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Erin West is after one thing when she checks into the Fiji resort owned by the recluse billionaire – interview the owner for her article in the award-winning women’s magazine she works for in hopes of getting a well-deserved promotion. But when she meets her charmingly irresistible assigned staff assistant, Cole is more than just a distraction for her. He holds the key that will help her write the magazine article, and his secretive nature intrigues her more. Is it the tropical sun that has made her forget that she can’t trust men – or is it because she’s there under a disguise?

When billionaire, Cole Hunt, spots the newest guest, he knows his week will be filled with more than just paperwork to discover why he’s losing money on his resort. The blue-eyed beauty has branded him in a way he’s never experienced. Is it wrong for him to hope Erin can love him for himself and not because of his money?
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A tropical island resort would be the perfect place to fall in love – if she believed in that.

But Erin West didn’t believe in true love, or even lasting love. All wealthy men were liars, and it was her assignment as a journalist for New York City’s five-star magazine, What Women Want, to prove that theory. Hideaway in Paradise was where she’d collect her research.

Erin gazed in awe at the clear blue water as the Fiji Islands’ charter boat made its way toward the resort. She couldn’t wait to go snorkeling, or just to play on the beach. Although this vacation involved working on her article, she planned to have a little leisure time, too.

As the boat slowed, she adjusted her sunglasses and hooked the Gucci handbag over her shoulder. She’d fit in perfectly with the group of people at the resort as long as she appeared wealthy, which of course, was far from her status in life. She’d actually taken out a loan for this trip. The magazine offered to reimburse her for half as long as her article brought in the readers. She was confident she’d pull in millions of women readers who had the same mindset as Erin. 

There was no way she could let the owner of this place know that she was a journalist who’d be sneaking around and interviewing the guests. Her assignment was hush-hush, and she planned to get everything she needed to prove herself as a world-class writer.

The charter boat chugged along, taking the twenty passengers from the airport to the small resort island. It didn’t take long for the boat to dock. She stood and shuffled quickly toward the front. Soon, the passengers were able to leave the boat and step onto the sandy beaches. The clear blue sky allowed the sun’s heat to beat down on her, and she wished she’d brought her beach hat to shade her face. The half hour ride on the boat would be the blame for her sunburn, not the resort’s summer weather.

Most of the passengers separated once they reached the hotel, and Erin followed the six other guests toward the check-in desk. She reached the front door, but glanced over her shoulder at the boat before entering. Hopefully, they were unloading the passenger’s luggage cautiously. She couldn’t be stranded on an island resort wearing only tan shorts and a white, silk blouse and white sandals.

As the small group waited for someone to check them in, Erin reached into her handbag and pulled out her pencil and spiral notebook to jot down a few notes.

The main desk stood in the middle of the room while large potted plants and arrangements of flowers decorated the shelves. Tastefully framed pictures of outdoor scenes lined the light blue wallpapered walls. Plush color-coordinated chairs sat along the wall near the receptionist desk.

It looked like a normal lobby to her. But what had she expected? Gold-plated trays with free caviar and champagne for every guest? Then again, a very wealthy man owned this resort – and many others just like this one – so it was difficult not to think that everything should look like diamonds and rubies.

A burst of laughter from outside drew her attention to the open window. Tiptoeing over to get a closer look, she peered outside. Two couples were returning from the beach – two men and their girlfriends or wives. All four were wet and dripping as their skimpy bikinis and swim trunks clung to their cellulite-free bodies.

From what she had noticed of the guests so far since her journey from the boat to the hotel, all the guests had toned bodies. Perhaps the overweight and less than beautiful people out there in the world didn’t think they were good enough for a place like this. 

Erin shook her head and frowned. She’d have to dig deeper on this subject. Readers needed to know if this resort only catered to the glamorous.

As she studied the layout of the resort, back farther from the hotel’s main building, a row of hut-style cabins lined the wooded area, giving a fair amount of privacy. Directly across the yard, a tennis court stood deserted in the heat of the day. She tapped the pencil eraser on her chin. Perhaps most people just came to Hideaway in Paradise to enjoy the beautiful blue ocean and nothing else. 

Squaring her shoulders, she took a deep breath. So much to see, so much to write about. And so little time. One week would be over sooner than she’d wanted, so she mustn’t waste any time.

It was her job to find a single man – or two or three – and get to know them. She’d pretend to be attracted to them, of course, only so they would let her see the real men behind their deceitful façade. 

