I’m here. The food better be good.”

      I scoffed. “As if it wouldn’t be.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” she said and pulled her phone from her purse. She took a picture of the menu and then the dining room.

      “What are you doing?” I asked her with disgust. I found it crass to be snapping pictures in a restaurant of this caliber. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to take a selfie.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Why am I here?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Why am I here? Why did you put me on a plane and bring me here?”

      “You’re a travel writer, right?”

      She nodded and took another picture of the dining room. “I am and it is my job to report on what I see. People are very visual. I can’t just describe it. I need to show them.”

      “I can bring you in when there aren’t any guests,” I said in a low voice. I noticed people looking. My guests were not the type that appreciated having their pictures taken. Some were celebrities. Some were politicians, and sadly, quite a few were not exactly faithful.

      “Fine, I’ll stop, but if you don’t want me to take pictures, I can’t promise I’ll be able to provide a complete story.”

      “You can take pictures when the dining room is clear. I would like you to respect their privacy.”

      She rolled her eyes again. “Fine. Am I allowed to have some wine or is that off limits?”

      I forced a tight smile. “Red or white?”

      “White, please.”

      I summoned the waiter over and ordered her a glass of the best in the house. She picked up her menu and started to scan it. “The surf and turf is the best you will ever have,” I told her. “If you’d like something a little lighter, the grilled tuna is also very good.”

      She was ignoring me. “I think I’d like to try the risotto as my appetizer.”

      I had to bite my tongue. “I could ask the chef to make us a sampler plate. Then you can sample everything.”

      “No thank you.”

      She was purposely being difficult. I didn’t know why. How could one person be so negative?

      The waiter returned. I listened and felt actual pain as she ordered a salad with no onions and the dressing on the side with no meat. She ordered the grilled fish with no shrimp or other seafood on the plate. It was the longest ordering process ever.

      The waiter looked at me with a tight smile. “And you, sir?”

      “The surf and turf,” I said. “Nothing special. Just like the chef created it please. I’d also like a sampler plate.”

      “Would you like me to ask the chef to prepare you a sample of the other menu items?” he asked nervously.

      I shook my head. “Not tonight.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      She smelled the wine and then sipped it. I watched as she drank it. “Not bad,” she said.

      I wanted to scream. Not bad? That was about the dumbest thing I ever heard. It was fucking amazing and she knew it. “Do you drink a lot of wine?” I asked.

      “Are you asking me if I’m a lush?” she quipped.

      “No, I’m asking if you’re a wine aficionado.”

      “Not really,” she answered. “I suppose you are?”

      “I wouldn’t say I was an expert, but I did have a hand in choosing every wine we offer on the menu. I also hand-picked the chef. I’m not ashamed to admit I poached him from a restaurant in Paris.”

      “Does he only cook French-inspired cuisine?”

      “No,” I said tightly. “He was actually born and raised in Maui. He is familiar with Polynesian cuisine.”

      “Hmm,” she said before taking another sip.

      Things fell silent. The tension was so thick I didn’t think the steak knife on the table could cut through it.

      Thankfully, the kitchen was on the ball and our appetizers were delivered rather quickly. I watched with horror as she dissected the tray I ordered with a variety of apps.

      “Do you always play with your food?” I asked, unable to hide my disgust at her rude behavior.

      “I have food allergies,” she snapped. “I’d prefer not to die.”

      She was definitely a lover of drama. “What allergies?” I asked. “I’m sure I could talk to the chef and ask if there is anything you need to be concerned with.”

      “I’m a big girl and I know what I can and can’t eat. Plus, some stuff I just don’t like. Why is that so hard to understand?”

      I was certain I had never met a more difficult human being in my life. I wasn’t sure if she was purposely being difficult or if she really was that obnoxious. I had a feeling her allergies were more like aversions. She didn’t like peas or shrimp or whatever and so she claimed to be allergic.

      “I understand,” I said instead of calling her out on her allergies. “Where are you from?” I asked in an attempt to soften the woman toward me. Toward life in general really.

      “New York,” she said and took a bite of the beet poke appetizer. I watched as she savored the bite, closing her eyes and nodding.

      “Good?” I asked.

      “It is,” she said.

      I waited for details and got nothing. “The seafood is fresh daily,” I started to explain.

      “You’re on an island. Is that really so shocking?”

      I clenched my jaw. “I suppose not. However, everything we buy comes from locals. My chef personally inspects every delivery to ensure it is the best of the best.”

      She nodded again like she just didn’t give a shit. “Sounds like a good chef.”

      “The best. He’s going to be the best in Hawaii once people start coming here and get to experience his cooking. I brought him on as a star attraction for the resort. Although the location and the amenities we offer are more than enough to bring people from far and wide. We’ve gone to great lengths to make sure our guests have every comfort they could possibly want.”

      “How long have you been in the business?” she asked.

      “Technically, this is my first solo venture,” I answered.

      She sipped her wine and used her fork to push more food around the plate. My mother would have been horrified to witness her table manners. This was not the kind of woman I could have ever taken to meet my mother. I hoped my mom wasn’t somewhere looking down on me and cringing at the idea of me sitting at the same table with such a refined creature. My mom had high standards. The highest. Miss Darling would have been forbidden.

      “I’ve never been to this particular island,” she said.

      “It’s one of Hawaii’s best kept secrets,” I said with my salesman’s smile. “We like that it’s off the beaten path. People are so enamored with Maui or Oahu they don’t give Lanai the attention it justly deserves.”

      “I suppose it’s easy to monopolize the place considering there’s only two hotels on the island.”

      “I’m not trying to monopolize anything,” I said. “This resort was the first on the island. It was built over fifty years ago by my grandfather. I just recently renovated it and have brought it into the twenty-first century. We’ve given the place a complete overhaul. We added the infinity pool and have removed one of the tennis courts to make room for a putting green.”

      “A putting green?” she said with a hint of a sneer. “How cliché.”

      “People come here for vacation. Golf is something people enjoy doing while they are on vacation.”

      She nodded. “What about families?”

      “What about them?”

      “Do you offer family-friendly activities?”

      I shrugged. “They are in Hawaii,” I said. “The beach is kind of the star attraction.”

      “I was at a resort in Cancun,” she said. “That place was fantastic.”

      “Are you saying my resort is not?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I’m still trying to understand why you think it deserves attention?”

      I was at my wit’s end with her. I couldn’t hold back another second. “You are not like any of the other travel writers I’ve met, and I’ve met a lot. I’ve been interviewed quite a bit in the last few weeks, and you are nothing like them.”

      She looked like she could care less. “No, I guess I’m not,” she said.

      “Are you here to do a review? Do you plan on doing a new review at all?”

      Our meals were delivered. I listened to the waiter describe our dishes before offering to get Emily another glass of wine. When she didn’t immediately answer, I ordered her a second. I didn’t think a drunk Emily could get more embarrassing than the one I’d been dining with.

      “I am here to do a review,” she answered without elaborating.

      “Are you going to be honest?”

      “What does that mean?” she asked with a laugh. “Do you think I’m going to make up horror stories?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said. “I’m trying to give you the highlights and you aren’t interested. You’ve been served what is undeniably one of the best meals in your life and you’re playing with your food like a five-year-old.”

      She raised an eyebrow before taking a bite of her fish. I didn’t have a child and I didn’t spend a lot of time with kids, but this was what I imagined them to be like. Petulant and spoiled. Difficult and unwilling to bend.

      I was probably completely screwing myself over by calling her out, but damn if I could hold my tongue any longer. I wasn’t known for being patient and kind. I was a doer. I was the kind of person that demanded results.

      I didn’t like to deal with a lot of bullshit. If I didn’t like the way things were going with someone I was working with, I changed the dynamics.

      Too bad I couldn’t just fire her.
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      The guy was a dick. I didn’t care how hot he was. He was a jerk. I picked up my napkin and wiped my mouth. “First of all,” I said and leaned forward to let him know I was looking at him and no one else. “I’m not like any other travel writer. I’m different and that’s what appeals to my viewers. If I was like everyone else, no one would watch me.”

      “So, you purposely don’t do real reviews?” he scoffed.

      “My reviews are very real. They are authentic. They aren’t the same boring canned reviews you’ll find on the other blogs. I do my reviews from the point of view of a guest just arriving to your property. I discover things like a guest would and I give my honest opinion about what I’m experiencing. It’s what I’m seeing, hearing, and smelling sometimes.”

      “Smelling?” he questioned.

      “Yes. Does a place stink? Does it smell like someone drowned the place in air freshener? Smoke, pets, or any other offensive odor?”

      “Do you often smell things like that?” he asked with a laugh. “Do you review a lot of cheap motels?”

      I was so tempted to throw a piece of fish at him, but honestly, it was too good. I didn’t want to sacrifice a single bite. “Some of the most expensive hotels have smells that are offensive.”

      “Wouldn’t it be fair for you to include the amenities?”

      “Yes, and I will if they are relevant,” I answered. “But the espresso machine and toiletries are kind of expected in a place like this. No one gives a shit about the shampoo. Most people bring their own. I do. I like what I like and I’m not going to risk using a shampoo that doesn’t agree with my hair in a high-humidity situation like this. I don’t know many women that would.”

      He stared at me like I was crazy. “Okay,” he said.

      “I don’t need you to point out every detail,” I continued. “I don’t need you messing with my perception of what I’m seeing and experiencing. Just because you call something five-star, it doesn’t necessarily mean it is five-star. I want my viewers to know my honest opinion. They trust me. Despite what you may think of me and the way I do things, my viewers like it. I’ll remind you, the current review of your resort has garnered close to seven hundred and fifty thousand views.”

      He winced. “I’m aware,” he snapped.

      “Oh, and I’m not playing with my food,” I said as I took another bite. “I like to see what’s in it. I like to note every detail.”

      “Hmm,” he said with a disgusted grunt. “I’ve always thought it was rude to play with your food.”

      I took another bite. I was regretting my decision to come out at all. I could be enjoying the delicious fish in the comfort of my room. I could be stretched out in my shorts and a tee with no bra. But no, here I was eating with a man that was an elitist. He was a snob. He was used to people bowing down to him.

      We finished our meals without saying another word. The soft murmur of the other diners filled the room. The waiter came by to offer dessert. I was going to decline simply because the sooner the dinner was over, the sooner I got to leave.

      I listened in horror as Alex ordered dessert. I wasn’t surprised. He was so presumptive. What if I was on a diet? What if I was allergic to chocolate? I wasn’t, but he didn’t know that.

      “This dessert is going to rock your world,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “You just can’t help yourself.”

      “With what?”

      “Why would you order dessert without asking if I wanted any? Do you always make decisions for everyone?”

      “It’s dessert,” he quipped. “It’s not like I was choosing a husband for you.”

      “It’s the point,” I snapped.

      The waiter returned with one dessert that was meant to be shared. I stared at the chocolate delicacy and almost cried. I had a soft spot for anything sweet, but rich, dark chocolate was my kryptonite. I wanted to dig in. I wanted to stuff my face with all the chocolatey goodness.

      He didn’t make a move to take the first bite. I was dying a little as I watched a thick dollop of chocolate slide off the fluffy, flaky pastry. Fuck it. I wasn’t going to deny myself something that good because of him. I picked up the spoon and took a small bite from the corner. I wanted to be dainty, but I was only human.

      I closed my eyes as the chocolate hit my tongue. “Wow,” I murmured.

      When I opened my eyes, he was looking at me with a small smile. “Can I tell you about the dessert or would that be me trying to influence you?”

      Endorphins were popping off in my head. He could read the phone book to me for all I cared in that moment. “Fine.”

      He picked up his spoon and took a bite. “My chef knew this local woman. Actually, he grew up working in her bakery. He learned from her. When he came back to the island, he went back to her. The two of them worked together to create this dessert. This is unique to this restaurant. You will never have it anywhere else.”

      I nodded and took another bite. I was trying to pay attention, but all I heard was my brain demanding I eat more. “What is it?” I asked around a bite. “I taste chocolate, but I think I taste macadamia and something fruity.”

      He grinned. “It’s an ancient recipe but my chef is a freaking genius. He will never tell me what the recipe is, but I know they used indigenous flavors combined with something he picked up in France.”

      “Chocolate,” I said with a nod. “Best chocolate ever.”

      “This dessert is going to be featured in a food magazine.”

      “This is the kind of information my followers want to know,” I told him. “History and roots and stuff like that. The grandparents thing might be an angle as well.”

      “The grandparents thing?” he questioned.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to know it right now,” I told him. “But eventually I’d like to learn more about the history.”

      “I’d be happy to show you some of the pictures from the original resort,” he said.

      He was softening just a bit. I knew I was. Chocolate had a way of doing that. The tension was dissipating. I still didn’t like the guy, but I wasn’t trying to run away from him.

      We made serious headway on the dessert before I had to call mercy.

      “That was amazing,” I said.

      “Why don’t we take a walk down to the beach?” he suggested. “You can get some shots of the moon. It’s full tonight.”

      “I’d like that,” I said. “I need to walk off that dessert.”

      “You don’t need to walk anything off,” he said offhandedly.

      I was sure it was a compliment, but I didn’t know how to handle it. “Thanks,” I said a little bashfully.

      He led me out of the restaurant, pausing twice to say a few words to the other diners. It was a little surprising to see him personally interact with what appeared to be strangers. He was nice to them, nothing like the man I had met. The path down to the beach was well lit, something I took the time to video. Safety was important, especially when young women chose to make this their destination.

      We broke through the lush foliage that provided a layer of security and privacy for the resort despite the fact it was a private beach. I made a mental note to include that in my review as well.

      “This is stunning,” I breathed as I took in the full picture. I put my phone down and focused on the view. Pictures and videos did not capture the full beauty of places like this. This was stunning and just absolutely perfect.

      I inhaled the scent of the sea air and the damp foliage. I kicked off my heels and let my toes sink into the sand. I didn’t care that the hem of my dress was dragging across the sand. I stepped forward and stretched my arms out. The breeze brushed over my skin as I turned my face up to the moon.

      I spun around and found him watching me. There was a little tug in my belly when I looked at him under the moonlight. The moonlight shone against his dark hair. The breeze lifted a chunk of his hair, breaking it free from the hair products that held it perfectly in place.

      “You’re going to ruin your dress,” he said.

      I looked down at the secondhand dress. “It can be dry-cleaned. If not, it’s not like I don’t have a closet full back home.”

      “That’s about the calmest I’ve ever heard a woman react to the threat of ruining her dress,” he said with a smile.

      “I’m not an average woman and I get dresses sent to me by the box full. But this dress, I picked it up at a secondhand store for less than a hundred bucks. It had a tear in a seam and a tiny little hole in the bodice. My roommate and I fixed it. My hundred-dollar dress looks like a thousand-dollar dress. I obviously had you fooled.”

      He laughed. “I can’t say I know a lot about women’s dresses, but I’ll take your word for it.”

      I turned back around and pulled my phone from my little purse once again. I didn’t have my stabilizer, but I wasn’t too worried about getting magazine-worthy pictures. I snapped a few pictures before doing a video that showcased the beach with the seating on one side and the path in the distance.

      “You know what would be great?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      “I think a picture of the owner of the resort letting his hair down and kicking off his shoes would be great.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll kick off my shoes, but my hair is as down as it will get, and you can’t use the picture in your review.”

      I laughed. “Fine.”

      I watched him kick off his shoes and stuff his socks inside. I watched him take a few steps and I wondered if he had put his feet in the sand recently. I snapped a few pictures of him. He didn’t exactly frolic, but he looked relaxed.

      “I’d like to show you the rest of the island,” he said. “I will respect your process and I won’t interfere with it, but I can show you everything this place has to offer. Not just my resort. There’s so much to see and do here. I’ve got a full week of activities planned. I promise you won’t regret agreeing to let me show you around.”

      “I’m usually more inclined to explore on my own,” I told him.

      “Just this once, abandon your inclinations and let me show you another way. It won’t take away from what you see and experience. I am almost a local at this point with as much time as I’ve spent here. I practically grew up here.”

      I wanted to say no. I had a way of doing things, and I didn’t want him to get in the way of that. But damn if I could resist the man. The moonlight and the waves were casting a spell over me. “Fine but save the self-promotion.”

      He nodded. “I can do that, but I do have to say I have the best damn resort in Hawaii.”

      I laughed at his one last assertion he was the best of the best. “I’ll be the judge of that.”
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      I lay in my bed and thought about her. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was that made me crazy. She irritated me and attracted me. I wanted to shake her and kiss her at the exact same time. I wasn’t sure what that meant. It was new to me.

      I was a logical person. I liked to weigh the pros and cons of a situation.

      When I thought about her, there were a lot of cons. The few things I did like about her were the spontaneity and innocence she had about her. Her curves were another plus. I could look at her all damn day. All damn night too.

      “Stop,” I groaned and rolled to my side. I had to stop thinking about her. She was here for a week. That was it. I had to play nice. That was all I was doing. I wasn’t trying to kindle any kind of romance or fling.

      I awoke the next morning ready to work. I didn’t have time to worry about what she was going to be writing. I had a resort full of other guests I needed to impress as well. When I walked into the office, it was with my game face on.

      “How’d it go?” Perrin asked as he sat down across from me.

      “Good. I am spending the week with her.”

      He almost choke. “You are?”

      “Not like that,” I said. “I have a schedule of events and attractions I want to take her to. She needs to see the allure of the place. It’s about the only way we are going to get a good review. I can tell you she doesn’t like me. She’s going to hold that against the entire place if I can’t find a way to convince her I’m not the devil she thinks I am.”

      He snorted. “You’re going to need some kind of surgery to hide those horns.”

      “Very funny.”

      The office line rang.

      “Um, sir, we’ve got a situation,” the front desk clerk whispered into the phone.

      I sighed. “What kind of situation?”

      “There’s a camera crew here,” she hissed. “They say they have a reservation, but I don’t show it in system.”

      “A camera crew?” I repeated and looked at Perrin.

      He shook his head. “I know nothing about a camera crew,” he said.

      “Oh shit,” I heard Elliot choke out.

      My eyes popped up to find him standing in the doorway. The look on his face said it all. “Hold on a second,” I said to the clerk and put the phone in my hand. I looked at Elliot. “Oh shit?” I repeated. “What does that mean?”

      “I think I forgot to log it,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and counted to three. “Who is the camera crew working with?” I asked. I knew I only had part of the story. I could feel the other shoe about to drop and I just knew it was going to be a big one.

      He looked like he was going to throw up. “Sabrina Hausman,” he squeaked.

      “What the hell?” Perrin said and jumped up. “Sabrina Hausman, the news personality?”

      He cleared his throat. “Yes.”

      “You have got to be shitting me,” I cursed. “A fucking camera crew here? Today? Right now? Don’t you think that’s something that’s important enough to communicate to me?”

      “Yes, but I was handling something else at the time when her producer called,” he said.

      “Go,” I ordered. “Now. I will deal with you later.”

      Perrin sat back down. “I’m on it,” he muttered. He had his tablet in his hand.

      I put the phone back to my ear. “Offer them complimentary drinks in the lounge and I’ll be down in five minutes,” I told the clerk.

      I hung up and looked at Perrin. “We’ve got three rooms,” he said. “We can do it.”

      “I swear I’m going to murder that kid,” I growled.

      “What the hell is wrong with him?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I can’t fire him.”

      “Why the hell not?” he asked. “The guy has cost you more than he’s helped you. First the blogger and now this? This is a huge mistake. That woman is on national TV.”

      “I need to get down there and fix this. I hope to god the crew is small. She has to have her own room.”

      He nodded. “They are basic rooms,” he said. “We don’t have any suites available.”

      “It’ll have to do, but we need to keep that kid far away from reservations. I don’t want him answering phones. He cannot talk to guests. I don’t care if he’s sorting papers.”

      “I’ll let everyone know,” Perrin said.

      We both got up and left the admin wing. I was already trying to think of an excuse. I could do this. I could find a way to make this right. I had to. If we screwed this up, I didn’t think we could recover from a second bad review.

      I walked into the lobby and immediately spotted Sabrina and her crew. She stood out among the rest of the guests. She was wearing a tight dress that fell just low enough to cover her ass. Her blonde hair was teased and had enough hairspray to keep it from moving even an inch. The threat of humidity was no match for whatever she had in that hair. Her makeup was a little extra, the telltale sign of someone who was used to being on TV. She wanted to be camera-ready.

      I put on my best charming smile. “Sabrina,” I said as I approached her. I reached out to her, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m glad you made it.”

      “Did you know I was coming?” she asked with a laugh.

      “Of course, I did,” I said and flashed a grin. “This is all part of the experience. I wanted you to have an authentic customer experience. When you report on what you found, you can be authentic.”

      I was ad-libbing and borrowing a page from Emily’s book. She looked suspicious but she went along with it. “That’s a risky play,” she teased.

      I shrugged. “No risk, no reward.”

      “I guess we’ll have to see about that,” she cooed.

      “I purposely withheld your reservation, but I assure you we have rooms available. You’ll be very comfortable.”

      “I don’t want to be comfortable,” she said with a laugh. “I want to be wowed. I want some excitement. Between you and me, I’ve been to three other resorts over the last two weeks. I’m so damn bored. If I have to play another round of golf or get another spa treatment, I’m going to scream.”

      “Ah, but I bet you we have the best spa treatments,” I said with a laugh. “You don’t know true relaxation until you’ve been in the hands of one of our people.”

      “Tempting,” she said and let her eyes roam over me before meeting my eyes again.

      “Why don’t I show you to your rooms?” I said.

      “I’d like that,” she said.

      “Give me two minutes to get things sorted,” I said and flashed the clerk a look. She looked panicked. I hoped Perrin wasn’t wrong about the available rooms. I didn’t think we were close to capacity, but I hadn’t checked this morning. “There are refreshments in the lounge. Why don’t you sample some of the apps that will be offered in the restaurant tonight?”

      “Are you hoping to tease your guests?” she purred.

      “Tantalize,” I replied without missing a beat.

      She softly giggled as she walked away. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure I was watching. I gave her a slight nod to let her know I appreciated the view. Once I was sure I had smoothed things over, I turned back to the check-in clerk that had been joined by another.

      “There isn’t a reservation,” the young lady said.

      “I know,” I told her. “We have three empty rooms.”

      “But we have guests expected to arrive later,” she said.

      “If they didn’t make a reservation, there’s nothing to be done for it. They need those rooms. Quickly please.”

      They each got behind computers and started doing what they did. I glanced behind me to make sure Sabrina was happy. I couldn’t have her telling her viewers we screwed up yet another reservation. We couldn’t earn a reputation as screwballs who couldn’t do the most basic of things.

      I got the keys and sent the porters to the rooms. I wandered over to the foursome that was chatting with a few other guests. I hoped they all had good things to say. “This is a nice little setup you have here,” Sabrina said as she sipped on a mimosa.

      “Thank you. If you skipped breakfast, we have a restaurant open on the other side of the grounds that serves breakfast and lunch.”

      “Oh, sweetie, this body is not the result of bacon and eggs,” she said with a laugh.

      “Fresh fruit? You’re on a tropical island. Fruit is abundant.”

      “I’ll just drink my breakfast, thank you,” she said with a bright smile.

      I glanced at my watch. I was going to be late to meet Emily. I felt like I was juggling and failing. I couldn’t afford to piss off either one of the women.

      They both held a lot of power and could make or break my business. I had a lot riding on this resort. I couldn’t let one woman cost me everything. I needed to be strategic about this. Sabrina had a much farther reach when it came to audience size, but Emily had a different power. She could have one of her little videos go viral and it could be picked up by someone like Sabrina.

      Logically, when I weighed all of the factors, Emily was the one I needed to work with. Plus, she was the one I wanted to get to know a little better. I wasn’t going to say I liked her, but I saw a challenge. A pretty challenge at that.

      “Do you have somewhere to be?” Sabrina asked.

      “I do have a meeting, but I’d like to personally show you to your rooms.”

      She laughed. “We won’t keep you.”

      As we walked to their set of rooms which happened to be in the main building, I resisted the urge to give her my usual spiel. Emily had not appreciated it. I wasn’t sure if I’d been doing it wrong the whole time.

      “Will you be staying on the grounds?” Sabrina asked.

      “I do stay on the grounds,” I said.

      “Really?” She sounded surprised.

      I wasn’t going to tell her where my suite was. She might show up and expect some perks. I did not need that kind of reputation. And again, Emily. Damn if I couldn’t keep that woman off my mind.

      “I like to be hands-on, and I can’t keep an eye on things if I’m in LA or even on the big island. I need to be here.”

      She nodded. “That’s different. Is that a permanent thing?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not like I have any complaints about living in paradise.”

      She laughed. “Good point.”

      “This is you,” I said and handed her a key. I gave her crew the other keys. “If you have any questions, just call the concierge and he can find me or get you someone who can answer your questions.”

      “Thank you, I’ll do that.”

      “Enjoy your stay,” I said and quickly walked away before she could invite me in.

      I checked the time again and winced. I stopped at the front desk and checked capacity before rushing back to my office.

      “All good?” Perrin called out from his office.

      “I took care of it,” I said. I caught a glimpse of Elliot sitting in the office that wasn’t technically his but he used it. “Elliot, stay off the damn phone and don’t you dare take any reservations.”
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      I scanned the beach littered with people lounging in chairs and kids playing on the beach. What I didn’t see was anyone that looked like they were going snorkeling. I was standing on the beach in my bikini with my beach bag slung over my shoulder. I checked the time on my phone. No one had shown up.

      I had a message first thing this morning to be on the beach at ten for a snorkeling trip. I expected Alex to present me to a couple handlers and send me on my way. He was trying to keep me busy. He couldn’t be bothered to actually show me himself. I wasn’t surprised they forgot me.

      I was beginning to think I was in the wrong spot. Maybe I was supposed to meet them in the lobby. I was about to call the concierge and ask if I was in the right spot when a man wearing a suit and the ugliest horn-rimmed glasses came my way. “Emily Darling,” he said.

      I looked him up and down. There was no way he was the snorkeling instructor. “Yes,” I answered.

      “I’m Perrin Thomas,” he said slightly out of breath. I looked down at the dress shoes he was wearing in the sand. That was not going to be comfortable on the way back to the resort. “I work with Alex. He had a last-minute thing come up.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Color me shocked,” I said dryly.

      “I’d be happy to show you to the kiosk,” he said and pointed down the beach a bit. “We’ll get you signed up for the snorkeling trip.”

      “A last-minute thing, huh?” I asked.

      He smiled. “He’s a busy man.”

      “But he has people like you to take care of things, like me,” I said with a laugh. “Should I be upset he requested I be here and then stood me up?”

      “I don’t think you need to be offended,” he said quickly. “There was a last-minute VIP arrival that needed his attention.”

      I couldn’t explain why, but I actually felt a little pissed. He threw me over for someone more important. If that didn’t put me in my place, I didn’t know what would. “Wow, I guess I no longer hold the VIP status. How quickly the tides change.”

      “You’re still an important guest,” he assured me.

      “Who is it?” I asked. I knew it was none of my business. After his little lecture last night, I wondered if it was a celebrity. They would expect privacy.

      “It’s a travel reporter with her camera crew,” he said. “They are here to do a piece on the resort.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Figures.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s very concerned about reviews,” I said. “It’s like he is worried the place isn’t good enough to sell itself.”

      “I don’t think it’s that,” he said.

      “I’ve only been here a day and I have no complaints. The place is clean, and it runs flawlessly. It’s a beautiful location. I’ve only had a couple meals, but they were amazing. What’s he so worried about? Are there cockroaches hiding in the cupboards? Rats running amuck?”

      “There are no rats or roaches,” he said with a curled lip.

      “Then why is he so hung up on these reviews?”

      Perrin hesitated. I could tell he wanted to say something more. “Alex has worked hard to make Lush at Lanai synonymous with luxury and perfection. He’s a go-getter. He takes this place very seriously.”

      I nodded and waited for him to say more. I could tell there was more to say. He just wasn’t saying it. I didn’t know how to make him spit it out.

      The snorkeling instructor greeted us. Perrin gave him my name, and apparently, I had a private lesson scheduled.

      “Have a great time,” Perrin said and left me with my instructor.

      I felt like I had been handed off. I was being handled. I didn’t like that, but it wasn’t the instructor’s fault. “Well, I guess I’m ready to do this.”

      “Have you ever been snorkeling?” he asked.

      “Oh gosh, like a few years ago, but nothing like this.”

      “You’re in the right place,” he said. “We have some of the best snorkeling around.”

      I smiled, doing my best to hide my disappointment. I shouldn’t have been bummed Alex wasn’t going to actually be with me. I didn’t like the guy.

      This was a great thing, I told myself. I could enjoy snorkeling without listening to him point out every detail. I wasn’t really a VIP. I was just Emily, the girl trying to make it to VIP status. I had to admit, the brief time in that VIP arena was kind of nice. I liked having his attention, even if he annoyed me.

      “Are you ready?” the instructor asked after he gave his little spiel.

      Snorkeling wasn’t exactly difficult, but I probably should have paid a little better attention instead of daydreaming about Alex. “I am. Let’s do this.”

      “Prepare to be amazed,” he said with a smile.

      I spent the next hour being thoroughly amazed. If only I could be a mermaid. That was my one childhood fantasy I just couldn’t seem to make happen but being under the water like this let me brush up against the fantasy.

      “I think I want to learn to scuba dive,” I told the instructor.

      He laughed. “That’s a very different ballgame, but I have no doubt you would be amazing at it. I can point you in the right direction to some great instructors.”

      “Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind for my next visit,” I told him.

      “Ah, you’re addicted to our little island.” He laughed.

      “It is very nice here,” I said as we made our way back to his kiosk. The sun beat down on my skin, warming me as my feet sank into the sand. I collected my things and started on the walk back to the resort.

      I was lost in thought, thinking about what I was going to do when I got back to my room. Lunch was definitely in order. All that snorkeling had worked up an appetite. I looked up and my eyes were immediately drawn to the man in an expensive suit with his back to me as he stood on the patio overlooking the beach.

      I knew it was him.

      He was talking to a woman wearing a ridiculously tight and short bandage style dress. I watched as the woman sipped from a champagne glass. She threw her head back and laughed with her blonde hair brushing around her bare shoulders. As I got closer, I recognized the woman.

      “Sabrina,” I murmured the name. I couldn’t remember her last name, but she was basically what I wanted to be when I grew up.

      She had fame and fortune and she was a star in the world of travel journalism. That had to be his VIP. I couldn’t be mad that he dumped me for her. She was A-list, and I was struggling to be D-list.

      I watched as the woman touched his arm, doing the infamous bicep squeeze. She was essentially feeling him up, like she was shopping for the right cut of meat. A tiny fissure of jealousy tore through me. He wasn’t mine to be jealous of.

      I dismissed him and headed down the path that led to my room. I was so hungry. I remembered a small coffee shop/bakery I passed on my way down to the beach. It had smelled amazing and now I was ready to stuff my face with something sweet and yummy.

      I wrapped my towel around my waist and walked into the little bakery. The place was definitely going to be included in my review. All resorts had coffee shops, but this place also had a variety of sweet treats. I wondered if the treats I saw behind the glass were the work of the baker that helped create the delicious dessert I had last night.

      “Can I get a cappuccino and one of those cookies please?” I asked. My stomach rumbled as I stared at the cookie that was the size of a saucer. I knew it was going to be amazing. I was going to take it back to my room, plop my ass on that lounge, and soak up the sun while eating my cookie. I wanted to lick my fingers and not care about the crumbs that fell all over me.

      I carried my treats out of the bakery and right into Alex. “Sorry,” I said and had to fight back a little tear as my cookie crumbled.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I broke your cookie.”

      “It’s fine,” I said and juggled the cappuccino, cookie, and my bag. At that moment, I felt my towel slipping.

      “I’m sorry I missed the snorkeling session,” he said.

      I smiled and tried to hold my towel up with my elbow pressed against my hip. I looked ridiculous. “You should be sorry,” I said with a laugh. “I saw the coolest little fishes. One was a gorgeous purple and another one was flat as a pancake.”

      The towel fell to my feet. I bent down to pick it up, and with my hands full, I was forced to drape it over my arm. I looked up and found him staring at me. The bikini I had on wasn’t exactly skimpy, but I was still showing a lot of skin. I was suddenly very warm under his gaze. It was impossible to not notice his good looks.

      But I wasn’t here for that.

      I pulled myself together. “Your assistant told me why you were held up.”

      “Perrin is more like my VP or right hand,” he corrected. “He’s not my assistant.”

      “Okay, well, your right hand told me you were wrapped up with Sabrina and her film crew. I know that’s a big deal. I know of her and I know that is where you want to focus your efforts. TV is a great way to get a boost for this place. Don’t worry about me. I’m more than happy to explore on my own.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “No one guest is more important than another,” he said smoothly. “I’ll be ready for our round of golf at two. Remember, you agreed to let me show you my way.”

      “But aren’t you busy?”

      “I’ll see you at two,” he said again and walked away.

      I wasn’t totally naïve. I saw him looking at me. It was a heated look that made me immediately think of hot and sweaty sex. I looked down to make sure a nipple wasn’t peeking out. All was in place and put away as it should be. I headed for my room. The cookie wasn’t quite what I was craving anymore after my interaction with him.

      “Dammit,” I muttered.

      The last thing I needed was to lust after a man I disliked. I did dislike him. He was arrogant and bossy and sexy as sin. A very bad combo. Like so many other women, I was attracted to the wrong men. I knew he was not the man for me, but I couldn’t seem to get my hormones to accept that.

      I got back to my suite, scarfed down the cookie, and headed for the shower. A cold shower. I was never going to be able to focus on my golf swing if I was still hot and bothered from the interaction with him. I needed to get my head straight. I was here to critique his resort. I didn’t have time to get all gaga over a man I would never see again once I left this island.

      “Focus, Emily,” I said to my reflection. “This is work.”

      Sometimes, it could be very difficult to remember I was working when I got to spend time in these luxury places. It was easy to fall into a lull and imagine myself as one of the wealthy guests enjoying a vacation. A little romance was always a fun way to spend a week away from home.

      But I wasn’t on vacation. I was working.
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      That pretty blue bikini she had on was burned into my brain. Technically, it wasn’t the bikini I was thinking about. It was the body barely covered by the bikini. It was the full breasts, flat tummy, and the perfect flare of her hips.

      I hadn’t been able to keep myself from checking out her ass as she walked away. That had been a mistake because now I couldn’t get it out of my head. Her round ass bobbed as she walked. I wanted my hands on her. I wanted to squeeze her flesh. Fuck, I wanted her flesh against mine.

      I gave myself a mental shake. I could not let her see me flustered. This was business. Strictly business. I was going to do what I could to show her a good time without letting any other garbage get in the way. Sex would absolutely complicate things, but a little flirting would definitely help things. I hoped.

      I was going to spend some time with Emily this afternoon only because I had stood her up this morning. That wasn’t good. I needed to give Sabrina my attention as well. But I was not going to completely throw Emily over for the one that was a little more famous. That wasn’t my only reason for wanting to hang out with Emily. There was something about her. Something that drew me in.

      I knew she didn’t like me, and to be honest, I didn’t really like her. She was a brat and drove me crazy. And yet I wanted to spend more time with her. I was a glutton for punishment. I waited in the lobby for her to come down. I doubted she was a superfan of golf, but it wasn’t like we were in a real competition. It was just for fun.

      “You’re actually going to go golfing with me?” I heard her say.

      I turned to see her walking toward me. Fuck me.

      She was wearing a tight, short skirt and a tank that hugged her curves. Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail with dark sunglasses resting on her head. I had seen a hundred women wear almost identical outfits and had never been this turned on. With her, all I could think about was her bending over.

      “I am,” I said and pushed aside the desire. “Are you ready?”

      “I am,” she replied with a smile. “I should warn you. This is not my game. I’m only doing this because you seem intent on showing me this golf course.”

      “Good, then I’ll hopefully win,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes before slipping her sunglasses down over her eyes. “I’m sure you’re used to winning at everything you do,” she quipped. “Whether you do it fairly or not.”

      I shook my head and started out the door where the golf cart I reserved was waiting. She could think what she wanted of me. “Hop in,” I said.

      “I’ll drive,” she said and walked around the golf cart.

      “I’ll drive,” I insisted. “You’re the guest. You are queen for the week. Think of me as your chauffer.”

      She was too stubborn. She sat down behind the wheel and looked up at me. “I’d love to drive,” she said. “It’ll be fun. It’ll probably be the most fun I’ll have all day. Let me have this one thing.”

      Gorgeous but irritating.

      I sat down and hoped like hell we didn’t end up clawing each other’s eyes out. It was just a little frustrating. I was trying to show her a good time and she seemed determined to hate everything we were doing.

      “Do you like golf?” I asked her.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?” I questioned.

      “I’ve never been to a golf course,” she said. “The extent of my golf experience is the putt-putt course.”

      I should have thought this one through. My intention had been to show her the course so she could write about it. I wasn’t considering she’d never actually golfed. I assumed with her travel experience she would have golfed at least once.

      She pulled out a Go-Pro and attached it to the dash of the cart. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m giving my viewers a real-life experience. They get to see it like they are here.”

      This was her show, literally. “I see.”

      “Ready?” she asked with a dangerous grin.

      “For?”

      She hit the gas and took off. I prayed everyone got out of our way. She was driving much faster than she should have. I held on to my seat and wished like hell I had a seatbelt. She giggled as she swerved to the side, narrowly missing a light that ran alongside the path. My life was flashing before my eyes.

      “Watch out,” I gasped as I pointed at the couple walking along the path.

      “Oops, sorry!” she called out as we whizzed by the couple.

      I hoped like hell they didn’t recognize me. That was the last thing I needed. I could see the review now. Resort owner runs down guests with bat out of hell behind the wheel.

      “You could slow down,” I told her.

      “It’s a golf cart, not a racecar.” She laughed. “I’m probably doing ten miles per hour.”

      “In a golf cart,” I reminded her. “With no seatbelts.”

      “Relax. Sheesh, it’s not like we’re taking the corners on two wheels.”

      “Damn close,” I muttered.

      “Oops,” she said as she jerked the wheel to the left and damn near sent me flying out of the cart. I was going to make it a requirement that all golf cart rentals required a driving test before anyone got killed. I didn’t need that making the headlines either.

      She braked hard at the clubhouse, nearly sending me careening through the window area. It took me a second to get my bearings after the wild ride. I climbed out of the cart and was never so grateful to have solid ground under my feet.

      We got our borrowed clubs, and before she could even think about getting behind the wheel, I sat down. She looked at me and laughed. “You need to loosen up a little,” she teased.

      “I enjoy my face just the way it is. I don’t want it scarred by a tree limb or road rash.”

      “Have you ever done go-karts?” she asked.

      “Like on a track?” I asked with horror.

      “Yes, or not on a track. Either way.”

      “I think I did when I was like ten,” I said. “Is that something you do?”

      “Every chance I get.” She grinned.

      That was not what I expected from her. I assumed she was more of a pampered woman who liked shopping and picking nail polish. I wasn’t a thrill seeker.

      We walked to the first hole. “Would you like to go first?” I asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I can try. You’ll have to tell me which club to use.”

      I handed her a three iron and stood back. Watching her trying to line up was difficult. “Would you like me to show you how to swing?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure it will do any good.”

      I walked behind her, standing close enough to smell her hair. She was a good six inches shorter than I was. I grabbed her wrists. “Bend your knees,” I instructed.

      She did as I asked, bending forward just a little. It pushed her ass against my groin. I flinched at the contact. I pulled back just a little. “Like this?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. My voice was harsh. “Now, I’m going to step back. Swing and keep that foot pointed.”

      I stepped back and watched as she swung. It cut right. Like so hard to the right, I was glad she didn’t have the strength to send the ball flying through a window at the resort. “Oops,” she said with a laugh.

      We spent the next hour attempting to golf. I hoped like hell no one was watching. She didn’t even seem to realize how bad she was. She was doing a lot of laughing, which I hoped meant she was enjoying herself. In the end, that was the goal.

      “Is it good to have a high score?” she asked. “I always get confused with the scoring.”

      She really was a novice. “The goal is to get the ball into the hole with as few strokes as possible.”

      “Like mini golf,” she said as she made another putt.

      I winced when she missed again. It was difficult to watch. “Yes, like mini golf.”

      She didn’t seem bothered when her third putt missed again. “That would be fun,” she said.

      “What would be fun?”

      “If one of you fancy resort owners would focus on setting up a kickass putt-putt course instead of these big, expensive green courses.”

      “I don’t know a lot of people that travel halfway around the world to play minigolf,” I said dryly.

      “I do,” she said and finally landed her ball in the hole.

      I quickly sank my own ball before we moved onto the next hole. I was grateful there were few people on the course today. We would have to let everyone go in front of us. I had only golfed the course twice and not all eighteen holes. This was not the time to go for eighteen. It would be a small miracle if we could even get five holes in before dark.

      “Okay, this one is tricky,” I told her. “The sand trap is difficult for you to get out of. You don’t want your ball to go in there.”

      “Alex, if I had any control over where this ball went, I would love to stay out of that sand trap.”

      I had to laugh. “Good point. Do your best.”

      “Oh no,” she cried out when her ball landed in a sand trap.

      I forced a smile. “This should be interesting.”

      Before I could get behind the wheel, she was already sitting with her hands on the wheel and her foot on the gas. She took off, cutting across the grass much to my horror. She drove right up to the edge of the sand trap.

      “Not here,” I called out a moment before I felt the wheels on my side starting to sink into the soft sand.

      “Why not?” she said. “It’s hot and I’m tired of walking all over.”

      I felt the cart slipping and reacted. I leaned across the bench and pushed her hard. She yelped as she fell out of the cart. I managed to jump out just as the cart tipped into the sand. I landed on top of her, barely getting my feet out of the way and keeping myself from being pulled with the cart.

      My body was pressed against hers. I went up on my elbows and looked down at her. She was staring at me with wide eyes. “Oh my god,” she breathed.

      “Are you okay? I asked. I had just thrown her out of the cart. She wasn’t a big person. Throwing her had been my first reaction.

      “I’m fine,” she said and was clearly still in shock.

      I was staring into those pale brown eyes that were almost an amber color. She had a few light freckles dotted across her nose. She had an innocence about her that made me think of the girl next door. I always wondered what it would be like to be with one of those girls. I had always been with the socialites and women interested in my name and the doors it opened.

      She was looking at me with those wide, innocent eyes. I couldn’t resist. I lowered my face to hers and kissed her.
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      Little pleasure receptors were firing off in my brain. It was overwhelming and oh so good. It came out of nowhere. I wasn’t complaining. It was a damn good kiss. I kissed him back. I didn’t know what was happening, but I was very happy it was.

      The kiss was over as soon as it started. He pushed himself off me and got to his feet. I stared up at him with shock. He reached out a hand and helped me to my feet. “Are you okay?” he asked again.

      “I’m fine.” I looked at the cart lying on its side in the sand trap. “Did I do that?” I asked with surprise.

      “You were driving,” he said. “Your parking skills are lacking.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I gasped. “I can’t believe that happened. You saved my life.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think your life was in danger.”

      “I could have been crushed.”

      “You would have landed on me,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again. “I did not mean for that to happen. I didn’t realize it was so soft.”

      “It’s sand,” he said dryly.

      “I think we know I’m not a golfer.”

      “Why don’t we walk back to the lounge?” he suggested.

      “What about all this?” I asked.

      “I’ll let them know we need a cleanup on hole five,” he said casually.

      I grinned. “Ah, I forgot you’re at the top of the food chain. You don’t have to be on cleanup duty.”

      He winked. “There are perks to hanging with me.”

      “Lucky for you, I’m much better at drinking than driving,” I joked.

      “Please never try to combine the two.”

      I burst into laughter. “I definitely would never dare.”

      We walked into the lounge. I noticed people looking at us. I assumed they were looking at him. He was hard not to look at. I didn’t blame them.

      We sat down and ordered the specialty cocktails. “To you never driving a golf cart again,” he said with a laugh. He held up his glass.

      I was about to clink my glass against his when I saw Sabrina walk in.

      It was like she had a homing device on him. She walked directly to our table and put her hand on his arm. I had no right to be jealous. He wasn’t mine. He wasn’t even a little bit mine, but I was pissed at the idea of them together.

      “Sabrina, how are you?” he asked casually.

      “I’m good,” she cooed, her hand still resting on his arm. “We just thought we’d come by to get a drink.”

      Sabrina looked at me. It was the look that only women could give. It was the kind of look that said she thought I was tromping all over her sandbox.

      Alex looked at me. “Sabrina, this is Emily Darling,” he said. “She’s here to write a review on the resort. Emily, this is Sabrina Hausman. Emily writes a travel blog and has a YouTube channel.”

      “How cute,” she said with a tight smile.

      “Thanks,” I said and sucked the straw into my mouth.

      “We thought we’d come by and get some shots of the course,” she said and completely dismissed me. “After all, it is one of the main attractions.”

      “It is,” Alex agreed.

      “I’d love for you to show us around, give us the scoop on who’s played the course,” Sabrina said smoothly.

      Alex looked at me and then up at Sabrina, who may as well have dug her nails into his shoulder at this point. “I’m sorry, I’ve promised my day to Emily.”

      Sabrina looked at me like she wanted to claw my eyes out. I wasn’t interested into getting into a girl fight. “You know, I’m good,” I said. “You go ahead and show them around. I’m going back to my room.”

      “Great!” Sabrina said and practically jerked Alex out of the chair.

      He shot me a look before Sabrina dragged him away without a backward glance at me. I sat at the table all by myself. If I thought people were staring at me before, they were definitely looking at me now. I felt like I got left at the altar with the way they were looking at me.

      I kept sucking down the cocktail. It was for the best. Hanging out with him too much longer could have ended badly. He might have ended up kissing me again and I might have dragged him back to my suite.

      There was no room for flings with hot billionaires. It was probably not exactly ethical. I was supposed to be writing a fair review. Could I really be fair if I was sleeping with the guy? No. I couldn’t let things get out of control.

      I sucked down my cocktail and promptly ordered another one. It wasn’t like I needed to stay sober for anything. I could order room service and just veg out. Alone. I took my cocktail to go. I wasn’t quite ready to go back to the room, so I meandered around the resort sipping my cocktail.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was Abbie calling me on Facetime. “Hey, you,” I said with a grin.

      “Hi, yourself,” she said. “It looks beautiful there.”

      I spun around to give her a full view of the area. “It is absolutely beautiful.”

      “You’re in paradise but you’re pouting,” she said.

      “I’m not pouting,” I said.

      “Liar. I know you and that’s your pouty face.”

      I sighed and took another drink. “I’m not pouting.”

      “How many of those fruity little drinks have you had?”

      “This is my second,” I said.

      “What’s wrong?” she pressed.

      “Nothing is wrong, but I did something that probably wasn’t right.”

      She laughed. “Okay, that was a very hedgy answer. What did you do?”

      “He kissed me, and I didn’t hate it.”

      “Who kissed you?” she asked with confusion.

      I looked around to make sure no one was listening. “Him,” I hissed.

      “Girl, how many have you had to drink?” she said with frustration. “You are not making any sense.”

      “Him, Alex,” I whispered.

      She really looked confused. “The owner?”

      I bobbed my head up and down. “Yes. I rolled his golf cart. He saved me. Then he kissed me.”

      “You rolled his golf cart?” she gasped.

      “Well, it just flipped really.”

      “What the hell were you doing to roll a golf cart?” she asked with amazement.

      “I parked on a sand trap.”

      “I’m so confused,” she said with a shake of her head.

      I explained the whole thing to her. “And then Sabrina came in and took him away.”

      “Now you’re pouting.”

      “I’m not pouting, but that woman is acting like she’s the queen. We were trying to enjoy a drink and she just swooped in with her boobs and hair.”

      “You’re jealous.”

      “No, I’m not. I can’t be. It was a silly kiss after a life-threatening situation. We looked death in the face, and we were on an adrenaline rush.”

      “Unless that golf cart was doing fifty on the freeway, you weren’t facing death,” she said with a laugh.

      “Well, it was scary,” I retorted.

      “I get that, but what’s the deal with the man? I thought you didn’t like him.”

      “I don’t,” I said. “I can’t bang the billionaire.”

      She choked on the drink she was taking. “I didn’t know that was on the table.”

      “It isn’t,” I said. “I can’t. It’s not ethical.”

      “Ethical?” she said with a laugh. “This is not the fourteenth century.”

      “You know what I mean. It sounds like a pay to play thing. I want no part of that.”

      “Did he offer to take you to bed in exchange for a good review?”

      “No, but he might assume that would happen.”

      “Or you could be afraid you’ll feel obligated to write a good review,” she said.

      I nodded. “Exactly. I’ve never been in this situation before. I am completely off my game.”

      “It’s a unique situation, but it doesn’t mean you have to let this ruin your trip.”

      “Why does he have to be so damn hot?” I complained.

      “Talk to his parents.” She laughed.

      “Abbie, what am I going to do?” I groaned and started walking back to my room with the phone in front of my face.

      “You’re overthinking it,” she said. “You’re there to write a kickass review and take some amazing pictures and videos. You are not there to have a fling. You can’t blog about sex. That’s a very different kind of blog. And you definitely can’t take video of that. You’ll get us shut down.”

      “Very funny. I wouldn’t.”

      “I’m just saying, remember why you’re there. I know he’s good looking, and now that you’ve had a taste of him, it’s going to be hard to resist. Just remember you live here. He lives everywhere. You’re you and he’s him. Don’t let yourself get caught up in the atmosphere. I’m sure it’s a very romantic place and you’re obviously feeling just a little boozy.”

      I looked at my glass and found it empty. “I’m not drunk.”

      “No, but I know you,” she said. “You get a little alcohol in you and you get very amorous.”

      I grinned. “He kissed really good.”

      “What are you doing right now?” she asked.

      “I’m going to my room, all by myself since Sabrina something or other took my date,” I pouted.

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s probably for the best.”

      “You’re right. What are you doing?”

      “I’m going through emails and arranging your calendar. You should do a teaser to let everyone know you’re there. That other video is still blowing up. You need to capitalize on that.”

      I nodded. “I will. I’m going to shower and look through the menus to see what I’m going to eat for dinner. I might take a walk on the beach.”

      “Okay, good luck and I’m sorry your date got stolen from you.”

      “No, you’re not,” I said with a laugh.

      “Not really, but don’t pout and don’t drink any more until you eat something,” she warned. “If you drink, you’ll end up hunting him down.”

      “I would not,” I said.

      “Be good,” she said before ending the call.

      I debated getting another drink but thought better of it. I went back to my room and took a shower. I changed into a pair of shorts and a little top. I sat down to do a little work. I wrote a teaser piece before sending it to Abbie to edit and post.

      I was hungry, and at some point while I was working, I decided I didn’t want to eat in my room. I was in a paradise retreat. I could eat in my room at home. The temperature had cooled a bit, making it much more comfortable in the sun. I ventured back down to the beach and caught a glimpse of Alex and Sabrina at the far end. He was still wearing his golf attire.

      I quickly turned around and headed back toward the resort. I did not want to see them or feel obligated to talk to them. Sabrina won. She was more his speed anyway. I wasn’t interested in playing games.

      “Miss, there’s live music and appetizers in the open-air dining area,” an employee said.

      I figured that was a safe enough place to avoid the dynamic duo combing the beach. “Thank you,” I said with a bright smile. “I’d like that.”

      I knew she didn’t know who I was. She was just nice. I made my way toward the dining area, following the sound of the typical Hawaiian music. That was one thing I liked about his place. It was in Hawaii, surrounded by a rich culture, and the influence was definitely there, but it didn’t feel like it was being shoved down your throat. It was more of an immersive experience.

      I took one of the cocktails, promising myself I would only sip it before taking a seat in one of the padded chairs to watch the performance. Waiters moved through the area offering a variety of appetizers. I tried every single one, mostly just to spite Alex. He thought I was rude with the way I picked at the food. I was taking the night off.

      Tonight, I was just a girl on vacation.
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      She was avoiding me. I had spotted glimpses of her throughout the rest of the day, but each time, she ended up disappearing before I got the chance to talk to her. Initially, I thought it was just a missed opportunity. Then I began to realize she was purposely avoiding me. I wasn’t sure what it was all about, but I was going to find out.

      I waited in the lobby for her. She was supposed to meet me at seven. It was seven fifteen. If we didn’t hurry, we were going to miss the show. Technically, the show would be there tomorrow and the next day and so on, but I wanted to see her.

      I also wanted to see Keahiakawelo or what the locals called the Garden of the Gods. It was best seen at dusk. I’d arranged for a four-wheel drive jeep and had a small picnic prepared for us.

      We were really going to have to work on her punctuality. The lobby was busy with guests coming in from the beach and others heading to dinner in one of the restaurants. People looked happy. That was a good thing. Sabrina had gotten lots of footage of visitors taking part in the various activities and every single one of them looked like they were having the time of their lives.

      “Dammit,” I muttered when I checked the time again. She wasn’t just late. She wasn’t coming.

      That was not an option. She didn’t get to stand me up. I left the lobby and headed for her suite. I knocked on the door and waited. If she didn’t answer, I was not above using my security cameras to find her.

      She did answer the door, wearing the same outfit I’d seen her in earlier. The short shorts showed off trim, tan legs. She’d pulled on a soft pink hoodie that scraped just above her waistline. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “We had an appointment,” I said, being very careful not to call it a date.

      “An appointment?” She snorted. “Like you’re going to check my tonsils?”

      “If you’d like,” I answered.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You were supposed to meet me at seven,” I explained. “It was in the itinerary.”

      “I thought you were busy,” she said, and I wanted to believe I detected a hint of jealousy. “I’ve made plans to stay in tonight.”

      “You agreed to let me show you around.”

      “I did, and you did. Now, I’m staying in.”

      I shook my head. “You said you would and I’m holding you to it,” I insisted.

      “Oh, I forget, you’re used to getting what you want, when you want it,” she said irritably.

      I shrugged. “Usually, yes. However, in this situation, you are benefiting from what I want. You are going to see some of the most amazing sights you’ve ever seen. Think of the phenomenal pictures and videos you’ll get. They don’t even have to be for the blog. They can just be yours. It is that pretty.”

      She sighed. “You’re persistent.”

      I winked. “I am.”

      She looked me over and then raised an eyebrow. “You look very casual,” she said with a laugh.

      I looked down at my khaki cargo shorts, Nikes, and T-shirt. “Is there something wrong with that?” I asked.

      “I’m just used to seeing you in your tailored suit and Gucci shoes.”

      “I know how to relax and dress down,” I said.

      “Not from what I’ve seen.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’ve been working nonstop since I’ve arrived,” she said. “You are always doing something or talking to someone. That doesn’t seem very relaxing.”

      “I take my business very seriously,” I told her. “Are you ready?”

      “Ready for what?” she asked.

      “Please just grab your purse or whatever,” I said with exasperation.

      She scowled at me. “What if I say no?”

      “You won’t.”

      Her mouth dropped open and it looked like she was going to argue. She snapped it shut and grabbed a large bag that she hung over her shoulder. “This better be good,” she snapped. “This is twice you’ve ruined my relaxing evening.”

      “This is going to be amazing,” I assured her. “Trust me.”

      “I trust no one,” she muttered as we walked to the waiting Jeep.

      I set off down the road, falling in line behind a couple of other vehicles that were likely headed in the same direction.

      “So, tell me more about the resort,” she said as she settled into the seat.

      We had the sunroof open. A gentle breeze lifted her hair, giving her a wild look. “I told you it’s been in my family for decades.”

      “But is it yours?” she questioned. “I did a little research today—for the piece,” she quickly added. “You’re the son of a hotel mogul. Is this his place and you’re running it?”

      “No, it’s mine.”

      “Yours as in it’s the one you’ve been put in charge of?” she pressed.

      “No, mine. This is not my father’s resort. This is not part of his chain. This is mine. Different name. Different brand. Different owner.”

      “Ohh, touchy,” she said with a small laugh.

      “I need it very clear that this is not part of my father’s chain. This is the first in my chain.” I didn’t care if I sounded a little sensitive about the subject. I wanted it made very clear my father had nothing to do with my resort. It was mine. Period.

      “I will make sure that’s included in the review.”

      “I don’t need it to be a big deal,” I explained. “I just want it clarified that this place is not like his. This is mine.”

      “You inherited it,” she stated.

      “Yes. My grandparents built this place when my dad was a kid. It fell into disrepair and my dad wanted nothing to do with it. My grandmother didn’t think he respected it enough, so she never gave him the deed. I loved the place. I had a lot of fond memories with my grandparents and my mom at this place. Two years ago, she passed away. I learned she gave me the resort. If you want to talk family drama, you should have been at the reading of that will.” I said it with a laugh, but it had been a horrible time. I hated it.

      “This is your dad’s mom?” she clarified.

      “Yes. They weren’t especially close.”

      “You got it two years ago?”

      I felt like I was being interrogated but not in a bad way. I thought it was cool that she was interested enough to ask. “I did. I got the deed, hopped on a plane, and came out here to see what I was working with. I knew the moment I heard it read, I was going to restore it.”

      “How long was it empty?”

      I shook my head. “Sheesh, fifteen years maybe?”

      “Wow. It must have been in rough shape.”

      I laughed. “You could say that. The local wildlife made it their own.”

      “Oh no,” she groaned.

      “Yeah, it was rough. While I was here on my first visit, I found out the massive parcel next to the resort was up for sale. I jumped on it. I used the rest of the money from my inheritance to restore and renovate.”

      “That could not have been cheap,” she said.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Definitely not. I poured all I had into this place. My success rides on the resort’s success.”

      “Wouldn’t your father just swoop in and help you out?”

      “No,” I quickly answered.

      “But you have to know the first hint of trouble, you could ask your father for help,” she said. “Businesses struggle to make a real profit the first year. You’ve got to know that. I’m sure you have a fancy business degree.”

      “I am not going to ask my father help,” I said firmly. “We don’t exactly see eye to eye on this venture.”

      “Why not?”

      I never talked about my family. “He wanted me to work for him,” I answered honestly. “He assumed I was going to go into the family business. When I told him I didn’t want to, it caused some problems. He thought he could just dictate my life. He could not fathom the idea I would not do as he demanded. It blew his mind. I wanted to do things my way. I did.”

      “You say that casually, but I’m guessing it was a little more serious than just a little squabble.”

      I smiled at her. “You could say that.”

      “Do you talk to him at all?” she pressed.

      “I guess that depends on what you mean by talk?” I said with a laugh.

      “Like have a conversation. Maybe a meal. You know, talk.”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “There’s an occasional email or text, but that’s not something we’ve ever been great at.”

      “Has he been here to see what you’ve done?” she asked.

      “Nope. I doubt he will. He hates the idea of me doing something that he didn’t specifically approve. He wanted the land to build one of his hotels on. My grandmother didn’t want one of those monstrosities built. Plus, the locals never would have wanted that.”

      “Your resort isn’t exactly small.”

      “No, but it isn’t a twelve-story building that blocks the sun either. We aren’t a big resort, which is what I’m hoping will appeal to guests. We’ve kept it small on purpose.”

      “How many rooms?”

      I noticed she wasn’t writing any of the information down. I wondered if it was for her or for the piece. “We have seventy-five rooms and twelve bungalow-style suites like the one you are in. The suites like yours are renovated. Most of them are original to the property. We updated the electric and plumbing but the footprint of each of them is essentially the same. I didn’t want to create some monstrosity and mar the beauty of the island. My grandparents were very respectful of the land and I want to do the same.”

      “That’s honorable,” she said and sounded actually impressed.

      “I wanted to honor my grandparents.”

      “So, this resort has nothing to do with your family’s chain?” she asked again.

      “No,” I reiterated. “He has nothing to do with Lush at Lanai. He didn’t want me to do this and has made sure I knew it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      “Your relationship with your father, or lack of,” she said. “That sucks.”

      I didn’t know if it sucked. It was what it was. I never let myself dwell on it. He was the way he was and always had been. “Thanks, but it’s really not a big deal. This resort is my dream and I’ve done everything I can to make it successful. I take it very seriously. I know my dad is just waiting for me to fail. I know he wants me to fail. For that reason alone, I can’t. I can’t let him think he told me so.”

      She laughed softly. “I think that reason alone could motivate anyone.”

      “It is the best motivator. When you say I work nonstop, that’s why. I can’t afford to rest on my laurels. I don’t think I could accept failure.”

      “Failure isn’t an option,” she murmured.

      I nodded. “Exactly.”

      I wanted to ask her about her personal life but wasn’t sure that was a good idea. I probably shouldn’t have opened up to her the way I did. That kind of knowledge was power. I didn’t like anyone knowing my weakness. This week was about me persuading her to pull her review and give one that was fair and hopefully positive.

      “Where exactly are we going?” she asked.

      I was suddenly very excited to see her reaction to the place. I never really wanted to share anything with anyone, but I did now. I wanted to hear her gasp at the beauty of it all. It was hard not to lose one’s breath the first moment you saw it.

      It wasn’t a date, but it was going to be a moment.
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      He held my hand as we walked along a rocky path. Twilight made it difficult to see clearly. I tried not to think about the way it felt. There were a few other couples in the area. It felt a little strange to be in what was obviously a very romantic place with Alex.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “The locals call it the Garden of the Gods.”

      I looked around. “Garden?” I questioned.

      “Rock garden,” he said with a laugh.

      “Oh.”

      “Usually, you can see the stars for miles,” he said. “It looks like there is a storm coming. It’s blocking the night sky.”

      “Bummer,” I pouted. “You had me psyched to see this killer sky.”

      “We can come back tomorrow.”

      “No, no,” I said. “I want to see this place. What’s the story with it? I know there is a story.”

      He flashed me a smile. “Oh, there definitely is. According to legend, kahuna, which means priests, from Lanai and Molokai were challenged to keep a fire burning. Whoever won the challenge would be rewarded with great abundance. Kawelo, the kahuna of Lanai, was desperate to win. He burned everything, right down to the last blade of grass. It left the land completely destitute, and all the rock formations happened due to all the erosion.”

      “Did he win?” I asked.

      He laughed again. “Of course, he did. At least that’s what people here will tell you. I’m sure the people from Molokai will say otherwise.”

      “Why do they think it was a god battleground?”

      “The rock formations are random. It isn’t like they rolled down a hill to land where they did. It looks like they were placed there or tossed around.”

      “And dusk is because you can see the stars?” I pressed.

      “Nighttime, yes, but at dusk, the sunlight makes the rocks look almost purple. It feels very ethereal when you’re there. If you weren’t a believer in the legends before, being there at dusk will make you a believer.”

      “That sounds very intriguing,” I said. “I can’t wait to see it.”

      We made it just in time. Together, we stood side by side and simply took in the beauty of the scene. I understood what he meant. It did feel like we were looking at something supernatural. It was beautiful and a little intimidating at the same time.

      I was caught up in the moment. It was so romantic. I fought the urge to lean into him and quietly ask for another one of those kisses. I hated to admit it, but I had not been able to stop thinking about that kiss. I could still taste him on my lips. I could practically feel the weight of him on me. I wanted it.

      I felt a drop of rain hit me. “Uh oh,” I said about a split second before the sky opened up and rain poured down.

      “Shit,” he said and grabbed my hand again. “The sunroof is open!”

      “Oh no.” I giggled as he pulled me down the path. We got into the Jeep, sitting in wet seats. He closed the sunroof and looked over at me with a silly grin on his face.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “Don’t be sorry,” I said as I wiped my face. “It’s Hawaii. I think this is kind of normal.”

      “It is, but I really wanted to show you the view.”

      “I saw enough,” I told him. “It was pretty.”

      He started down the road, but the rain was coming down so hard and fast it was almost impossible to see anything. “Shit,” he muttered when the wheel jerked, and the Jeep whipped to the side.

      I grabbed the dash. “Oh shit,” I gasped. My life flashed before my eyes. He managed to correct the Jeep and slowly drove down the road before the mud and water rushing down the road made it impossible to navigate.

      “Shit,” he said when the Jeep came to a complete stop. “We’re stuck.”

      “Really?” I asked, knowing he wouldn’t lie, but it just seemed impossible. “Doesn’t this have four-wheel drive?”

      “It does. We’re in four-wheel drive. This mud is impossible to navigate.”

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “I’ll call the tow truck,” he said and pulled out his phone. I sat and listened to the rain slamming against the roof and windshield. It was one very angry sky.

      I heard only his side of the conversation, but I could tell he was pissed. “What’s wrong?” I asked when he put the phone on the dash.

      “The only driver in this area is on the other side of the island already working on a tow. The dispatcher said it’s going to be a while. I guess it’s a bus.”

      “How long is a while?” I asked.

      “She told me it would probably be morning. Because of the storm, the driver might not be able to make it up here until then.”

      “Morning!” I gasped.

      “When this happens, it can take at least a day or two. Tow trucks aren’t exactly plentiful on the island.”

      I looked out the window. The rain was still coming down. It was almost pitch black all around us. “What does that mean for us?” I asked.

      “I’ll call someone to come and pick us up, but we’ll have to hike down to the main road.”

      I groaned and looked out the window. “In that?”

      “It probably won’t last long,” he said and grabbed his phone again.

      I wasn’t so sure. The weather looked awful. I was not looking forward to making the walk in the rain. My tennis shoes were white when I left my room. They were already muddy and would only get worse on the way down the road. I wasn’t exactly dressed for the weather either.

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      I looked over and found him staring at the phone. “What’s wrong?”

      “No service.”

      “But you just called the tow company,” I said.

      “And now service is out. It happens sometimes when there is a storm like this. We try to have reliable service, but we’re kind of remote here. Especially up here.”

      I wasn’t afraid, but I did feel some anxiety. “Okay, then does that mean we walk back?” I asked.

      I hoped like hell he said no. I did not want to walk all the way back to the resort in this weather. I didn’t know how far it was, but I knew it took us almost an hour to get up here. My anxiety went up another notch. This was not good.

      I knew he was strong and would take care of me, but all I could think about was food. I wasn’t even hungry, but that was where my mind went. That was the dramatic side of me. I knew I had a tendency to act like a relative to Chicken Little.

      “No, I don’t think that’s the best idea,” he said. “There is too much risk.”

      “Like wild animals?” I gasped.

      He chuckled. “No,” he said. “I meant the rain and getting chilled. We could slip and get seriously hurt. This Jeep was no match for the rain and flooding. We won’t last.”

      “So, what do we do?” This time, I couldn’t keep the panic from my voice. I was very concerned. Again, I thought about food. What if I had to pee? I couldn’t squat outside with nowhere to hide from him!

      “We’ll wait it out,” he said. “It won’t last forever.”

      “But it’s dark.”

      “Our phones have flashlights,” he said.

      “True.”

      The sound of the rain hitting the roof suddenly became a drumbeat that was laden with sexual tension. It conjured up every romance movie I’d seen with the male and female heroine sharing a hot kiss in the pouring rain. Everything was a little sexier in the rain. My mind went to the kiss. The memory of the kiss and the rain was making me squirm a bit.

      I couldn’t sit in the silence and think about him sitting next to me. I could feel the sexual tension creeping up. I needed to fill the silence with something other than my thoughts of sex. If I didn’t find a way to get my mind off it, I was going to crawl across the console and ride him until we were both sated.

      “This could be a long night,” I murmured.

      “We’ve got a couple bottles of water in the back,” he said.

      “If I drink, I’ll have to pee,” I told him. It was probably blunt and just a little crass. He already thought I was that way.

      “Good point,” he said with a laugh.

      We fell silent once again. I couldn’t stand it. “Cake or pie?” I blurted out.

      “What?”

      “Do you prefer cake or pie?” I asked.

      “Pie. Who in the hell would ever choose cake?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I like cake.”

      “But would you choose cake or pie?” he asked.

      “Cheesecake,” I said.

      “That’s a pie.”

      “But cake is in the name,” I said with a laugh.

      “Nope. Pie.”

      “Hmm, maybe, but I like super rich chocolate cake,” I told him. “The kind that makes your teeth hurt.”

      “Lava cake?” he asked.

      I groaned and closed my eyes. “Yes. Love lava cake.”

      His deep throated laugh sent goosebumps over my body.

      “Do you ever watch reality TV?” I asked him. I had to keep talking or I was going to revert back to the sex thing.

      “Hell no,” he answered. “Do you?”

      I grinned. “Sometimes.”

      “That burns your brain cells. You know that, right?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t watch the Kardashians. I like cooking shows and those home renovation shows.”

      “Do those count as reality shows?” he asked.

      “I think they do. What kind of TV do you watch?”

      He shrugged. “Not much. I don’t usually have a lot of time. I tend to put something on and then forget I’m watching TV. I’ll come back to the TV and realize it’s over.”

      “I bet because you get busy with work,” I said.

      I nodded. “Usually work or something else that needs my attention.”

      “One of these days, you need to just sit on your sofa with a cold beer or wine or whatever you drink and binge something.”

      “I’ll have time to do that later,” he said. “Like I said, right now this resort is my main focus. Once I get it up and running and I know things are going well, I’ll think about binging.”

      I nodded and was already thinking about my next question. “Dogs or cats?” I asked.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Do you prefer dogs or cats?”

      “Dogs, definitely,” he said. “You?”

      “Cats,” I answered honestly. “Dogs are too hyper.”

      “Cats are assholes,” he said with a laugh.

      “Some can be, but some are super sweet.”

      “Do you have cats?” he asked.

      “No, not yet. I have a roommate.”

      “Is she like a cat?” he asked dryly.

      “I don’t pet her, but she can be finicky.”

      He gave me a funny look. I realized my sense of humor might be a little colorful and not what he was used to. “Do you tie a bell around her?” he asked totally deadpan.

      I slapped my thigh and burst into laughter. “No, I don’t think she’d appreciate that, but it would be a good idea.”

      “You live in New York?” he asked.

      “Yep, in a tiny little apartment and I love it. Where is your home base?”

      “I have a couple places,” he answered casually. I should have known a billionaire would have more than one house.

      “Where do you call home?”

      “Here,” he answered easily.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. It’s always been where I wanted to live.”

      “Do you surf?” I asked.

      “No. I mean, I have, but I don’t—”

      “Have the time,” I said with a shake of my head. “Your life is passing you by.”

      “Maybe,” he said with a shrug.

      I hoped I didn’t offend him or make him feel bad. I forgot I had a dream job and not everyone could do what I did.

      It just reminded me how lucky I was.
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      “Do you spend your days traveling the world?” I asked her.

      It seemed like the kind of job that only a dreamer would have. I couldn’t imagine being so flighty, in a very literal sense. She was a free spirit. I had never been a free spirit in my life. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would be like to live out of a suitcase.

      “Maybe not the world, but that is ultimately my goal. I’ve got a few stamps on my passport.”

      “How did you get to this job?” I asked.

      “It started when I was in high school. It was a project I did for my writing class. Then it kind of took off from there. I started doing reviews about restaurants and other places I went to around town. I got a nice following. I started writing about hotels, bed and breakfasts, and anything I could think of. I asked if they’d be willing to comp me a room and I would review it.”

      “People pay you to review their place?” I asked her with surprise.

      “They don’t pay me, but they usually comp my room or give me a free ticket into their park or whatever.”

      “Has it always been like that?” I asked.

      She laughed. “No, I used to have to pay for stuff. Once I could prove I could be an asset to their businesses, they started comping me.”

      “How are you an asset?” I asked her.

      “My following,” she answered easily. “Why did you have me come here?”

      “Because you bombed me with that video,” I said.

      “Because I have a following.” She laughed. “People listen to what I have to say. They trust me because I’m brutally honest.”

      I stared at her. She was nothing like what I initially thought. She didn’t leave a great first impression. She was definitely a little on the excitable side. I wasn’t usually someone who appreciated drama, but she made it kind of fun. She didn’t do it to be annoying. It was just her quirky personality.

      “You’re going to be honest with this next review, right?” I asked.

      “I’m always honest,” she said. “I was honest about my last review, which wasn’t necessarily a review because your security guards manhandled me.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” I told her. “You have to know I had no idea any of that happened. There was some confusion with your reservation.”

      “Because you never invited me?” she asked.

      I grimaced. “No.”

      “I get it,” she said with a sigh. “I’m no Sabrina Something.”

      “Thank god for that,” I muttered.

      “It looks like it might be letting up a little,” she said as she looked out the window.

      I took a moment to stare at her when she wouldn’t notice. I didn’t know what I was feeling. It was a strange attraction to her. Obviously, I was attracted to her physically, but there was something about her quirky nature that appealed to me. There was an innocence that I never knew I liked. She made me feel different.

      I felt like a different man. I felt like I could talk to her and just be normal. With all the other women I had dated, I was always Alexander Dekker, son of the wealthy hotel magnate. I wasn’t just Alex.

      Perrin was probably about the only person who knew me as Alex. And now her. I was opening up to her like I had never opened up to anyone. Perrin knew how I got the land for the resort, but he didn’t know how much it had pissed my father off.

      “I don’t think we want to set off just yet,” I told her after checking my phone. “Still no service. It’s a long walk and I’m not really interested in doing it in the dark.”

      “Me either,” she said, still staring out the window. “Are you afraid of the dark?”

      “No. Are you?”

      “Not really, but I’m not going to be the girl who goes traipsing around in the pitch-black night,” she said. “If you actually watched movies, you would know the dumb girl that goes out into the night to find out what went bump always dies. I’m not trying to die.”

      I grinned. “I have heard that,” I teased.

      “Liar,” she said and looked at me. “Have you never seen Scream?”

      “Is that a TV show? Or a movie?”

      She groaned. “You are in desperate need of a movie education.”

      “I’ve gotten this far without it,” I told her. “I think I’m doing okay.”

      “But you could be doing so much better with a little fun and escape in your life,” she said.

      “Do you spend a lot of time watching movies?” I asked.

      “I spend a lot of time in planes,” she said. “I take advantage of in-flight movies or whatever I have on my tablet.”

      That made a lot of sense. “I see.”

      “What do you do when you’re flying back and forth to the States?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Work.”

      She burst into laughter. “Wow, I’m shocked.”

      “Typically, I take the red eye if I fly commercial. I sleep on the way over, and when I land, I get straight to work.”

      “When you fly commercial?” she questioned. “How else would you fly?”

      I was going to sound like a rich prick. “Private.”

      She nodded with a smile on her face. “Of course, you would. Do you have your own plane?”

      “Yes.”

      She laughed again. “That was a stupid question.”

      “It wasn’t a stupid question. I do have my own plane but that’s only because I was doing a lot of traveling. Before I was essentially disowned by my father, I had the use of the family jet. I’ll admit, it spoils a man. Plus, it made financial sense. I was spending a fortune on flights.”

      “I suppose you’ve got a point,” she said.

      “You travel a lot,” I said. “If you were paying for all those flights, don’t you think it would be better off to have your own plane?”

      She laughed again. “Oh, absolutely, I’ll just whip out my credit card and buy myself a plane. Does a pilot come with it? I don’t know how to fly and I’m not sure I’d be any good at it.”

      “I’ve seen you drive a golf cart,” I said dryly. “Please never try to fly a plane.”

      Her soft laughter filled the interior of the Jeep. “I’ll give you that.”

      “If you could fly yourself anywhere, where would you go?”

      “Scotland,” she answered without hesitation.

      “Really? Why?”

      “I want to see castles.”

      “You haven’t been yet?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Nope. Not yet. I will one day. Not just Scotland. Ireland too. I want to see it all.”

      I wanted to be with her when she saw those places. “You will,” I said.

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?” I questioned.

      “Where would you go if you could? I mean, I’m sure you’ve already been everywhere, but where is the one place you really want to go?”

      “Right here,” I answered without hesitation. “I would come right to this place.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Very funny.”

      “I’m serious,” I said in a quiet voice.

      She looked at me and her smile faded. The lightheartedness of the moment faded. It was suddenly very serious.

      We were in this little space with all this sexual tension. There was only one thing I could think to do to get rid of that tension. I leaned across the seat and put my hand on the back of her neck. I pulled her close to me and kissed her.

      Part of me expected her to pull back. When she didn’t pull away, I pressed my lips firmly against hers, pushing her mouth open and sweeping my tongue inside.

      I heard her little moan and knew she was enjoying the kiss as much as I was. I pushed in deeper, my hand sliding down her back and my arm wrapping around her waist to drag her closer.

      Her hands moved into my hair, sliding her fingers through until the tips of her soft fingers were scraping against my scalp. It was me who groaned when her tongue darted inside my mouth. The kiss intensified. I dragged her closer. The awkward position was killing my back, but I didn’t care. All I felt was the pleasure her kiss was triggering. I groaned again and felt my dick growing harder. It had been forever since I had sex in a car. I didn’t think I had the flexibility to do it now.

      I forced myself to pull back. If I didn’t, I was going to find myself bending her like a pretzel and taking her in the front seat of the Jeep. That was not what I wanted her to remember when she was writing her review. I could do better.

      I pulled back and looked at her. She had what I wanted to think was a dreamy look in her eyes. She let out a nervous laugh. I reached for my phone. I needed to do something, or I really was going to give into the need that was pulling me toward her.

      “It’s stopped raining,” she said.

      I looked out the window. “Still no service,” I told her.

      “Do we wait?” she asked.

      If we waited, I was going to end up banging her in the front seat. “We can walk down to the road and see if there is service there,” I said.

      “Is it going to be slippery?”

      “Yes, but we’ll be careful. That’s our only option. Otherwise, we’ll be up here all night. Eventually, that’s going to get really old. It’s been fun, but it is not the way I planned to spend the night.”

      “Me either,” she complained. “I’m looking forward to those sheets and the pillows. Good job on those.”

      I smirked. “Thanks. Are you ready to do this?”

      “Don’t let me fall,” she said.

      “I’ll do my best,” I told her. “Just do the duck walk. Move slow. Slide your feet.”

      “Thanks,” she muttered. “That doesn’t do me a lot of good if I’m on my ass.”

      “You’ll be fine,” I assured her.

      It took us a while to get down to the main road. We took our time walking down the slippery slope. There were several times when she had to reach out and grab my arm to steady herself. I didn’t dare hold her hand. That would only take us both down if one of us slipped.

      “You good?” I asked her.

      “I’m not dead,” she said. “No machete-wielding crazies have jumped out of the dark.”

      “That’s always a good day.” I laughed.

      It was the most absurd conversation I ever had. I was certain I would never forget it. I pulled my phone from my pocket and hit the on button. “I’ve got service,” I told her.

      “Thank god,” she breathed. “I don’t want to push my luck. If someone comes out swinging a machete, I’m screaming and running. Every man for himself.”

      I laughed and shook my head as I pushed the button for the front desk at the resort. The woman was damn near certifiable. I never knew what was going to come out of her mouth. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said as I waited for the call to connect. “Just remember, I have longer legs.”

      “But I bet you money I can run faster. I’m little and agile.”

      When the front desk answered, I quickly asked to speak to the shuttle driver. I ended the call and turned to check on her. She was staring into the night with her head on a swivel. “They’ll be here in about twenty minutes or so.”

      “Should we start walking toward the resort?” she asked.

      “If you want,” I said.

      “I’d rather stay on the move,” she said. “I don’t like feeling like a sitting duck.”