She also wanted to meet the resort’s owner. Mr. Jonathan Hunt was a successful billionaire with several flourishing five-star resorts. He led a stealthy life by making people believe that they were only as good as their bank account. Erin looked forward to bringing that man down a notch or two.

Behind her, the squeak from an opening door captured her attention. From down the hallway, footsteps echoed on the tiled floor, growing louder as they neared. She stuffed the notebook and pencil into her purse and moved away from the window. Time to step into character.

A man wearing the resort’s gray and white T-shirt approached the desk. He lifted his gaze to hers and a smile grew on his face. The cotton material stretched tight across his solid chest just like the other employees she’d noticed lingering outside. He was older than what she’d expected for being an employee, by at least five years, anyway. The nearly thirty-something-year-old man was definitely a fine piece of art if she had to say so herself.

The three couples were ahead of her, so he assisted them with getting registered and gave them their key-cards. He pressed a buzzer behind the counter, and two other employees hurried into the lobby and helped the couples take their luggage to their bungalows.

His gaze met hers and he smiled. “How can I help you?”

She gave him an energetic grin. “I’m Erin DeWitt and I’d like to check in. I won a trip here from a radio station.”

His dark eyebrows lifted. “I’d heard about that. Congratulations.” 

“Thank you. I’ve never won anything in my life, so this was quite a shock.” She picked up a brochure from the counter and waved it in her face, hoping to circulate the hot air. This was the lobby of the resort’s hotel, so why wasn’t it air-conditioned?

As he clicked his fingers on the computer, he kept a smile on his face. His green eyes would shift back toward her a few times, but he didn’t say anything for several unnerving seconds. It was hard not to ogle him. He was really one fine looking man. His dark brown hair had touches of light streaks in it, but it didn’t look like he had it professionally done. He was just blessed to have the blend between the two shades.

“Ah, here you are, Miss DeWitt.” Mr. Handsome clicked the mouse. He straightened and picked up the key-card for her room. “You are assigned one of the bungalow huts.”

Excitement shot through her. She’d definitely be living it up this week. “That’s wonderful.”

He clicked a few more places on the computer before leaving his post and moving around the desk. “I’ll take you there. Your luggage is already waiting outside.”

“Thank you so much. You don’t know how much I appreciate your help.”

He nodded and grinned, making his eyes twinkle. “It’ll be my pleasure. I’m Cole, and I’m assigned to you. Anything you need, I’ll get for you.”

She arched an eyebrow. Anything? As her personal staff assistant, what would his duties include? Was he part of the package she paid for – that was in the disguise of winning the trip on the radio?

As they walked outside, another shout of laughter came from a group of people sitting at the nearby open café under a bamboo roof. Each one drank from a coconut, sipping out of a straw. 

“This is a really nice resort, Cole, but I’m surprised there aren’t more people here.”

“We have more guests on the weekend.” He stopped at her luggage – one wheelie suitcase and one case with a strap. “Since your stay is a full week, you’ll see the difference by Friday.”

“From what I’ve noticed, everyone is enjoying themselves.” She followed him toward the back of the hotel. 

“It’s our goal to please everyone who comes.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, giving her a playful smile. “Everything you’ll see here is for your enjoyment this week.”

He didn’t say anymore as he led her in an alcove of trees. The vegetation was so lush and green on the island. Never had she seen anything like this before.

The boarded path he took directed them back out toward the water. As they came to a clearing, she gasped as the awesome sight. Eight bungalow huts were scattered around the wooden pathway, leading out in the water.

She stopped, not believing her eyes.

“Miss DeWitt? Is something wrong?” Cole asked.

“I... I’ve never seen anything like this.” She shook her head. “Are the huts floating in the water?”

He laughed. “It appears that way, doesn’t it?” He motioned with his head. “Don’t be afraid. Let me show you inside.” He resumed leading the way. “You see, this portion of the beach is shallow, so although there is water that nearly surrounds the huts, they won’t float away, and you won’t have to worry about the water getting inside, either.”

Here, by the water was slightly cooler, but it was still very humid. She ran her hand down the side of her Chanel blouse and scolded herself for wearing such a garment when the temperature threatened to iron it to her skin. And talk about dry... an oven couldn’t be any worse. She’d run out of body moisture within a couple of hours.

What did she expect? This was a tropical island, after all.

She swiped a stray lock of hair off her forehead and tucked it behind her ear, removing a bead of moisture along with it. Perhaps changing into her bikini and playing in the water wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

Her hunky staff assistant opened the door to her bungalow and swept his arm aside for her to enter first. As she walked past him, a hint of his musk cologne touched her senses, making her want to close her eyes, press her nose to his neck and inhale his scent. She’d always been attracted to great-smelling men.

The coolness from the air conditioner touched her hot skin. If only she could unbutton her shirt and have the cooler air touch her neck and chest, she might not feel like a baking cookie right now. Gradually, the coolness in the room surrounded her and she sighed with delight.

Delight? What was she thinking? Her mind must be warped for sure. Then again, being in this environment was going to be difficult no matter what she tried to do. She had to act her part, which meant doing what the other guests were doing.

She walked to the queen-sized bed and dropped her handbag on the mattress as Cole set her luggage down.

“How is your room, Miss DeWitt?”

She looked at him over her shoulder and grinned. He pushed his fingers through his wavy hair, lifting it off his forehead. Although she wouldn’t admit it aloud, his incredible good looks and dreamy green eyes were more on her mind than the room.

Blaming the humidity for her wayward thoughts, she blinked and focused on conversing with him. “Everything is perfect, thanks.”

He held out the key-card to the bungalow. She opened her hand and he dropped it in her palm.

“Is there anything you’d like me to help you with?” A grin pulled his lips wider and a cute dimple appeared in the middle of his chin. Adorable.

She wasn’t sure if this was his way of flirting or not. “Anything?”

He nodded. “As part of the staff, I’m here to make sure your stay is as memorable as possible.”

She’d make certain she enjoyed herself around him... as much as she collected information on her article. After she left the island, she’d never see him again. 

“Well, I can’t think of anything I need at this moment, but I’ll keep you in mind when I do.”

His smile stretched wider. “I hope you do.”

As he turned and left her bungalow, her mind swirled with ideas on how she could take advantage of her staff assistant. Then again, what she really needed to do was meet some wealthy men. After all, they were the very subject of her article.

She peeked out the window and toward the water. One way or another, she’d turn out an award-winning story, and prove her point that all wealthy men lie.
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It surprised Cole Hunt how many classy women came to this resort by themselves – and most came either to have a hot affair, or to find a wealthy husband. From his experiences, rich women only wanted to mate with men who had money. His ex-wife was the perfect example. During the two years they were together, he was never good enough for her because he didn’t make enough money.

He headed back toward the hotel, nodding at the guests as they passed. Borey, the island’s charter boat captain, took quick steps toward Cole. The thin man carried a piece of luggage the same color as Erin DeWitt’s. 

Cole stepped in front of the man who kept his eyes on the ground. Borey’s gaze popped up and he looked at Cole. “Where are you going, Borey?”

The man in his late thirties with thick curly black hair, pointed toward the bungalows. “This was left on the boat. It belongs to Miss DeWitt.”

“She’s under my care,” Cole quickly explained. “I’ll take it to her.” Borey handed him the small case before spinning back around and hurrying toward the boat.

Grinning, Cole slowly retraced his steps toward Erin’s bungalow. He’d been on the job for less than a week, and none of the other employees recognized him. Of course, they had never met Jonathan Hunt, the billionaire who owned several resorts and five-star hotels around the world. Over the years, Cole had made sure he wasn’t photographed. He absolutely hated the paparazzi.

Because he owned several famous resorts, it was only natural when he noticed one of them not making money as it had been doing since he took over Hideaway in Paradise five years ago. After going over the books many times, and even hiring a professional bookkeeper to find the problem, there was still no reason the resort continued to lose money.

It wasn’t until he heard about a television program about bosses going undercover to get to know their employees, when Cole realized this was the only way to discover what was really going on. He set himself up to look like the new supervisor in order to make the staff believe he was one of them. Unfortunately, most of staff was tight-lipped and not very sociable.

Cole promised himself he wouldn’t reveal his true identity until he found his answers. Working as an employee brought back memories of when he was in high school at his first job. Except now the girls were more mature and definitely more beautiful.

Like Erin DeWitt.

She was fashionably beautiful, and she had a graceful way about her. But there was something about her he immediately liked sparkling in her blue eyes when he first looked at her. Of course, it didn’t help that he caught her checking him out several times with a grinning approval.

He’d known pretty women from all over the world, but there was something about Miss DeWitt that made him curious. She looked at him as though she had a secret... a secret he would find as soon as he got her to open up to him and become his friend.

Cole knocked on Erin’s door. 

“Who is it?” she called from inside.

“Cole. I have another piece of luggage that was left on the boat.”

“Come in.”

Once he stepped inside, he heard humming coming from the bathroom. The door stood ajar while light spilled through the crack. A hint of jasmine drifted through the air, and he breathed deeper, taking in the lovely fragrance.