      “Then we move.”

      We walked slowly, minding every footstep. I hated that the night was over. Despite it being a disaster, it had been the best night of my life. I wanted to spend more time with her doing just this, which was nothing at all. I wanted to learn everything there was to know about her, and ironically, I wanted her to know about me.
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      I woke up to the sound of the ocean crashing against the rocks. I was in paradise. Last night had been amazing and disastrous at the same time. I didn’t even know how that was possible, but it was true.

      Kissing him was getting to be a habit. I went to bed last night after showering away the mud that had splashed up on my legs. The whole time I was washing my body, I thought about him touching me. I wanted to know what it would be like to be with him. I had no business thinking like that but damn if that kiss hadn’t left me longing for more.

      I smiled, thinking about his reaction as well. He’d been just as hot for me. That was exciting. A man like him being drawn to me was awesome. It was a huge ego booster. I saw the women he’d dated. I saw women like Sabrina hanging on him and he chose to spend time with me. I wished I could accidentally tell her I kissed him. To see the look on her face when she found out he ignored her to be with me.

      I was feeling a little lazy this morning and didn’t see any reason to jump up and hit the ground running. I was going to lie around for a bit. Truthfully, I was wondering if he was going to ask me to do anything today. Initially, he said he wanted to show me around all week, but with Sabrina showing up, I had a feeling that might not be an option.

      When my phone rang, I quickly rolled to grab it. I knew it wasn’t him, but part of me hoped it would be. It was Abbie’s face on my screen. I rolled onto my back and answered her call. “What’s up?” I answered.

      “Are you seriously in bed right now?” she asked.

      “I am.”

      “Miss Lazy Bones,” she said with a laugh.

      “I had a late night last night,” I told her.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Drinking?”

      “No. I wish. I got stranded on some hill in the middle of a horrible storm.”

      “What?” she gasped. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “What were you doing out on a hill at night all by yourself?” she asked.

      I wrinkled my nose. “I wasn’t exactly by myself.”

      “Who were you with?” she asked.

      “Um, him.”

      “Him, as in Alex?” she said.

      I nodded. “He came by last night to remind me we were supposed to be going to see one of the sights.”

      “Emily! You weren’t supposed to sleep with him!”

      I scoffed. “I didn’t! Geez. What do you think I am?”

      “I don’t know. You just said you had a late night.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t sleep with him. I did kiss him though.”

      “Again,” she said with a sigh. “Third time’s a charm. You kiss him again and I know you’re going to sleep with him.”

      I groaned. “I know. Remind me to find a man when I get home. I’ve been single too long. It’s making me very lecherous.”

      “Horny,” she said. “That’s the word you’re looking for. You’re looking at a hunky, albeit unavailable billionaire. You know he’s not going to be yours. You’re going to get hurt.”

      “I’m not going to get hurt. I just need to find a man so I don’t have to get into one of these vacation romances. It’s not my thing.”

      “Flings,” she corrected. “People our age are supposed to have flings. You’re in the perfect position to have flings with people you’ll never see again.”

      “That’s pretty sleazy,” I said.

      “Oh please, just loosen up. If I looked like you and I was jetting all around the world, I would so have flings.”

      “I know you would.” I laughed.

      “You have a crush and I think it’s cute,” she said.

      “I don’t have a crush.”

      “Yes, you do,” she said in a sing-song voice.

      “Did you get the piece I sent?” I asked and changed the subject.

      “I did, that’s why I called,” she said. “Do you want me to post it?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I need some pictures to put with it. No one is going to read anything without pictures.”

      “I’ll send you some in a minute,” I told her.

      “Do it before you accidentally fall into bed with that guy again.”

      “Ha. Ha. Very funny.”

      No sooner did I end the call with her when I heard the tablet in the living area start chiming. I threw the blanket off and raced to answer it. I didn’t even think about what I looked like.

      It was the concierge.

      “Hello,” I answered with a smile.

      “Hello, Miss Darling,” he greeted in his usual congenial tone. “Mr. Dekker has asked me to invite you to afternoon tea. He’ll meet you in the lobby at one.”

      “Thank you.”

      That was it. I didn’t let the fact that he basically told me I was going bother me. Afternoon tea sounded very safe. There was no risk of us falling into bed together.

      I went back into the room to scan my clothing choices. Once I settled on a dress, I took another shower and loaded up with lotion. I was wearing a sleeveless sundress and didn’t want scaly shoulders.

      I sent the pictures to Abbie and got ready for my tea. When I walked into the lobby, I scanned the crowd mingling around. I assumed there would be a sign advertising the tea. I wasn’t sure where I was supposed to go. I was about to make my way to the outdoor dining room when Alex called my name.

      He was wearing khaki shorts and a button-up, short-sleeved shirt. I looked down at my sundress and felt very overdressed. “Don’t tell me,” I said, doing my best to hide my disappointment. “You’ve been pulled away.”

      “Not at all,” he said with a shrug. “Are you ready?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I feel like I should change.”

      “No, you’re perfect the way you are.”

      I expected him to lead me to one of the restaurants. Instead, he headed for the door that led down to the beach. “Where are we going?”

      “We are taking the boat out,” he said casually.

      “The boat?” I questioned.

      “Yes, the boat.”

      “I thought the concierge said we were going to have tea?”

      “We are. On the boat. With dolphins.”

      I kept walking alongside him. I never knew what he had up his sleeve. He did like to keep me guessing. I trusted him. He hadn’t let me down yet. We walked along the path toward the small marina.

      “Did they get the Jeep out?” I asked.

      “They did this morning,” he said. “I guess there were quite a few cars stuck all over last night.”

      “Is that normal?”

      He shrugged. “It happens. I wouldn’t say it’s normal.”

      We stepped onto the small dock. He pointed to a boat tied up at the end. “That’s us,” he said.

      “Really?”

      “Yep.” He climbed aboard and held out his hand to me. He helped me on board before starting the engine.

      “You’re going to drive us?” I asked with shock.

      “Does that surprise you?” he asked with a laugh as he moved the lever and slowly maneuvered us away from the dock.

      “It does,” I said with a laugh. “I guess I expected you to have a driver or a captain or whatever.”

      “I’m not incapable,” he said as the boat started moving faster and bobbed up and down over the choppy waves. “I do have a driver when I need one, but I don’t need someone all the time.”

      “My bad,” I said and took a seat in one of the chairs. “Where are you taking me?”

      He chuckled. “Are you scared?”

      “Not scared but definitely intrigued. You didn’t let me get murdered last night, so that’s a point in your favor.”

      “Do you really think there is a strong likelihood you’re going to get murdered?” He laughed.

      “I don’t think anyone thinks they’re going to get murdered,” I said. “It just happens. You have to expect the unexpected.”

      “That’s a stressful way to live.”

      “I don’t actually think I’m going to be murdered, but when I find myself on the side of a road in the dark of night with no cell service, it certainly comes to mind.”

      “I promise not to put you in a position where murder seems like an option,” he said with a laugh.

      I knew I sounded crazy. I couldn’t help myself. My filtering system was just a little broken. I settled in and enjoyed the ride. It was a beautiful ride. My hair blew backward as he bounced over the waves. He slowed down, bringing the boat to a slow coast.

      He cut the engine and moved to open an ice chest. “It isn’t tea, but it is a picnic of sorts,” he said.

      “Works for me. So, where exactly are we?” I asked.

      “This is Kamiki Point,” he said. “We’ll sit here and wait, and you are certain to see some dolphins. They tend to hang out here.”

      “Really?”

      “They’ll be showing up soon,” he said and handed me a bottle of Diet Coke. He pulled a bottle opener and opened it for me.

      “What else you got in there?” I teased.

      He flashed me a sexy smile before pulling out a sealed container, like the kind you would get at a takeout restaurant. He handed it to me and then grabbed one for himself. I opened the lid and found sushi with a side of jasmine rice and macaroni salad.

      “And there is a surprise for dessert,” he said with a wink.

      I hoped dessert was him. “I can’t wait.”

      “Let’s sit back and wait,” he said.

      We quietly ate our meals when there was a splash to my left. I whipped my head around and caught a glimpse of a dolphin. “Oh no,” I pouted. “I didn’t get to see him.”

      “He’s not alone,” Alex said. “Just wait.”

      We waited and watched, and sure enough, more dolphins appeared. I squealed and thrust my tray of food at him. I jumped up and grabbed my phone. “I have to get pictures of this.”

      I knelt on the bench seat beside him. The boat bobbed and nearly threw me over the side. He reached up and put a firm hand on my hip, steadying me and keeping me from flipping over. Technically, his hand was mostly on my ass, but the heel of his palm was on my hip. “You’re going to fall in,” he warned.

      “I want to get a picture,” I said.

      “You’d be better off standing,” he said dryly.

      I kind of liked having his hand on my ass. I didn’t want to get up, but I did. I kicked off my wedge sandals and braced my legs apart. I took video of the dolphins and narrated what I was witnessing. I was going to use it in my vlog. I wasn’t sure my narration would be used but just in case.

      I glanced down at Alex once to find him staring up at me with that familiar look in his eyes. I flashed him a smile before turning my attention back to the screen. I took a bunch of shots before putting the phone away and just choosing to be in the moment.

      It was too much beauty to look at through a phone screen.
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      I knew it was going to be good to see her witness the dolphins playing. I couldn’t have imagined it would be this exciting to see her face light up with joy. She looked gorgeous in the pale blue sundress. Listening to her gasps and little squeals of delight as the dolphins played around us was better than actually watching the dolphins.

      “This is amazing,” she exclaimed. “I could seriously watch this all day. It’s just beautiful.”

      “It really is,” I said.

      “Do you come out here a lot?” she asked.

      “Not a lot,” I said.

      “Because you’re always working?” she quipped.

      “Honestly, yes,” I confessed. “But I have been out here quite often. My grandparents used to bring me out here.”

      “Ah,” she said before sitting back down. “I can’t believe this place isn’t packed. Why isn’t everyone out here watching this?”

      “Because they’re probably out doing other things,” I said. “Not everyone appreciates dolphins or nature in general.”

      “They are crazy,” she said.

      “Are you ready for dessert?” I asked her.

      She laughed. “Uh, duh. Did I mention I have a bit of a sweet tooth?”

      “Then you’re going to love this,” I said and opened the cooler once again. I pulled out the foam containers and handed one to her. “Don’t open it yet.”

      I grabbed mine and two forks before sitting down. She held the box to her nose. “I think I smell chocolate.”

      “You do. Open it.”

      She eagerly opened the box and screamed. “No way! Is this what I think it is?”

      “If you think it’s lava cake with a bit of a Hawaiian twist, you would be right.”

      “Oh my god,” she groaned and dug her fork into the cake and taking a bite.

      I knew I had her when she revealed her fondness for lava cake. I had the cook put together a lava cake especially for her. Yes, I was exploiting a weakness with the hopes it would earn me a good review. At least that was what I told myself. Truthfully, I liked making her happy. I liked seeing those bright smiles and hearing her sounds of joy.

      “Good?” I asked before I took a bite.

      “Amazing,” she said and let her eyes roll back. “I don’t know if I can fully explain to you just how much I love lava cake.”

      “I can see it on your face.”

      “I’m a sucker for this stuff,” she murmured around a mouthful. “Seriously, if there was a human-size mousetrap baited with lava cake, I would be in it. I would be trapped. I wouldn’t even care as long as I got to die eating my cake.”

      I laughed. Everything was so dramatic with her. “Good to know.”

      Watching her enjoy her cake made me think about the kiss. That wasn’t entirely true. I was already thinking about the kiss, but her little moans and sighs of pleasure sent me down fantasy road.

      I wanted her more than I had last night. I wasn’t going to deny my want of her. Taking her out on the boat today and feeding her cake was all with the idea of getting another one of those kisses.

      She leaned back against the seat. “Oh my god,” she said and closed the box. “I’m going to fall into a sugar coma.”

      “You’re welcome to stretch out and take a nap,” I offered.

      She groaned. “That sounds tempting, but I thought we were having tea in the restaurant. I’ll take a nap as Emily the fair-skinned girl that is ginger adjacent and wake up a lobster.”

      She had such a way with words. “We have sunscreen on the boat,” I said. “I’d be happy to rub it on your shoulders and back.”

      “I wish I would have known we were going out on a boat. I would have brought my bikini.”

      “I’m not opposed to nude sunbathing,” I said the words before I realized how that might sound.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so, buddy. The last place I want to get burned is on the goodies.”

      I burst into laughter. “I suppose we could put sunscreen on the goodies as well.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “I don’t think so.”

      I shrugged and grabbed the bottle of sunscreen. She turned to give me her back before lifting her hair. The back of her neck beckoned to me. I wanted nothing more than to touch it. I wanted to kiss that sensitive flesh and watch her skin ripple. I squeezed a dollop of sunscreen in my palm before touching one of her bare shoulders. I felt like I’d been electrocuted.

      I rubbed my hands over her shoulders and down her arms. I wished like hell she was wearing a bikini. That would be a whole lot more skin that needed my attention. Because I wasn’t done rubbing, I squeezed on more sunscreen and worked it into her skin, sliding my hands down her arms all the way to her wrists.

      I was certain we both knew it was a lot more than her need for sunscreen. It had turned into a sensual massage. The smell of coconut filled my nostrils. I had smelled sunscreen a million times, but it never smelled like this. It never affected me before. Not like this. It was the best aphrodisiac.

      As I rubbed her skin, all I could think about was the kiss. It was intense. It was far stronger than I was. I was only a man. I was weak. I was no match for the desire that pulled me to make a move.

      I leaned forward and kissed the back of her neck. I heard her sharp intake of breath. She didn’t pull away. I slid my lips over her skin, slick with the sunscreen, and kissed the side of her neck.

      She gasped and tilted her head to the side. I took advantage of the exposed skin and nibbled at her neck. Her hand reached back and ran through my hair as she pulled my head closer. That was my cue. I stepped to the side and reached for her hand. I pulled her up and looked her in the eyes. Part of me knew this was stupid. I had no business getting involved with someone who could ruin me.

      She reached up and touched her fingertips to my cheek. She went up on her toes and kissed me. I was done trying to hold back. I had wanted this woman for too long. I grabbed her hips and jerked her against me. I needed her. My mouth slammed over hers. I thrust my tongue inside her mouth. She turned into a wild woman.

      Her hands raked through my hair and down my back before sliding under my shirt. Her hands pressed against my back. Her breasts pressed against my chest. I was unable to resist the demands of my body. The dress she was wearing had small buttons down the front. I slipped my hands between our bodies and started unbuttoning. I struggled to do it with our kiss continuing.

      When I felt the last button give way, I pushed the top part open and quickly pushed the dress down her shoulders. I had to see the gift I was unwrapping. A pretty pink bra cradling the most magnificent set of breasts I had ever seen. I reached for them, cupping them in my hands before leaning down to kiss the tops of the perfect globes.

      She groaned and leaned her head back, holding my face to her breasts. I pushed the dress down, letting it pool at her feet. I raised my head from her chest and looked around. We were still the only boat on the water. I might have intentionally let the front desk and concierge know I would prefer they not recommend the area for our guests.

      I wanted to share this experience with her by myself.

      Her pink thong matched her bra. I slid my hands down her sides and rubbed over her thighs before sliding back up to her waist. “God damn, I’ve wanted this,” I breathed.

      “I’m standing here in my bra and thong and you’re still dressed,” she whispered. “My ass is literally hanging out for the world to see.”

      “Only the dolphins are watching,” I assured her as I brushed her hair back from her face.

      She reached for the hem of my shirt and lifted it. I raised my arms and pulled it off while she worked on the button of my shorts. She was fast. They were dropping to the floor in record time. I kicked off my shoes and kicked all of it to the side.

      We stood facing each other in our underwear. Her hands roamed over my chest before moving down to my stomach. I stood and let her run her hands over my body until I couldn’t take it anymore. She stepped close to me once again. I reached up and quickly unhooked the bra. I pulled the straps down her arms and groaned when her breasts rubbed against my chest.

      My mouth covered hers for another heated kiss. I pulled her down to the bench, stretching her out on her back. I moved to pull her panties down, tossing them on the deck of the boat. I leaned down and kissed her belly before sliding my mouth up to those luscious breasts. I sucked one nipple between my teeth.

      “Yes,” she groaned.

      I suckled her breasts before I was too hot to hold back another second. I slipped beside her, stretching out against her body. I hooked one leg between hers before slipping my hand between her legs. I touched her, cupping her and listening to her moans. If she was responding like this with me just touching her, I couldn’t wait to see how she responded to more.

      I slipped my fingers between her folds. My finger moved inside her. She cried out as I pushed in deeper. I was rewarded with a flood of heat. She reached up and pulled my mouth to hers. I kissed her through her orgasm until she was fighting to get my underwear down.

      “Hold on,” I grunted and moved off her. I found my shorts and the two condoms I had packed along, just in case.

      I stripped off the underwear and slid on the condom before crawling over her. She reached up, her hands resting on my shoulders as I adjusted my body to meet hers. Her lips were slightly parted and beckoning to be kissed. Supporting my weight above her, I bent forward to kiss her. Her hands slid down my back, her nails gently scraping over my flesh.

      I pulled back, my nose a hair’s breadth from her own. “Good?” I asked. I was certain I knew the answer, but I wanted to make damn sure. I couldn’t risk a scandal of any sort.

      Her head leaned up, her mouth brushing mine. “Good.”

      I needed no further encouragement. I adjusted my hips, probed at her entrance, and slowly pushed my way inside her liquid heat. She wiggled below me, adjusting her body before opening herself to me. I pushed again and seated myself inside her while holding my torso off her body. It took me several seconds to regain control of my breathing. Her tight sheath was squeezing me, driving me straight to the edge of orgasm. I couldn’t let that happen. Not yet.

      She moved again, her hands sliding down my arms and squeezing before she leaned up and kissed me again. I realized I had gone statue still. She probably thought something was wrong with me. I was just trying to hold on. She was too tight, too hot, and my body was no longer under my control.
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      I closed my eyes and held on to the moment. This was not what I expected when I headed out for afternoon tea. This was so much better than tea.

      I opened my eyes and found him watching me. He was looking down at me as his lower body moved, sliding in and out of me and giving me one hell of a ride.

      He offered a hint of a smile when a cry escaped my throat. “Let it out,” he grunted. “No one can hear you.”

      I arched my back, taking him deeper and letting the sounds of pleasure escape my throat with no holding back. The man was too good to be true. He was strong. His muscles bulged as he held his weight off me. His chest muscles were defined and begging to be kissed. If only we weren’t on a narrow bench on a boat in the middle of the Pacific. Oh, what I could do with this man’s body.

      He started to move faster. His expression changed. I could see the intensity on his face. His veins were popping out in his neck and his eyes had closed. He moved faster and faster. I felt my body sliding upward on the bench. I put one foot on the deck to brace myself and, in the process, opened myself to him.

      He growled and adjusted his body. When he thrust again, I cried out with pleasure. He lowered his body to mine, kissing me with a newfound intensity. I held on to his arms as he pounded into my body. I didn’t think either of us was in control of our bodies.

      He grunted and growled again. I scraped my nails down his back and squeezed his ass. I pulled him inside me, begging him to get deeper. I was on the edge. I could feel the orgasm barreling toward me. I knew it was going to be powerful.

      When it hit, I cried out. I didn’t hold back. I moaned, pulling him against me. He collapsed on top of me, the weight of him heightening my pleasure.

      I heard another grunt and felt him jerk once and then again as he found his own release. I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him close. I didn’t care that I could barely breathe under the weight of his body.

      This was the kind of thing that happened to other people. It didn’t happen to people like me.

      I wanted to pretend I was the kind of woman who got to jet around the world with her billionaire boyfriend. I got to lounge on a boat and make love to my man.

      I casually ran my fingers through his hair. It was silky smooth with the majority of the hair product finally free. He kissed my neck and moved to the side just a little before moving his weight off me.

      He said nothing as he ran his fingertips over my heated skin. It was a reminder this was not a dream. This was very real. I was sprawled out nude on a boat with the hunkiest man I’d ever been with. Add the fact he was richer than ninety percent of the world and it made it very difficult to hold on to the fact it was all real.

      I was afraid to say anything. I didn’t want to break the spell. It was too good.

      He kissed my cheek before pushing himself up and off my body. He moved to sit down at my feet. He patted my shin. I watched his chest heave up and down as he recovered. It was suddenly very awkward. Here we were on a boat where anyone could pull up alongside us.

      I felt my nudity right down to my soul. I pulled my legs away from him and reached for my panties first. I started to dress with my back to him, which was really silly considering I’d just been sprawled out under him. He dressed without saying a word.

      I was so bad at this kind of thing. I had never quite gotten the hang of casual sex. I was more the type to date a guy a few times and I certainly expected him to call me in the morning. This was not going to be my usual thing. He wasn’t going to call me. I would leave in a few days and that would be that. It was a fling.

      “Do you want to get some more pictures?” he asked as if we had not just been naked.

      “I think I got enough,” I said.

      “Then we’ll head back,” he said and moved to start the engine.

      I put on my shoes and sat down on the bench once again. I felt so silly and ridiculous. I didn’t know what I was doing with him. I was way out of my league.

      He probably did this on a weekly basis. His resort was his own personal dating pool. It was a steady supply of fresh faces and new women to conquer, and lucky for him, they left at the end of their stay. No fuss, no muss.

      It was hard to see something you wanted, get it, and know you had to walk away from it. There was nothing for me and him. We were never going to be a thing. This thing we had just now was a one-hit wonder.

      I took advantage of his back being to me and stared at him as he drove us back to the resort. His broad shoulders and trim waist. He had a perfect tan. His dark hair was blowing in the wind. He looked so casual and nothing like the guy I had first met.

      I was bummed that our day was over. I wished the boat would have broken down. I wouldn’t mind being stranded with him. We could play house on a deserted island and spend our days making love. But then there was reality. We weren’t exactly in the middle of nowhere and he had a job. I had a job. Being marooned would be fun for about an hour. Then I would get hungry, and I really didn’t want to try and navigate the bathroom situation.

      The engine slowed as he pulled up to the dock. It was over. My second romantic escape with him was over. I waited until he tied up the boat before I got to my feet. He stepped out and reached down to help me out.

      “Do we need to get the stuff?” I asked.

      “Nah, I’ll have someone pick it up.”

      I had to laugh. “I almost forgot who you were.”

      He flashed me a grin. “I’m not going to deny there are perks to being me. I take advantage of those perks sometimes. It’s not like they aren’t getting paid. Not to mention, it’s part of the service for anyone who wants to rent the boats. Someone has to go over the boats, fuel them, and get them ready for the next guest.”

      I held up my hands. “All right, all right, I get it.”

      We walked side by side but with a safe distance between us. It was kind of hard to believe thirty minutes ago we’d been naked together. “Did you enjoy yourself?” he asked.

      That was a loaded question. I felt my cheeks burning. “I did,” I said. I knew he was talking about the dolphin-watching and not the sex, but that was where my mind went. “Thank you for taking me out there. That was absolutely magical. I will definitely include that in my review. I can’t believe more people weren’t out there.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      We made our way up the path to the main lobby area. I wasn’t sure if I should tell him not to worry about what happened on the boat. I didn’t want him to think I expected more from him. That was definitely not the case.

      I expected nothing. I was totally cool with never speaking of it again if he preferred. I was already imagining the lecture I was going to get from Abbie. She was right and I was wrong. I thought I could resist the man. I was wrong.

      “Thanks again,” I said as we stepped into the lobby.

      “Have dinner with me tonight,” he blurted out.

      I wasn’t expecting that. It gave me a sliver of hope that maybe this was more than a one-hit wonder. I wasn’t silly enough to think it was anything real, but a dinner date that led to a sleepover could be very good.

      “Alex!” I heard his name being called.

      We both turned to find Sabrina waving at him. She was wearing a pair of shorts that showed off her long legs, made even longer with the heels she paired with them. As usual, her hair and makeup were on point. She was ready for the camera or the runway.

      “Should we say six?” he asked.

      “What?” I asked, looking away from Sabrina who was still fighting for his attention.

      “Six o’clock for dinner,” he said.

      I scrunched my nose. Sabrina was still calling his name. “I think you better take care of that,” I said. “We can catch up later.”

      “Emily,” he said.

      I forced a smile. “Thank you for today. I’ll see you later.”

      I turned and walked away before Sabrina made her way over. I didn’t want to hear the woman or watch her fawn all over the man that had just been with me.

      I quickly walked back to my suite. The moment I was inside, I cranked up the AC. I was hot and it had nothing to do with the temperature outside. It was him.

      I wanted him and he was with her. I could not possibly compete with her. She was seasoned and used to the five-star meals and knew not to play with her food. She could be on his arm at a fancy event and not embarrass him by saying something stupid or being overly dramatic.

      It was for the best that Sabrina showed up when she did. Me having dinner with Alex could be perilous. We would end up having sex again. Of that, I was sure. I felt that heat between us even when we were walking back to the resort. We’d end up at my place or his. I’d want him to stay the night and then I would fall for him.

      I couldn’t let myself get caught up in the romanticism of it all. I needed to pull back. I was going to find myself in a situation that ended up with me heartbroken. Alex was never going to be long term. I was falling into the lull of a vacation romance.

      It was a pitfall people like me had to avoid. We got to live this alternative life when we were on these many adventures. When we were away from our real lives, we got to step into the lives of these fantasy people in our minds.

      Alex was a fantasy. I had to put on the brakes.

      Tomorrow when the concierge called, I would politely decline. I needed to put some space between us. I could find my own way around. This was what I did.

      I walked into the bedroom and stripped off my dress. I stepped in front of the mirror and noticed a mark on my neck. I stepped closer and realized it was a faint hickey. Seeing the evidence of what happened between us sent heat pumping through my veins.

      “Oh, Emily,” I whispered. “You’re in deep. Swim out now or you are going to drown.”

      I needed to wash him away. I turned on the shower and stripped. I stepped in the beautiful tile shower with the jets and let the water flow over me. I couldn’t help but think of him touching me. Today was a day I was going to be revisiting quite a bit over the coming weeks and months.
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      I scanned the spreadsheet Perrin gave me before looking up and finding him watching me. His blue eyes reflected apprehension. I looked at the numbers again and let out a long sigh.

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked him. “We are down by thirty percent from what I projected our opening numbers would be. I was sure that once people were here, they’d tell their friends, and word would get out. I’ve got the social media marketer watching reviews and every platform. It’s like we don’t exist beyond that stupid fucking video.”

      “Do you think Emily’s video is keeping people from coming?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t. Not really. The people I expect to be making reservations aren’t the YouTube crowd. She appeals to the millennials and Gen Z crowd. We should be slammed with the retired crowd.”

      “Maybe our targeted marketing is off,” he offered.

      I pulled out another sheet of paper with pie graphs. I shook my head. “We concentrated our marketing to the over-fifty crowd,” I said. “That’s who we should be getting. Looking at the reservations we are getting, it’s younger couples. They don’t spend like the retirees. They aren’t staying as long.”

      Elliott appeared in the doorway looking disheveled as usual. “Uh, I was sorting the mail and I found this,” he said and held up a manila envelope.

      I held up my hand for him to bring it to me. I looked at the front, then the back. “Where did it come from?” I asked him.

      He looked confused. “I don’t know. It was in the mail stack.”

      “Elliot, there’s no postal stamp and no return address. This didn’t come in with the mail.” I spoke slowly and did my best to keep my voice even. Inside, I wanted to shout at the top of my lungs. How could someone be so damn incompetent?

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to tell him just how I felt.

      “Don’t,” Perrin said under his breath. “You’ll regret it.”

      I shot him a look before looking at Elliot. “Thank you,” I said and officially dismissed him.

      He walked away looking like a lost puppy dog.

      “I thought you wanted me to fire him?” I asked Perrin.

      “Oh, I do, but I know you’ll end up regretting it. Then you’ll blame me for not stopping you. I’m saving myself from your backlash.”

      “You make it sound like I always yell at you.”

      “Maybe not always, but you expect me to be three steps ahead of you,” he said nonchalantly. “If I don’t keep my crystal ball shined and ready to go, you’ll be pissed.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Are you going to open it?” he asked.

      “Do I have to?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I don’t think anyone is sending you white powder.”

      “I’ve made a few enemies,” I retorted before opening the envelope. I pulled out a magazine with a Post-it note on the cover. “To the victor go the spoils,” I read aloud. “It’s signed by Mike Grimes, my father’s PR head.”

      I pulled off the note and looked at the cover. I groaned and shook my head.

      “What does that mean?” Perrin asked.

      I handed him the magazine. “That means my dad and Mike managed to get the lead and the cover on the most popular retirement magazine in the country.”

      Perrin opened the magazine with a grimace on his face. “Oh, this is rich,” he muttered and handed the magazine back to me.

      “What now?”

      “Read the first few lines of the article,” he said.

      “The reopening of one of the most popular resorts in Maui is bittersweet for Raymond Dekker,” I started reading aloud. “I don’t want to read this shit.” I dropped the magazine.

      Perrin picked it up. “Raymond, called Ray by his friends and those who know him best, says his hotel chain is going through a rebranding. He explains the effort to give the hotels a fresh look comes from events in his personal life. He feels the need to make some changes and leave the bad vibes behind as he enters his golden years.”

      “Bad vibes?” I scoffed. “His parents dying? His wife dying? That’s not something you can leave behind.”

      Perrin cleared his throat. “Raymond has suffered a great deal of loss in the last ten years. The hotel chain has always been a family business with Ray taking over the chain when his father passed away ten years ago. The goal was to one day pass the chain down to Ray’s son, but he says that won’t happen now. What was once a family legacy is now a source of pain for Ray. When Ray’s son decided to leave the family business and set out on his own, things were rocky. According to his father, Alexander chose to open his own resort as a direct competition to the family business.”

      “Is this legal?” I spat. “Can my dad just put this shit out there without checking with me?”

      Perrin looked at me over the magazine. “So far he hasn’t said anything libelous yet.”

      “What else?” I muttered. “Hit me with it.”

      He scanned the article before putting it down. “Basically, good old Ray says he feels bad he didn’t get to teach his son the ins and outs of running a luxury hotel and now you are forced to make mistakes on your own. He claims your resort was the vision of a dreamer and not based in reality. Your resort has a lot of bells and whistles, but the older generation would prefer what they know instead of being experimental guinea pigs.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Guinea pigs! He said that?”

      Perrin slowly nodded. “He did.”

      “Damn. What in the hell? Why would my father sabotage me? It’s not like there aren’t enough people to go around. He has a dedicated clientele. I’m picking up those who are looking for something different and exciting. At least that was my goal. He’s taking it all from me.”

      “We just have to fight harder,” he said. “We’ll step up our marketing. I’ll get with the team.”

      “He’s fighting dirty,” I said. “This is bullshit. He has no right to drag my family into this.”

      “He is the family,” he reminded me

      I snorted. “Barely.”

      Elliot showed up in my doorway yet again. I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling him to get lost. “Yes?” I asked when he didn’t speak.

      “Uh, I have a message from Miss Hausman,” he said.

      I hid the cringe I felt. “And?” I said and waved my hand.

      “She says she made reservations for five o’clock,” he said.

      “Reservations for what?” I asked irritably.

      “Dinner.”

      “Dinner?” I growled.

      “She said she mentioned it to you last night,” he said. “Her producer wants to do a segment on the fine dining. She told me she wants to make it a feature in the piece.”

      Perrin looked at me with his brows raised. “You need this,” he said.

      I did need it for the business, but I had been hoping to spend time with Emily. I’d been busy all day with meetings and had not seen her since she practically ran from me yesterday. I was picking up on a pattern with her. Every time Sabrina showed up, Emily bailed on me.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “Tell her I’ll be there.”

      “Right now?” he asked.

      “Yes, Elliot. Right now. Don’t forget.”

      “Okay,” he said and rushed out.

      “You look like you are chewing glass,” Perrin said. “You don’t like Sabrina?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t have an opinion either way.”

      “Liar.” He laughed. “Did you have other plans?”

      “Not necessarily,” I said. “But I had hoped to have my evening free.”

      “I’m going to talk to marketing,” he said and got to his feet. “I’ll get them moving on this right now.”

      “Thanks.”

      I hated that I couldn’t spend time with her. I wished I would have met her months before things were so hectic. Or even met her down the road once the resort was established and running well. I just didn’t have the time to dedicate to getting to know her better.

      I worked, doing my best to ignore the magazine sitting on the edge of my desk. It pissed me off that my father would purposely sabotage me. What a great relationship. If my mother was alive, she’d be sick to see what had happened to us.

      When it was time to meet Sabrina, I headed for the restaurant. It was hard not to miss Sabrina and her crew. Her camera team was walking around the restaurant, filming the area and the diners. I cringed at the scene. I had just lectured Emily about the very thing. Sabrina looked to be interviewing one of the diners.

      I made my way over to Sabrina and effectively cut the interview short. “Give me five, guys?”

      She hooked her arm through mine and led me to the table. “I was worried you were going to stand me up,” she said.

      “I got caught up with work,” I told her.

      “Ah, no rest for the wicked,” she said with a flashy smile.

      “Not so much. Would you like to start with a cocktail or a glass of wine?”

      “What do you recommend?” she said. She leaned forward with her chin resting in her hand.

      It was a purposeful move. The lowcut blouse she was wearing gave me a good view of her breasts. I wasn’t going to call myself a breast expert, but I had enough experience to know between real and enhanced. They were a nice set of Ds, and normally I would be very enthusiastic about getting my hands on the perky globes, but not today. Emily’s breasts were far more appealing.

      “I like something a little stiffer,” I answered.

      Her eyes flashed. “Me too.”

      I had said the exact wrong thing to her. She was a barracuda, waiting to pounce. My hand shot up to call a waiter. I was going to need straight liquor to get through this dinner. “Did you get what you needed today?” I asked her.

      “I got some, but I don’t think I’ve got what I needed.”

      Again, it was a blatant invitation. “Tell me what I can do to help,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t mind a little personal attention,” she said with a smile.

      Thankfully, her camera crew showed up just then. “Should we get some shots of the two of you?” one of them asked.

      “Wait until our drinks get here,” she said.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I didn’t have to wonder long. I was put through a series of posed photos before she sent the camera crew away once again. I felt bad for the guys. She treated them like her puppies to be shooed away whenever it suited her.

      “Tell me about yourself,” she said as she sipped the strong cocktail.

      “There’s not a lot to say,” I said with a shrug. “Pretty much everything there is to know is out there already.”

      “I don’t mean the basic facts,” she said. “I want to know about you. What are your likes and dislikes?”

      I shrugged. I had no interest in sharing anything with her. “I like the beach,” I said with a big smile.

      I had to be nice. I couldn’t afford to piss this woman off. She was very powerful and held a lot of sway. After seeing the hit piece from my father, I couldn’t afford a bad review. I had to keep her happy.

      “What do you like to do on the beach?” she asked. She was practically purring.

      The woman had an uncanny knack to turn everything sexual. “I guess I like doing just about anything on the beach.”

      She grinned again. “I like that answer.”

      I smiled and took a drink. In the back of my mind, I wished it was Emily sitting across from me. I would have been very eager to tell her what I liked to do on the beach.

      In fact, I hoped I got to do at least one of those things with her on the beach.
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      I leaned back with the cocktail in hand and wiggled my toes. I’d spent the day hanging out at the beach by myself. I purposely stayed out of my room most of the day. I didn’t want to be invited or commanded to spend time with Alex.

      When I did get back to my room, I was just a little bummed to see he had not called, nor had the concierge.

      It was hard not to think he got what he wanted and then he was done. I didn’t want to believe that, but it was hard not to go there. I couldn’t be upset he ditched me. It was for the best. I was going to enjoy the rest of the week and call it good.

      I stretched out on the lounge chair and thought about the week so far. Of course, I thought about him. When I first arrived, I was prepared to hate him. I just knew the arrogant, cocky owner was going to be a pain in my ass. And he was until he wasn’t.

      It was crazy to think the guy I was determined to hate had become a man I was incredibly attracted to.

      I’d had boyfriends before. I’d had flings, but none of them made me feel like this. None of them affected me this strongly. I knew it had nothing to do with his money. I could give a shit about that. It wasn’t his looks, although I was incredibly attracted to him. He was gorgeous but it wasn’t just the physical appearance.

      He was gorgeous on the inside as well. I loved the way he took care of me. He was always reaching out and taking my hand or making sure I was okay. He talked to me like I was a friend. I liked hearing him talking about himself. I got the impression he was a very closed-off kind of guy. But he opened up to me. I hated to admit it, but it was one of the most emotionally involved relationships I had ever been in.

      That was dangerous. If I was emotionally attached to him, I was going to be vulnerable to heartbreak. I didn’t want a broken heart. I had been there and done that. It wasn’t fun. This wasn’t supposed to be a trip that left me hurting at the end of it.

      I sighed and took another sip when I heard a giggle just beyond the green foliage that provided me privacy on my patio. I heard a male voice and my ears perked up. I knew that voice. I got up and quietly walked to the path that led down to the beach. My suite was elevated above the rest of the resort, giving me a bird’s eye view of what was happening below.

      There were several hot tubs positioned around the area with soft lighting and lots of tropical flowers. It gave the impression you were in the jungle. My eyes immediately went to the couple walking along the path. It was him. And her. Jealousy curdled in my stomach.

      She had her arm linked through his. I couldn’t hear what he said, but I knew the timber of his voice. She burst into laughter and rested her head against his shoulder as they walked together. I watched and waited to see if he was going to pull away. When he didn’t, everything I suspected was right.

      It hurt.

      I went back to my suite and grabbed my phone. I was pissed. I shouldn’t be pissed, but I was furious. I felt used and discarded. Again, I had no business feeling that way. I wanted it. I knew what it was, and I didn’t get to get pissed now.

      I shot off an angry text to Abbie. I knew she was probably asleep, but I just had to blow off some steam. I put the phone down and went for the mini bar when I heard my phone ring. It was Abbie.

      “What are you doing awake?” I asked

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she said with a sigh. “I am in one of those sleepless spells.”

      “I’m sorry,” I told her.

      “So, what was that text about?” she asked.

      I told her what happened with Alex and how everything was ruined now that Sabrina was there. “She’s just so into him.”

      “Why is she still there?” Abbie asked. “You and I both know how these things work. It’s going to be a five-minute piece, ten minutes tops. Don’t you think it’s a little odd she’s been there for days?”

      She was right. “Because she wants him,” I breathed.

      “Don’t hate me, but you can’t let yourself get caught up in this thing with him,” she said. “You know you’re coming home in a few days and that’s that.”

      “I know you’re right,” I said. “I’ll let you get back to sleep.”

      “Good night,” she said.

      The next morning, I spotted Perrin going into the coffee shop. I quickly caught up with him. “Hi,” I said with a friendly smile.

      “Hi,” he said and suddenly looked very uncomfortable.

      “I’m Emily,” I reminded him. “You showed me the snorkeling kiosk.”

      “I know who you are.”

      I ordered my coffee and followed him, which I sensed made him a little uncomfortable. “I saw Sabrina, uh, the news lady,” I said when I drew a blank on her last name. “She’s still here?”

      “Yes,” he answered without elaborating.

      “Is she doing a larger piece?” I asked. “It seems like she is getting a lot of footage for a basic fluff piece.”

      He gave me a look. I was butting in. “Alex is allowing them unfettered access to the resort with the hopes they will do a more prominent feature. It’s a new place and any free press is a good thing. I’m sure Alex would be happy to have them stay for two weeks if it meant Sabrina was able to do a well-rounded piece.”

      “These shows are thirty minutes long,” I told him. “An hour at most. They feature a number of resorts and then they have all these sponsors they have to plug. They never do just one place either. All of this footage is going to end up on the editing floor.”