He cleared his throat. “Where would you like me to put this?”

“You can put it on the bed. And if you don’t mind, I realized I do need your help.”

“I don’t mind at all. That’s what I’m here for.”

“Great. Could you take out the clothes in my yellow nylon wheelie bag and hang them up?”

He grinned. How long had it been since he’d hung up his own clothes. Playing one of the staff members might be a little fun, especially with this woman. “That’s no problem at all, Miss DeWitt.”

“Please, call me Erin.”

The moment he unzipped the bag, her intoxicating scent assaulted his senses again. A sweet smelling woman gave him the urge to bury his face in her delicate neck and cuddle with her.

He shook the thought out of his head, reminding himself that he was not the billionaire playboy he’d been for the past few years. He was a staff member of Hideaway in Paradise, and they were not allowed to have flings with the guests.

As he slipped the first blouse around a hanger, the click of Erin’s heels echoed on the bathroom floor before the door opened fully and she stepped out. Right away he noticed she’d unfastened a couple of pearl buttons on her blouse as she patted her neck with a hand towel.

“I can’t believe how hot it is today,” she said, her voice was lower than before.

She continued over to the bed and fell on her back on the mattress. Her long, silky, black hair waved over the beige bedspread. “So, what kind of activities does this resort offer besides the beach?”

Some activities his mind conjured up were not on the agenda, and he’d be smart to remember that. Stick to the group activities. It was safer that way.

“We have billiards and card tables downstairs in the main building, along with an exercise room and spa. I’m sure you noticed the golf course and tennis courts on your way.” He glanced over his shoulder in time to see her nod, and then focused back on hanging her clothes. “We also have horseback riding. We have jogging and hiking trails all over the place too, if that’s what you’d like. The dining room opens for breakfast, lunch, and dinner or you can order the meal to come to your room.”

The rustling of clothes made him glance over his shoulder again. She had lifted to her elbows, tilted her head, and looked at him through narrowed eyes.

“Cole? Can I ask you a personal question?”

He arched an eyebrow. “It depends.”

“On what?”

“On how personal it is.”


She chuckled. “I just wonder what your purpose is here, exactly.”


He faced her, leaned against the closet door, and folded his arms across his chest. “I’m your staff assistant.” He grinned. “Whatever you need, I’ll deliver.”

“Really?”

“Of course.” He shrugged. “What’s so hard to believe about that?”

Her gaze narrowed on him and slowly rose to a sitting position. “I’m just surprised. I’ve been to two resorts in my lifetime – nothing as luxurious as this – but I don’t remember the staff being assigned to just one person.”

He winked. “Well, technically, I’m also assigned to a few more guests. But, I suppose you could say that’s why this resort is different from the others. We want our guests returning, and we want them to tell others so that they can visit Hideaway in Paradise.”

“So, tell me, Cole. What does your girlfriend think about you hanging up women’s clothes as part of your job?”

He laughed. Why was she asking questions about his girlfriend? Interested in him, perhaps? “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Wife?”

“No. I’m single, but I still date a lot.”

Her cheeks darkened only slightly as her smile came back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so nosy.”

“How about you? Why didn’t you bring your husband or boyfriend with you on this trip? If I remember correctly, the prize you won called for two tickets to stay at the resort.”

“I’m not married, and... well, I had a guy lined up to come with me, but he cancelled at the last minute. I didn’t dare pass up this trip, so I came alone.”

“Is the guy your boyfriend?” He didn’t know why, but he really needed to know if she was taken.

“No. I don’t have a boyfriend at the moment.”

He smiled. That was good to know. But in the back of his mind, he reminded himself he couldn’t ask her out, anyway. She was a guest, and he was the boss... well, right now he was part of the staff. But it was against the rules for staff to date the guests. “Are you hoping to find a boyfriend while you’re here?”

She crinkled her nose as if the mere thought was distasteful. “No. I don’t do well in long-distance relationships, anyway. Besides, I really came for rest and relaxation.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “That’s what they all say.” He turned and picked up another garment. The bed comforter rustled as she moved off the mattress, mere moments before her jasmine fragrance drifted around him. She touched his shoulder, so he stopped to look at her.

She grinned. “Then it’ll be your job to make sure I get what I want.”

He turned to face her, which made her hand drop, but she stood very close in front of him. So close, in fact, that he noticed a sparkle in her blue eyes.

“Are you saying you don’t want to meet anyone?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t mind meeting people, but I don’t want to be more than just acquaintances.”

She touched the short-sleeve of his shirt as if stroking a rose petal. “Will you help me?”

He held his breath. How could he say no to a woman like her – so lovely and flirtatious? Yet he had a feeling if she didn’t find someone else soon, he might be her target. And he certainly couldn’t have that. The way she moved, looked at him, and sighed was attractive to him. This was not good. If he demanded his employees didn’t break the rules, then he couldn’t either.

However, he was her staff assistant. He must do as she wished. 

Cole winked at Erin. “You can count on me. I’ll help you any way I can.”
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Staying in the bungalow was killing Erin. Although the air-conditioner was on high, Erin felt like she stood in the middle of a sauna. It didn’t help that the laughs and squeals from out by the water gnawed on her nerves, beckoning her to change into her swimsuit and go out and play. Besides, how was she going to meet men if she stayed in here the whole time? Her biggest fear was that they’d see through her phony disguise. She wasn’t too pleased with wealthy men at this point in her life, and she worried that they’d sense it.

If only she could find a man who worked hard for what he wanted in life instead of thinking everyone else should pay his bills.

Erin walked to the window and peeked through the white-laced curtains. A few more people joined in the water games. A group were playing Marco-Polo, and others were tossing around a beach ball. Their ages ranged from early twenties to late sixties, from what she could deduce.

The male guests were definitely not as muscular as the staff at the resort, and certainly not as gorgeous as Cole. Apparently, the guest’s wealth made them hunks in the women’s eyes.

The deep voice of her staff assistant, Cole, rang from outside, his laughter following. She searched to find him, and seconds later, he came into view as he brought drinks for the guests. He stood chatting with a few, but it was mainly the shapely women wearing bikinis who he laughed with the most.

Erin gritted her teeth. The flirt! That was her assistant. How dare those women...

Catching her inappropriate thoughts, Erin chuckled. This tropical heat must be cooking her brain. Perhaps a dip in the ocean would cool her off. And no matter how she felt about the opposite sex right now, she still needed to mingle. How else could she interview the guests – mainly the men – to discover their real purpose for coming here? 

Bunching her fists, she took in deep breaths. Heaven help her, if she talked to a man who was cheating on his wife or girlfriend, she wouldn’t be responsible for her actions. There was nothing lower than cheating on someone you proclaimed to love.

The painful twist of remembrance tightened her heart and she turned away from the window. Closing her eyes, she rubbed her forehead. Maybe it was too soon for her to write this article... or at least research the article. She was still so very bitter against Steve.

Pushing aside the anger, she hurried and changed into her one-piece swimsuit that she thought looked good on her. After gathering her hair in a ponytail with a scrunchy band, she walked out of her room. When she reached the wading section of the ocean, all heads turned her way, especially Cole’s. Butterflies danced in her stomach.

Let them look. She was smarter this time and wouldn’t believe every compliment that came out of a man’s mouth.

Lifting her chin, she kept walking and tried to act as if Cole watching her hadn’t bothered her. Yeah, right. His smoldering look would affect a nun.

Erin found an empty lounge chair near the water and claimed it. She kicked off her white sandals and stretched out her tanned legs, crossing one ankle over the other. Just as she closed her eyes, a shadow blocked her from the sun. She peeked beneath her lashes and sucked in a breath. Cole!

In his hand, he held a bottle of sun-block lotion. His smile stretched wide across his face.

“I’m glad to see you’ve come out to mingle,” he said.

She smiled. “I thought I’d work on my tan while I relaxed by the water.”

He chuckled. “Yes, relaxing is a great thing to do at a tropical resort.”  His gaze swept over her briefly. “The only thing you need right now is this.” He knelt on one knee beside her. “Sun-block lotion.”

Why, the little devil. He was really trying to flirt with her. Then again, maybe it was his job as her assistant. Now the question was – would she allow him to rub it on her?

Erin shrugged. “I guess I could use a little.”

“Do you want me to do the honors?”

Turning in her chair and presenting her back to him, she patted the empty space beside her. “Be my guest.”

She didn’t realize she was holding her breath until the moment Cole’s large hands were on her back, and then the air in her lungs came out very slowly as she sighed. Gads, she hoped he hadn’t heard that.

This was sheer torture. She was surprised how gentle his touch was as he rubbed the lotion on her back, but what surprised her even more was that she enjoyed it. She really liked the way he treated her like a precious porcelain doll. 

Silently, she scolded her wayward thoughts. What was wrong with her? Was it really the heat, or was it the fact that he was off-limits? Then again, he wasn’t wealthy, and it was the rich guys that didn’t have an ounce of morals in their deceitful lives.