      At first, he seemed irritated, but the more I talked, the more he seemed to catch on to what I was saying. I had spent the night thinking about Sabrina’s motives. I had even done some Googling. The more I learned about her, the less I saw her as someone angling to get Alex in bed with her and more as someone with an agenda.

      “And you know this how?” he questioned.

      I smiled. “I’m not a big time TV celebrity, but I’ve done reviews. It’s kinda what I do.”

      He laughed. “Sorry, I forgot.”

      “I take a lot of video, like a lot,” I told him. “Hours and hours, and when I do my vlog, I end up using maybe a tenth of what I record. Nobody wants to see someone else’s slideshow. Honestly, if Alex had not made my stay for a week, I wouldn’t be here specifically for the review. However, my review will be dedicated to this one resort. Because I’ve been here so long and there is so much to see, I’ll probably do a two or three-part series.”

      He nodded. “That’s good. I know Alex looks forward to seeing what you will put together.”

      “I haven’t even started reviewing what I have, but I will try and get to it as soon as I get home. Has Sabrina giving you an air date?”

      “No, not yet.”

      It was time to bring up my next point. This was tricky because I wasn’t sure how loyal Perrin was to Sabrina. I told myself I was doing this for Alex. No matter what the situation was with us, I did like his resort and I knew what he put into it. I hated to see him fail.

      “I know who Sabrina is because she is such a big influence in my little travel blogging world. She is someone we all aspire to be. I happened to be doing some research on other luxury hotels in Hawaii and noticed she seems to have a very good relationship with Alex’s father. She’s done a lot of reviews on his places.”

      Perrin’s facial expression gave nothing away, but I noticed a small twitch of his eye. “I see.”

      “This is a Hawaii segment,” I continued. “Usually, her pieces focus on one area. She’ll do Napa Valley, the South of France, and so on. She reviews a number of places and always decides a winner and a loser. Do you think that’s a possibility here?”

      He cleared his throat. “I don’t know what other properties she’s reviewing,” he said in a tight voice. He looked uncomfortable. Like he was ready to run away.

      “I think it might be a good idea to find out,” I said. “Not that I’m trying to tell you how to do your job, but this could be dangerous.”

      “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I had a feeling he was irritated with me. I probably shouldn’t have said anything, but I didn’t like Sabrina. She was a dangerous woman. I sensed it. Maybe it was because I wasn’t a man blinded by the Double Ds. Maybe it was because I was just a little jealous. Perrin walked away.

      I walked out with my coffee and took a walk through the gardens. I hoped I didn’t do anything wrong. I shouldn’t have butted in, but I didn’t trust Sabrina. I kept telling myself it wasn’t because I was jealous. I wasn’t a jealous person. I just had a gut feeling about Sabrina. I saw the way she zeroed in on Alex whenever she was in the same area. She was like a heat-seeking missile. She constantly sought him out.

      I walked to the pool and commandeered a lounger for myself. I took off my shorts and swimsuit coverup and stretched out on the lounger to soak up some sun. I closed my eyes and thought about the whole Sabrina thing. It left me with a sour taste in my mouth.

      “Is this seat taken?” I heard a man ask.

      My eyes popped open to find a man standing beside my chair. He was fairly attractive, but he wasn’t an Alex. “No, go ahead,” I said.

      I glanced around the pool and noticed a lot of empty chairs. “Thanks,” he said and sat down before taking off his shirt. “How long have you been here?”

      “At the pool or at the resort?”

      “The resort.”

      “A few days,” I answered. “You?”

      “Just came in today,” he said. “How is it?”

      “Good. Are you here with family?”

      He chuckled. “Nope. Me and a few buddies are here on vacation. What about you? Is there a husband or boyfriend around?”

      This was what I was supposed to be doing. I was supposed to be flirting with other guests. I had more of a chance of a relationship with this guy than I did with Alex. Flirting with him would help take my mind off Alex. “Nope,” I said casually.

      “That’s a crime,” he said with a laugh. “A girl like you should have a man.”

      “Why should I have a man?”

      “To keep guys like me from hitting on you,” he said with a grin.

      “Ah, but I could have just told you I had a man if I wanted to do that,” I said and flashed him a smile. It was harmless flirting. I already decided he was not a guy I could spend more than ten minutes with before I wanted to knock him upside the head.

      He was nothing like Alex. I hated when guys assumed that a girl without a man was automatically in need of a man. I was independent and strong. I didn’t need a man. I wouldn’t mind having one, but I didn’t need one.

      Big difference.
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      Perrin knocked on my office door before pushing it all the way open and coming in. I could tell by the look on his face something was wrong. I swore if it was my father causing more problems, I was going to lose my shit.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked with a sigh.

      He handed me a piece of paper. “What’s this?”

      “It’s a list of the other properties Sabrina is reviewing for her special,” he said.

      I noticed my father’s resort was on the list. “Where did you get this?” I asked.

      “I had a few drinks with one of the guys on the camera crew. We got to talking and he mentioned they were reviewing several places in the Hawaii region.”

      I stared at the list. Suspicion flared to life inside me. I pushed it away. I didn’t want to think the worst. “It doesn’t matter,” I told him. “The review we get will stand on the strength of our resort. I know it’s good. You know it’s good. A little healthy competition is a good thing.”

      Perrin shook his head. “Look at that list again,” he said. “Do you see the numbers next to each resort?”

      I looked down again. “What is that?” I asked.

      “That’s the number of nights they stayed at the other places,” he said. “Every other place has been one or two at most. Sabrina and her crew have been here for four days already.”

      I nodded as it sank in. I wasn’t quite seeing anything nefarious. “Maybe they like the place,” I offered.

      He looked at me. “Are you really going with that?”

      I sighed and folded the paper in half. “Look, Sabrina’s got a little thing for me. I’m sure that’s why she’s sticking around. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      Perrin shook his head. “Be careful,” he said with a hard look. “There is something about this that makes me anxious.”

      I nodded. “Got it.” I held up the paper. “Good catch. What made you look?”

      “Just a thought,” he murmured.

      “The longer they’re here, the better chance we have at getting some good airtime. This is the exposure we need to inch out my dad’s place.”

      “I’m working on getting the new proposal from marketing,” he said. “I just think you might want to be cautious.”

      I shrugged. “What could she possibly do? There is nothing wrong with this place. She can’t neg me for anything. I’m very confident she’s been impressed with what she’s seen.”

      “All right,” he said. “This is your game. I’ll be around.”

      He left the office and me with my suspicions. I didn’t know what the hell was going on. Something clearly got Perrin worked up. I pushed aside the negativity and focused on what I needed to get done. I checked the time and realized it was time to meet Sabrina once again. She was monopolizing my time. I was allowing her to do so because I needed a good national review.

      I went back to my cabana and changed into my swim trunks and water shoes before heading down to the beach. I was meeting Sabrina at the surf school. It wasn’t technically a school, but a few surfers with some great credentials were there to teach anybody who wanted to learn.

      I walked across the sand. It was not hard to spot Sabrina. She was damn near naked in the hot pink bikini she had on. Her hair was left loose. As I walked closer, I noticed she was wearing jewelry. Did she not realize she was going to get wet?

      “Hi there,” she said with a bright smile.

      “Hi,” I said and tried to look away from the hot pink triangles that were practically slapping me in the face. “Did you get a chance to look around?”

      “I was waiting for my tour guide.”

      “Where’s your crew?” I asked as I looked around.

      She giggled. “No one needs to see me trying to surf. I would hate to have a wardrobe malfunction.”

      “Very good point,” I said. “We can get you a wetsuit if that works better?”

      She scoffed. “And cover all this up? I don’t think so.”

      I forced a smile. Her bikini was over the top, just like she was. “Did you want to learn to surf?” I asked her bluntly. Looking at the way she was dressed and the amount of makeup she was wearing told me she had no intention of actually getting in the water.

      “I was thinking I could watch you learn,” she said.

      “I know how to surf,” I corrected.

      “Even better. I was hoping I could watch you get wet.”

      That was not my idea of a good time. “Why don’t we head over to the tiki bar and get a drink?” I said.

      She winked. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

      I looked around the beach for her bag. “Did you need to grab anything?”

      “Nope,” she said with a smile.

      I was almost embarrassed to be at her side while she paraded herself down the beach to the bar. She was beautiful, but it seemed like she needed the attention. I didn’t like that. I didn’t like a woman that flaunted herself and sought out the attention of men.

      We found a small table with an umbrella and sucked down some iced tea. She had hers spiked. I needed to stay sober with her and that bikini. After all, I was only a man. I let her drink her first Long Island before ordering her another. I was going to confront her about the list Perrin brought to my attention. We needed to talk.

      “How many other resorts are you reviewing for this piece?” I asked casually.

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      “Have you reviewed the Dekker Resort?” I asked.

      She pretended to think about it. It wasn’t something she would likely forget. “Oh, you know, we did.”

      “How’d you like it?” I asked.

      She cocked her head to the side. “Wait, are you and Raymond Dekker related?”

      I had to grit my teeth to keep from saying something rude. “Yes.”

      She burst into fake laughter. It was like nails on a chalkboard. “Oh my god! I didn’t even realize. I guess I should have known. Dekker isn’t a very common name.”

      “No, I don’t suppose it is.”

      “How interesting,” she said. “You two are cut from the same cloth.”

      “Not even close,” I said firmly.

      She raised an eyebrow. “I sense there is a story there.”

      “No, there isn’t. Did you meet my father?”

      I wasn’t exactly expecting an honest answer. She wouldn’t know honesty if it bit her in the ass. That was another trait I appreciated in Emily.

      “No, he was busy. A man named Mike escorted us around.”

      I nodded. That didn’t surprise me. My father would never lower himself enough to deal with anyone that he didn’t deem worthy of his time. “How long did you stay at his resort?” I asked. Again, I knew she would probably lie.

      “Oh goodness, I don’t know,” she said and finished her second drink. “Show me around.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure there’s a lot more to see.”

      “I was thinking you could take me on a moonlit stroll along the beach tonight,” she said.

      Just the idea made my skin crawl. “It might be cloudy,” I said. “The forecast is calling for rain.”

      She pouted. “I guess we’ll just have to take our chances. I’d love for the camera crew to get some shots. People love the romantic notion of those moonlit strolls. It will attract some younger couples. It will also help those couples that want to rekindle their romance.”

      I couldn’t say no, especially now that I knew she was including my father’s resort in her review. I needed every advantage. “I need to make some changes to my schedule, but I could meet you at seven or so.”

      She pouted. “Why don’t we have dinner and then we can take that walk?”

      I was supposed to have dinner with Emily. I hated that I would have to cancel on her again. I had to weigh my options. Sabrina could blow things up for me.

      “I need to adjust my schedule,” I said. “Why don’t we meet for dinner around five?” I was scrambling. I hoped I could get a few minutes with Emily to explain why I had to cancel again.

      “Or we could go to the pool and enjoy a nice swim.”

      That was the last thing I wanted to do. “I’m sorry, I have some calls to make.”

      “You’re going to leave a girl hanging,” she pouted.

      “I’m so sorry,” I told her and did my best to sound sincere. “I have a full schedule. I would love to be able to spend the day with you, but I’ve got a lot of other obligations.”

      She popped out her bottom lip. “Fine, but you have to walk me back to the resort. I would hate to be recognized and accosted.”

      “I’d be happy to walk you back,” I lied.

      “Good, I like having a big strong man to protect me.”

      “We don’t exactly have crime here,” I said irritably. She was pissing me off with her constant alluding to the idea she was going to get attacked. I didn’t know if it was an angle she was working for her piece. When Emily talked about being murdered, it was dramatic, but it was funny. Sabrina was not funny.

      “But men see a woman like me, and they think I’m fair game,” she said with a sigh. Once again, she stuck her arm through mine. “People see a celebrity on the beach, and they all want to talk to me.”

      I didn’t see anyone that had recognized her. Her celebrity status wasn’t exactly A-list. I didn’t even think it was D-list. But I wasn’t going to tell her that. “I understand,” I said and did my best to placate her. “One thing about our resort is we do our best to ensure everyone’s privacy. It’s why we’ve spaced out the suites or bungalows if you will. We prefer no photography in communal areas. Every guest is asked to respect the privacy of everyone here.”

      She nodded. “I do appreciate that. It’s so hard to just be me. I’m always on. If anyone sees me without my makeup, it could be a disaster.”

      “Why?”

      “Oh lord,” she said with full drama. “There would be a scandal. My face would be splashed all over the tabloids.”

      I must have been living under a rock because I had no idea she was so famous. I was almost certain she wasn’t that famous. It was all in her head. “That’s why you don’t go in the water?”

      “Oh, I sat on the edge of the pool and got my feet wet.” She smiled. “I can look very good posed on the edge of the pool.

      “I have no doubt you do.”

      She laughed again and pressed her body against mine. The skimpy bikini did little to cover her breasts. It was like she was naked and rubbing against me. I might be the craziest man on the planet, but she did nothing for me. She did not excite me. In fact, she repulsed me.

      I managed to extract myself just enough to get her breast off my chest. She had me in a vise with her arm hooked through mine. I could not get away. My only hope was to walk quickly. The sooner I got back to the resort, the sooner I got away from her.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she said loud enough for the rest of the lobby to hear.

      I inwardly cringed. When she stepped forward to kiss my cheek, I had nowhere to run. I was forced to take it.
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      I stretched into downward facing dog, feeling the stress leave my body. I loved yoga. I was thrilled to find out the resort had a yoga studio with classes offered throughout the day.

      When I saw it, I signed up last night after I got back from my solo dinner. I was still smarting from being stood up again. It was getting old.

      I was done waiting for him. It was done and over, and I knew it for sure.

      Yesterday, there had been a note left with the front desk from Alex. He wanted to have dinner with me. Until I was sitting in the restaurant alone. When the maître d brought me a note saying Alex got pulled away, I was done. I knew it was well and truly over. We were finished before we ever got started and that was probably for the best.

      I lost my appetite after I learned I’d been dumped. I knew the something that pulled him away was her. He was with Sabrina. It was hard not be envious. When I got another message this morning saying he couldn’t meet me for the breakfast that had originally been scheduled, I had expected it this time. I knew he probably ended up staying the night with her, and if I was a man in her bed, I would not be getting up bright and early to eat breakfast with me.

      Yoga was exactly what I needed. It felt good to work out the tension that had been building since the moment I landed on the island. It gave me something else to focus on. No more Alex. I hoped I could avoid seeing him for the remainder of my time at the resort. I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to look at the man that was probably going to break my heart. Right now, I was pissed and couldn’t feel hurt, but soon, the sting was going to set in. I just hoped I was thousands of miles away when it did.

      The class was wrapping up when the door opened. We all looked to see who was coming in. I was shocked to see Alex popping his head in. I tried to ignore him. I was going to assume he was there to talk to the instructor. I stayed in my pose. When he made no move to talk to anyone, I looked at him. He smiled at me. I frowned and mouthed the word, me. He nodded once.

      I didn’t know what he wanted but I didn’t want to talk to him. Unfortunately, he wasn’t leaving. The class ended and I was forced to deal with him. I wrapped the towel around my neck. “What?” I snapped.

      “Let’s grab brunch,” he said.

      “No thanks.”

      “You’ll want to eat,” he said. “I’ve got a surprise planned and you’ll want to have a full belly.”

      “I thought we were supposed to have breakfast this morning,” I snapped.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t say it,” I said. “Something came up.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “Please let me make it up to you.”

      “I am hungry,” I pouted.

      “Then we eat.”

      I left the towel and followed him to one of the smaller restaurants. “Have a seat,” he said and ushered me to a table. “I’ll bring you a plate.”

      “Alex, no,” I said. “I’d prefer to get my own.”

      “Because you’re picky,” he said with a laugh. “Give me a chance to make a plate for you. If I do it wrong, you can toss it all in the trash.”

      He walked away. I watched to see what he was putting on the plate, but I couldn’t quite see everything. He returned with a plate of fruit, bacon, and a pastry of some sort with a big glass of orange juice. He’d done well. “Thank you.”

      He left to get his own plate. “I did it right, huh?”

      I nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      He was being nice and attentive, but I was still pissed at him. He stood me up twice and that was not okay. I took a bite of the bacon and wondered what he wanted.

      “I’m sorry for last night and the night before and this morning,” he said. “I’ve been busy.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. I don’t expect anything. You’re a busy man.”

      “I told you I wanted to spend the week with you,” he said. “I don’t like going back on my word. I don’t say stuff just to say it.”

      I pretended not to care. I was not going to let him see he hurt me. I could be cool and casual. I could have sex on a boat in the middle of the ocean and not think twice about it. “It really is fine,” I told him. “I’m here to work. I don’t expect to be entertained. I told you that from the very beginning.”

      “I want to make it up to you. I have a great surprise for you, but I think you’ll want to change first.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Change into what?”

      He shrugged. “Something casual. Shorts would work.”

      I suspected he was up to something. “You don’t need to hang out with me today. I was planning on going snorkeling one last time.”

      “Nope,” he said again. “I’m with you today.”

      It was hard not to get just a little excited about spending one more day with him. “Fine. I’ll go change.”

      “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “If you stand me up, I swear I will trash my suite. If you don’t or can’t go, say it now.”

      “I’m going to be in that lobby waiting for you,” he said firmly. “Now, hurry up and wear something sexy.”

      I slapped his arm. “Don’t say that.”

      He grinned. “Just being honest.”

      I walked away. I quickly changed into shorts and a blouse and chose to wear sensible shoes. I had no idea what he was up to, but he was adventurous. I wanted to be prepared. I grabbed my bag and headed back to the lobby. If he wasn’t there, I truly was going to be pissed and he would know it.

      When I walked into the lobby, my heart was pounding. I was afraid he was going to screw me over once again. He immediately spotted me and walked over to greet me. “You’re here,” I said.

      “I told you I would be.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “We’re going out this way,” he said and led me down a hall before taking a side exit.

      I noticed the helicopter sitting on the lawn. “What are we doing?” I shouted over the noise.

      He grabbed my hand. “Put your head down,” he yelled.

      I did what he said as he ran toward the helicopter, pulling me behind him. I climbed in and put on the headset. “Where are we going?” I asked with excitement.

      “We’re going on a volcano tour,” he said.

      “Really?”

      He held my hand. It would be very easy to fall into the old way with him. He showed me something amazing and then expected me to fall into bed with him. Or wherever. I wasn’t falling for that shit again. Granted, it was great sex, but I didn’t need it that badly.

      “We’re going to start with this one on Lanai,” he said.

      “An actual volcano?” I questioned.

      “It’s inactive,” he assured me. “It’s not going to blow. You’re not in any danger.”

      “I know you haven’t seen it, but I do not want my legs burned off like the old lady in a volcano movie you’ve never heard of.”

      He blinked. “No, I would really hate to have your legs burned off. I like them just the way they are.”

      He was once again laughing at me without actually laughing. Instead of getting in my own head about his motives or thinking about him with Sabrina, I decided to enjoy the ride. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity and I wasn’t going to ruin it by thinking about stuff I couldn’t control.

      “What’s that?” I asked and pointed to a land mass.

      “That’s a volcano,” he said.

      “It’s just floating out there in the ocean?”

      He grinned. “I’m guessing it isn’t floating. Look over there.” He pointed to a stream of smoke rising from one of the many volcanoes that were a part of the Hawaiian Islands and the sea that surrounded them.

      “Oh no!” I exclaimed. “Is it going to blow?”

      “Just releasing a little steam,” he assured me.
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      The pilot flew overhead and let us get a good look at the crater. She seemed excited. She whipped out her camera and began to record, narrating what she was seeing. “Everything is so desolate,” she said with a shake of her head. “Except that tiny little green patch.”

      “The lava flow makes it impossible for any vegetation to grow.”

      The pilot flew us to another volcano that was always spewing lava into the ocean. I pointed out the slow-moving black stuff.

      “Really?” she gasped. “That’s really lava?”

      I nodded. “It is. When it hits the water, it steams, and the lava hardens. It’s always creating new land.”

      She shook her head with amazement and kept taking pictures and recording video. “This is incredible. I never knew this kind of thing happened.”

      “There are so many volcanoes that are constantly doing something,” I told her.

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” she asked.

      “Most of them are harmless. The most active volcanoes make it impossible for people to live in the area anyway. If we had more time, I’d love to take you on a hike to some of the active volcanoes.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy. “Uh, no thank you. I don’t want to be sacrificed.”

      I laughed. “I think you have to be a virgin and we both know that isn’t the case.”

      She blushed and looked away. “I had no idea it was such a beautiful, yet dangerous place.”

      I nodded. “Hawaii is nothing but volcanoes,” I told her. “See those shadows under the water? More volcanoes.”

      “That is incredible!”

      We spent the next hour identifying sights and giving her a view that only some lucky people got. The helicopter tour was my favorite. I went up whenever I could. I loved to watch the constantly changing land and seascape.

      I especially liked seeing it with her. I loved listening to her explain what she was seeing for her viewers. I was going to make a note to watch some of her other vlogs.

      I wanted to see her in action.

      I wasn’t an idiot. I knew there was something wrong. She was still pissed at me. She was thawing a bit, but then she clammed up again. She wasn’t her usual slightly neurotic self. She only mentioned the legs burning off once. I had come to expect some crazy exaggerations from her.

      I wasn’t getting any of that.

      I sat quietly and listened to her do her vlog narration as she recorded. I noticed she lacked her usual enthusiasm. She was off. I hoped this wasn’t the end of us. My absence had ruined something good.

      Then again, there wasn’t an us. She was leaving soon, and it was over. It was over because there was nothing there.

      Why did that hurt so bad? I didn’t like the feeling. It was unfamiliar. This was why I avoided relationships. I didn’t like to worry about making mistakes that could hurt someone or hurt me. Everything felt off. We’d been so in sync the other day and now we were like strangers once again. It was my fault. I was an asshole for ditching her when I said I would be around.

      The helicopter headed for the small uninhabited island I had arranged for us to be taken to. “Where are we?” she asked.

      I smiled as I led her away from the helicopter. It took off and left us alone. “I’ve had a picnic lunch prepared for us.”

      “Really?” she asked with surprise.

      I took her hand again, but I noticed she didn’t really hold my hand. She just let it hang.

      “This way,” I said. There was a blanket with a picnic basket set up. It was good to be me sometimes and have access to people that could make this happen.

      “You did all this?” she asked with surprise in her voice.

      “I did. I think I had a little something to make up for.”

      “You didn’t need to do this,” she said.

      “But I did. Have a seat.”

      We sat down and I opened the basket. I pulled out the bottle of champagne and opened it. I poured us each a glass before pulling out the bowl of strawberries and whipped cream. I knew her affinity for sweets and hoped it got me back into her good graces.

      “It’s beautiful here,” she said. “No one lives here?”

      I shook my head. “Not that anyone is aware of.”

      “It’s so quiet,” she said as she sipped her champagne and stared out at the ocean.

      I looked around the beach with the tall palms and the heavy foliage. I had no idea what was living in those bushes and I wasn’t interested in finding out. I was perfectly content to let whatever did inhabit the island to do its thing. There were plenty of rumors about criminals hiding out on the deserted islands.

      “I have cookies as well,” I told her.

      “Thank you,” she murmured with a little less enthusiasm than I’d hoped for.

      “It’s the chocolate chip kind. The kind you had when I ran into you after you went snorkeling.”

      “Alone,” she said.

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      I’d heard what she said. She was reminding me of yet another time I left her alone to do something I said I would do with her. I had a feeling the many missed encounters were catching up with me. She was pissed but not in the kind of way that involved shouting or accusations. I felt her pull away from me, like she could care less if I stayed or went.

      There was an awkward silence. I couldn’t stand the tension. “Emily, are you mad at me?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Something is off,” I said. “Will you tell me what it is? I know there is something. I am sorry about the last couple of days.”

      She took another drink of her champagne. “I saw you,” she said without looking at me.

      “You saw me?” I questioned. “What does that mean?”

      “I saw you the other night,” she said.

      My mind raced. “The other night?” I repeated. It was a classic stalling tactic. I had a feeling I knew what she saw but I prayed I was wrong. I knew where I had been the other night.

      “I don’t expect anything from you,” she said quietly. “There was never another conversation about fidelity, and I would never expect you to be faithful to me. I know this was a quick fling. I expect nothing more, but I guess I didn’t expect you to be having numerous flings at the same time. It’s kind of icky.”

      “I’m not having a fling with anyone,” I said.

      “I saw the two of you together,” she reiterated. “You were walking through the garden and she made it pretty clear there was something. I know you’ve been canceling on me to be with her. Again, it’s your prerogative. I don’t appreciate being discarded, but if you want to spend your time with her, that’s fine.”

      I shook my head. “It isn’t like that,” I insisted. “She is just that way. She is very touchy.”

      “You don’t owe me an explanation, so please don’t try.”

      “Emily, I’m not fucking around with Sabrina,” I growled. “Not even close. I don’t want that woman.”

      She didn’t believe me. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter.”

      “Alex, really, it’s fine. I don’t expect anything. I just don’t appreciate being told you were going to do something and then not showing up.”

      She said that, but I sensed there was a lot more. It wasn’t fine. “I’m not, nor will I ever sleep with that woman.”

      She snorted. “Okay, fine. We really don’t need to talk about this.”

      “We do because you’re angry,” I said. “I need you to know I’m not sleeping with her.”

      “Please stop.”

      “I’ve been spending time with her because she is reviewing the resort,” I said. “I need her to feel like she’s getting the best experience. I need the positive review.”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Ah, I see. You’re willing to do just about anything and anyone to make sure you get a good review. You’re seducing two women to secure a good review.”

      “I’m not seducing anyone,” I snapped. “I already told you I haven’t and will not ever sleep with Sabrina.”

      “So you say.”

      “I never seduced you,” I said and barely managed to keep my anger in check. “What happened between us was not planned. I didn’t intend for that to happen. I didn’t seduce you. It means more to me than a stupid review.”

      She made another rude sound. “Yeah, right. You’re all about getting good reviews. You’ll do anything to get ahead. I knew you were driven. You made it clear. Like I said, you go ahead and do your thing. I just don’t want to be a part of it. I don’t need sex to convince me something is good.”

      I hated that she was acting like it was nothing. It wasn’t nothing. Not to me. “The sex wasn’t a weapon,” I spat. “Don’t make it into something dirty.”

      “Hey, it’s cool. It made the trip interesting.”

      I couldn’t believe how blasé she was being. “Don’t do that.”

      “You’re going out of your way to try and impress me. You’ve arranged for all this stuff, including the helicopter tour that is way over the top. You’re doing that because you want to make sure I’m not upset about you fucking around with Sabrina.”

      “Uh, no,” I said. I was surprised by her venom. She came off as this sweet and innocent young woman, but I was getting a glimpse of something far more edgy.

      “Can we just go?” she said with a sigh. “I only agreed to come because you were insistent. Believe it or not, I can be on my own. I can entertain myself. I don’t need you kissing my ass and trying to impress me with all the stuff your money can buy.”

      “Woah,” I said and held up a hand. “I am not kissing your ass. I did want to show you a good time because I wanted you to see the beauty of the island. I’ve shared things with you because they are close to me. I wanted to share it with you.”

      “Until you wanted to share it with Sabrina,” she snapped.

      “I’ve shared nothing with Sabrina,” I argued.

      “Except some late-night strolls and canoodling,” she shot back.

      “Sabrina was all over me,” I defended. “I wasn’t interested and I’m still not. I’m here with you. I want to be here with you. I wanted to leave Sabrina and go to you, but I do need a good review. I’m not going to lie about that, but I want to be with you. I want to spend time with you. I like showing you different things. I love watching your face light up. I care about you much more than you know.”

      She turned to look at me. “Don’t say that.”

      I grabbed her and kissed her. I needed to make her understand I was in this for a lot more than a good review. She pulled back and stared into my eyes. I waited. I didn’t know what else to say or do to convince her there was more to me than what she thought.

      “Don’t,” I said. “Don’t pull away. You have to know it’s real.”

      “Alex,” she whispered my name.

      I leaned in again and kissed her. It was nothing more than a brush of my lips over hers. She leaned forward and kissed me back. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. I lay back and brought her down with me. The kiss deepened. I would have loved nothing more than to take her right there on the beach but the risk of someone going by in a boat or the helicopter coming back kept me from doing it.

      I broke the kiss, gently pushing her onto her back. I went up on my elbow and looked down at her. She reached up and touched my cheek. “Tomorrow is my last day here,” she said with a sigh.

      I nodded. “I know.”

      I hated that our time together was already over. “I want to spend the day with you,” I told her.

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, and I don’t say that to be mean,” she said. “You’ve got the Sabrina thing.”

      “I don’t care,” I said.

      “You do care, and I really can’t blame you for it. You’ve got everything tied up in your resort. It makes sense you want to make sure it’s successful. I know I’m not as famous as Sabrina. You’re doing what you can to get the best return on your investment.”

      I lay down and pulled her into my arms. I wished I could ask her to stay. I didn’t know how to even ask her to stay. I didn’t know if she would want to stay. “I’m glad you’re not famous,” I told her.

      She laughed with her head on my chest. “I bet you wish I was. It would get you more exposure.”

      “No, because I would never want you to change. I like you just the way you are. I don’t want you to be one of those people that has to put on a front all the time. You’re you. You’re the same person on your vlog as you are in real life. I like that.”

      She giggled. “I have a confession.”

      “Hit me with it.”

      “I put on makeup before I do a vlog,” she said. “I don’t know if you want to call it being vain or fake, but I do not want to be on camera with my bedhead and splotchy face. I think when you know people are going to dissect you, you do try a little harder.”

      “I don’t blame you for wanting to look good on camera,” I told her. “That’s natural. My thing is the realness. I’ll admit I’ve only watched the one video you posted, but before I met you, I thought it was an act.”

      “What was an act?”

      I was treading on dangerous ground. “Your personality,” I said. “You were very, uh, lively,” I said with a laugh.

      “Dramatic,” she said. “You can say it. Everyone says it. It just happens. My brain starts whirring and then things fly out of my mouth. I know I sound crazy, and I tell myself to stop, but it just happens.”

      “And that is what makes you special,” I told her. “When I met you in real life, I’ll admit, I thought you were a brat.”

      “Hey!”

      I laughed. “You know what I mean. Then I spent time with you, and it was part of your character. I like that you’re open and honest. I like that you don’t pretend to be something you’re not.”

      I didn’t say it, but I liked that she was nothing like Sabrina. I liked that she was raw and unfiltered. I looked up at the sky and wondered what my life was going to be like when she left.

      It was going to be empty.
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      I woke up and was immediately sad. This was my last day.

      It sucked that the last few days were spent alone—but it was for the better. I was sad to leave. I was glad I had been alone the last couple of days. If I had spent the week with Alex, today would be so much worse. I would be crushed and devastated. Now, I was just a little bummed that it was over before it began.

      I got out of bed and dragged myself to make a cup of coffee. I couldn’t quite shake the sadness. It was crazy that I felt this strongly for a man I didn’t really know. I wasn’t the kind of person that believed in love at first sight. I thought it was silly and reserved for those that believed in unicorns and fairies. It was a strong crush. It would fade. I would get home and things would settle.

      He said he wanted to spend the day with me, but I wondered what that entailed. What did he have planned? Honestly, the guy was spoiling me. He had some pretty wild ideas. That was probably part of the problem. He was exciting and adventurous. He kept me guessing. It was the way I liked to live my life. That was why he appealed to me. I envisioned us waking up together and deciding to hop on a boat and go to Maui or Oahu or wherever.

      I heard my phone chime. I expected it to be Abbie. I opened the message and found it was from Alex. Actually him. Not his concierge or Perrin. “Ready in one hour, go casual,” it said.

      Excitement bubbled up. He was going to spend the day with me. I hoped that meant Sabrina was gone. I was about tired of that woman. I headed for the bathroom and took a quick shower. I dressed in shorts and a pretty blouse, and because it was Alex, I opted for my tennis shoes. He was probably going to take me on one of the hikes to the actual volcanoes.

      I put on just enough makeup to keep from looking totally washed out in the videos I was likely to take. I heard what he said yesterday, and I did not want him to think I was anything like Sabrina. I didn’t mind going fresh-faced. I actually preferred it.

      There was a knock on the door. Butterflies erupted in my belly. I shouldn’t be this excited to spend the day with him. I answered it and found him in a pair of loose jeans and a T-shirt. His hair was devoid of mousse, gel, or anything else. He looked devastatingly handsome. “Hi,” I said slightly out of breath.

      He leaned forward and kissed me. “Hi.”

      “Am I dressed appropriately? Should I wear jeans?”

      He shook his head. “You’re perfect as you are.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Do you feel brave enough to take a ride in the Jeep again?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Let me check the weather.”

      “It’s a gorgeous day.”

      “Then I guess I’m game,” I said. With most of the roads being unpaved, the Jeep was necessary.

      I grabbed my bag where I kept my point and shoot camera and other basic necessities. We headed around the outside of the resort, avoiding going through the lobby. I wasn’t sure if that was intentional or not. Maybe Sabrina was lurking, and he was trying to avoid her. I didn’t care. I was just happy to be escaping with him.

      “We’re going into the city,” he announced.

      “The city?”

      “It isn’t like New York, but it is the only city on the island,” he said.

      “I’m excited for it.”

      He parked the Jeep and we got out with his hand holding mine. “I was thinking you might want to pick up some souvenirs to take home,” he offered.

      “Like seashells?” I quipped.

      “If that’s what you want,” he said. “You’ll find the places here a lot different than the tourist traps on the other islands. You can find unique things that aren’t stamped with the Lush logo.”

      I laughed. “Sounds good.”

      The city was a town unlike any other. There weren’t any city sidewalks or cars rushing back and forth. It was more like walking through a park and finding little buildings that doubled as novelty shops. He took me into one small shop that was packed wall to wall with various gifts. I was immediately drawn to the windchimes.

      “I love these,” I said as I gently moved the chime to hear the sound. I selected a pretty blue one with a dolphin. It would always remind me of our time together on the boat.

      We browsed the other shops before he took me to a small coffee shop. “You’re going to love the treats they make here,” he told me.

      “Maybe you don’t know me, but I pretty much love all treats.”

      He ordered us each a coffee and returned to the table with huge cinnamon rolls. My eyes practically popped out of my head as I stared at the massive rolls. “I’m going to fall into a sugar coma if I eat all of this,” I said and dug into the cinnamon roll with my fork.

      “Once we’re done here, I want to take you somewhere else I think you’ll love,” he said.

      “Are you going to tell me?”

      He shook his head. “Nope, I like surprising you.”

      “Will we be on foot?”

      “Both,” he replied and took a bite of his cinnamon roll. “It’s a gorgeous hike. You’ll forget all about this cinnamon roll.”

      “I don’t know about that, but we’ll see.”

      We enjoyed our energy boost before we set out to check out some of the other shops. “Do you come into the city often?” I asked him.

      “Not really. I don’t really leave the resort all that often, at least not in the last few months. When I was younger, my grandma used to bring me into town. I think most of these shops and businesses are still owned by the same people or their family.”

      “I bet the people that live here just kind of stay forever,” I said with a sigh. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to grow up in such a small community. It had a certain appeal, but I also liked the conveniences of the city.

      “There are definitely some long-termers here, but there are just as many folks that buy property and think they can live here. They get the idea it’s a great place to retire. I think it takes a certain kind of person that can live out here and be relatively self-sufficient.”

      “But for someone like you, you could just live at the resort.”

      He shrugged. “Yes, but I’m not sure this is my permanent home. It can get a little claustrophobic.”

      “Even with all the things to see and do?” I questioned.

      “I’ve done it all numerous times,” he said casually.

      “I guess that makes sense.”

      “When’s the last time you went to the Statue of Liberty or checked out the Empire State Building?” he asked.

      I burst into laughter, pointing my fork at him. “All right, good point.”

      “Just because I’ve seen about every inch of this place, it doesn’t mean I don’t want to see it again with you. You make it more exciting.”

      “Oh, do I?” I teased.

      “You do. I like listening to you talk about it to the camera,” he said. “Hearing you describe it from your point of view actually makes me see it with fresh eyes.”

      I smiled over at him. “Good to know.”

      As we walked, he held my hand firmly in his. I found myself wanting to lean into him, but I couldn’t do it. All I could think about was Sabrina doing exactly this with him. I was jealous. It was stupid to try and deny it. I hated the idea that I was sharing him.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as we started back toward the Jeep.

      “Nothing, why?”

      “I heard you sigh, and you pulled away.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should tell him. “It’s nothing,” I said.

      “Emily, what is it?”

      “I’m trying to remind myself to keep my distance,” I told him. “Sabrina was like this with you two days ago and you looked very pleased about it.”

      “Don’t compare the two,” he said. “I’m serious. It wasn’t real with her.”

      I nodded. But it didn’t shake the feeling of ick. If he could fake it so easily with her, how did I know he wasn’t faking it with me. “Okay.”

      “You don’t believe me?” he asked without letting go of my hand.

      “I do. I’m just not sure I like it.”

      “Like the idea of me spending time with her?”

      “The idea of you lying to her to get ahead,” I said.

      I was probably telling him too much, but I didn’t really have much to lose. It wasn’t like he was going to run out the door screaming. I was leaving tomorrow. I didn’t see any reason to lie and pretend all was well. I wasn’t happy with his choices.

      “I’m not lying to her,” he corrected. “She wants to spend time with me. She just happens to be touchy-feely. I haven’t encouraged her advances and I’ve never given her any reason to think anything would ever happen between us. She comes on strong.”

      “But you don’t push her away.”

      “I do in a very subtle, non-offensive way. I don’t come right out and push her off me. I have to be careful. I’m not interested in Sabrina. Period. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m not worried,” I told him. “I’m just saying the optics are bad and here I am doing what she was doing. I don’t want to be like her.”

      “You’re nothing like her,” he said. We stopped at the Jeep. He put his hand to my cheek and made me look at him. “This is not that. Not even close. I want to be here with you. I want you to hold my hand or lean on me. You have to understand I chose this. I’m chasing you. I’ve never chased her, and I never will.”

      He opened the passenger door and gestured for me to get in. I did believe him, but it didn’t change the fact he was lying to at least one of us. The skeptical side of me wondered if he told her the same thing about me. Was he telling her he was spending time with me to make sure I left a good review?

      It was hard not to think the worst. I didn’t consider myself a negative person, but I wasn’t totally naïve. I was way out of my league with Alex. This could all be a game. I had to decide if I wanted to go along with it and enjoy it while it lasted. Or I could be cranky and skeptical and ruin what could be a great day.

      I was going to go with the first. I was going to live in the moment.

      “We good?” he asked after he started the engine.

      “We’re good,” I said with a smile and reached over to squeeze his arm.

      “Good. Settle in. We’re going for a drive and it’s about to get bumpy.”

      “Back to the scene of a fight between mythical gods?” I teased.

      “Nope, even better. We’re going to see some ancient petroglyphs.”

      That sounded intriguing. I loved the history I was learning while I was getting to see some of the most beautiful scenery in the world. With him. I could admit seeing it with him was the icing on the cake.

      I took plenty of pictures of the scenery on the way out. I already knew the videos and pictures I was taking were for me alone. They weren’t for the vlog.

      I turned my camera on him. He looked so casual driving with one hand on the wheel and an arm resting on the window ledge. This was going to be for my personal library. I knew I was going to look back on these pictures of him and hurt. I had fallen for the man. Dammit it all. It was stupid and was only going to burn me in the end, but it happened.

      I couldn’t help it. He was good. He charmed me. He’d probably charmed a hundred women before me. Some guys were just like that. They had a way about them that women couldn’t resist.