His palms moved low on her back. When his fingers touched a sensitive spot, she jumped.

Removing his touch, he chuckled. “A little ticklish, are we?”

“Just a little.” Her voice trembled slightly.

“You’d better not let the other guys know,” he whispered closer to her ear. “They might take advantage of that knowledge.”

She wasn’t sure she liked his warm breath on her ear. “Then you’d better not tell anyone.”

“Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

His hands moved over her shoulders and down each arm. He’d done this before because his strokes were confident. She’d had massages that weren’t this relaxing.

Behind her, he shifted on the chair, his minty breath reaching her ear. “Would you like me to rub the lotion on your legs?” 

Hesitantly, her mind weighed the pros and cons. Pros – she might like it too much. Cons – she might like it too much.

She licked her dry lips. Maybe she should have brought her ChapStick with her, too. “Thank you, Cole.” She turned toward him. He was closer than she’d gauged, and when she bumped into him, she sucked in a quick breath. “I... um, I... think I can do the rest.”

He gave her a lazy grin full of assurance as he handed her the lotion. He must know how much she had enjoyed the little rubdown. 

“Let me know if I can do anything else for you.”

Her hand trembled slightly as she poured lotion in her palm. Why was his nearness unnerving her so much? It’s not like he was the most attractive man she’d ever met, even though he was mighty close. 

“Thank you, Cole.”

Disappointment washed over his face, taking away his playful expression. Her heart dropped. Why did she have to feel discouraged, too?

He turned and left her side and his absence created a hollow ache in her chest. What was wrong with her?

She wiped at her moist brow. Must be heat stroke. What else could it be?

He slowly made his way to another woman. Erin’s breaths were still very deep as she finished coating her skin so she wouldn’t burn. She didn’t know why it had irritated her to see him flirt with another woman, but there was one thing she’d noticed that she hadn’t realized before. The other men standing close by were ogling her. 

Anger rushed inside of her again. These men were with their girlfriends or wives, so why were they looking at her as if she was a ripe piece of fruit ready to be plucked from the tropical island tree?

Apparently, she’d chosen the perfect place to write her article. She’d have her research done in a few days and could relax for the rest of the week. Perhaps she’d even enjoy herself after that.

* * * *
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COLE STOOD IN FRONT of the mirror as he dressed for tonight’s event, wishing he was still taking a cold shower. Today’s humidity was sweltering... and thinking about Erin wasn’t helping the matter out, either. 

He’d been a fool for rubbing lotion on Erin earlier this afternoon. She wasn’t here to find a boyfriend. She’d come to the resort for relaxation. Even though, he wondered about that because after he’d left her, she’d visited with several men and their girlfriends. Erin had played in the water with them a time or two.

So, if she was here to relax, why was she so eager to make friends?

He blew out a gush of pent-up air and raked his fingers through his damp hair. He’d tried helping the other guests this afternoon, but his mind always returned to Erin. He liked watching her eyes when she laughed. They sparkled like gems. He liked watching her swim in the water, because her strokes were so precise and graceful. Everything he watched her do made him think she was perfect. 

But there was no such thing as a perfect woman... which was the very reason he hadn’t settled down and married again. Most women he met knew about his bank account status. He knew they hadn’t loved him as much as his money.

Maybe that was why he found Erin so refreshing. She acted as though she was interested in him, covertly, of course.

Closing his eyes, he let the image of her pretty face pop into his mind again. He could still hear her quick breaths and the gentle sighs as he rubbed her back. When she had turned to look at him, her blue eyes were darker than they were before. He liked that color a lot, especially in her eyes because that told him how much she’d enjoyed his touch. If he didn’t watch himself, he could get lost in their blue depths.

That would never happen. Especially after tonight. The after-dinner program was getting to know you. If she hadn’t met a man yet, she’d definitely meet one tonight.

He wasn’t blind. He saw the way the male guests drooled whenever she walked by. Erin DeWitt was one very lovely and sophisticated woman.

What was it about that woman that had him so distracted? It wasn’t just her looks. But instead, it was the way she treated others. The way she treated him thinking that he was just her assigned helper, and yet she didn’t order him around like some of the other guests had done. She actually treated him like he had feelings. That was new to him.

Whistling, he slipped his feet into his dress shoes, wishing he could wear his flip-flops again. They were much cooler. But tonight, the staff was supposed to dress fancier – which meant no shorts – in order to make their guests feel more comfortable when they dined in their elegant clothes and flashed their expensive jewelry.

He splashed cologne on his face before hurrying toward the dining room to make sure everything was set up correctly. He kept waiting for an employee to mess up or at least give him cause to suspect them of not doing their jobs, but so far, he was impressed with the staff. Most every employee he’d talked with had loved working at the resort. Many of them were college kids who were looking for a summer job and needed extra cash. If they helped the guests the way they were supposed to, they’d earn big tips.

When he walked into the large dining area, he smiled. The tables were decorated immaculately. The scent of steamed salmon floated through the air and made his stomach grumble. Because of the get-to-know-you game planned, each chair had a guest’s name on it for assigned seating.

He glanced at Erin’s empty chair. He’d give anything to sit beside her tonight and talk to her again. Part of him wanted to touch her arm just to see if her eyes darkened or if her breathing grew ragged as it had earlier when he rubbed lotion on her.

Cursing under his breath, he turned away from the table, heading back into the kitchen, but the click of high-heels on the tiled floor made him stop. He rested his eyes upon the first guest to arrive this evening.

Erin.

Wearing a strapless red silk gown, with her wavy black hair flowing down her back and shoulders, she looked as regal as he’d ever seen, and more beautiful than he could have imagined. The gown clung to her curvy shape as she sashayed toward him.

He took in a deep breath. Her expression told him that she wanted something from him... and it would be extremely difficult to turn her down.
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Cole remained standing as Erin walked up to him and stopped. He let his gaze wander over her again, slower this time. He nodded with a smile. “Good evening, Erin. You look breathtaking tonight.” He took her hand and placed a kiss on her knuckles. Her mouth parted as a quick gasp escaped. “You’re a little early, though. Is there something you need me to do?” He hoped there was something... anything that allowed him to spend more time with her. 

A blush darkened her cheeks. “No, I don’t need anything. Well, except—”

His heartbeat quickened. “Yes?”

She licked her lips. “I would like your company for a few minutes.”

“What do you need?” he asked, very curious now.

She slid her hand along his arm in a soft caress before grasping his fingers in a loose hold. “I would like to talk for a few minutes. Is that all right?”

Talk? But in her mind, he was just a resort employee. Once again, he wondered why she treated him differently than the other guests had done. 

“Sure.” He grinned. “I have a few minutes to talk to a pretty lady.”

Her smile stretched wider as she pulled him to the closest table, which incidentally, was the one she was assigned to, anyway.

“I’m curious,” she began. “Who owns this resort?”

He creased his forehead. “Why? Is there something you’re not happy with?”

“No, it’s just... well, I’d like to talk to the owner for a minute. I’m interested to know how he came up with the idea for this kind of resort and those incredibly-made bungalows.”

He scrambled to think if he’d introduced himself as Cole Hunt when they met. Then again, he usually didn’t. Just Cole. Besides, most people knew him as Mr. Jonathan Hunt. Only close friends knew him as Cole.

He let out a slow, relieved breath. “I’m sorry to tell you, but Mr. Hunt doesn’t come to the resort that often.”

She frowned. “Why not?”

“He has other businesses to run besides this one.”

“Then who runs things for him here while he’s gone?”

Cole grinned. “I do.”

Erin’s eyes lit up once again. “How lucky is that?” She smiled. “Then is it all right if I ask you some questions, instead?”

“What for?”

She touched his arm again and leaned into him. His gaze wouldn’t leave her amazing eyes that were holding him prisoner.

“Because I’m curious,” she answered, “and... I like talking to you.”

This was not good at all. Her actions were beyond flirty, and he needed to rein in his desire to get to know her better. If they were anywhere but at this resort at this particular time, he’d love to see how far she’d take his charm. But they weren’t someplace else. They were here, and he was in disguise.

Don’t break rule number one!

* * * *
[image: image]


THE PALM OF ERIN’S hand warmed from where it rested on his muscular arm. Her throat grew dry, which it had been doing a lot when he was near. She shouldn’t be acting so... so... forward. Especially, not with him since he was just an employee. But when she stared into his gorgeous green eyes, she literally felt her insides melting and she didn’t care what his income status was. 

She slowly stroked his arm, wondering why she was doing this in the first place. It was as though she couldn’t pull away from him. And for some odd reason, part of her wanted to know if he liked the closeness between them. She wanted to know if she affected him as he had affected her.

Taking a deep breath, she leaned a little closer. “Will you?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Will I what?” His voice came out deep. Sedated.

“Will you answer some questions for me?”