      Me either.
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      The Jeep bounced down the red road littered with rocks and craters. She stopped taking pictures and held on. I parked the rig and helped her out.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “This is what they call Shipwreck Beach,” I explained.

      “Oh, like an old pirate ship?” she asked excitedly.

      I laughed. “Not quite so old,” I told her. “There’s a ship from World War II.”

      She looked confused. “Like Pearl Harbor?”

      “It was at Pearl Harbor,” I said. “There are plenty of other shipwrecks as well. It’s how it got its name. Most of the vessels that are settled here were done so intentionally. It kind of became a ship dumping ground.”

      “I thought they had to destroy them?” she asked as we walked along the rocky beach.

      “Back then I guess they thought otherwise,” I told her. “There are pieces of wood and a few anchors.”

      “What about the petroglyphs?”

      “Once we get down to the beach, there is a path that will take us up to the rocks,” I answered.

      The beach was deserted as I expected it to be. It wasn’t the star attraction for tourists. Most people preferred the more manicured beaches.

      She tripped on a jagged rock. I reached out and grabbed her in the nick of time.

      “Thanks,” she muttered.

      Her instability gave me the perfect opportunity to keep my hands on her. She was quiet as we made our way toward the shipwreck visible from where we were. I had a feeling she was thinking about the Sabrina thing once again. I didn’t know how else to convince her I wasn’t interested in Sabrina. If I said too much, it only made it worse. I’d screwed up with the Sabrina thing, but I felt like I was damned if I did and damned if I didn’t.

      The walk was long, and the sun was beating down. I wished I had worn shorts. She stumbled again. I very eagerly reached for her and pulled her close to me. “You’re going to land on your ass,” I teased.

      “I’m so glad I wore these shoes,” she said. “This isn’t exactly a welcoming beach.”

      “No, it isn’t. I think it’s part of the appeal. You see the ugly shipwrecks and the sharp rocks. It’s not the kind of beach you pack the family off to.”

      “No, definitely not.”

      “There is a decent area where we can sit down if you’d like,” I offered.

      I hoped she took me up on the offer. I wanted to prolong our time together for as long as possible. I knew this was the last day I would get to be with her. Tomorrow, she would be gone. I wasn’t sure how that was going to feel, but I knew it wasn’t going to be good.

      “Shells!” she squealed.

      “Bonus to the uninviting beach,” I told her as she pulled away from me. “No other beachcombers are down here to pick over the good stuff.”

      “I wish I would have brought my bag,” she pouted as she bent to pick up a shell.

      “We’ll carry what we can,” I said.

      Together, we picked up a few of the best shells we could find before finding a piece of shade to sit down in. “I can imagine how awesome this place would have been when you were a kid,” she said. “Did you get to come down here?”

      I laughed. “I did. I wanted to get out to that ship. Thankfully, my grandma kept me on a short leash. I would have drowned myself.”

      “You were pretty close with your grandma?” she asked.

      “Very close. My mom got sick when I was about twelve. When she was in and out of the hospital and just too sick to be a mom, my grandma stepped in. She was stern and never hesitated to punish me when I stepped out of line.”

      “Were you a rotten kid?” she asked.

      I laughed. “I don’t think I was too rotten but I’m sure there are a few people that might say otherwise. What about you?”

      “I was an angel.” She laughed.

      “I don’t believe that for a second. Were you the cheerleader or the book nerd?”

      “I was never a cheerleader,” she said. “I did do dance. I was a little bit of a nerd, but I kept it hidden away the best I could.”

      “Where did the high drama come from?” I asked.

      She threw her head back and giggled. “I don’t know. My mom always says I was born screaming and I’ll go out screaming. Little things just freak me out, and for whatever reason, I’ve never figured out how to hold it in. It just comes out.”

      “It’s your personality,” I told her. “It’s what makes you special.”

      “Special?” She laughed. “That makes me sound like I need some medical attention.”

      “Not at all,” I said. “You’re unfiltered. You are the first person I’ve met in a really long time—hell, probably since my grandma—that has just been real. I know what comes out of your mouth is honest. You don’t have an agenda.”

      “Do you meet a lot of people that have an agenda?” she asked.

      I scoffed. “I think the majority of people that meet me have an agenda. They know my name and where I come from and look at me in a way I can’t explain.”

      “Like they want something?” she said.

      I nodded. “They either want something or they want me to get them something. They want my name attached to theirs. They want an investment. They think my dad is going to be willing to give them what they want because they have a connection to me.”

      “No one knows you and your dad are on the outs?” she asked.

      “I don’t think they care,” I said honestly. “We don’t exactly air our family business. I think that’s one thing I can be grateful for. My parents and grandparents hated scandal. They minded their own business and were very careful about who they chose to do business with. They never broke the law. They never let me break the law. If it looked like I was heading down a bad road, they jerked me back so fast I got whiplash.”

      She laughed. “That’s good. I won’t pretend to know a lot about the wealthy elite, but I know they sure as hell tend to be attached to one scandal or another.”

      “They do,” I agreed. “I’m not going to say the wealthy are deserving of any pity, but it’s hard to live your life with everyone watching and waiting. They want you to fail. It’s a lot of pressure.”

      “I can see that,” she said. “It would be hard. You’re lucky you made it through before social media really took off.”

      I nodded. “I agree. I don’t think I would have made it. I’m not exactly a dinosaur, but the cell phone thing wasn’t nearly as popular as it is now. If it had been, I don’t think I would have made it through unscathed.”

      “Were you a naughty boy?” she teased.

      “I was naughty,” I said with a smile. “You?”

      “I was a good girl for the most part. I feel like I’m still young. I have lots of time to make mistakes, and because I am on social media, there are people who know me. I have no doubt in my mind I will have some sort of scandal or embarrassing moment.”

      “Can I ask you something I know I’m not supposed to ask?”

      “That depends,” she said with a laugh. “If you ask me how much I weigh or what my cup size is, I will punch you.”

      “I don’t have to ask what your cup size is,” I told her with all the confidence in the world. “I already know.”

      “Because you looked at my bra?” she said with a grin.

      I gave her a heated look and held up my hands. “I didn’t need my eyes.”

      She turned bright red. “Oh. What was your question?”

      “How old are you?”

      She flashed a grin. “How old do you think I am?”

      “I’m afraid to guess,” I said. “You look young and innocent, but you’ve also got this wisdom about you.”

      “I’m twenty-two.”

      I tried not to wince. She was young. I tried to avoid young women. They were in different places in their lives than I was. “I was close,” I said.

      “Liar.” She laughed. “You should see the look on your face. You’re freaking out.”

      “I’m not freaking out.”

      “How old are you?” she asked.

      “Thirty.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “You’re almost old.”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly. “I don’t think I’m quite ready to use a walker. I think I’ve already shown I’m still in the game.”

      She blushed again. I couldn’t help but revert back to flirting. I liked knowing I could get to her. “I suppose you did, but I’m not sure a quickie on a boat really proves your stamina, but okay.”

      I laughed. “Damn, you’re harsh.”

      “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

      “Have dinner with me tonight,” I said without thinking twice about it.

      “Okay,” she answered without hesitation.

      Knowing I had prolonged our time together, I felt a lot better. “Do you want to check out the petroglyphs?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I got to my feet and helped her up. “The walk is rough but worth it.”

      “I’m up for it,” she said.

      The path was narrow and ugly. I pointed out the arrows that directed us to the rocks where the drawings were. I pointed out the first one. “That’s it?” she asked.

      I laughed. “That’s it.”

      “I thought it would be bigger and I don’t know, brighter,” she said, sounding a little disappointed. “It’s very cool but it’s just not what I expected.”

      “I get it. It’s a little underwhelming.”

      “I’m going to take a few pictures,” she said and pulled out her camera.

      When it was time to go back, she let me hold her hand. I felt her relaxing a bit. I truly hoped the Sabrina thing was behind us. I was going to do what I could to keep proving to her I was only interested in her.

      I didn’t know if it was going to do me much good, considering she was leaving tomorrow. It was over and I didn’t feel like I even got a chance to really enjoy it.

      I had not had a girlfriend in forever. It was too complicated. I had the resort and couldn’t afford to give my time to anyone. Just trying to get in a few dates with Emily was a huge struggle. That was yet another reason I had no business trying to get something started with her. I had to accept that what we had this week and today was it.

      I was going to make every minute count.
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      I dressed in another sundress. This one was a little skimpier with a deep V in the front and a lace-up in the back. It was short, mid-thigh with a flirty hem. After we’d come back from the beach, we separated with the promise to meet in two hours. Once again, he said he had a surprise for me. I was going to miss his surprises.

      I made my way to the garden where he told me to meet him. He was waiting for me. He had changed into his usual khaki shorts and a polo shirt. “Hi,” I greeted him.

      “You look amazing,” he said, and I believed every word.

      “Thank you. The tan is courtesy of our outing today.”

      His eyes roamed over my body. “I like it.”

      “I hope you don’t have any wild plans,” I said with a laugh. “I wore white and open-toed sandals.”

      He pointed to a picnic basket and a blanket. “Picnic on the beach,” he said. “Does that work?”

      I felt my heart melt a little. The man was smooth. “You like picnics,” I said.

      “They tend to be private,” he said. “I’ve found it very difficult in my life to find any real privacy.”

      I nodded. I understood what he was saying after our discussion today. “I get it. I’m cool with it. I like privacy myself.”

      “Should we go?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      I took the blanket while he carried the basket. I noticed we were taking a different path. We came to a gate, which he unlocked with a key. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “This is my private section of beach. It isn’t technically private but there is a rock outcropping that blocks the beach from the resort side and the other side is bare land with cliffs. It’s pretty private.”

      “You really value your privacy,” I said as we walked.

      “When people know your business, it takes away your power and your control,” he said. “I play my cards close to the vest, I guess you could say.”

      “Because when people are close, it makes you vulnerable,” I said.

      “Yes, in a way, but I’m not talking about just being close,” he tried to explain. “If people happened to see us together out here, they make assumptions. They would dig up dirt on you. They would want to know every detail. It just makes things really messy.”

      I nodded. I understood why he craved his privacy. I never really thought about what would happen if we were to date. He knew what it was like and didn’t want anyone to know. That was something else I didn’t think about. Could I be with a man that didn’t want anyone to know? That felt very much like he was embarrassed by the relationship. I shook it off. It didn’t matter. Today was the last day anyway.

      We broke through the tall pines that mingled with the palms and stepped onto his beach lit with tiki torches. It was perfect as usual. I spread out the blanket between the torches. “This is fantastic,” I told him.

      “My little piece of heaven.”

      He put the basket down. “I considered having a nice dinner in the restaurant, but I really wanted to be alone with you.”

      “Because you were afraid Sabrina would show up?” I asked.

      He smirked. “She’s gone.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      I shrugged off the skepticism. It was just a coincidence he spent the day with me once she was gone. It made me feel like the runner-up. Once again, I reminded myself it didn’t matter. We had tonight. As cliché as it sounded, that was all we had.

      “What’d you bring for dinner?” I asked.

      He opened the basket, and much to my surprise, he pulled out sub sandwiches. I laughed at the simplicity of the meal. I was expecting something fancy and maybe not so great lukewarm.

      “I know it’s simple, but I didn’t want cold food unless it was meant to be cold.”

      “I love sub sandwiches,” I told him.

      “I couldn’t give you a traditional Hawaiian meal, but I did bring you mac salad.”

      “I have fallen in love with the mac salad here,” I told him “I don’t think I’ll ever go back to the stuff back home.”

      “Good, now let’s eat. I’m starving.”

      We ate our sandwiches on the beach, watching as the sun went down. It was perfect once again. He had an uncanny knack for creating the most romantic settings. After we ate, I stretched out on the blanket with my head in his lap. His hand played with my hair as we enjoyed the quiet evening.

      “You really do have a little piece of heaven here,” I said with a sigh.

      “It’s not going to be heaven when you’re gone,” he said.

      He made me all warm and fuzzy inside. “You’ll find a way to make it heaven again.”

      “I don’t think I will. I never thought it would be so hard to say goodbye.”

      I felt the same way, but I wasn’t going to say it. It hurt to admit it. “I’m going to miss it.”

      He rubbed his hand down my arm. “It?” he said.

      He needed to hear me say it. “You, I’ll miss you.”

      “I’d like to keep in touch.”

      I knew that was a line. I expected nothing once I left the place. A fling was a fling. They always said they’d call, and they never did. When you ran into each other a year later, it was excuses about why they didn’t call.

      We soaked in the moonlight. Neither of us was in a hurry to leave our little piece of paradise. The bugs had other plans. I was not prepared for the attack. The tiki torches were no match for the biting machines.

      “I’d like to show you something else,” he said.

      “Oh?” I said and flashed him a grin. “Is this something I’ve seen before?”

      He laughed. “Get your mind out of the gutter. You have not seen this.”

      “Then I’d love to.”

      We tossed the remnants of our casual dinner into the basket and headed back toward the resort. “This way,” he said and stepped through the trees onto another path. This one was much narrower.

      “Where are we going?”  I asked him.

      “My cabana.”

      Part of me was jumping for joy. I wanted to be with him. But I was also leery of making the goodbye even harder. He opened the door to his place. It was a bungalow on steroids but not too lavish. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      He opened the fridge and pulled out two beers. “I’ll give you the two-cent tour,” he said. “It’s a two-bedroom and two-bath. It’s not big. It’s not a penthouse, but I like how simple it is.”

      “I think it’s very nice,” I told him. “I like it. I like that you are steps to the beach. I like that you aren’t submerged in wealth. You’re keeping it real.”

      He laughed and opened the door to his bedroom. “Mostly, but I have to say, I didn’t skimp in the bedroom. I am a little spoiled and I did make sure I got a good bed.”

      The room was big and looked like something out of a luxury hotel room. “I like it,” I told him.

      He put his beer on the dresser before walking to me and taking the bottle from my hand and putting it down as well. He put his hands on my hips and looked into my eyes. “Stay the night,” he said in a deep voice.

      “Are you going to take me to bed or talk to me all night?”

      He bent his head and kissed me. His mouth covered mine as he hungrily kissed me. I knew the hunger he was feeling. I felt the same way. I was so desperate for him. I didn’t want to wait.

      We only had the night. I wanted to use every minute.

      I reached for his shirt and jerked it up. He stepped back and pulled it away. Before pulling me back into his arms. While he kissed me, he reached up and undid the laces on my dress. He pulled it away, letting it drop to the floor.

      “I knew it,” he breathed.

      “What?”

      “No bra,” he groaned and slid one hand between us to cup my breast.

      “I figured time was of the essence,” I whispered.

      “You could have left the panties off,” he growled before clamping his mouth down on my neck. His hands slid down my body, moving up and down as he massaged my flesh.

      “I’ll remember that for next time,” I said absently.

      “I want there to be a next time,” he murmured before lowering his mouth to my breasts.

      I leaned back, giving him full access. I wanted there to be a next time, but I knew it wasn’t in the cards. Suddenly, he lifted me and carried me to the bed. He dropped me to the bed and crawled over me. “I love your chest,” I told him and ran my hand over the defined pectorals.

      He kissed me before smiling. “I happen to like your chest as well.”

      He suckled on one breast and then moved to the other. I groaned and ran my hands through his hair while pulling his head to my breast. “I need you inside me,” I said on a breath.

      He slid lower down my body, pulling my thong down as he moved. He kissed my knee and then my thigh. He kissed my other thigh before nudging my legs open and kissing my very core. I gasped. Shock and pleasure rolled over me.

      “Cry out,” he murmured against my nether lips. The sound of his voice vibrated against me, sending more shivers of desire racing through me. “No one will hear you.”

      I knew he liked me to vocalize my pleasure. If it heightened his pleasure, I was happy to do it. He licked over my folds once and then once again with more deliberate pressure. I cried out loud and clear. There was no stopping it.

      His tongue lapped over my clit, taking me right up to the edge of orgasm. He continued licking and sucking until I was shouting his name over and over as the orgasm tore through my body. No nerve ending was left untouched.

      He rose above me and slid off the bed. I watched through a haze of lust as he stripped off his shorts. Watching him slide on the condom was exciting. He stood next to the bed and stared at me with his chest heaving up and down. My eyes were on his cock and then him. I felt very lucky to get to be with him.

      He moved to the bed and smiled as he crawled over me once again. “Damn,” he said. “You’ve got some lungs on you.”

      I burst into laughter and pulled him against me. “Stop,” I said. “Quit teasing.”

      “Oh, I liked it,” he said. “I’m going to make you do it again. I love hearing you scream my name. I’m so fucking hard right now I don’t think there is any blood flow going to my brain.”

      “Let me feel it,” I whispered.

      His eyes darkened before his mouth was closing over mine again. I kissed him back, digging my nails into his flesh. He flinched as the kiss deepened. I could feel his intensity. It made me feel sexy as hell and powerful. This man that was basically an Adonis in his own right and he wanted me. He could have any woman in the world, and he was in bed with me. He couldn’t keep his hands off me.

      When he finally pushed inside me, I almost wept. I realized it was the beginning of the end of our time together. It was the last time I would be with him like this. I wanted to treasure every damn moment.

      “Damn,” he groaned. “Being inside you is the best thing in the entire world.”

      “I like it,” I murmured. I wanted to say more but I was overcome with emotion. “More.”

      “All night,” he whispered before kissing me once again.
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      I didn’t want to move. I didn’t dare shift inside her. The moment I did, I was going to explode. I needed this to last. I wanted to remember every last moment with her. Her tight pussy squeezed me. Spasm after spasm threatened to break my control. I clenched my teeth together and counted to ten.

      She moved under me. Her hips jerked, forcing me just a little deeper inside her. I slowly slid in and out, relishing in the friction. Damn she was so fucking good. I’d been with my fair share of women but none of them did this to me. It was like her body had been made for me and me alone. We connected on a level I had never had before. I wanted to believe she felt the same. It sure as hell felt like it with the way she was moaning. The way her body responded told me as well.

      “More,” she whimpered. “Please, Alex.”

      I could not resist something like that. Her pleas for me to fuck her were the sweetest words I ever heard. I was only a man. “Baby, you can’t do that,” I groaned.

      “But I need it,” she moaned.

      “Shh, I’m inside you. Feel me.”

      “I feel you, but I want more. Please.”

      I moved inside her, giving her what she was begging for. She cried out again, her back arching as her nails dug into my back. I wanted the ecstasy. My mind and body were at war. I wanted that delicious explosion of pleasure and I also wanted to make it last.

      I couldn’t stop what was happening. I felt her body responding. A loud keening sound escaped her throat as her body squeezed around mine and flooded me with her liquid heat. I gave over to the need. I let my body release into her. We both yelled out each other’s names as we found glory together. I hated that it was fast, but I was not done with her.

      I lay beside her with my arm draped across her chest. “Damn,” I breathed. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

      She laughed softly. “I’m sure I do.”

      “I’m not done,” I told her. “This is a break. Don’t roll out the walker just yet.”

      “I’m not sure I can take much more,” she said.

      “I know you can.”

      I spent the next several hours slaking my lust with her. When we finally moved under the blankets, I knew I was going to get the best night’s rest I had in a long, long time. I held her close against me and drifted off to sleep completely content.

      I woke to the sun streaming through the blinds and an empty bed. “Emily?” I called out. I thought maybe she was making coffee or in the bathroom. “Emily!”

      I got up and pulled on my underwear before I went in search of her. She wasn’t there. I had a feeling she left sometime in the night. She never once said she would stay the night. I suggested it over and over, but she never actually said she would.

      I was bummed. I wasn’t going to lie to myself. I had never felt this way about anyone before. I didn’t want to let go of her. It was like I had been searching for her my whole adult life and I finally found her. I found her and now she was gone.

      Life could be cruel.

      I wanted her in my life. I had to fight for her. Last night, I had debated how much to say. I didn’t want to push her into something. And I didn’t want to ask her to stay when I was buried inside her. I didn’t think that would come off as authentic. I had something much better in mind. I had planned to talk to her this morning over breakfast.

      I went back to my room and opened my drawer. I pulled out the black velvet box and opened it up. I ran a finger over the jeweled necklace. I saw her looking at it yesterday in one of the shops. I waited until she was distracted and quickly bought it. It wasn’t a diamond necklace, but it was unique. She had been very enamored with it, but when she asked how much it was, she shied away.

      I didn’t think it was all that expensive, but I was me. I felt it was way under budget. I would have loved to present her with something elaborate and expensive, but this was Lanai. That kind of thing just didn’t exist on the island.

      I closed the box and put it back on the dresser before grabbing my phone. I called Perrin.

      “Are you sick?” he answered. “I just got in and they said you left a message last night you were coming in late. What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not sick,” I assured him. “I just need some time this morning.”

      “Time to do what?”

      “I need you to look and see when the ferry leaves,” I told him.

      “Do you plan on hopping on?” he asked. “Do you want me to get the pilot for the chopper? Do you need to go to the big island?”

      I laughed. “You have a lot of questions. I feel like I’m talking to my mom.”

      “You’re throwing me off, man,” he said. “You never don’t show up. This is weird.”

      “I’m fine, I’m just taking a few hours,” I said. “What time does the ferry leave?”

      “I’ll check the schedule,” he said. “Is Elliot taking the morning off too?”

      “What? Why?”

      “He’s not here,” he said.

      I sighed and shook my head. “He is seriously the worst employee ever.”

      “Then you need to fire his ass,” he shot back.

      “And you know why I can’t,” I told him. “I’ve already got enough bad blood out there with my dad and his cronies. I can’t afford to rock the boat right now. Let’s give it another month. We’ll just keep him filing papers and shuffling around the office. Let’s get the other reviews in and we’ll go from there.”

      “If he doesn’t burn the place down before then,” he muttered.

      It would be funny if it wasn’t true. “Ferry,” I said.

      “It leaves at noon,” he finally answered.

      “Perfect. I’ll work from home and be in later. If you need me, call, but I’m leaving it in your hands.”

      “What are you doing?” he asked again.

      “I’m working on something.”

      “You’re hiding from Sabrina,” he said.

      My heart actually skipped a beat. “I thought she left.”

      “Nope, her producer called yesterday before checkout and extended their stay.”

      “What the hell?” I snapped. “Why? What the hell are they doing? I’m charging them. This is bullshit. They are taking a free vacation on my dime.”

      “I’m not sure what they are doing,” he said. “I assumed that’s where you were last night.”

      “What are you talking about now?” I asked with a sigh. I just couldn’t seem to catch a break. All I wanted was my girl. I wanted Emily and it was like the gods were working against me. Why?

      “Shit, you don’t know.”

      I put my hand over my eyes and sat down on the bed. “Know what?”

      He cleared his throat. “I tried calling you yesterday, but you were out of service.”

      “I told you I was taking the day,” I said. “What happened?”

      “We had the situation with Sabrina and her crew extending their stay which threw off some reservations. We ended up upgrading one couple to a suite. Then we had a family show up and their reservation was not in the computer.”

      I shook my head. “What the fuck?” I growled. “Who in the hell is still struggling to figure out how to make a reservation?”

      “I’ll give you two guesses but I’m guessing you’ll only need one,” he said dryly.

      “Did the family get a room?”

      “Yes, but that’s not all,” he said.

      “Perrin, I was on the island. I was here at the resort last night. How in the hell does everything implode the moment I take a day off?”

      “It was just one of those days.”

      “What else?” I asked with resignation.

      He hesitated. “We dealt with a case of food poisoning, but it wasn’t really food poisoning. The kid drank too much, but it was a stressful couple of hours.”

      “And it’s taken care of?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he assured me.

      “Okay, and everything else is fine?”

      He cleared his throat again. I was certain the sun and the stars were aligned against me. I had a taste of happiness, but clearly, that was not allowed. “Sabrina said she had dinner plans with you last night.”

      “The hell she did! I didn’t even know she was still here!”

      “She wasn’t happy,” he said.

      “I don’t fucking care,” I groaned.

      “She says she told you she wanted dinner with you one last night,” he said.

      I could hear him holding back. I knew how she could be. She was probably pitching a fit and demanding my presence. “I don’t think I knew that. What did she say or do?”

      “She just said she thought it was rude and wanted to talk to you. She wanted to know where your room is.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t tell her,” I moaned. In my mind, I was envisioning Sabrina showing up and finding Emily in my bed. That could explain why Emily vanished in the middle of the night. I was sure I would have heard a conversation, but I had been pretty out of it.

      “I’m not an idiot,” he said. “I didn’t tell her and now she’s pissed at me. That woman is scary. Why do you keep spending time with her? She’s like one of those female predators that eat the man after he impregnates her. You need to be careful.”

      “I have no plans to impregnate her,” I snapped.

      “Same theory,” he said with a laugh.

      “Whatever.”

      “What am I supposed to tell her today?” he asked. “I know she’s going to come looking. I do not want to deal with that woman.”

      “Just tell her I’m out, period. I do not need to check in with her. Fuck me. What a cluster.”

      He sighed. “I will, but do you plan on leaving on the ferry?”

      “No, I plan on stopping someone from leaving.”

      “Sabrina?” he asked with horror in his voice.

      “No, Emily. It’s a long story. I need to go. I’ve got stuff to get done. Keep that woman off me.”

      He laughed. “I think you underestimate your opponent. I would have better luck stopping a train with my pinky.”

      “Got it. Do your best. If you have to, throw Elliot at her and run.”

      He burst into laughter before hanging up. I took a minute to collect my thoughts. I knew there was going to be some rocky days in the beginning but damn, this was brutal. I had a great staff but there seemed to be ineptness. I would address it tomorrow. Today I was focused on getting Emily to stay with me or at least agree to come back soon.
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      I was trying not to cry. I didn’t want to leave. It had been hard to leave last night but I knew my heart could not handle sleeping with him. Actually sleeping. That was far more intimate than the sex we had. I knew waking up in his arms would have been the best thing in the world, but I also knew I would not leave. I wouldn’t want to get on the ferry and leave him and Lanai behind.

      I couldn’t ask him to ask me to stay. We were not going to have a happily ever after. Leaving his bed last night had taken every ounce of strength I had. I had watched him sleep for thirty seconds before I escaped.

      When I got back to my place, I tossed and turned for the rest of the night. I knew this moment was coming. I knew I was going to have to say goodbye. I was taking the easy way out. I didn’t want to see him again. It would only hurt worse. Leaving with the memory of our night together was the best thing for both of us.

      I tossed my toiletries into my suitcase before dropping to my belly to look under my bed. I found a shoe which I quickly added to my suitcase. I did another sweep of the room before checking the status of my flight. Part of me hoped it would be delayed or canceled altogether. Then I would have an excuse to stick around another night. That was probably the last thing I needed to do.

      I already ripped the band-aid off. There was no point in doing it again. Sadly, my flight was on time. I wasn’t bothering to go get breakfast. I didn’t want to run into Alex. It would be a little awkward to see him after I snuck out in the middle of the night.

      I still had some time before I needed to get on the shuttle to head for the ferry. I checked the vlog email account and found an email with a subject line that noted it was for me. Usually, Abbie handled all the email. I figured I would see what it was and then mark it unread for her to deal with.

      “Emily Darling, this is who you are in bed with,” I read aloud.

      There was an attached sound file. I turned on the sound for my laptop and then clicked on the file. “I swear if you are a virus, I’m going to find whoever sent this and kick their ass.”

      I pushed the triangle to start the recording. There was static and muffled voices. I had no idea what I was listening to. I wondered if it was a prank. Whoever was making the recording was on the move. The voices were growing louder.

      I perked up when I recognized Alex’s voice. I leaned down, turning my head to hear better. Suddenly, whoever was recording sounded like they were right on top of Alex. His voice came through loud and clear. He was talking to Perrin.

      “I’ve got to do it,” I heard him say. “I don’t want to, but we can’t take another bad review.”

      “Don’t you think you could find another way?” Perrin asked.

      “There was something there,” Alex said. “I’m going to use it to my advantage. I’ll flirt with her.”

      “You can’t have sex with her,” Perrin warned.

      Goosebumps covered my arms as I listened to their conversation. I prayed he was talking about Sabrina. It was wrong, but it had to be Sabrina.

      “I’m not going to have sex with her,” Alex quipped. “I can hardly stand talking to her. I’ll have dinner with her and show her a good time. I’ll get a schedule with the concierge. I’ll show her around the island.”

      My stomach rolled. He had to have been talking about me. Unless it was an old recording. I prayed it was an old recording. But why would it have been sent to me?

      “What if she finds out?” Perrin asked. “She’ll blow you out of the water.”

      “She isn’t going to find out,” Alex said. “I just have to keep from wringing her skinny little neck.”

      “Please, you like her,” his friend teased.

      “She’s not bad to look at. I need this review. We can’t afford another negative review. I’m willing to take one for the team.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m sure it’ll be a real hardship for you to spend time with a pretty young woman,” Perrin scoffed.

      “You didn’t have to spend ten minutes with her trying to show her around the resort,” Alex scoffed. “She hates me. If I can’t get her on my side, she’s going to bomb us. The resort will sell itself. I just have to convince her I’m not the asshole she thinks I am.”

      I released a breath and covered my mouth. The tears I’d been fighting back all morning were flowing now, but it wasn’t because I was sad. I was hurt. He was an asshole. He did to me what he did to Sabrina. Unless he was fucking her too.

      I closed the laptop. I couldn’t listen to any more. He crushed me. If he had set out to get back at me for the bad review, he did a great job. He put me in my place. He let me know he was the man. I was the silly stupid girl that got charmed by the hunky billionaire. All his bullshit stories. Everything he told me was probably a load of shit.

      “So, fucking stupid,” I muttered.

      How could I have let myself fall for him? I should have known better. I did know better. That was the worst part of this. I knew better and I still let it happen. I should have stuck with my gut instinct. I got swayed by the good looks and the exciting dates.

      I groaned. “Dumb, dumb, dumb.”

      The helicopter ride. The trip out to watch the dolphins. The sex. I was certain that was a perk for him. He was probably laughing his ass off. Now that I heard the recording, I believed nothing he said. The two nights he was caught up with Sabrina, he was probably in bed with her. I saw it with my own eyes and yet I believed him when he said it was all for show.

      I shook my head. He told me what he was doing, and I convinced myself he wouldn’t do it to me. That was about the dumbest thing I had ever done. I was smarter than that. As if he was ever going to be interested in me. Of course, it was a fucking joke.

      I let myself have a good cry before I wiped my tears and got pissed. I was going to confront him. He didn’t get to use me and toss me to the side like yesterday’s garbage. I was going to let him know exactly what I felt about his little game.

      I cleaned up and left my bags in the suite before heading over to the lobby to hunt him down. I was going to find him. I strolled through the lobby and didn’t see him. Given the time, I thought I might catch him in the breakfast dining room. He was probably already moving on to his next victim.

      The moment I walked in, I saw her. Heat flooded my veins. My blood was practically boiling. Sabrina was sipping a cup of coffee. She was still here. He had lied to me about that as well. I was some kind of stupid to keep falling for his bullshit. I scanned the dining room. I assumed he was probably close.

      I was about to turn and leave when I saw Perrin. He had two cups of coffee. “Where is he?” I said as I marched towards him.

      Perrin’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “Where is he?”

      I stepped in front of him and blocked his path. The poor man looked terrified. “Who?”

      I looked at the coffees in his hands. “Is that for him?”

      “Him who?” he asked again.

      “Alex,” I hissed.

      “Alex is here?” Sabrina said as she jumped up from her table.

      Perrin looked like a wild animal caught in a trap. “No,” he blurted out.

      “Where is he? I asked.

      “Yeah, where is he?” Sabrina parroted.

      Perrin’s eyes were darting between us and then around the room. I looked as well to see if he was nearby. “He’s taking the morning off.”

      I studied his face. He was lying. “Tell him goodbye for me,” I said tightly.

      Sabrina gave me a dirty look. “Let him know I’m waiting to talk to him,” Sabrina said.

      I walked out of the dining room and headed straight for my suite. Perrin was covering for him. I was pissed at him too. Shame on all of them. I wondered if Alex told Sabrina about me. Did he make fun of me with her?

      I called the porter to have my bags taken to the limo. I wasn’t quite ready to let Alex get away with his little bullshit. I was going to call him on it. I made sure all my stuff was put together, but I grabbed my laptop. I wanted to see his face when he heard the recording. I wanted to watch him squirm. I was still thinking about telling Sabrina what Alex told me about her. That would really blow his plan right out of the water.

      I started the walk to his cabana. I hoped he was there. If he wasn’t, I would find him. I was not walking away without getting my pound of flesh. I was halfway to the path that led to his secret cabana when I saw Sabrina coming my way.

      “Excuse me,” she called out and waved. “Pardon me.”

      She was wearing heels and trying not to fall on her ass. “Yes?” I asked.

      “Are you looking for Alex?”

      That was a stupid question. She knew I was. “No, not anymore,” I said.

      “Aren’t you the girl that was with him a few days ago?”

      She was purposely trying to put me lower than her by calling me a girl. “Yes,” I answered tightly.

      “Didn’t he say you were a writer or something like that?”

      I nodded again. “Yes, something like that.”

      She frowned. “I looked for him all over yesterday,” she pouted. “We were supposed to have dinner and he bailed on me. He does that a lot, huh?”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “I saw the two of you together a few times. I thought you guys had something.”

      “Nope. I was just interviewing him for my review. He showed me around.”

      “He’s hot, huh?” she said with a smile.

      She actually thought we were going to bond over Alex. She was about the last person on the planet I would ever tell. My idea to blow his little plan out of the water with her was quickly dismissed. The last thing I wanted was to align with her.

      “He’s an attractive man,” I said and then I got an idea. “How long have you two been dating?”

      She smiled. “Not long,” she cooed. “He’s a hard man to corral. I’ve had my eyes on him for a while. He’s an elusive beast. I’ve practically chased him around the world. I’ll get him. I don’t quit.”

      “I saw you two the other night and it looked like you guys were very close,” I said.

      She flashed a grin. “Like I said, any chance I get to get my hands on that man, I take it. I can’t believe you aren’t interested in him.”

      I shrugged. “I live in New York and he’s a little old for me.”

      I couldn’t resist the dig at her age. She flinched. Not a lot, just enough to let me know the little zinger had hit home. “You’ll find a man someday,” she said.

      “I’m sure I will. Well, good luck. I need to catch my ride.”

      “Oh, hey, do you happen to know where Alex’s quarters are?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, not a clue.”

      “Hmm, so elusive,” she said with a laugh. “But I like a challenge.”

      “I’m sure if you just told him you wanted him, he’d be more than happy to oblige,” I said in a saccharine sweet voice.

      “Oh, that would not be fun.” She giggled. “I like the thrill of the hunt. He’s playing hard to get, but we both know we’re going to be falling into bed together before I leave this place.”

      “You seem very confident.”

      “When you’re in my position, it’s not hard to get the man you want,” she said.

      “Of course not,” I said.

      I started for the resort, waiting until she was out of sight before I cut across the manicured gardens and found the path to his place. Thankfully, the gate was unlocked.

      “Now you’re mine,” I hissed under my breath.
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      I stepped out of the shower and wrapped the towel around my waist. I quickly brushed my teeth and shaved. I was planning on catching her before she left for the ferry. I was going to make a grand gesture.

      I could already see her face when she saw the necklace. I had a little speech prepared. I was going to ask her to stay at the resort. She could still do her vlog and we could be together. I would invite her to stay in my cabana or I would go so far as to let her keep the suite she had.

      I was ready to offer her the world if it meant she would stay with me or at least agree to give our relationship a chance.

      I wished there was a florist on site. This was the kind of moment that would be better with spring flowers. If it wasn’t the last day, I could have picked some of the local flora. But the necklace was going to have to be enough. I combed my hair and was about to get dressed when there was a knock on my door.

      That didn’t happen. My cabana was private and the only people that would dare show up would be Perrin or Elliot.

      I opened the door and saw Emily standing there. She was wearing jean cutoff shorts and another one of those pretty blouses that flashed just enough cleavage to tease. My first thought was she came back to me.

      I smiled. “Hi, I thought you bailed on me.”

      I was ready to tell her how I felt. I wanted to give her the necklace. I was certain it would woo her, and she would want to stay with me. I moved forward to kiss her and was surprised when she dodged my lips.

      “I haven’t bailed yet,” she said and shoved me to the side. She walked to the kitchen counter and put her laptop on the counter. “I’m not the kind of person that likes to leave things unsaid.”

      I closed the door and walked toward her. “Good, because I wanted to talk to you. There is so much I want to say.”

      “You must think you’re pretty slick,” she hissed. She curled her lip and looked me up and down. She had told me how much she liked my chest. I was naked minus the towel. Why was she looking at me like I was something she stepped in?

      “What?” I assumed she was joking and smiled. “Slick? I can be slick if that’s what you want.”

      “You’re so awful!”

      “Awful?” I repeated. I was feeling very confused.

      She opened her laptop. “I can’t believe you. Actually, I can believe you. I should have trusted my gut when it came to you. I knew you couldn’t be trusted. I knew it!”

      “Emily, what are you talking about?”

      She put a hand on her hip. “I ran into Sabrina. She’s looking for you by the way. Is that why you’re hiding here? Didn’t want me to find out you lied to me yesterday? Or afraid I would see you two together? Was that your plan? Hide, wait for me to leave, and then go back to her?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t know what was happening. She was pissed. That much was clear. “I didn’t know she was here,” I said. “I just found out thirty minutes ago.”

      “Sure, whatever. You’ve been playing me from day one.”

      “That isn’t true,” I said.

      “I think you should hear something before you start lying again.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. She hit a button and I heard my voice. At first, I was confused. Then I heard the conversation. My stomach dropped. I knew exactly what it was and what I said. “Emily, let me explain.”

      She jabbed the pause button. “I don’t think there is anything to explain. The recording is pretty clear.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I argued. “That conversation happened before I got to know you.”

      “You played me! Just like you played Sabrina! You seduced me and her. Those were your exact words. You would do anything for your resort. You are so hellbent on getting good reviews you will sleep with someone. That is next level.”

      “I didn’t do that,” I told her.

      “Stop lying,” she snapped. “You’re caught. Just be honest.”

      I rubbed my hands over my hair. “Okay, I will admit that in the beginning I did set out to flirt with you to get you to like me. When you showed up that day, you were pissed. You were rotten to me. I was trying to show you around.”

      “I had to pee!” she shouted. “I had to rush through the airport and then to the limo and then the ferry and then here. I had to pee!”

      I almost laughed but knew that was the exact wrong thing to do. “I never said I was going to seduce you. Those were Perrin’s words. I never set out to take you to bed. Never. I am not like that.”

      “What about Sabrina?”

      “I haven’t touched her,” I said. “Never. No kiss. Nothing.”

      She sighed. “I don’t believe you. I can’t believe you. You’ve lied to me over and over. You were angling for a good review and that’s it.”

      “Not true,” I insisted. “I did want a good review, but once we spent some time together, I knew I wanted more from you. My feelings for you are real.”

      She snorted. “Yeah right. You’re caught. I will never believe you.”

      “You have to believe me. What happened between us was real. I fell for you.”

      “You’re a jerk, Alex. I only wanted you to know I knew. And since I know what you were doing, my entire experience has been compromised.”

      “What does that mean?” I questioned.

      “I can’t give you a fair review. You have made me jaded. I can’t possibly be unbiased. What you did to me was more than enough to make me very, very biased.”

      I took a deep breath. “Please give me a chance to explain.”

      “I don’t care what you have to say. I don’t believe anything that comes out of your mouth. You’ve lied and schemed, and I cannot even look at you.”

      “I didn’t lie,” I argued.

      “I’ll take down the other video,” she said. “But I will not be doing a new review. I would prefer to put this whole week behind me. I don’t want to think about you or your stupid resort ever again.”

      “I don’t care about the videos,” I told her. “I just want you.”

      “Too bad. That ship has sailed.”

      “Emily, please, you have to believe me,” I said and tried to touch her. She jerked away from me.

      “I don’t have to do anything,” she said and still wouldn’t look me in the eyes.

      “I don’t care about the review or the old video,” I told her. “Please look at me. You have to believe me. I would never seduce a woman. I would never seduce you. What happened between us wasn’t a ploy to get a good review. I wanted you and I know you wanted me.”

      She held up a finger and finally looked at me. “No, I wanted the man you pretended to be.”

      “I wasn’t pretending. That was the real me.” I raised my arms. “You know me. This is me. Everything I told you about myself was very real. I’ve never shared that stuff with anyone else.”

      “Alex, you aren’t hearing me,” she said. “You keep talking and I believe nothing. You’re wasting your breath. If it had been yesterday, I probably would have believed you. I don’t think I will ever believe another person again. What you did was unforgivable. It was unfathomable and just downright cruel. I can’t believe you think so little of other people that you would just use them like pawns.”

      “I am sorry I made you feel that way.”

      “I’m still thinking about telling Sabrina about your little scheme,” she said.

      That would be very bad, but if it made her feel better, I would be okay with it. “Sabrina and her review don’t mean anything to me. Not anymore. I just want you.”

      “I’m not an option for you.”

      We stared at each other for several moments. “Please,” I whispered.

      “Goodbye, Alex, and good luck with this place. You certainly wanted it bad enough. I just hope you don’t burn too many people.” She grabbed her laptop and stepped around me.

      “Emily, wait.” I reached for her arm, but she pulled away.

      She walked outside and I had to decide if I wanted to chase her down in my towel or watch her go.

      “Fuck,” I growled and ran into the bedroom to quickly dress.

      There were about a hundred questions running through my head. I pulled on my shoes and rushed out of the house, tucking in my shirt as I went. I practically ran into the lobby. I slowed down and regained my composure. I casually walked across the lobby to the front desk. “Is the limo here?” I asked.

      “No, they just left to take a guest to the ferry.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      I walked outside to verify the information. It was gone. I could have grabbed the keys to one of the Jeeps and chased her down, but I didn’t think it was going to do me any good. She made up her mind. The only way she was going to believe me was if I could find a way to prove it to her. I didn’t know how to do that. Yet. I wasn’t going to give up, but I needed to figure out how she got that recording.

      I went back inside feeling dejected and heartbroken. I was pretty pissed too. I felt betrayed. I supposed what I was feeling was just a hint of what she was feeling. I hated that I did that to her. It was double the pain because I felt hers and my own. For the first time in my life, I felt devastated. I felt like the rug had just been pulled out from under me and dropped me flat on my back.

      Perrin happened to be coming into the lobby. He looked at me wide-eyed and jerked his head to the right. I didn’t catch what he was trying to say. And then I did. Sabrina came around the corner. It was too late. There was nowhere to run. I did the only thing I could think of. I turned around and made a beeline for the reception desk. I was not above hiding under the desk if I made it to the space before she saw me.

      “Alex!” she called out.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Fuck me.”

      I turned around and found her practically running toward me on heels that were completely inappropriate for the beach. “There you are, sweetie,” she said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      “I’ve been busy,” I said.

      “I’m so glad I’ve caught up with you,” she cooed.

      My eyes darted over her shoulder. Perrin was standing there frozen like a statue. I jerked my head and tried to communicate that I needed help. He seemed to get the message and rushed over. “Mr. Dekker, you’ve got to make that call.”

      “Yes, I do,” I said and stepped away from Sabrina. “We’ll have to catch up later.”

      I practically ran out of the lobby. That had been a narrow escape.
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      I was barely keeping it together. I kept telling myself I only had to keep my cool until I got on the plane. Once I was on the plane, I could cry my eyes out. But not before then. I was not going to be the woman leaving paradise with a broken heart. I was not the woman who fell for the rich owner of the resort on a vacation fling.

      I had not even told Abbie. There was no time. I would try and shoot her a text once I got through security at the airport. The last thing I was going to do was try to have a private conversation in the middle of a crowded airport. That would only add insult to injury.

      I stepped off the ferry and made my way toward what I hoped was the ride to take me to the airport. A man stepped in front of me. “Excuse me,” I said and tried to step around him.

      “Miss Darling?” he said.

      This time, I gave him my attention. Mid-forties with salt and pepper hair, he looked like he enjoyed liquor and had the pot belly to show for it. He wasn’t attractive, but he was well kept, and his suit looked very expensive. The very fact he was wearing a suit made him stick out like a sore thumb. My first inclination was he was someone that worked for Alex.

      “No thank you,” I said and tried to step around him.

      “Excuse me?” he asked with confusion.

      “I’m not interested in whatever you have to say,” I told him. “I have a ride to catch.”

      “I’m sorry, I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else. My name is Mike Grimes. I’m head of marketing for Dekker Holdings.”

      The name rang a bell and then it was full realization. Dekker Holdings was Alex’s father’s business. The one Alex said he had nothing to do with. Unless he was lying about that as well. “Okay,” I said. I was irritated and in no mood to deal with anyone else that had anything to do with the Dekker men.

      “I understand you’re on your way out from Lush at Lanai,” he said smoothly.

      I nodded. “I am.”

      “How was your stay?”

      I shot him a look. I didn’t know what he was up to, but I sensed an ulterior motive. “I enjoyed it much better this time and I plan to let my viewers know that.”

      “Maybe you need something to compare it to,” he said smoothly.

      “I’ve been at a resort before,” I quipped.

      “Ah, but you haven’t been at one of ours,” he said. “I’d like to invite you to stay as our guest at the Dekker Resort. All expenses would be paid, of course. If you like what you see, we could talk about a very lucrative sponsorship deal. I understand you are always looking for sponsors.”

      “What kind of deal?” I asked.

      “You would be reviewing more of the hotels in the chain,” he answered easily. “A few more days in paradise in one of the best hotels on the island is just what you need to think about it.”

      “I would be traveling to the other Dekker properties?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      It was tempting, but something felt wrong. I was trusting my gut this time. I tried to go against it with Alex and here I was fleeing Hawaii with a broken heart and no interest in returning. However, extending my stay a couple of days and writing a glowing review for Alex’ father’s property would certainly piss him off. It would be the ultimate revenge.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t petty and vindictive. I couldn’t do that to Alex or anyone else. It wasn’t my style. “Thank you, but I have obligations at home I need to get to.”

      He frowned. “I’m offering you a great opportunity.”

      “I appreciate it, but I do need to get going. Thanks.”

      He reached into his pocket and handed me a card. “Take this and call me if you change your mind. I have an office in New York as well as LA and here on the big island. I’m open to discussing terms if you’d like to negotiate.”

      “Thank you, I’ll keep it in mind,” I said and slipped the card into my purse.

      “I look forward to hearing from you,” he said.

      “Yep, sure,” I muttered and shuffled toward the shuttle that would take me to the airport. The sooner I got out of this place, the sooner I could put all this stuff with Alex behind me. I moved around him and got a seat on the shuttle.

      I felt so raw. My heart felt like it had been put through a meat grinder. I just wanted to get home and lick my wounds. I didn’t think I’d be taking any tropical vacations anytime soon. Every crashing wave and palm tree was going to remind me of him and our time together. I knew I would be okay. I just needed some time and space. Alex would be a memory. I wanted to be able to look back on my time on Lanai and remember the beauty of the island and not the ugliness of the man who almost ruined it all.

      It was a hustle to get through security and settled on the plane. I was almost done. I had been forcing myself to put one foot in front of the other. Now that I was in the air and on the way home, I felt the adrenaline waning.

      By the time I got home, I was completely drained.

      “Hi there,” Abbie greeted me as I walked through the door.

      I was exhausted. “Please tell me we have wine.”

      “I’ll pour you a glass and you can tell me what happened. Your text wasn’t clear.”

      I flopped down on the couch and kicked off my shoes. “It sounds crazy, but that’s exactly what happened. He dicked me over. He set me up and I fell for it.”

      “You heard him talking about you?”

      I reached for my laptop bag and pulled it out. I pulled up the recording and let her hear it. I watched the shock on her face. “He said that about you?”

      I nodded and closed the laptop. “Yep. He was just playing me.”

      “Maybe he changed his mind,” she offered.

      “Even if he did, it was still his intention,” I said. “He saw me as an easy target. He looked at me and saw a young, naïve woman and knew I was going to be easy to persuade.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t believe anyone is that disgusting. That’s awful.”

      “He was so desperate to get good reviews,” I said. “I should have known. When he told me what he was doing with Sabrina, I should have known he was doing it to me as well. He was playing me.”

      “You fell for him,” she stated.

      “I thought I did, but I know it wasn’t real. I can’t believe I had sex with him. The sex on the boat could be forgivable but then I went and did it again. I feel like such an idiot. I knew he would never truly want to be with me. I got so caught up in the moment. He has a way of making a girl feel like a queen. I should have seen right through the bullshit. I’m a New Yorker. I’m supposed to be edgy. I folded like a cheap suit.”

      “I know you are a very savvy person,” she said. “He must have been very persuasive.”

      I sighed. “You have no idea.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you were into him.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just going to put it all behind me. I don’t want to think about him again. I’m over it. I fell for his game and that was on me.”

      “You shouldn’t beat yourself up for it,” she said. “You couldn’t have known what he was doing.”

      “That’s just it,” I said. “I did know. The moment I arrived at the resort, I knew he was trying to butter me up. My first reaction to him was negative. I have got to learn to stick with my gut. I let myself be persuaded to put on blinders. Even when he stood me up, I was like okay, no big deal. I saw him with Sabrina, and I believed his story. There were plenty of signs. I chose to ignore them because I was thinking about something else.”

      “Sex,” she said with a laugh.

      I nodded. “I’ll confess, I was. Trust me, if you saw him, kissed him, you would too. He weaved a spell around me, and it trapped me.”

      “So now what?” she asked.

      “I’m taking down the review,” I told her. “I’ll take it down and the teaser piece. I’m not writing a review.”

      She dropped her mouth. “What?”

      “I can’t write a fair review,” I told her. “I’m so pissed at him right now, all I can think about is burning him. That isn’t fair to the resort. I’m not going to write a hit piece because he’s an asshole. That hurts my integrity.”

      “But you had an agreement,” she said. “He flew you out there. That wasn’t just to offer you a free vacation.”

      “I told him I wasn’t going to write a review,” I said. “What’s he going to say? Honestly, if he tries to pressure me to write a review, he’ll be sorry. The accommodations were fine, but I have no problem revealing the shady ways of the owner. It would be different if it was just me, but it isn’t. This is obviously the way he does business.”

      “Okay, but why take down the first review?” she asked. “It’s still generating a lot of traffic. We’ve gotten a huge boost on the page. Our ad revenue is way up. We are so close to being able to afford small bonuses for us.”

      I shook my head. “I know it will be a hit, but I can’t leave it up. I want no connection to him. I don’t want him or any of his people reaching out. It’s done and over. I don’t want there to be an excuse for him to call me.”

      “Wow,” she said. “He really did a number on you.”

      I sighed and nodded. “He did. I hate to admit it, but he got me. I’ll be fine. I just need a few days to get over it.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” she asked gently.

      I smiled. “Take down that video,” I said with a laugh. “I’ll handle any fallout from Alex. I’m pretty sure he isn’t going to say anything. He knows I have the recording. He doesn’t know me well enough to know I would never put it out there. That’s my trump card. I will remind him how bad it could be for him if people found out what kind of man he really is.”

      She laughed. “There you go. Play hardball.”

      “Oh, trust me, that’s the only way I’ll play. Ideally, I’d just like to sit the game out. Let him self-implode. He’s going to get caught eventually. I don’t want to hear another word about him or his stupid resort. And now, I’m going to bed. I’m beat.”

      “I’m glad you’re back,” she said with a smile.

      “Me too. I think I’m going to take a few days off. I don’t want to go anywhere.”

      “Got it,” she said. “Goodnight.”

      I dragged myself to my room. It was nothing like the luxury digs at the resort, but it was mine. I stripped out of my clothes and pulled on my comfy pajamas. I crawled into bed and that was when I let it all out. I was hurting. My hurt was compounded by my embarrassment. I would never forgive him for using me like a pawn. I could have handled a fling. I could have handled him sleeping with me and then jumping into bed with Sabrina. But this was different. For a whole week, he’d been maneuvering me around to suit his needs.

    

  







            Chapter 29

          

          

      

    

    






Alex

        

      

    

    
      I took a moment to get my shit together. Perrin came in right behind me and closed the door. I kept my back to him as I tried to regain control of my emotions. I had been hit by a freight train with her revelation and then quick departure. It bowled me over, and then along came Sabrina like a speeding Amtrak train and knocked me over again.

      I could not deal with her right now. She was on my last nerve. With the Emily thing imploding, I had to be very careful. Sabrina giving me a negative review would be the final nail in the coffin.

      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” Perrin asked.

      “No.”

      “You said you were going to take the morning off, and I find you in the lobby looking like you just crawled out of the shower.”

      “Because I did,” I said and turned around.

      “Sabrina is going to be on my ass in about five minutes to get some time with you,” he said. “I need to know what I’m doing here.”

      I flopped down in my chair and rubbed my temple. “Sabrina needs to step the fuck back.”

      “Woah. What is going on?”

      “Emily’s gone,” I said. It hurt to even say the words. I felt like a fucking pussy. She somehow managed to break my heart. I wasn’t even aware I had given it to her.

      “She was scheduled to leave today,” he pointed out.

      “I was going to ask her to stay,” I said and looked at him. “I wanted her to stay, and I think she would have.”

      “But?” he said with a wave of his hand.

      “She brought me a recording this morning,” I snapped. Fury and betrayal tore through me. I slapped my hand on my desk. “Someone recorded me and you talking. Was it you?”

      He leaned back. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “Are you recording our conversations?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What the hell is wrong with you? Are you drunk?”

      “I’m not drunk! Was it you?”

      He shook his head. “I have no idea if you are being serious right now, but no, I have not recorded our conversations. Why would I do that?”

      I didn’t really think it was him. “I don’t know, but someone did.”

      “Someone recorded us?”

      “Yes. It was the day we were talking about my plan to get close to Emily.”

      His face went blank. “The day you planned to seduce her?”

      I pointed a finger at him. “That was your word. You said seduce. I had no plans to seduce her.”

      “Someone recorded that?” he asked. He looked ill. I had felt the same way when I heard the recording.

      I nodded. “Yes and they sent it to Emily.”

      The blood drained from his face. I knew for certain he was not the culprit. I trusted him implicitly. “Holy shit,” he breathed. “Holy shit. Holy shit, shit, shit.”

      “Yes, all of that,” I said. “She played it for me, and you can imagine how happy she was about it.”

      He groaned and covered his eyes with his hand. “I suppose she’s going to blast it all over the internet.”

      “I have no idea what she’s going to do,” I told him. “I don’t care at this point. I had a shot at something good with her, and that recording destroyed it.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think the fact you plotted to seduce her might have been what destroyed your chances with her?”

      “She didn’t have to know!” I shouted. “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t intentionally set out to fall for her. What happened between us was natural. It was organic. It wasn’t a lie.”

      “Fell for her?” he asked. “When the hell did that happen?”

      “That’s not the point,” I growled. “It was just you and me in here that day. How did we get recorded? Is someone bugging us?”

      “I don’t think anyone bugs anyone anymore,” he said dryly. “We’re not exactly Soviet spies or on any terror watch groups.”

      “I heard the recording,” I said. “It wasn’t great quality, but it was clear. Every fucking word.”

      He shook his head. “I have no idea what is going on.”

      “Where’s Elliot?” I asked.

      “He still hasn’t come in.”

      I tapped my fingers on the desk. “You’ve called?”

      “I did.”

      My mind was whirring. I grabbed my phone and called the front desk to see if anyone had seen him. “I’m going over there,” I said.

      “Going over where?”

      “I want to ask him if he made the recording,” I said and got up.

      “Alex, you’re pissed right now. Is this really a good idea?”

      I walked out of my office. “It’s a great idea.”

      I strode down another hall that led to the staff quarters. “Let me find out which room he’s in.”

      I scanned the hall trying to guess. I heard Perrin talking in a low voice down the hall. I tried to understand why I had been recorded. Why had the person sent it to Emily? What was the end game? Jealousy was my first thought. Sabrina had the equipment to make such a recording, but she wasn’t even on the grounds when the conversation took place.

      “I’ve got security coming with the key,” Perrin said.

      “You don’t think we should knock on the door first?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I figured we would knock and then unlock. Unless you prefer to kick it down.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      He walked down the hall, checked the number, and knocked on the door. I already knew he was gone. Something in my gut told me I had him to blame for my new problem. “I guess he’s not in,” Perrin said dryly.

      Security showed up a few minutes later. “Unlock the door,” I said in a tight voice.

      He slipped the key in and opened the door. I walked in first. The room was empty. I opened the closet. “Son of a bitch,” I growled.

      Perrin went in the bathroom. “Empty.”

      “That little fucker,” I snarled.

      “He’s gone,” he said.

      I turned and walked out of the room and headed for my office. I pulled my phone from my pocket and scrolled through my contacts. I found the name I was looking for. I called the number and waited. No one picked up. I called it again as I walked into my office. Still no answer.

      “Son of a bitch!” I shouted.

      Once again, Perrin was behind me. He closed the door, but instead of sitting down, he leaned against the door. He looked just as stunned as I felt. “Elliot?” he said the name as a question. “You think Elliot recorded us?”

      “He was in the doorway,” I said. “Why would he record us and then send it to Emily?”

      “I have no idea,” he answered. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. I called his grandfather, but he isn’t answering.”

      He was quiet for several minutes. We both were. I stood with my hands on my hips and tried to process everything. It was a bit like getting slapped in the face with a two-by-four. I woke up this morning with the hopes of finding Emily in my bed. The moment I opened my eyes and realized she wasn’t there, everything went downhill from there. Like off a cliff downhill. I couldn’t remember ever having so much thrown at me at once. I needed a minute to recover and catch my breath.

      “How well did you know Elliot?” Perrin asked.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know him at all.”

      “You never met him before he showed up at your door?”

      I shrugged. “I might have but I don’t remember.”

      “I have to wonder if the mistakes with Emily’s reservation and then Sabrina’s were intentional.”

      I stared at him. The thought had crossed my mind, but I dismissed it as being paranoid. “Why?” I asked. “Why would he do that?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe he’s working for someone.”

      “And the recording? Do you think he sent that to Emily?”

      He slowly shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      “But why?” I asked again. “What would be his end game? He worked here. I was giving him a chance. Nowhere else would even hire him.”

      “How do you know that?” he questioned.

      I was beginning to feel like I was being interrogated. “His grandfather told me. He reached out and asked me for a favor. I’ve known the guy forever. I had to do it.”

      “So there is a chance he never even tried to get a job elsewhere?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Do you think he’s a plant? Could he be working for someone else?”

      I didn’t even want to say it aloud. “Sabotage.”

      “It makes sense. He dropped his bomb and ran like a coward.”

      “I don’t think my dad would do this,” I said. “He knows he has an advantage. He’s got more capital, more clout and he definitely has the bigger client base. Why would he have to do something so far beneath him?”

      “He did the hit piece in the magazine,” he reminded me.

      “Yeah, but to outright sabotage me?”

      “I think you need to consider it,” he said. “I’ll do some digging and see if I can find Elliot. If he left the island, we know there is only two ways off. I want to know where he went and why.”

      “Let me know.”

      “There’s one other thing,” he said with a great deal of dread in his voice.

      I shook my head. I didn’t think I could take any more. “What?”

      “We’ve got the Sabrina thing to deal with.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “She wants to have dinner with you. Technically, she wanted to have lunch with you as well and the entire day, but I got it whittled down to just dinner.”

      “Why is she still here?” I asked him. “Tell me what more she could want from me.”

      He raised his brows. “I could tell you what she wanted, but I think you know.”

      “How in the hell did this week go so wrong?” I groaned and slid into my chair.

      “I’ll get back to you with what I find on Elliot,” he said.

      “We need to find out what else he might have done,” I said as the realization I’d been screwed over sank in. “Send in department heads. I need everyone to go through records, accounts, reservations, even the mail. We don’t know how far his sabotage extends. I need inventory done on everything from food to linens. Nothing can be overlooked. We don’t want his sabotage to come back and bite us in the ass.”

      He nodded. “On it. I’ll start with the people in the office.”

      “Get HR in here first,” I said. “I want to uncover all there is to know about this punk.”

      “I’ll check in later.”

      He walked out and left me alone. I had never felt more alone in all my life. Most people could call a parent or a sibling and vent. Others had spouses or best friends. I had no one. I had Perrin. A man I paid to be my right-hand.

      I had never really felt lonely. When my mom died, I had my grandmother. I never had my father, but I had grandma. For a whole five minutes, I had Emily. She’d been someone I knew I could confide in. I had trusted her and saw her as someone that could be a partner in my life.

      Not only had I lost Emily, but if Elliot’s sabotage was effective, I was going to lose my business. My inheritance was tied up in the business. One stupid, punk kid had just overturned my life and the last two years of hard work.

      If I ever got my hands on him, I was going to make him sorry he darkened my door. My father and his cronies were a different story. I would find a way to get revenge if it was the last thing I did.
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      “Look at her,” I said with a grimace and threw a piece of popcorn at the TV.

      We were watching the travel special Sabrina had been filming when I had the misfortune to meet her. I had been watching the travel channel with anticipation of the piece. I wanted to see what she thought. I was expecting some big flattering love letter to Alex wrapped up in a review of his resort. So far, I had yet to see Lush at Lanai at all. Although it had been advertised as being a part of the show.

      “She’s faker than a Kardashian,” Abbie said. “Seriously, that laugh. That’s like nails on a chalkboard.”

      “How does someone like her get her own primetime special?” I complained. “She does nothing. She doesn’t talk to anyone in the communities of the resorts she’s supposedly at. I swear she wasn’t even at the one in Maui.”

      “It didn’t look like it,” Abbie agreed. “It was shots of the hotel but none of her actually in the place.”

      “Probably because she spent all her time at Alex’s place.”

      “Do you know how long she was there?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Nope. I don’t care.”

      “He hasn’t called this week,” she said when the special went to commercial.

      “I hope that means he finally figured out I’m not talking to him. I’m not interested in anything he has to say.”

      “Has he asked for a review again?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him. I haven’t read any of his emails. I’m not going to. I heard all I needed to.”

      “It’s on,” she said and turned it up.

      We watched another segment on the Dekker Hotel. I cringed when the camera panned around the pool before getting a shot of Sabrina in a skimpy bikini. “This is so bad,” I groaned. “It’s like her own personal vanity project. She has said very little about the actual places. It’s like she’s reading from their webpage. How does she get away with calling herself a journalist?”

      “Your pieces are a million times better,” Abbie assured me.

      “I might not have a fancy camera crew but at least I take pictures of the stuff people are truly interested in.”

      “Yes, you do and that’s why people love your vlog.”

      I checked the time. “Is this an hour special?” I asked.

      “I think so.”

      “There’s less than five minutes left, and she hasn’t talked about Lush at Lanai at all.”

      “Maybe it’s going to be a two-part series.”

      “Makes sense,” I muttered. “With as long as she was there, she could make it a three-part series.”

      Suddenly, the show was wrapping up. Abbie and I listened as Sabrina named off four other hotels she visited on her tour of Hawaiian vacation destinations. Then it was over. I turned to her with my mouth hanging open. “She didn’t even talk about his resort!”

      “Wow,” Abbie said and shook her head. “What do you think happened there?”

      “She was there for at least a week and she always had that camera crew with her,” I said. “Why wouldn’t she use any of that footage? That couldn’t have been cheap to pay the camera crew.”

      “Maybe they’re using the footage for another show,” she suggested.

      “I bet you he did his little seduction thing,” I sneered. “He probably convinced her to give his resort a full hour-long special.”

      “Ohh.” She nodded. “That makes sense.”

      I curled my lip. Jealousy ran through me. “They’re probably together now. He’s got her wrapped around his little finger and vice versa. They’re using each other.”

      “Jealous much?”

      “Not at all. They can have each other.”

      She sipped her wine. It was our go-to movie meal, popcorn and wine. “What if Alex didn’t know?”

      “Didn’t know what?”

      “That his resort was going to get cut from the special,” she said.

      I laughed. “That would be karma.”

      “Stop it,” she scolded. “You are not vindictive.”

      “But I could be and technically I didn’t do the vindicating. Sabrina did.”

      “What if the guy that approached you went after Sabrina?” she said.

      “Obviously, he did,” I said and pointed at the TV. “The bulk of the segment was dedicated to the Dekker Hotel.”

      She bobbed her head up and down. “Exactly!”

      “You watch way too many detective shows,” I told her. “You see a conspiracy everywhere.”

      “Yes, I do, but this one isn’t hard to see. You said the elder Dekker was pissed about his son opening a resort. He said as much in that piece published in the magazine. All the other interviews he’s given, he has made sure to take subtle digs at Alex’s resort.”

      She was getting more excited as she talked. That was what she did. She loved mysteries and seemed certain there was a mystery on every corner. “There is no love lost between them,” I said.

      She really got excited. “See! I bet you he had something to do with it. What if the guy, what was his name?”

      “Mike Grimes,” I said. I still had the business card sitting on my dresser. I didn’t know why, but I held on to it. I had no intention of actually calling, but I thought just in case.

      “Mike Grimes reached out to Sabrina. He probably made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. You were tempted. She’s the type to go where the money and fame is. I bet you ten dollars Mike made her the offer and she took it. She’s in his pocket.”

      “I think you are jumping to conclusions,” I told her. I got up and grabbed my laptop. “Besides, I don’t care. It’s none of my concern. Alex made his bed. Now he’s got to lie in it. I’m moving on. I’ve got my own stuff to worry about it.”

      Abbie turned off the TV. “You’re right. We’ve got plenty of new offers. It’s time for you to find your next fling.”

      “No,” I said. “Absolutely not. I want nothing to do with flings ever again.”

      “You say that now, but you have to see the invitation I got earlier,” she said.

      “I’m afraid to ask,” I said.

      “I’m sending it right now.”

      The email popped up. I quickly opened it. “A night club?” I asked.

      “In Australia,” she said. “Check out the pictures.”

      I opened the file and read through the brochure with lots of pictures of young people dancing, drinking, and having a good time. I didn’t miss the number of men without shirts. “Uh, I’m not sure this is my thing.”

      “Woman, that is every straight woman’s thing,” she said with a laugh. “Hot, sexy Australian men with their shirts off is drool-worthy. You need to get back on the horse. You have to take this offer. It will spice up the vlog. I bet you it will also grow your base. Women are going to love this.”

      “Hot, sweaty men with beer breath,” I mumbled.

      “This could be just a quick fun piece to sandwich between some of the exotic destinations you could choose from.”

      “A club?” I questioned. “I haven’t reviewed clubs in forever.”

      “But that’s what got you started,” she reminded me. “It will be touching back on your roots. One thing an audience hates is when social media stars get too big for their britches. You have to make sure you’re appealing to the fans that have been following you since the beginning.”

      I nodded in agreement. She was right. “I’m not hooking up with one of those guys,” I said.

      She laughed. “I don’t think that’s a rule.”

      “Where else do I have offers to?”

      “I’ve got one for Madagascar,” she said. “It looks primitive.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t know if I’m ready for primitive.”

      “We got another for Peru,” she said.

      “I just did that,” I told her.

      “Fiji?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Depends. I like it but only if it’s a good one. I’ve been spoiled. I don’t want to live in a hut unless it’s in the Maldives.”

      She burst into laughter. “Should I just call you Sabrina?”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “All right, I’ll inquire more about the Fiji property,” she said. “And I’m accepting the invitation to the Australia nightclub.”

      “No!”

      “It will do you good,” she insisted. “You need to get your mind off Alex. You haven’t been right since you got back. I don’t like seeing you miserable.”

      I closed my laptop and let out a sigh. “I know. I’ve been a little bummed. I did fall for him and it hurt like hell to know he used me like that. I’m getting through it. But I am not ready to jump into anything right now. I don’t want to get burned again.”

      “Understandable but going out and having some fun would be good for you. It will help you get over him a lot faster.”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t do Fiji,” I said. “I told myself nowhere tropical. I don’t want to be reminded of him and everything we shared. What’s the other one?”

      “You can’t avoid tropical forever,” she said. “That’s your bread and butter.”

      “I know, but just not right now,” I told her.

      “Okay,” she said with a smile. “You know, maybe talking to him and getting some closure would help you move on.”

      I shook my head. “No way. I already talked to him. I don’t want to get sucked back into his orbit. I’ve already come to realize I am no match for him and his persuasive ways. He’ll tell me how much he cares about me and apologize, and I’ll fall right back into it. Not happening.”

      “But now you know.”

      I snorted. “I knew then. I saw him with Sabrina and yet I let him convince me I was seeing things. He is the kind of guy that could convince me to jump from a bridge. I don’t know why, but I lose all my senses when I’m around him. I turn into this little simpering puddle of feelings. I’m not strong enough. Everyone has a weakness and he’s mine.”

      She popped her bottom lip out. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I hate that you got hurt.”

      “You can say it,” I said with a sigh. “I should have known better. You warned me and I did it anyway. That’s why I cannot be around him. I have no self-control.”

      She nodded. “I get it. Any invitations that come in from anywhere in Hawaii are automatically rejected. We can’t run the risk of you running into him.”

      “Thank you.”

      I started cleaning up the kitchen. The last month had been very hard. I kept waiting to wake up one day and feel better. When I left his resort, I was already counting on it hurting for a few days. I assumed it would be better within a week. It wasn’t like we had a long, wild affair. It had been a couple of days. I shouldn’t be feeling this badly about a man I never had.

      This was why I hated the dramatic side of me. I could make a mountain out of a molehill in record time. It wasn’t like I did it on purpose.

      I loaded the dishwasher and started it before going to bed. I thought about what Abbie said about Sabrina. It was awfully sketchy that she hung out for so long and then just abandoned the whole review.

      Either Sabrina never intended to do the review and was only there to take advantage of the hospitality while attempting to snare Alex, or she’d been persuaded not to.

      As pissed as I was at Alex, I didn’t want his resort to fail. It was a great place, and I knew people would love going there. Having the resort fail was a crime against humanity. Everyone should get to see and experience what I did—minus the hot sex and subsequent dumping.
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      I stared at the TV for several minutes. Perrin was beside me wearing a matching expression of shock. Mine was probably more horror than shock. I may as well have watched my resort burning to the ground. Sabrina had just lit the match.

      “What the hell was that?” Perrin asked.

      “She blindsided me,” I said. “She just absolutely blindsided me.”

      “I guess dinner did not go well,” he said dryly.

      “It was fine. I sat through dinner with her. I let her fawn all over me, but when she blatantly propositioned me, I shut her down. I wasn’t rude about it, and I did give her a kiss on the cheek, but I wasn’t going to sleep with her.”

      “It might have saved us some trouble,” he complained.

      “Then you have sex with her,” I shot back.

      He flinched. “She terrifies me. I would never want that woman near my Johnson. I can’t handle her.”

      “Neither could I,” I said.

      “So what now?” he asked. “We’re fucked. We’re dead in the water. She just cut our legs out from under us.”

      “I get it. I don’t need the pictures.”

      “We’re down,” he said again. “We’re running half-full. We should be at full capacity right now. This review was supposed to give us the bump we needed.”

      “I know,” I said. “I know. Trust me, I know.”

      He rubbed his face. “The small reviews and Yelp aren’t getting us on the map. We’re practically invisible.”

      I shook my head. “We’re going to have to do something drastic. This is not sustainable.”

      “Is she going to do a special?” he asked.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “She interviewed guests and they got hours and hours of footage,” he said with amazement. “She didn’t show any of it.”

      “I’m going to ask her what the hell is going on.”

      He sucked in a breath. “That could be risky.”

      “I don’t have an option,” I snapped. “If I don’t take a risk, we’re going to be screwed.”

      “I’ll talk to marketing again.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “That didn’t work. Sabrina was supposed to get me on national TV.”

      Perrin sighed. “At least the bad review is down.”

      Just the reminder of Emily felt like a punch to the gut. “Too little, too late.”

      “Do you think you could reach out to her and ask her to write the review?” he asked. “At this point, something is better than nothing.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “I’m starting with Sabrina.”

      “And what if she doesn’t respond?” he asked.

      “I’ll go to her agent,” I said. “I’m not dealing with her directly.”

      “I’ll get the information,” he said and already had his tablet out.

      It was just after two on a Sunday. We had watched the special together, both of us hopeful that this was our ticket to success. The last two weeks, I had hung my hopes and dreams on this special boosting reservations.

      “Got it,” Perrin said. “Should I call?”

      “I’ll do it,” I told him. “They need to hear from me directly.”

      He sent me the number and I immediately made the call, only to find out she was in New York.

      “What now?” Perrin asked. I felt the dejection I saw on his face. It was like we just kept getting kicked.

      “She’s in New York. I need you to call and get the jet ready please. I don’t care which pilot we use, but I need it ASAP. I’ll pack.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “New York,” I answered.

      “Right now?”

      I nodded. “I’ll take the chopper over to the big island.”

      “Is that really a good idea?” he said. “You’re angry. When you’re angry, you tend to say things you may not mean. You could inadvertently make this worse than it is.”

      “I have to do something,” I told him. “I don’t have a lot of options. I need to get that piece on the air. I don’t know what else I can do.”

      “Why don’t you go to your father first?” he suggested.

      “I’m not asking my dad for shit,” I spat.

      “I’m not saying ask him for money,” he said. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but you have to accept the fact your father was behind the Elliot thing. There’s a damn good chance he could be behind this as well.”

      “You think he somehow stopped Sabrina from airing the segment on us?” I asked him.

      “I think it’s definitely worth asking,” he said.

      I thought about it. Perrin was a quiet, unassuming guy. I learned a long time ago to listen to him. He was strategic. He sat back and watched and observed. He never reacted without thinking through all of the ins and outs. I was just the opposite. I tended to react without thinking. Like now, I wanted to hop on the jet and go confront Sabrina. I wanted to ask her if she screwed me over because I didn’t screw her. If she admitted it, I was going to lose my shit.

      “Fine, I’ll trying talking to my father, but I’m not expecting him to tell me anything.”

      “I’ll make the arrangements,” he said.

      “I’m going to pack because I have a feeling I’m still going to New York.”

      An hour later, I was touching down at my father’s resort. It was a little strange to be back. There was a small part of me that hoped I could have a real conversation with my father. It would be nice to have some kind of relationship with him. I couldn’t pinpoint the moment things completely disintegrated, but my mother’s death certainly seemed like the catalyst.

      There was a chance we could at least be on speaking terms. We didn’t have to be enemies. There were plenty of people on the planet to frequent our resorts. I had no expectations of becoming a happy family, but it would be great if he didn’t have to attack me in the press. I was hoping like hell Perrin was wrong about him. I did not want to believe my dad was sabotaging me and trying to ruin me. It was one thing to talk shit, but to actually try and ruin me, that was next level.

      I went to the lobby and asked for my father. “If you’d like to have a seat, I’ll see if he’s in,” the young woman at the front desk said.

      It was pretty bad that the staff didn’t know me. It had been a while since I’d been there. I looked around and was impressed with the renovations. It looked good. I didn’t miss the little changes that I had suggested. He’d never give me credit for those things though.

      “Alex.”

      I looked up and saw Mike Grimes coming my way. I got to my feet and shook his hand like a man, but I would have loved nothing more than to knock him on his ass. “Mike,” I said.

      “Come on back,” he said. I followed him to his office. “Your father isn’t here today.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Headquarters in New York,” he answered.

      He sat down behind his desk and gestured for me to sit. I hadn’t come here to talk to him, but now that I was facing him, I couldn’t find it in me to keep my mouth shut. “Nice stunt,” I said.

      “Pardon me?”

      “The article in the magazine, sending Elliot to sabotage me, and we can’t forget the latest play with Sabrina.”

      He shrugged his shoulder. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “We both know you do,” I said. “You tried to take me down from the inside out. The negative press is beneath you. I would think you were better than that.”

      “I don’t know what you’re referring to,” he said.

      “You are running this sabotage,” I accused. “You’re the one trying to take me down. You are purposely trying to destroy my business. Why?”

      He chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “Alex, I don’t have to do anything to destroy your business. You’re doing that all by yourself.”

      “How?”

      He shrugged. “Your resort isn’t up to the same standard as this one. You’re a young pup playing with the big dogs and you can’t hang. The news crew saw that.”

      That got my attention. “The news crew? Do you mean Sabrina?”

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      “I’m not about to let you take me down. You will not sink my business.”

      He laughed. “Like I said, we don’t have to sink you. You are going to do that all by yourself. You mismanaged your money. You spent like you had a blank checkbook. Now you are paying the price.”

      “You’re wrong,” I stated. I wasn’t going to argue with him. I had no respect for him and never had. He was never going to be someone I listened to.

      “Listen, you tried to make a big move, and that’s admirable,” he said. “I’m sure I can talk to your father and convince him to make you a fair offer for your resort. You can take your money and buy a yacht. Travel. Do something that makes you happy. You are obviously not cut out for the hotel world.”

      Inside, I was raging pissed. I swallowed it down and refused to let him see my anger. I forced a smile. “Mike, I already own a yacht,” I said with a laugh. “I own a resort that is five times the place this will be. Keep coming for me and we’ll see who wins. I’m not the least bit worried.”

      I got to my feet and walked toward the door. “You’ve always been a spoiled, entitled kid. You skate through life and get everything handed to you. You think just because your daddy has the brains to be successful, you do. I can’t wait to watch you crash and burn.”

      “You’ll be waiting a while,” I said and walked out.

      I called Perrin. “I’m out of here,” I told him. “Tell the pilot I want to leave in twenty minutes.”

      “It didn’t go well?” he asked.

      “My dad’s in New York. I’m going to confront him.”

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “It’s them,” I said. “Mike is trying to destroy me. They are hoping to take us down and buy me out for cheap. They want my resort.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, which was very telling of our friendship. He didn’t get pissed about the attack on the business he’d helped me build. He immediately thought about the pain the information would cause me.

      “It’s all good,” I told him. “I just need to face him directly. I want him to look me in the eye and then I’m going to let him know I’m coming for him.”

      “What about Sabrina?” he asked.

      “Sabrina doesn’t matter,” I told him. “I’ll find another way to deal with this shit. First, I take on my father once and for all. I’m done with this. I’m not playing his game. He’s going to know this is over. He doesn’t want a relationship with me, and I get it. We’re done.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?” he offered. “I can get the chopper back over here in a hurry.”

      “Thanks, but I need to do this on my own. Plus, I need you there.”

      “I’ll keep things running. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. If there is a hint of sabotage, I will be all over it.”

      “Thanks. I’ll check in once I land.”

      “Good luck and I’ll keep the bail fund ready,” he joked.

      I laughed. “Thanks. Don’t forget to keep the jet fueled in case I need a quick getaway.”

      “Already on it,” he said.

      I ended the call and caught a cab to the airstrip. He could run, but he couldn’t hide. I wasn’t even going to let myself feel like shit over the fact my father was trying to ruin me. I’d get a therapist and work through that baggage later. For now, I was going to hold on to the anger.
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      I was moping. Abbie was sick of it and I didn’t blame her. I was sick of it as well. I just couldn’t seem to find the switch to turn off the sadness. It was stupid. I wasn’t in love with Alex. I barely knew him. I wasn’t even sure the details he’d told me could be trusted.

      “I’m going to send you to Australia and pay the boys to show you a good time,” Abbie said and threw one of the couch pillows at me.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You have to do something,” she said. “You need to vlog. You need to go to the gym or shopping or something. You’ve been moping for weeks. You have to snap out of this funk.”

      “I know. I want to.”

      “All right, here’s the deal,” she said with her hands on her hips as she looked down at me.

      “What?”

      “You have to go for a walk with me after we hash out this Alex thing one last time.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know if it’s really about Alex,” I said.

      “What else could it be about?”

      I sat up and patted the couch. “I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that something is really off about the whole Sabrina thing.”

      “We know that, but why is it bothering you?”

      “Because it is just sitting like a pit in my belly,” I said. “You know that feeling you get when you watch mean girls bullying another quiet girl?”

      She nodded. “I definitely do.”

      “That’s how I feel right now. Like something is wrong. I feel it.”

      “Are we talking about Alex?”

      “I’m talking about Sabrina and what she’s doing to Alex.”

      She sighed. “Alex. I knew it was about Alex.”

      “No,” I said and shook my head. “It isn’t me mad at him or sad that he’s not in my life. It’s more about me seeing a wrong. It isn’t sitting right with me. It’s unfair. I know Sabrina purposely screwed him over. I think you were right about that guy Mike getting to her.”

      “But you didn’t write a review because of what he did to you,” she reminded me. “He did the same thing to her. Maybe this is how she’s paying him back.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you think she should be able to get her revenge?” she asked.

      “Yes, but what she did is different, and I don’t think this is her idea,” I said. “She was at the resort for a week. She was flaunting her ass all over the place. She is self-serving and I just don’t see her passing up an opportunity to get her face on the screen.”

      “Okay, let’s say you’re right. Then what?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’m not going to claim to be a superstar journalist, but I think it is that reporter side in me. I feel like I have to be the one to expose injustice. This isn’t fair. The man does have a business to run, and if what he told me is true, he dumped all he had into that place. I don’t like him, but I don’t think it’s fair to crush a man’s dream because he seduced you or didn’t seduce you.”

      “Do you think he seduced her?” she asked.

      I groaned. “I don’t know. Part of me thinks he didn’t. He truly seemed repulsed by her. But then there is the image burned in my mind of her fawning all over him. I’m so confused. The guy I thought I knew might not be real. He could be the guy that goes after the busty blondes.”

      “I think you are looking at this problem as a way back to him,” she said.

      I frowned at her. “Not even close. I saw Sabrina at work. This is not okay.”

      “But you did the same thing,” she reiterated. “You didn’t leave him a review.”

      “Okay, honestly, I really don’t think she found out what his plans were.”

      “I’m sorry, but I think the guy is a scoundrel and you are better off forgetting you ever met him,” she said.

      I couldn’t shake it. I grabbed my phone and Googled Sabrina’s name. There were some articles about her special, but as I scrolled through hits on her name, something jumped out. I clicked on the link and read the article.

      “No way,” I said aloud.

      “What is it?” Abbie asked from the kitchen.

      “Sabrina just got a new sponsor for her show,” I said. “We are pleased to announce a partnership with Dekker Hotels,” I read from the article. “Sabrina Hausman looks forward to promoting the hotels while giving her viewers an inside peek at the exciting new things to come with the hotel chain. Sabrina’s audience will get a preview of new designs and features before anyone else.”

      “Wow,” Abbie said. “That’s not suspicious at all.”

      “Exactly!”

      “Isn’t that what that dude offered you?” she asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Who was that guy?”

      I got up to grab the card. “Mike Grimes,” I said.

      “Now what are you doing?” she asked as I sat down at the table with my laptop.

      “I’m going to do a little investigating,” I said.

      I typed his name into the search bar. His bio popped up right away. There was nothing exciting. He had worked for the hotel chain for years. There was nothing thrilling about him. He didn’t necessarily look nefarious, but he could be a chameleon.

      “Anything interesting?” she asked.

      “Not really, but I don’t like him,” I said. “The moment he stepped in front of me, I got a bad vibe. It was icky. Slimy and sneaky.”

      She laughed. “Sounds like a great guy.”

      “He wanted me to work for him,” I said and spoke my thoughts aloud. “He was waiting for me when I stepped off the ferry. He knew who I was, which means he had some kind of information about what was happening at the resort. I think he sent me the audio recording.”

      “How would he get it?”

      “I don’t know, but I think Alex has a spy in his midst,” I said. “Would a father really do that to his kid?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “They are filthy, stinking rich. I think people like that have different relationships than me and you.”

      “Wow,” I said. “I think they are the most dysfunctional family I’ve ever met.”

      “And you want to fix it.”

      “I do only because I feel like they dragged me in,” I said.

      “Who did?”

      “I don’t know for sure. Someone did and I don’t like being used as a pawn. Alex did and then Mike did. It really kind of pisses me off. Why did they drag me in?”

      “Because they both know you’re smart and influential,” she answered. “They want you on their side.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you what. I’m nobody’s pawn. I’m going to give that man a piece of my mind.”

      “Which man?” she asked.

      “Mike. I’m going to call him right now.”

      I called the number in Hawaii without thinking about the time difference. Of course, he didn’t answer. “What are you going to do?” she asked when I got up and put on my shoes.

      “I’m going to the New York office and having a conversation with Alex’s father. He’s the one that sent Mike to find me. I want to know what the hell is wrong with him.”

      “Uh, I don’t think you can just waltz in and say that to someone, especially someone like him.”

      “Too bad. He had his minion sneak attack me and now it’s my turn,” I said.

      I grabbed my purse and was fully prepared to have my confrontation when Abbie stopped me. “You can’t just barge in there,” she said.

      “Why not? What’s the worst that can happen? He’ll throw me out.”

      “Who exactly are you trying to see?” she asked.

      “His father.”

      “Um, isn’t he in Hawaii?”

      I stopped and thought about it. “Oh. I guess I’ll have to call.”

      “Hold on,” she said. “Let me call as your assistant. I’ll ask for a meeting with Mr. Dekker.”

      “Why would they just give you a meeting? I’m nobody.”

      “I’ll say you are considering the job offer but would like to speak to Mr. Dekker about what he expects and his vision for the job. You know, the basic stuff.”

      I grinned. “You are so good.”

      “That’s why you keep me around. Now, sit tight and let me do what I do.”

      I was a little fired up. I wasn’t sure what I would do once I actually saw his father, but I just felt I had to do something. Part of me was curious to meet the man that fathered Alex. If what he told me was true, I wanted to look the man in the eyes. I had never met anyone that could hurt their own son. I didn’t necessarily believe everything Alex told me, but the part about his family rang true. It seemed too painful for him to be untrue.

      “Well?” I asked when she came out of the office.

      She flashed a grin. “You have an appointment with Mr. Dekker tomorrow afternoon.”

      “In person?”

      She nodded. “Yep, turns out he is in New York.”

      I clapped my hands. “You are amazing. Have I told you that lately?”

      “Nope but I’m glad you think so.”

      “I should write down the questions I have,” I said as I quickly shifted into reporter mode.

      “Do you have a plan here or are you just going balls to the wall?”

      I laughed at her analogy. “I think I do my best work when I just fly by the seat of my pants.”

      “Maybe but you are up against someone that is probably used to dealing with reporters. He’ll swat you away like an annoying fly.”

      “Then he better be prepared because I can be very annoying and persistent.”

      She smiled. “Are you going to go in as the crazy protective girlfriend or the inquisitive journalist?”

      I held up a finger. “You forgot potential employee.”

      “What are you going to do if he offers you the job and a small fortune as payment?”

      I laughed. “I doubt that will happen, and if he does, it is only because he wants to use me.”

      “You could act as a double agent,” she said.

      “For who?”

      “You could funnel information to Alex and vice versa,” she said.

      “No thanks,” I told her. “I don’t want to be buddies with Alex. I just don’t like the idea of them using Sabrina to sabotage Alex. That isn’t fair. That’s screwing with the integrity of the review process. If her reviews can be bought, it isn’t real. It’s only a matter of time before people figure out she is giving good reviews to those that are paying her. Then all of us that make our living doing travel vlogs are going to be questioned. It’s hard enough in this business without people like her calling our integrity into question.”

      “We need to get you back in the game,” she said. “You’ve been AWOL too long.”

      I sighed. “I know. I was going to go to that new restaurant. That should give them something to chew on.”

      “Good. Put this thing to bed and then move on.”

      “Damn straight,” I murmured. I was already doing research. I wanted to dig deeper into the Dekker men. I was going to start the meeting under the guise I was actually considering the offer and then I would spring my questions.
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      I tapped my fingers on the armrest of the chair as I looked around the office. There had been some changes but not a lot. Being in my father’s office brought back a lot of memories. Mostly good but the good memories always brought up the feeling of loss. I never let myself dwell on the losses in my life. I pushed them to the back of my mind and just refused to give them any attention. But when I sat in the office, those memories came flooding to the forefront.

      “He’ll see you now,” his receptionist said.

      I got up and walked into his office. He was sitting at the desk that was the same one I remembered from my childhood. “Son,” he said without getting up.

      I sat down across from him. “Dad.”

      “What brings you by?” he asked. “Don’t you have a resort to run?”

      “I wanted to talk to you,” I said.

      “I think that’s what phones are for,” he said coolly.

      “I wanted to say this in person.”

      “What’s on your mind?” he asked.

      “That thing you pulled with Sabrina was low,” I told him. “She was set to review Lush, and you just couldn’t handle the idea I would get more airtime than you. I don’t know how you did it but bribing her or sending her in to go after me was a mistake. Publishing that article that aired our dirty laundry was stupid. I don’t know why you think you need to do the personal attacks. It’s low. It’s cheap and it makes me think you’re worried.”

      He smirked. “Are you done?”

      “Just getting started.”

      “I don’t know who this Sabrina person is,” he said. “I don’t bribe anyone. As far as the article, I haven’t read it yet, but I didn’t tell anyone anything. A list of questions was submitted, and I answered them. I never brought up my personal business. I don’t do that.”

      That didn’t make sense, but I knew my father, and he wasn’t lying. He would have taken a great deal of pleasure in letting me know he screwed me. He wasn’t smiling. I tried to figure out what was happening. His office door opened behind me.

      “Sir, I have that list of properties,” Elliot said as he walked in and put a file on my father’s desk.

      I stared at the kid that had always been a sloppy mess when he worked for me. He looked over at me and froze. I smiled at him. “Hello, Elliot.”

      “You know each other?” my father asked.

      “The better question is you two know each other?” I snapped. A sour taste was on my tongue. I was staring at the evidence of my father’s deep betrayal.

      My dad shrugged. “Elliot has worked for me for a year. He just came back from working at the Hawaii hotel for six months.”

      “Funny, Elliot’s been working for me for the last several months,” I said. I glared at them both. “That is until he secretly recorded a conversation between me and Perrin and then sent it to a vlogger.”

      “A what?” my dad asked.

      “A vlogger,” I said. “Someone who does video blogs. Was that your idea or his?” I asked Elliot.

      “My idea?” my dad gasped. “I don’t know what the hell you are talking about. He’s supposed to be working for me. Why am I paying you to work for Alex?”

      Elliot was caught and the look on his face said it all. “It’s complicated,” he said.

      “Sit down,” my father barked the order. “I want to know what the hell is going on.”

      “I’d like to know why you had your buddy insist I hire Elliot,” I snapped. “Was he a plant?”

      “Why in the world would I waste my time?” he shot back. “Young man, you better start explaining what is going on here.”

      “Mike Grimes asked me to go undercover,” Elliot said. “He wanted me to mess with Alex.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Mess with me?”

      “I recorded the conversation,” he said. “Several conversations. I emailed it to Emily because I knew you two had a thing. I saw you guys together. I thought she was going to give you a really bad review. I didn’t think she’d come back at all after I deleted her reservation.”

      “And Sabrina’s reservation?” I asked. I already knew the answer, which really sucked. I had been absolutely taken off guard and I felt like a complete idiot.

      “I deleted it,” he said. “I personally invited her and then deleted it. I was hoping we’d be full, and she wouldn’t be able to stay.”

      “Why in the hell would you do that?” my dad asked.

      “Mike wanted me to keep an eye on things,” Elliot answered.

      “And the interview with the travel magazine?” I asked.

      Elliot shook his head. “That wasn’t me. That was Mike. He filled out the questionnaire.”

      “I filled it out,” my dad said.

      Elliot shook his head. “Not the one that was submitted.”

      “Well shit,” he said.

      “Mike Grimes put you up to all of this?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Elliot answered nervously.

      “Get your shit and get out of here,” my father growled. “You’re fired. And if you talk to your little buddy Mike before I do, let him know his ass is fired as well.”

      I watched with shock as Elliot rushed out of the office. I had not been expecting that. There was a moment of shocked silence. “You really didn’t know?” I asked him.

      “Hell no, I didn’t know,” he barked. “I have more integrity than that.”

      I wasn’t sure because I didn’t really know him. He changed after Mom got sick. When she died, it was like he turned into a different person. “I wondered.”

      “I have never meant any ill will toward you, son. When you decided you wanted to go out on your own, it hurt. I wasn’t happy about it, but I’m not here to dictate your life.”

      “You were pissed,” I told him.

      “I wasn’t thrilled,” he argued. “Why did you do it? You’ve never told me why you chose to open a rival hotel. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I didn’t like the way you treated the people that worked for you, including me,” I told him. “I tried to offer suggestions and you shot me down. Then I stop by the hotel and I see you did take some of those suggestions.”

      He slowly nodded. “I did take your suggestions after I thought about them. I don’t make snap decisions.”

      “You didn’t even listen to me,” I said. “You stopped listening to me a long time ago. I had to break out on my own or I was never going to grow. I needed to find my own way.”

      “I’m glad you did,” he said, which surprised me. “I wasn’t a good father.”

      Then I suddenly felt guilty. “I didn’t say that,” I told him.

      “You didn’t have to,” he replied. “I knew I wasn’t good. Your mother wanted me to do better. I tried for her sake, but the older you got, the harder it got. You were this strong kid just plowing through life. Your mom was sick and you took it all in stride. You didn’t miss a beat.”

      “That’s not how I remember it,” I said. “I struggled every day. When I got to visit her in the hospital, she would always tell me I had to stay strong. She told me not to be bad because you were having a hard time. I tried so hard to be the perfect kid. The sicker she got, the harder I tried and you just kept pulling farther and farther away. I thought I was doing something wrong, so I changed things up. I busted my ass in school and nothing helped.”

      He was nodding. “I know. You were a good kid. I used to think you were doing fine and didn’t need me. I couldn’t be around you. You always reminded me of your mom. She would always ask me how you were doing and what we did together. I lied to her. I told her we were okay. I think she knew I was lying, but she never let on.”

      Those old damn feelings were poking at the back of my mind. They were demanding attention. “Grandma helped,” I said. “She got me through.”

      “I’m so glad she was there for you,” he said. “She was pissed that I failed as a father. She was constantly telling me I had to step it up. It had been so long since you and I had spent any time together, I didn’t know you. Mom told me I needed to have you come and work for me. I brought you in and I thought this was where we could finally bond. I just couldn’t seem to get it right.”

      “You tried,” I said.

      “Not hard enough. I want you to know that when your grandmother told me she was leaving you the property on Lanai, I was pissed. I was jealous and I didn’t handle it well. That was my own insecurity. What you’ve done with that place is amazing. I’m impressed and I know your grandparents would be thrilled to see it. Your mom would be very proud as well.”

      Those were words I had been craving for years. I had wanted my father to tell me I did something that made him proud since I was about ten. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “I’m serious. I’d love to say you learned from me, but we both know that isn’t true. The only thing I can think of is it’s in your blood. I wish I could have been with you on this journey.”

      “I wish I could have shared it with you as well,” I said. “I wanted to. It’s not over yet. I’m still in the thick of it and I will admit, it’s rough. Things are not going well.”

      “Because of what Mike did,” he said.

      “I don’t know if it’s all Mike but he sure as hell made a mess of things.”

      “That son of a bitch,” he growled. “How are you doing beyond that?”

      I nodded. “I think I’m doing okay. I came here to confront you to ask you to stop but I guess that wasn’t necessary.”

      “I didn’t know what he was doing,” he said. “You have to believe me. I would not stoop so low.”

      “I believe you,” I said. “Thanks for taking the time to talk to me. How’s your grand reopening?”

      He smiled. “It’s been good. I should have done it earlier. I know that’s what you tried to get me to do five years ago, and I didn’t listen. I spent some time visiting other properties and I saw what you were trying to tell me. I should have listened then. I could have been a hell of a lot richer.”

      I laughed. “I don’t think you’re in danger of going to the poor house.”

      “You bet your ass I’m not.”

      We talked a bit more before his secretary buzzed and let him know his next appointment was there. I got to my feet to shake his hand, but he pulled me in for a hug. “I’ve missed you, son,” he said, and I could hear the emotion in his voice.

      “I’ve missed you too,” I said. “Don’t be a stranger. I’ll call you,” I told him.

      “Don’t worry about Mike. He’s gone.”

      “Thanks. Tell him to kiss my ass.”

      He chuckled. “That’s my kid.”

      I opened the door and stepped into the waiting area. A coppery head of hair caught my attention. The logical side of me told me it wasn’t her, but there was that little niggle of hope that refused to be quiet.

      “He’s ready for you,” the receptionist said.

      When the woman stood, I had no doubts in my mind.

      It was Emily.
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      I stared at Alex. My brain was confused. He was in Hawaii. He couldn’t be here. But he was here. The initial shock subsided and anger bubbled up. I came here to defend him and he was here.

      Was I way off base?

      “Alex?” I said his name.

      He walked toward me. I wasn’t sure what to expect. He grabbed me and kissed me. I wasn’t expecting it. He lifted me and carried me backward. The kiss melted me. It made me weak in the knees. If he hadn’t been holding me up, I would have collapsed. His kiss blanked my mind for several moments and then I remembered I was pissed at him. I pushed away from him. “Let go of me,” I snapped.

      “Hi,” he said with a sappy grin.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked him.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “I’m visiting my father.”

      I saw the skepticism on his face and realized just how bad it looked. “I came to talk to him about his recent partnership with Sabrina.”

      That seemed to confuse him. “What?”

      “I saw the special that she was supposed to be doing on Lush,” I explained. “I didn’t understand why until I did some research and found out your father is her new sponsor.”

      He nodded. “I don’t think I’m following. Isn’t that what you guys do?”

      “Yes, but your resort was completely omitted from the special in favor of him getting the deluxe treatment. It doesn’t look good. It pisses me off that people in her position will take money for a review. I told you from the very beginning I wanted nothing to do with bribes. It ruins the credibility of the reviewer and the business being reviewed.”

      He smiled. “I do remember that conversation very well.”

      “It’s unethical and it strikes a major blow to journalistic integrity,” I said and continued my passionate speech.

      He was still grinning at me. Before I knew what he was going to do, he kissed me again. “I’m so happy to see you. I can’t begin to tell you how much I’ve missed you.”

      I frowned and pushed him away again. I was about to give him a real piece of my mind when a tall, well-dressed man emerged from the office. He looked at us and seemed a little confused. Alex put his arm around my waist and moved me toward the man.

      “Dad, this is Emily Darling,” Alex announced. “Emily, this is my father, Raymond Dekker.”

      They were acting like they were best friends. Once again, I wondered if I was being bamboozled. “Hello, Emily, I believe you are my two o’clock.”

      “I am.”

      “I take it you two know each other. If my son has accosted you, I’m sorry,” he joked.

      “No, it’s fine,” I murmured.

      “Why don’t we go into my office?” he said.

      Alex dropped his arm from around my waist and took my hand. “What is going on?” I hissed.

      “You want to tell him your opinion. I’d like to hear it.”

      “But that was before,” I said.

      “What can I do for you, Emily?” Raymond asked.

      I looked at Alex, then Raymond. It was a little intimidating to be in the same room with the men. They were large and in charge. I felt like a tiny little lady. But I did come over here to say something. “I don’t know if it’s necessary,” I said.

      “Oh?”

      “I, uh, well, I saw you had become one of Sabrina Hausman’s major sponsors. She is kind of a big deal in my world.”

      “She’s a travel writer and vlogger,” Alex explained.

      Raymond nodded. “I see.”

      “Sabrina choosing to give you and your hotels preferential treatment in exchange for that sponsorship is dangerous,” I said.

      I had practiced my speech before coming over, but I was flubbing it. He was looking at me like he was wondering where my mommy was and who let me out of the house by myself. “I don’t handle all sponsorships and I’m afraid I don’t know who this Sabrina is. This is the second time I’ve heard her name today.”

      “She released a statement about the new sponsorship,” I said. “I saw the special she did that was supposed to include Lush at Lanai. She completely ignored Lush and gushed over your resort. I was at Lush. I know how great it is. I just happened to be there at the same time Sabrina was. She gave your hotel a positive review in exchange for the sponsorship. In my opinion.”

      Alex was absolutely beaming. “She thinks a bought and paid review is a hit against the integrity of journalism.”

      “It is,” I insisted.

      Alex wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me against him before kissing the top of my head. I didn’t know what the hell he was thinking but I was going to give him a good scolding once we were out of his father’s office.

      “I’d like to take you two to dinner tonight,” Raymond announced. “Leave your address with the receptionist and I’ll send a car.”

      The apple certainly did not fall from the tree with these two. They were very bossy. Alex gave me a good squeeze. “That’d be nice, thank you,” I said with a forced smile.

      “Great, I’ll see you at six.”

      He dismissed us. Alex walked me out of the office. I felt like I’d been sideswiped. I kept my mouth closed until we were down the hall. I pulled away from Alex. “What the hell was that about?” I snapped.

      He was still smiling. I had never seen him smile that much. “He wants to take us to dinner.”

      “Why? I thought you two didn’t talk or get along.”

      He nodded. “We didn’t, but I came here to talk to him and we talked things out. I thought he was the one responsible for the stuff happening at the resort. Elliot, my intern, was a spy sent to sabotage me and the resort. He was the one who purposely deleted your reservation. He did the same with Sabrina’s reservation. I thought my dad sent him in but it turned out to be Mike Grimes.”

      I didn’t show any reaction to hearing the name. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m positive.”

      “I’m happy for you and your dad.”

      “Me too,” he said with another smile. “I’ve got a few things to take care of, but I’ll see you tonight.”

      “I don’t think I have a choice.”

      He laughed and gave me another kiss. “Make sure you give her your address,” he said. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      With that, he walked away. I really felt like I had stepped into the Twilight Zone. I wrote down my address and left. When I got home, I was still in awe.

      “How did it go?” Emily asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” I told her. “I have no idea what just happened.”

      “Was he awful?” she gasped.

      “No, Alex was there.”

      “No way!” she exclaimed. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “He was there and he kissed me. Several times actually.”

      She got up from the table where she was working. “I’m so confused.”

      “You and me both,” I told her. “I’m just as confused. I’m going to dinner with Alex and his dad.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Uh, that’s different. I said get a man to get over Alex. I didn’t say date them both. At the same time.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not dating them. I don’t know what’s going on. Alex told me him and his dad were on the outs. I got there and Alex was there. They were totally fine. When I asked Alex what was going on, he told me Mike Grimes had orchestrated some kind of sabotage going all the way back to my initial reservation that got lost.”

      Her eyes widened. “We were right!” she squealed. “I so should have been a detective.”

      “I knew the guy was slimy.”

      “What about Sabrina?” she asked excitedly. “Did you throw her under the bus?”

      “I don’t think I did. I didn’t get the chance. Alex kind of stole my thunder. Raymond had no idea who Sabrina was. It sounds like it was another Mike thing. I’m hoping to find out more tonight. I’m just so confused.”

      “It sounds crazy,” she said. “But dinner with two billionaires is pretty impressive. You know you’re going to be eating good tonight.”

      “If I can eat anything at all.”

      “You have to dress to kill,” she said. “You’re seeing the man that hurt you. This is your moment to show him what he’s missing. He can eat his heart out.”

      “Did those new dresses come in?” I asked.

      “They did,” she said excitedly.

      “Is this a really bad idea?” I asked her. “I just got over him.”

      She snorted. “You didn’t get over him.”

      “Well, it wasn’t hurting so bad anymore.”

      “There is nothing to say you have to jump into bed with him,” she said with a laugh. “But this is your moment to show him what he missed out on. You get to be aloof. He gets to want you and he can’t have you.”

      “Did I mention he kissed me?” I said a little dreamily.

      “You did mention that. Like a brotherly kiss?”

      I shook my head. “No. Definitely not like a brother. It was like he couldn’t keep his hands off me. He kept holding me against him. He said he missed me.”

      She pouted. “That’s so sweet.”

      “It kind of was,” I said with a laugh. “When he first kissed me, I totally forgot I was pissed at him. You know those reunion kisses where the military person comes home after a long deployment?”

      “I do.”

      “That’s what it was like. He picked me up and kissed me like no one was watching.”

      “You’re going to make me swoon,” she said and waved a hand in front of her face.

      “It really was sweet.”

      “You know, if you decided you like this guy, I would not hate it.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “I know you’re still into Alex, and although I’ve never met the guy, I am warming to him from what you’ve told me.”

      “He does have some redeeming qualities, but I’m not quite ready to forget everything,” I said.

      “Don’t close your mind to this,” she said. “Not entirely.”

      “I just need to get through this dinner,” I said. “It’s going to be so awkward.”

      “How did the dinner even come up?” she asked.

      I threw my hands in the air. “I have no idea. I’m telling you, it was a classic blindside.”

      “It’s happening and we need to figure out what you’re going to wear.”

      We went into the office and opened the box of dresses. After picking through them, it was clear they were not the kind of dress that would leave him drooling. It was time to go into my closet. That was another hour of digging and mixing and matching. It was crazy to put this much effort into finding the right outfit to impress a guy I didn’t want.

      “I like it,” she said as I stood in front of her in the classic little black dress.

      “Are you sure it isn’t too sexy?” I asked. “His dad is going to be there. I don’t want to confuse the situation.”

      “It’s perfect. Hopefully, the dad isn’t too creepy.”

      “I didn’t get that vibe, but I don’t know,” I said with a sigh. “Every time I think I know what’s going on, something goes awry.”

      “I think you just kind of have to ride the wave,” she said. “Quit trying to fight it or go against it. Just ride it out. See what happens.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Last time that happened, I found out I was nothing more than a means to an end.”
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      I was nervous. I hadn’t been this nervous since I was sixteen and taking Tiffany Cartwell out on our first date. This was an important night. It was a little awkward to have this night with my dad as a witness, but it was also the perfect excuse. She wasn’t going to turn him down. After dinner, I would try and get a moment alone with her. There was a lot to be said and I didn’t want her running out on me.

      It wasn’t just Emily I was nervous about seeing. My dad and me sharing a table was pretty crazy. I never expected that to happen when I hopped on the jet. I expected fireworks. Having the two of them at the same table was going to be a giant ball of awkward and tension.

      Everything had to be perfect. I dressed in the suit I picked up earlier. I was staying at the Dekker property in the city. If things went well, I’d be bringing her back for a little makeup sex—I hoped. I left the room and headed for the restaurant in the hotel. That was not an accident. I needed to be ready for anything.

      I walked into the restaurant and was taken into the private dining room my father reserved. I was the first to arrive. I so hoped Emily didn’t change her mind. I was desperate to see her. She walked in a minute later wearing a dress that left me tongue-tied. I stood and managed to be a gentleman and only kissed her cheek.

      “You’re both here,” my father said ten seconds later.

      We sat down and were almost immediately served wine. “How did the two of you meet?” my father asked casually.

      Emily and I exchanged a look. “Go ahead,” I told her.

      She took a breath. “I was sent an invite to be a part of a soft opening for Alex’s resort. When I arrived, there was a mix-up and I didn’t have a room. I was a little tired after the long flight and I got angry. Long story short, I got dragged out by security.”

      My father almost choked. “Security?”

      “I was really not happy,” she said. I didn’t miss the slight quirk of his lips as he listened to her story. “I am a vlogger and I believe in being honest. I gave a very raw and very honest review on my experience. The video went viral. Alex called and invited me to come back and stay for a week. I did and he was determined to show me a good time. He took me to dinner and showed me around the island.”

      As she spoke, I remembered every moment with all the moments in between. “He personally showed you?” Dad asked.

      “Yes, for the most part. He took me out on a boat to watch dolphins. It was the most beautiful experience. I’ll never forget it.”

      She was sending me a message. “It was one of the best days of my life,” I added.

      “I’m glad he was able to show you a nice time,” he said.

      Nice time, my ass. I gave her a great time. Emily sipped her wine. She flashed me a look. I knew that look.

      “Tell me something, Raymond. Why would you try to sabotage your own son?”

      I almost choked. I thought my dad would blow a gasket. Instead, he smiled. “I wasn’t aware there was any sabotaging going on. I’ve already taken care of the problem.”

      “I told you it was Mike,” I said.

      “I think it’s suspect,” she said and held her ground. This was the firecracker I had come to appreciate.

      “Emily,” I warned.

      “I’d like to explain,” my father said. “When Alex was little, he was always this curious kid. We always brought him to the hotels with us. Everyone knew him. He was a shadow, or a sponge, I suppose. He was always on the move and always following someone. If it wasn’t the housekeeper or groundskeeper, he was sitting at the front desk. I swear the kid could have run the place by the time he was ten. He loved being a part of the action. He used to help the porters with the bags, which thrilled the guests. We even got him a little outfit. We have lots of pictures of him posing with guests. He was a celebrity in his own right.”

      “I still have a few of those pictures,” I said with a laugh.

      He’d been smiling but it slipped. “When his mom got sick, him coming to work with me was more of a necessity. Everyone looked after him. It was like he had twenty moms. Alex was a resilient kid and he just kept moving. He kept asking questions and learning. I saw him growing before my very eyes. I kind of assumed he was all right. He didn’t need me and I slipped deeper into my cocoon of grief. The more I saw him growing and learning, the more I convinced myself he didn’t need me. Oddly enough, I started to resent him for being okay while I was miserable.”

      “That must have been so hard,” she said.

      “I think by that time I was numb. It was when he announced he was leaving the company and going out on his own, I realized just what I had done. It hurt when I found out he was going to open direct competition. I should have talked to him then. I should have tried to repair what had been broken. I didn’t.”

      “You were both hurting,” Emily said.

      It was hard to hear him explain what he’d been going through at the time. I was young and was fortunately oblivious to the gravity of the situation.

      “I’ll tell you where my mistake was,” he said. “I was in a bad way and I turned to Mike. He was my go-to guy. He was willing to listen to me. He stepped up and offered to handle the situation. He said he would take care of it and I never had to think about it again. I know that was a mistake. Hindsight is twenty-twenty.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said. “I made a lot of mistakes and I never saw them until it was too late. Until I lost everything.”

      Emily looked at me. I hoped she knew I was talking about her. “We all make mistakes,” she said.

      The glimmer of hope I felt was getting brighter. “Dad, you know it’s not too late,” I said.

      “Too late for what?”

      “There’s no reason we can’t merge our businesses,” I said. “It would expand the Dekker line. I’d get a little wiggle room in the capital department and you get to extend the reach onto Lanai. I think both of our hotels are five-star.”

      “You would really consider doing that?” he asked.

      “I would,” I said with a nod. “I never wanted to leave the family business behind. I told you why I left. Plus, I know grandma gave me that property to fix. I needed to do it on my own. It was cathartic. It gave me something to focus on. It helped me grow up—a lot. I know I needed it.”

      He was smiling. “I wish I could have seen you do it, but if we do merge, we’ll find you another property to renovate.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “I need to get out there and see the place,” he said. “I’ve wanted to visit, but I didn’t think it would be a good idea.”

      “I’d like you to come out. I can show you around.”

      He laughed. “I bet a lot has changed and yet little has changed.”

      Emily brightened up. “I have a feeling Lanai City is exactly as you remember,” she said with a laugh. “I don’t think anything has changed in the place in fifty years.”

      “She’s right,” I agreed.

      “Did you take her to the Garden?” he asked.

      Emily groaned. “Oh boy, did he,” she said and told him the story.

      “Those flash rains are pretty fierce. I remember being young and hearing stories about kids getting swept away. I used to think my parents just told me that to keep me from running off.”

      “It must have been amazing to grow up traveling the world and staying at these nice hotels,” Emily said.

      My dad looked at me. “I always said I wasn’t going to do that to my kid, and I did it anyway.”

      “I liked traveling,” I said. “I think I had a great childhood. I got to see a lot more of the world than most people.”

      We ordered our meals and spent a little more time talking about the hotels we had around the world.

      “Did you fire the intern?” Emily asked.

      “I did,” my dad said.

      She looked at me. “That guy, Mike, he was waiting for me when I got off the ferry,” she announced.

      “Waiting for you?” I asked.

      “Yes. I thought it was odd that he knew I was there at that time and who I was. He pitched me like he pitched Sabrina. He wanted me to be exclusive to the Dekker hotels. I told him I would have to think about it. When I got home and I saw that special, things started to click. Then I realized someone had been spying on me—or us.”

      Jealousy and anger pumped through my veins. “Did someone approach you? Elliot?”

      “No, I never saw who it was, but I’m glad you got rid of him. He emailed that recording to me. At the time, it never occurred to me there was more going on. I thought it was you, Raymond.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” he said. “I swear if I would have known what was happening, I would have stopped it right away. As it is, Mike is out. If he calls you, ignore him. He’s pissed. I can tell you that.”

      “Do you think he is going to try something?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he answered. “Just watch your back. He was pretty upset.”

      “I’ll call Perrin,” I said. “I’ve had about all the sabotage I can handle.”

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “If there’s anything you need, let me know.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I’m sure we’ll be okay.”

      “I’m really glad you guys are speaking again,” Emily said with a smile.

      “What did you tell her?” he asked me.

      I looked at Emily. “I told her more than I’ve told anyone else. She’s very easy to talk to.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a slight blush.

      “Thank you for looking out for my son,” my dad said. “You seem like the kind of girl he needs. What were you planning to do at that meeting today?”

      She giggled. “I honestly don’t know. My roommate kept me from going to your office yesterday. I was pretty pissed.”

      “You were going to lay into me?” He laughed.

      “Trust me, she would have done it too,” I said. “She does not hold back.”

      “That’s a good quality,” he said. “Your mom was like that. She kept me in line. She did not take any guff from me or anyone else. When she got mad, everyone knew to stay out of the way.”

      “I don’t get mad a lot, but when it happens, I do make it clear,” she said.

      “Don’t I know it.” I laughed.

      “Oh son, what’d you do?” my dad teased.

      “I screwed up,” I confessed. “Like really bad.”

      My dad looked at her. “Is it forgivable?” he asked her.

      She looked at me, then him. “I don’t know.”

      He winked. “That’s not a no.”

      She burst into laughter. “You guys are so alike, it is crazy.”

      That seemed to make him proud.
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      It wasn’t nearly as awkward as I thought it was going to be. Raymond wasn’t bad. I liked him. He and Alex were alike in a lot of ways. I enjoyed hearing about Alex as a child. It made him a little more human. After the whole recording thing, I saw him as a villain. My mind was being changed in a big way.

      As dinner wrapped up, I knew Alex was going to want to talk. I was trying to stall. I wasn’t ready to be alone with him. I didn’t trust myself. I was falling for him all over again. He wasn’t even trying, and it was happening.

      “I should be heading up to bed,” Raymond said. “It was very nice to meet you, Emily. I’d love to have a conversation about a sponsorship.”

      I shook my head. “My reviews cannot be bought.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it,” he said with a laugh. “Anyone that allows their integrity to be bought isn’t worth my time.”

      “My partner does most of the sponsorship stuff,” I told him. “It’s not my area. If you’re serious, I’ll let her know.”

      “I am serious,” he said. “With that said, I’ll bid you goodnight. Alex, I hope you’ll stop by before you head back to the resort.”

      “I will,” Alex said.

      He left and it was just me and Alex. The tension ramped up almost immediately. “I should probably call a cab,” I murmured.

      “Emily, I need to talk to you. Will you give me a chance to say something?”

      “I suppose I owe it to you,” I said.

      “If you truly don’t want to talk about it, I understand. I’ll leave. I won’t bother you.”

      This was my out. I could walk away and never have to see him again. Abbie’s words echoed around me. I didn’t have to cut him out of my life. I could listen to what he had to say. I could forgive.

      “I’ll hear you out,” I said.

      “Not here,” he said and got to his feet.

      He took my hand in his and gently pulled. I was so used to him pulling me along. I expected him to take me to a quiet corner in the lobby or maybe even outside. Instead, he walked toward the elevators. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Somewhere we can get a little privacy.”

      I should have known he would have a room in one of his father’s hotels. Going into a room with him was risky. There was a damn good chance the sexual chemistry between us would become too much to ignore.

      He stepped out of the elevator and once again was pulling me along. We stepped into his suite. “Can I get you wine? Champagne?”

      “No thank you.”

      “Have a seat please,” he said and gestured to the white couch.

      I sat down and waited. “I’m listening.”

      “Before I say anything, is there anything you want to say to me?”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m not sure.”

      “Okay, before you do say anything, I want to say I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was a complete asshole. I was arrogant and thought I could use my sex appeal to coax a good review from you. Honestly, that first day we met, I was immediately enamored with you. You were so different than anyone I had ever met. Spending that time with you in the Jeep was truly one of the best nights of my life.”

      “Why?” I asked with a great deal of skepticism.

      “Because for the first time in a really long time, I felt like me. I felt like I could just open up to you. I didn’t have to fake anything. I wanted to spend all my time with you.”

      “That’s sweet, but it’s hard to believe anything you say after what I heard on that recording,” I told him.

      He grimaced. “I hate that you heard that.”

      “You hate that I heard it, or you hate that you got busted?”

      “I hate all of it, but I hate that I said it at all. I know this is going to sound cheesy, but I see that week as before and after you. Before I met you, I was just operating in my own little world. I didn’t think about the people around me. I was focused on my own selfish needs.”

      I looked at him directly in the eyes. “Alex, I want to believe you, but that hurt.”

      He reached for my hand. “Emily, I hate what I did. I promise what I feel for you is very real. I know we’ve only known each other for a very short while, but it’s real. I know it’s real because I’ve never felt like this with anyone else. I don’t know if I believe in soulmates, but there is definitely something here.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I felt it too. “Alex, I think that recording hurt because I knew I fell for you.”

      “Why’d you leave me that night?” I asked.

      “Because I was afraid to wake up with you,” I told him. “I knew if I woke up with you, it was going to make things that much worse. I didn’t want that hard goodbye.”

      “I got up that morning with the idea I was going to tell you how I felt. When you came to my cabana that morning, I was getting ready to go find you.”

      “How did you feel?” I asked.

      “I wanted to tell you I was looking for a relationship with you. I wanted to find a way to make it work. I didn’t know what that looked like, but I was hoping we could figure it out.”

      “I have to be able to trust you,” I said.

      He put his hand over his heart. “I swear you can trust me. I will always tell you the truth.”

      “Unfiltered,” I said. “Don’t tell me what you think I want to hear. I need the real truth.”

      He nodded. “I can do that. I will do that. And we know you are brutally honest.”

      I laughed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. That’s what drew me in. You didn’t try to hide who you were.”

      “I couldn’t if I tried.”

      “Be with me,” he said.

      “I will.”

      He pulled me close and kissed me. The kiss was like sealing an oath. I leaned back and looked at him. “Are we going to do this?” I asked him.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’ll figure something out. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      I flashed him a grin. “There is something I want.”

      “Anything.”

      I stood and reached for his hand. “I know there’s a bed in this place.”

      He grinned. “There is.”

      Until the moment I saw the bed, I had been relatively calm. I saw the bed and flashbacks from our last night together hit me. My desire went from about a twenty to a hundred in a matter of seconds. I looked at him in the tailored suit and felt like I was damn lucky.

      “Take it off,” I told him.

      “Turn around,” he ordered.

      I knew what he was asking. I lifted my hair and let him unzip the dress. I stepped away and turned around to face him while I stripped off the dress. “Your turn,” I said.

      He shrugged off the jacket and let it fall to the floor. I waited for him to shed the rest of the suit. When he stood in front of me in just a tight pair of black boxers, I knew I was damn lucky. “Look your fill?” he asked in a husky voice.

      I nodded. “For now.”

      I grabbed his hand and led him to the bed. This was my show. I pushed him backward onto the bed. I didn’t hesitate to climb over him. I kissed him until we were both gasping and desperate for more. He had managed to get my bra undone. I slid my breasts down his chest and hooked my fingers in the waistband of his boxers and tugged them down his body.

      It was my turn to give him a little love. I wrapped my hand around his cock and pulled it into my mouth. I sucked hard and pulled a groan from deep in his chest. I sucked again and again. I wasn’t going to stop until I brought him to fulfilment.

      “Emily,” he groaned.

      I kept sucking until I felt him spinning out of control. I sucked down every last drop of him before I stood up and stripped off my panties. He shocked the hell out of me when he launched off the bed. His body slammed against mine. His kiss seared my very soul as he backed me against the wall. His fingers delved between my legs and fondled my clit before he pushed his fingers inside me.

      I cried out as he took me to the fastest orgasm I ever experienced. He kept me pinned against the wall. He kissed my neck with his fingers still pushed inside me. I leaned my head back against the wall and let him work my body.

      “I’m going to fall,” I whimpered.

      “I’ve got you.”

      “Oh god,” I moaned. His teeth scraped over my flesh.

      “I want another one,” he growled. “Give me one more.”

      My body was out of my control. He was the one calling all the shots. He was the master of my body. I leaned back and just gave over to the pleasure. He whispered in my ear. Vulgar words that sent me cascading over the edge.

      “You’re going to kill me,” I groaned.

      He lifted me and carried me to the bed. “You’ll die a very happy, satisfied woman.”

      I groaned as he kissed over my breasts before coming back to my neck. He had found my sensitive spots. He knew exactly where to touch and how to do it. “You are magical,” I told him. “You are the master of my body.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve quite mastered it yet. I need more practice.”

      “You can practice all you want,” I moaned as his teeth scraped over my nipple. “I’ll be your guinea pig.”

      He kissed me again. His kisses were electric. “Don’t leave me tonight,” he said. “I’m exhausted and when you’re in my arms, I sleep hard. Stay with me. Don’t leave me.”

      I could not resist that request. “I won’t leave you.”

      He rolled away from me and quickly rolled on a condom before falling onto his back. He reached for me and pulled me over him. I situated myself in the perfect spot, ready for him to fill me up. He looked up at me with adoration. His hands slid up and groped my breasts. I rubbed myself over his thick cock.

      “Ride me,” he whispered. “I need to be inside you.”

      I was enjoying the tease. I bent forward and kissed him while running my hands over his chest. “I love feeling your chest,” I told him. “We never got to go swimming. I want to be in the water with you. I want to be draped over your body as we bob up and down in the waves.”

      “I will get us on the jet right now and take you back to the island. We’ll bob all over the place.”

      I giggled softly. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Baby, please,” he groaned. “I’m dying. I’m going to explode without you if you don’t straddle me right now. I need to be inside you.”

      I put a fingertip to his lips and did what he asked. I slid down his cock one inch at a time as he stretched and filled me. When I was fully seated, fully impaled, I leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. My hands pressed against his chest as I relished in the feel of being with him like this.
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      I was certain this was what heaven felt like. I was at the pearly gates and stepping through. There was a lot we needed to figure out and I was certain we would, but right now, I needed her. I needed us together.

      “Move,” I groaned. I put my hands on her hips and pulled her back and forth. I moved her body over mine, raising my hips to thrust deeper inside her. I heard her sharp intake of breath followed by another.

      I rose up and wrapped my arms around her waist, burying my face into her cleavage. The shift in position took me deeper. She gently rocked her hips, slowing things way down. I suckled her breasts, pulling the nipples into my mouth before releasing. My hands scraped up and down her back.

      “I need you,” I whispered. “I need you more than I need air.”

      She moaned again. I laid back down and let her have her way with me. She rode me until we were both struggling to catch our breath. The orgasm felt like a tight vise, squeezing me and pulling me into a place of pure bliss.

      She collapsed against my chest, her body spasming and milking me until I was certain there was nothing left to give. She kissed my chest before moving up to kiss my mouth. “Maybe I can sleep just like this,” she whispered.

      “I would be very happy to do just that.”

      We stayed that way for a while before she climbed off. “I need water,” she said with a laugh. “I suddenly feel very dehydrated.”

      “I’ll get it for you. You crawl under the blankets and wait for me.”

      I returned with two bottles of cold water and some snacks from the minibar. “Want to watch a movie?” I asked her.

      She gave me a skeptical look. “Yeah right. You never watch movies.”

      “I will with you.”

      “Liar.”

      I handed her the remote. “Pick something. Anything you want.”

      “You’re in for it now.” She giggled and turned on the TV. “I’m going to find a disaster movie. Then you’ll understand why I’m so neurotic sometimes.”

      I laughed. “I don’t know if that’s possible. You’re a bit of an anomaly. I’m not sure anyone could ever understand you and that’s why you are so perfect.”

      She flipped through the channels before finding a classic. It was actually a movie I had seen, The Breakfast Club.

      “This isn’t a disaster movie, but it will do,” she declared.

      She snuggled against my chest. I held her and felt absolutely content. I wasn’t worried about the resort or anything else. It was me and her and the rest of the world could melt away. I just wanted to be like this for the rest of my days. I was certain I could have this with her if we could figure out the logistics. I was already thinking about relocating to New York. Perrin could run the resort. I only wanted her.

      The movie went to commercial. “No way,” she groaned when Sabrina’s face came on the screen. “Why? Why is this woman in our bed?”

      “That woman will never be in our bed,” I assured her.

      A picture of me flashed across the screen followed by a dark image of what looked like my cabana, but it was hard to know for sure because of the blurry image. Words flashed across the screen with ominous music playing. “Join Sabrina Hausman as she takes you into the dark world of Alexander Dekker and the resort he runs,” a deep voice said over the music.

      “What the hell?” Emily said and sat up in bed.

      “Shh,” I hushed her and grabbed the remote to turn up the volume.

      “We’ll take you into the deepest corners of the billionaire’s twisted world,” the voice continued. “You won’t want to miss the shocking expose on one of the world’s most eligible bachelors.”

      The commercial ended and both Emily and I sat in shock and stared at the TV. I was tired and it was late. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me. Emily threw off the blanket and made a move to get out of bed.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To find my phone,” she answered and walked naked out of the room with her hands balled in fists and her arms swinging.

      “Emily, don’t. You can’t call her.”

      She returned with her phone and crawled back into the bed. “I’m not calling her. I’m looking up that commercial.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to see if I heard right.”

      “Emily, you can’t believe that’s true,” I said.

      She snorted. “As if I would ever believe a word that came out of that woman’s mouth. I want to see the commercial because I didn’t hear everything that was said. I want to see the pictures they were trying hard to distort. I don’t even think that was your resort.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s my cabana,” I told her. “It would be the view if someone was on the beach.”

      She was ignoring me. Her face was practically glued to her screen. “She is planning to do an expose on you,” she said.

      “There is nothing to expose,” I said. “I’m not worried.”

      “This isn’t funny, Alex,” she growled. “There are pictures.”

      “There might be shitty pictures of the outside of my cabana,” I told her. “That could be almost any structure on any beach.”

      “But you know it’s yours,” she said and was furiously scrolling through her phone. “What if there are pictures of you doing things?”

      “Doing what things?”

      She looked up at me. “What if there are pictures of me and you?”

      “I doubt there is. Like I really, really doubt it. She’s bluffing.”

      She put her phone down and frowned at me. “You’re being very calm about this. Do you know something?”

      “This is the first I’ve heard about it,” I assured her.

      “She says she’s going to expose you.”

      I shrugged. “I will say again, there is nothing to expose. I don’t know what dark underworld she thinks she uncovered, but it isn’t mine.”

      “What if she has you on camera with other women? She might turn it into a piece on you being a gigolo.”

      I smiled again and kissed the tip of her nose. “That’s not going to happen because I have never taken a woman to my cabana. You’re the only one.”

      That seemed to take the wind from her sails a bit. “Oh.”

      “It’s a bluff.”

      “Why is she doing this?” she snapped.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “I don’t know why the woman does anything she does. She’s batshit crazy. She likes the attention. I have no idea, but I know there is no one in my past that would ever talk to her either. I’m not a closet freak.”

      “Dark side,” she muttered. “She made it sound like she was going to expose some really juicy secret. Anyone who saw that little clip is going to assume you like whips and chains or you are running some kind of a sex club. She made it very clear you were into something sexual that went against societal norms.”

      “Emily, you’ve had sex with me,” I told her. “Do you think I’m a freak?”

      “Obviously not, but this just seems a little too coincidental.”

      “What part is a coincidence?” I laughed. “Trust me, I’ve been choir-boy good since you left. She didn’t catch me doing anything. Remember I told you before how careful I am. I close the blinds. I take precautions to avoid scandal.”

      “What about the boat?” she said in a low voice like she was afraid someone might hear us.

      “What about it?”

      “What if she followed us and was taking pictures?” she asked. “What if she has pictures of us naked?!”

      “She didn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      I blew out a breath. “I have a little confession.”

      She pulled away from me. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing bad. I just made it very clear no one from the resort was to take a boat out. They were all being serviced. Granted, there is usually other traffic from people coming from other islands, but I knew it was relatively safe.”

      “You planned that?”

      I stepped in the shit now. “I didn’t plan what happened, but I wanted time alone with you, really alone. I was hoping I would get a kiss or two, but I never expected anything more.”

      She was quiet as she stared at the wall. I could practically see her wheels turning. “That woman needs to be put in her place.”

      “I’ll have my lawyer send a cease and desist to Sabrina and the network,” I told her.

      She slowly shook her head. “No, I think I’m going to have a little talk with her. She already doesn’t like me. Now she’s really not going to like me.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her and gently grabbed her to pull her back on me. “Don’t let her ruin our night.”

      “She couldn’t ruin it if she wanted to,” she hissed. “That woman is going to get told.”

      “I’ll make sure it’s a stern letter.”

      Her hand was absently rubbing over my chest. I could practically feel her thinking. “No, I’ll tell her myself.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That morning I left, she was looking for your cabana,” she said. “She was wandering the grounds and caught me headed that way. She asked if I knew where your place was. I told her no and ditched her. She was dead set on finding you. This last month, I’ve been imagining you and her together.”

      “That never happened, and it never will,” I said firmly.

      “And that’s why I’m going to have a little talk with the woman,” she said. “I’m going to let her know she needs to back the hell off. I’m done. I don’t know what she’s doing for Mike, but I’m not going to tolerate it. I’ll blow her career up. I have enough of a following I could do it. I could take her down.”

      Listening to her go off on Sabrina and how hard she was fighting to protect me was funny. It was endearing. I liked knowing she was willing to fight for me. She was protective, whether I needed it or not. She was in my corner. Everyone needed someone like Emily in their corner. I squeezed her close and kissed the top of her head.

      “I’m so glad you’re on my side,” I told her.

      “Damn straight I am. When I see something that isn’t right, I can’t just sit back and let it happen. She wants to destroy you. These little hit pieces are not about facts. It’s all about creating suspicion. The rumor mill will do the rest. Every woman you’ve ever been with and even those you haven’t are going to come crawling out of the woodwork. If that piece airs, you are going to have a dark cloud hanging over you.”

      “If it airs, it will all be garbage. It won’t stick. There will be the fifteen minutes of bullshit and then it will fade. The public will move onto the next thing. I know there is nothing to the story. As long as you know that, I don’t care what anyone else thinks.”

      “But what about the resort?” she asked. “What if it hurts your reputation enough to cause a downturn in bookings?”

      I thought about it for a minute. It was true, a hit was not what I needed right now, but it wasn’t the worst thing. “I’ll get the lawyers on it,” I said again. “If it airs and I can prove it’s bullshit, I’ll sue her and the network. Usually, all a guy has to do is hit them where it hurts the most. With her, I only need to go after her TV deal.”

      “You’re being very calm,” she said. “My heart is racing. I’m so pissed.”

      The movie had been on but now it was back to commercial break. I hoped there were no more commercials. She was still absently rubbing my stomach. “What if the intern guy, Elliot, bugged your house?”

      I could hear her real concern. It was a possibility. I knew that, but I wasn’t going to admit it. I would definitely sue the hell out of anyone that was involved in the bullshit. I was going to call Perrin in the morning and have him get a security team out to the resort. I wanted the entire resort swept. If there were hidden cameras or anything else that violated the privacy of my guests, I needed them down. Then I would go after Mike and Elliot with both barrels.
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      “My place is probably a mess,” I warned him.

      “I can’t wait to see it.”

      “You say that now.” I laughed. I let myself into our apartment and gestured for him to go inside. “Abbie, I’m home.”

      She came out of the office and smiled. “Hi,” she said, blushing a little.

      Alex was hard to look at without blushing. “Hi,” he said and stepped forward. “I’m Alex.”

      “I know,” she said. “I’m Abbie. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said.

      “I bet you have,” he said with a laugh.

      “Can I leave the two of you alone without the two of you talking about me?” I asked.

      “Nope,” Abbie said.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said and gave him a quick kiss before going into my room to change. I chose my outfit carefully. I needed a power outfit. I was going to confront Sabrina. She had a way of looking at me like I was a bug. I wanted to feel equal to her.

      When I returned, they were standing in the kitchen laughing. “I’m ready,” I announced. “Did you send me those clips?”

      “I did,” she said. “Are you sure you want to do this? You are taking on a giant.”

      “And we all know how that turned out,” I said with a laugh. “She’s going down.”

      “She’s yelling timber,” Abbie sang.

      “Let’s do this,” I said to Alex. “Unless you feel better sitting this one out.”

      “Not a chance in hell,” he said. “This is going to be good.”

      We headed for the network offices. I was a little nervous, but I refused to back down to this woman. I wanted her to know she was done. I was ready to take her down.

      “I know you have a lot more riding on this,” I told him. “It might be better if you stayed out of sight. I don’t want her to have any fodder to attack you with later.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not going to sit on the sidelines and let you fight my battles.”

      “This could be my battle as well,” I said. “If there is video of me and you in your place, I’d rather it not get out. I don’t want to be the star of our very own sex tape.”

      “Understood,” he agreed.

      We checked in at the front and waited to see Sabrina. We had made an appointment to talk to her under the guise of discussing a sponsorship. When it was time to go in, I was hot. I was fired up and ready to go to war.

      “Alex,” she cooed when she saw him. “And I forget your name.”

      “Good,” I snapped. “I don’t want my name in your mouth ever again.”

      “Oh, salty,” she said with a laugh. “Alex, you need to put your puppy on a leash.”

      “Don’t you dare look at him. I’m talking to you.”

      Sabrina folded her arms over her chest. She looked me up and down. “And who are you?”

      “I’m the woman who is telling you to stop. The lies stop now. That little teaser you and your network put together is done. I want it pulled and you will not air that special.”

      She smiled. “You’re cute. One day when you grow up, you might be able to have something like this. Until then, you need to sit down and keep your mouth closed.”

      “No, I will not sit down. You don’t get to lie and cheat while taking someone else down.”

      Her smiled never slipped. “I don’t need permission from you to do anything,” she said. “And I’m not sure who you think you are, but you’re no one. There is nothing you can do to stop me. It’s happening. All your dirty little secrets are about to be exposed.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Alex asked. “This is self-serving. Your so-called travel special was a train wreck. You should quit while you’re ahead.”

      She sneered at him then looked at me. She smirked. “This is rich,” she said with disgust. “This is why you didn’t want me? You’re sleeping with this child.”

      I didn’t bother responding to her shitty insult. Alex seemed shock. “You’re trying to ruin me because I didn’t sleep with you?”

      “This is your loss,” Sabrina said casually.

      “You are going after Alex and his business because he wouldn’t sleep with you?” I asked incredulously.

      “It wasn’t just about sleeping with him,” she snarled. “I had plans! Alex was supposed to be mine! I’m better for him. I was going to marry him. I was going to become Mrs. Alex Dekker. You ruined it!”

      She was unhinged. “Wow. You’re going to try and take him down because you didn’t get your way. Have the two of you ever dated?”

      “No,” Alex answered. “I never gave you any reason to think I wanted you.”

      “I can’t believe how petty you are,” I said with disgust. “You are next-level sad. But none of that matters. I’m here to tell you to pull that smear campaign. If you don’t, I’m prepared to release my pretty little video.”

      Alex looked at me. I had not warned him this was coming. Sabrina looked pissed. “What are you talking about?” she snapped.

      I pulled out my phone and found the file Abbie sent. I pushed play and held it up for her to watch. Sabrina’s shrieking voice filled the room as the video played. Her mouth dropped open. I smiled at her. “People are going to know who you really are,” I said as the video Abbie put together played on. “I have hours of footage of you berating your crew, the staff at the resort, and even other guests. But it gets better. I’ve got footage of you drunk as a skunk and fondling a waiter, who was not impressed by your harassment by the way.”

      “You do not!” she hissed.

      “Oh, I do,” I told her with a laugh. “I especially love the clip of you throwing a glass at your camera man.”

      “What is this about? What do you want?”

      “Scrap that special,” I told her and stopped the video. “If you move forward to publish that video, I will publish my own video. Emily Escapes is going to blow up. Everyone is going to see who you really are. Your career is going to come to a fiery end.”

      She was glaring at me. Her chest heaved. She was furious. I had made my move and I knew she was going to pull it. “This is not over.”

      “It is over,” I told her. “If there is even a hint of a negative bad word about Alex or his resort, this video goes live. Give me a reason. Watching you fall down a peg or two would be fabulous. Pull the video. Leave him alone. Leave me alone. Just go away. Crawl back in that hole you live in. Alex is not yours and he never will be. Move on.”

      “You are going to regret this,” she hissed.

      “I doubt it. Last chance, Sabrina.”

      “Fine! I’ll pull it.”

      “Thank you. Have a nice day.”

      I turned and walked out of the office. Alex was right behind me. I was elated. I felt like I was walking on clouds. Taking that woman down a few pegs had felt amazing. Alex had his hand on my lower back as he guided us through the busy lobby of the network offices. He ushered me out the door and into the waiting limo.

      I climbed inside and burst into laughter. “That was amazing!” I squealed.

      “Hotel,” he said to the driver before rolling up the privacy glass. “You are a crazy woman,” he said to me.

      “It felt so good to watch her squirm. She deserved it. Did you know she was planning on marrying you?”

      He grimaced. “No, I did not know that. I knew she was angling for something but I thought it was sex.”

      “Oh, she definitely wanted sex,” I said with a grin before reaching out to cup his dick in my hand. “She thought she was going to get this.”

      He growled, lifted me, and laid me out on the seat. His hand covered mine between his legs. “This is only for you.”

      I rubbed him, feeling his erection spring to life. “I want you,” I gasped. I didn’t care that we were in the back of a limo stuck in midday New York City traffic. I was riding a high and the only way I could think to celebrate that feeling was with him inside me.

      He kissed me, the weight of him pushing me into the seat. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close. “Watching you shred that woman was hot,” he growled. “I wanted to push you up against the wall. I’m so hot for you.”

      “Fuck me,” I gasped.

      “Here?”

      “Now!”

      His hand slipped down my leg and pushed up my skirt. I felt him tug at my thong. With his weight on me, I couldn’t lift my hips. I squirmed under him. I was so desperate for him. I felt frantic. “I need you,” I gasped. I felt like I was going to spontaneously combust.

      “Fuck,” he snarled and jerked the fabric. He pulled again and I was free. He pushed my skirt up to my waist before going up on his elbow and undoing his pants. Just when I thought I was going to get relief, he stopped. “Fuck!”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      “Are you sleeping with anyone else?” I asked.

      “Absolutely not. The last woman I was with was months ago.”

      This was a big moment. I looked at him, searching his face for any signs he was not being truthful. I trusted him. “I’m on the pill. I’m clean. I haven’t been with anyone in a really long time.”

      His nostrils flared. “You’re sure?”

      I nodded. “Positive.”

      The car began to move, knocking him off balance for a moment. I thought he was going to tell me we had to wait until we got back to his hotel. He leaned down and kissed me. His tongue gnashed against mine as the fiery need sprang to life once again.

      A moment later, he was pushing inside me. Feeling the heat of him without the condom was glorious. He pushed inside, cursing a blue streak until he was balls deep. I whimpered with sheer pleasure. It was so good to have him inside me. I opened my one leg wider and tried to take him even deeper.

      “Shit,” he groaned like he was in serious pain. “This was a bad idea.”

      “What?” I asked with shock and worry. “Why?”

      “Feeling your liquid heat with no barrier is too much,” he said with a clenched jaw. “I’m not going to last.”

      I grabbed his face in my hands and kissed him. “I want you. Hurry. I’m close.”

      I knew it was the adrenaline rush. I was riding the high from my confrontation with Sabrina. It was a celebration of so many things. We were together. We were going to be together for a long time as far as I was concerned. Taking this step in our relationship was special and erotic at the same time.

      He moved once and then again. My back arched, pulling him against me. He fucked me hard and fast. I didn’t dare cry out. It was crazy enough we were having sex in the limo at all. The windows were tinted but we were feet away from people in other cars. People on the sidewalks. The driver.

      The danger of doing it in the backseat heightened the excitement. It was all good. “So good,” I moaned.

      “We’re doing this again as soon as we get back to the hotel,” he grunted.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “I want you from behind. I want to devour you with my mouth. I hope your schedule is clear because now that I’ve had a taste, I’m hooked. I’m addicted. I have to satisfy my craving.”

      I moaned as his dick throbbed inside me. “Okay,” I answered. I would have agreed to just about anything in that moment.
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      I never in my life had ever felt something so good. Her sweet, lush body was mine. Every gasp and whimper was mine. I kissed her, swallowing her cries of pleasure and fueling my own. I had never been so in tune with someone else’s body. Every spasm, every burst of liquid fire triggered my own pleasure. I plunged inside her, wishing like hell I could devour her breasts. I had to keep reminding myself we were in the car. My options were limited, for now.

      “Alex,” she murmured my name. “I’m close.”

      “I feel it,” I told her as her heat continued to build. “Come, baby. Let me feel your heat.”

      She put her head back, exposing her gorgeous neck. I kissed over her throat and moved inside her. The moving car threatened to topple me a few times, but every lurch and jerk forward was a fun little surprise. It threw off my rhythm, but it was working for both of us.

      She let out a low keening sound as her body flooded mine. She gushed around me as her pussy clamped down so tight there was no breaking free. When I felt the first twinge of my orgasm, my immediate reaction was to pull out. Then I remembered with her it was okay.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?” I grunted the words. Speaking was difficult. Thinking was difficult. I could only feel and react.

      “Yes!”

      I leaned back and let go. I felt like my head was going to pop off as my body exploded deep inside her. I managed to keep my shouts of victory contained, but in my head, I was roaring like a lion. My hips rocked and jerked of their own volition before I fell on top of her.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed. My head felt cloudy. My body was twitching and jerking as I stayed inside her. I felt her own little spasms, squeezing and pulling me in close. I didn’t think I could move. I knew I had to move and yet I didn’t know if I could.

      I finally forced myself to roll to the floor. I outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds and knew she couldn’t breathe. I lay on the floor with my hand on my chest. My heart was beating so hard I feared it would crack my ribcage. “Holy shit,” I said again.

      She giggled. “You said that already.”

      “I think you just fucked me stupid,” I told her with a laugh. “My brain feels like a potato. There are no thoughts in there. I’m just, well, a potato.”

      She rolled to her side and put her hand on my chest. “I like potatoes.”

      I burst into laughter. I had not laughed like that since I was a kid. She said the damnedest things. “Good to know.”

      I felt the car slowing. I didn’t think we were to the hotel yet, but I couldn’t say for certain. When I was inside her, time stopped. The whole world stopped. It was just me and her. I pulled up my pants and quickly did them up while she pushed her skirt down. She picked up her torn panties and looked at me. “You know, they do make tearaway ones. Warn me next time.”

      I grinned and got on all fours before sliding back into the seat. “You didn’t tell me you were going to turn into a wildcat in the back of the limo,” I told her. “I could have warned you if I’d known I was going to get lucky.”

      She gave me a quick kiss. “Let’s just assume you are always going to get lucky.”

      I winked. “I like the sound of that. You could save us some time by just not wearing any at all.”

      She flashed a wicked grin. “I just might.”

      It was only a few minutes later when the car came to a complete stop and the back door was being opened by the hotel doorman. I flashed her a smile. “That was a close one.”

      “Yeah, it was.”

      We went up to the room and I quickly ordered room service along with a bottle of champagne. “Are we celebrating?” she asked.

      “Yes. You kicked ass today and probably saved me from a very embarrassing expose, whether it was true or not.”

      “It wasn’t just for you,” she said as she took a seat on the couch. “I did it for me too. And every other human that has ever had the misfortune of dealing with that woman. And I was a little worried she actually did have footage of us getting it on.”

      I laughed. “Getting it on?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want to show you something,” I told her. “Sit tight.”

      “I think I’ve already seen it, but if you want to show me again, I’d be okay with it.”

      I shook my head as I walked into the bedroom. “You’re insatiable. I’m only a man. Give me a minute.”

      “I’ll give you five. Then I want you to do that thing you whispered in my ear last night.”

      I felt like I’d been punched in the gut but in a good way. “You can bet your sweet ass I’m going to.”

      I grabbed the necklace and returned to the couch. I sat down next to her and took her hand in mine. “What’s going on?” she asked nervously.

      “Emily, it’s been a really long time since anyone has fought for me. My mom used to be my champion and then my grandmother stepped into the role. What you did for me today means more than anything. I watched you risk your career for me, and it made everything so clear. I’d been dancing around what I was feeling since I met you. I didn’t know how to deal with it. You make it easy. I never question your loyalty. You’re honest to a fault and it is exactly what I need. I need someone I know will always be straight with me whether I like it or not. I need someone like you to walk through this life by my side.”

      “Alex,” she said my name with unshed tears in her eyes.

      I pulled out the box and handed it to her. “It’s not a ring, but that’s coming. For now, will you accept this?”

      She opened the box and gasped. “No way! How did you know?”

      “I saw you looking at it. You wanted it. I was so hoping you wouldn’t buy it because I wanted to buy it for you. It’s a memento of that day, which for right now is one of the best days of my life. I’m hoping you will give me a chance to have more days just like it. Think of this necklace as placeholder.”

      “A placeholder?” she asked as she ran her fingers over the necklace.

      “For the ring I’m going to put on your finger when I ask you to marry me.” Her eyes widened and a hint of fear flashed across her face. I laughed and shook my head. “I’m not proposing now, but I know I will. I’ll give you time to get used to me. You might decide to run, but just know this, I will follow.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “I’m crazy for you.”

      She shook her head again. “I don’t know what to say. This is all so sudden and overwhelming.”

      “I love you. I know I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want to have a family with you and grow old with you. I know this is what I want. I’m probably fumbling this, but there is so much I want to express. I just can’t seem to find the right words. I don’t know if there are words.”

      “You’re doing a fine job.”

      “Am I?”

      She nodded. “You are. I love you. I didn’t know it until just this minute, but I have never felt like this about anyone else. I don’t want to do this life without you. This past month, I worked hard to forget you. I kept telling myself it was never going to work. Then I saw you at your father’s office. I knew I was in trouble.”

      “You think I’m trouble?” I grinned.

      “Oh, you know you are trouble.”

      “Not anymore. You’ve changed me. You’ve made me want to be a totally different man.”

      “I kind of like the man you are right now.”

      “I appreciate that, but I want to be better,” I said. “I want to be the best.”

      “I hope we can make each other better,” she said.

      I nodded and squeezed her hand. “We will. People like Sabrina are going to run the opposite direction when they see us coming. We are going to be unbreakable.”

      She laughed. “Poor Sabrina is going to lose her mind when she finds out we’re actually together. She really believes you were going to be her hubby.”

      “Stop,” I groaned. “You’re going to give me nightmares.”

      She gave me a kiss. “I’ll chase away the bogeyman in your dreams.”

      “I know you will, which brings me to the next thing I want to talk to you about.”

      “What’s that?”

      I wasn’t afraid. When I thought about this conversation, I had been nervous as hell. I wasn’t nervous about her rejecting me. I felt like I was on solid ground and completely unshakeable. “There’s so much I want to share with you,” I started. “Share and do. I don’t want to be without you. I don’t want to do long-distance.”

      She frowned. “Okay.”

      “I want to be with you, and if you want to be here in New York, I’ll move here. I’ll hand over the hotel to Perrin and I’ll be here.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “I can and I will. I’m serious. I don’t just want to see you once a month or whenever it’s convenient. I want all of you.”

      “Alex, I know how important that resort is to you,” she said.

      “It is but I would walk away in a minute, unless you wanted to consider another option.”

      “What’s behind door number two?” She giggled.

      “Still me, but this time, we would be living in Lanai. I know the cabana is cramped, but there is a house for sale on the island. It’s big and roomy within thirty minutes of the resort. We could live there. You could still do your vlog from there.”

      “You want me to move to Hawaii with you?” she repeated.

      I nodded. “I do. If you don’t want to, I get it. It’s a very different lifestyle and you would be far away from modern conveniences. I would absolutely figure out a way to give you as many of those things as possible, but it wouldn’t be the city.”

      “Do you promise?” she teased.

      “What?”

      “Duh, I will absolutely move there! I didn’t think you wanted me cramping your style. How could I say no to living in paradise?”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely, but there is something I want to ask you.”

      “Anything,” I said. I was so happy she was agreeing to my wild idea I would have bought her the moon if she asked for it.

      “I would love for you to be able to travel with me on occasion. I am used to traveling alone, but after spending that week with you, I don’t want to do it alone anymore. Sharing the experience with you will make it all the better. I loved getting to see new things with you by my side. I want us to have many more adventures.”

      I laughed. “As long as we can take the jet, I would happily fly all around the world for you.”

      “Gee, I don’t know if I could get used to a private jet. I mean, all the space and the peace and quiet would be so hard to deal with after being in cramped, stinky planes with crying babies.”

      “I’m sure we’ll find a way to adjust,” I teased.

      She kissed me again before dragging me into the bedroom.
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Emily

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year later

      

      

      

      I slowly panned the camera to take in the black sandy beach. It was gorgeous. I wished the camera lens could translate the rich colors. The blue of the water clashed against the bright black of the sand. I was certain I was the luckiest person in the world to be on the beach with the hunkiest man on the planet.

      Yes, I was sure other women felt like they were lucky, but they were not as lucky as I was. I was grateful to have my life. I held the camera steady and took a few stills before shutting it down. I tucked my camera into my bag and zipped it closed. The camera was a gift from my man. It was fancy and took amazing photos. My Instagram was blowing up in popularity with the pictures I was taking. I was actually able to sell a few pictures. It had become my new passion.

      I picked up my bag and was about to head back to the hotel when my phone rang. It was Abbie’s face on the screen. I held my phone out, making sure when I answered the video call, she would see the beach behind me.

      “Hi,” I said and waved at the screen.

      “I hate you,” she complained.

      “It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?”

      “It is so pretty,” she said with a sigh. “I could practically feel the sand under my feet.”

      “You should come,” I told her. “Come and stay for a week.”

      She grimaced. “But then I would have to fly.”

      “Your world will be so much bigger. Come and hang out. You can keep me company.”

      “Where’s Alex?” she asked. “Isn’t he supposed to be keeping you company?”

      “Yes, but he’s in meetings today. I’m hanging out on a beach in Tahiti by myself. You should be here. Say the word and I will book the flight right now.”

      She sighed. “I’m going to have to get some Prozac or whatever it is to knock my ass out,” she said. “You know I’m terrified of flying.”

      “I suppose we could put you on a boat. It’ll take a bit longer.”

      “Are you nuts?” she exclaimed. “No way. I’d rather fly.”

      I laughed. “Fine, but you are really missing out. You would love it here.”

      “What are you wearing?” she asked with her face close to the screen.

      I held my phone out. “My new bikini,” I said and did a few poses.

      “You’re so tan!”

      “I’ve been spending my days on the beach, it happens,” I said with a laugh.

      “You look good,” she said. “You’re glowing. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you. Life is good. Life is amazing.”

      “That’s the newlywed talking.” She laughed.

      “I think we are going to be newlyweds for a long time,” I told her.

      “How is it going for real?” she asked. “I have to admit I’m still skeptical about this project you guys have taken on.”

      I shook my head. “This is not my project. I’m the cheerleader.”

      “That hotel was destroyed,” she said with disgust. “It looked like something that belonged in a horror movie. I bet there were murders that happened there.”

      “The building is gone,” I told her. “Alex thought he could save some of the structure, but it was in bad shape. The demo crew just finished up yesterday. He’s meeting with the architect today to nail down a final design. I’ve seen some of the proposed buildings and it is going to be amazing. My man has such vision.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No one should get the total package. You got it all with that one. I’m really bummed he doesn’t have a brother or even a creepy uncle.”

      I laughed. “His dad is single,” I offered.

      She rolled her eyes. “No thanks. How is that going?”

      I nodded as I walked along the beach, kicking up sand as I moved. “Good. They are getting along very well. They’ve butted heads a few times over the vision for the place, but Raymond is giving Alex creative control. I think Alex has proven he knows what he’s doing, and Raymond has to go along with it.”

      “I take it Lush is still doing well?” she asked.

      “It is,” I told her. “We had the one-year anniversary before we came to Tahiti. That’s it!”

      “What’s it?” she asked.

      “You and Perrin! He asked me about you. I guess you guys shared a moment at the wedding.”

      “He brought me a drink,” she said dryly. “That’s not exactly a moment.”

      “Well, he is a great option. You could move to Lush, and when we’re home, we can all hang out.”

      “In your big fancy mansion?” she teased.

      “It’s not a mansion, but it is certainly big enough for you guys to stay over.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she said. “Although I’m not interested in being set up.”

      “Fine, I won’t set you up, but Perrin hangs out with Alex a lot, and if you’re with me, there will be moments we all happen to be together.”

      “That’s assuming I ever get there,” she said.

      “Pop a couple of happy pills and you’ll wake up in paradise. The great thing about your fear of flying is you’ll never leave. You’ll be my little prisoner on the island.”

      “My gilded cage,” she quipped.

      “Yep, and you’ll love it.”

      “Incoming,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Your hunky husband is walking behind you,” she said. “I see him in the distance.”

      I turned to look over my shoulder and saw him. I turned and waved. “Damn, he’s so hot,” I exclaimed.

      She made a gagging sound. “Have you told him?”

      “No, but I’m going to soon,” I said.

      “You better,” she said with a laugh. “You can’t keep that secret for long. Although you’re doing pretty well so far.”

      “Think about coming out,” I said. “Please. I want you to see Tahiti. It’s so pretty.”

      “I’ll think about it. The only problem is once I get there, I have to figure how to leave there.”

      I laughed at her dilemma. “Get the happy pills. I gave you the name of that doctor.”

      “Here he comes,” she said and waved at the phone.

      “Hi, Abbie,” he said as he stood behind me.

      “You guys make me sick with all your cuteness.” She laughed. “I love you both, goodbye.”

      I put my phone back in the bag slung over my shoulder and turned into his arms. “What are you doing down here?” I asked him.

      “I missed my wife,” he said and gave me a kiss.

      “It is so weird to hear you say that.”

      “I know.” He laughed. “It’s why I have to keep saying it. I have a wife. A very beautiful wife who seems to have found one of the smallest bikinis on the planet. You’re lucky I’m not a jealous man.”

      “Liar.” I laughed. “You’re very jealous.”

      “Not too much. I put a ring on it. You’re mine now. They can look a little, but they can’t touch.”

      He took my hand and we walked up the beach a little before sitting down in the sand. “I love it here,” I told him. “It’s so peaceful.”

      “Do you love it more than home?” he asked.

      “No, because that’s our home, but it is nice here.”

      “Maybe we should look for a place here,” he offered.

      I shook my head. I sometimes forgot he was stupid wealthy. Buying houses was a hobby for the rich. He was always willing to buy me anything I wanted, even if it was more of a passing fancy. He spoiled me and he loved it. I loved letting him spoil me.

      “I’m good with the house in Lanai. I was thinking I might want to do some redecorating though.”

      “Anything you want,” he said. “It’s your home. Do whatever you want.”

      I wanted to tell him my secret, but I wanted it to be at the right time. I wanted it to be special and memorable. Sitting on the beach with just him as we watched the waves, I realized this was a special moment. I didn’t need a bunch of bells and whistles to have a special moment with him. The time we spent with each other doing nothing except staring at the sea or lying in bed without talking was special.

      “I was thinking about redoing the room next to ours.”

      He shrugged. “Okay. For Abbie to come and stay?”

      I laughed “No. There’s a guest house she can stay in. We don’t need her right next door to our bedroom.”

      He nodded. “This is true. You are a screamer.”

      I burst into laughter. “How many times do I have to tell you it isn’t polite to bring up the things that happen in the bedroom? Not in the light of day at least.”

      “I’m a little slow on the uptake with that one. You might have to tell me a few more times.”

      “I’m thinking I’m going to do the room in pretty yellow and green with some baby blues mixed in,” I said.

      He nodded and I could see he thought I was a little crazy. He was not picking up what I was putting down. “That sounds, uh, nice.”

      “We’ll need to do some shopping,” I said. “We’ll have to do it now to make sure all the furniture gets to the house in time.”

      “In time for what?”

      I took his hand and put it on my belly. “For our new addition.”

      Again, he looked confused. “You want to add on to the house?” he asked. “I mean we can, but if you want a bigger house, we can look for something else.”

      “No, Alex,” I said. “I don’t want a bigger house. Not yet anyway. If you keep knocking me up, we might need one of those mansions with fourteen bedrooms.”

      He stared at me and then I saw the moment it registered. “What?” He pushed his hand to my belly. “Baby? You’re pregnant?”

      I smiled and nodded. “I am. Congrats, daddy.”

      “But I thought you said it might take a few months after you get off the pill,” he said with so much emotion in his voice he was going to make me cry.

      I shrugged. “I guess you’ve got some pretty powerful swimmers.”

      He grinned, pride making him hold his shoulders back. “Damn straight I do. Wow. I’m overwhelmed.”

      “Overwhelmed?” I asked. “It wasn’t exactly the word I was thinking.”

      “With happiness. I would get up and jump for joy, but I don’t think I could stand right now. I’m so happy. I’m elated. This is the best news ever. I love you. God, I love you so much. I promise I’m going to be the best daddy to our child and the best husband to you.”

      “I have no doubt you will.”

      “Are you sick?” he asked with concern. He touched my cheek. “Morning sickness?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. Not yet.”

      “How far?”

      “Probably a month, a little more. I’m not sure.”

      He clapped his hands and jumped to his feet. “Damn! Day one! That’s how I do it!”

      I laughed as he reached down and very gently pulled me up. “You’re crazy.”

      “Crazy in love. I can’t wait to tell my dad. He’s going to be very excited. We were just talking about it the other day.”

      He hugged me close, lifting my feet off the ground as he spun me around. I couldn’t wait to start our family together. I knew there were going to be some changes to our lifestyle, but I was looking forward to the next chapter of life with him by my side.
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