A heavy sigh came from him before he nodded. “What would you like to know?”

“How many people come to this resort each month?”

“I probably won’t be very accurate, since I started working here not too long ago.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “But I’d probably say it averages around eighty people per week, so about three-hundred and twenty per month.”

“Interesting.” She dropped her gaze to his irresistible mouth, and then to the adorable dimple that creased his chin whenever he grinned really wide. Why did he have to be so heart-stoppingly good-looking? And his trimmed facial hair only made him that much more intriguing.

She met his gaze again. “Do you think it’s just the wealthy that come here?”

His gaze narrowed on her. “I know this is an expensive resort for those who come from America, but the people who live around here aren’t rich, and they enjoy coming from time to time.”

She nodded. “So why do you think they come?”

He chuckled and shrugged. “Probably the same reason you did. For a little R and R.”

She laughed before she had a chance to stop it. His eyes widened, as did his grin.

“You don’t believe me?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m sure you’re right.”

“Tell me, Erin, why did you really come here? You knew you’d be by yourself, and yet you knew what type of resort this was.”

She nodded. “It’s true, I heard about this resort. But as I’d told you before, I won this trip, so I couldn’t possibly turn it down. I knew this would probably be my only chance to come to a tropical island for some relaxation.”

He cocked his head. “Are you sure you didn’t come to find a husband?”

She gasped, hesitating before answering. What made him think she’d come to do that? “I promise you, finding a husband is the last thing on my mind.” She paused. “Why do you think that?”

He shrugged and turned more toward her. “I’ve been watching you interact with the other guests, and I notice that you talk to the men more than you do the women.”

Silently, she scolded herself. She’d not been cautious enough. Well, she’d have to fix that starting tonight.

“I... didn’t mean to do that,” she answered sheepishly. “I really hadn’t realized that I made friends with more men than women. I’ll rectify that situation tonight at dinner.”

“There is a program planned. By this evening, you should be friends with almost everyone.”

“That will be nice.” She smiled.

They had veered off the topic she’d wanted to discuss, but she didn’t know how to bring it back around. He was already curious enough about her purpose here and talking about Mr. Jonathan Hunt would only make things worse.

“Well,” he said, “I suppose I should check in the kitchen to make sure the dinner is coming together smoothly.”

Disappointment filled her. She didn’t want him to go, but she understood completely about doing your job to the best of your ability. But... she realized he was hesitating. His gaze moved over her face, and his eyes darkened. Her heartbeat quickened. Perhaps he was interested in her, after all.

She realized her hand continued to rest on his arm, and she still had no desire to move it. “Cole?”

“Yes.”

“Why were you watching me so closely this afternoon?”

His eyes widened. “I, um... Well, I watch all the guests I’m assigned to.”

Slowly, she nodded. “So, then do you remember what color my swimsuit was?”

He chuckled. “Purple and black.”

Heat rushed to her face. Maybe that wasn’t the best question to ask him. “Do you remember what color Lisa Kennedy’s swimming suit was?”

A hint of panic crossed his expression. “Which one is Lisa?”

Her grin widened slightly. “Okay, then what about Ted? What color was his swim trunks?”

Cole rolled his eyes. “I don’t care what color they were,” he snickered.

“Hmm...” She nodded. “And yet, you watch all of the guests you’re assigned to, but you can’t remember what color they wore... just what I wore?”

His fingers caressed her hand on her lap before he took it in a comforting hold. “Confession time.” He leaned closer. “It’s hard not to be attracted to you. But don’t worry because nothing will happen. The staff can’t carry on any kind of relationship with the guests.”

For the second time in less than ten minutes, disappointment washed over her, and she stopped smiling so wide. “I suppose that’s a good thing.”

“It is, mainly because Hideaway in Paradise has a reputation to protect.”

“Yes, I understand.” She pulled away from him, and regret filled her. She found it odd that she even had these emotions. After all, she wasn’t here for that.

“Erin,” he said, cupping the side of her face. “I can’t help notice how sad you look over that rule.”

She forced herself to laugh as she tried to push away the gooey sensations rushing through her from his tender touch on her cheek. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She shrugged. “It’s just that I enjoy talking to you, that’s all.”

“We can talk. There’s no rule against that.”

“Good.” She really needed to stop this foolishness. The tropical island heat was definitely doing something to her brain. She motioned with her head toward the kitchen. “You’d better get to work. I don’t want to get you in trouble with your boss.”

“Yes. That’s the last thing I want.” He stood and gave her a wink. “Enjoy yourself tonight. We’ll talk later.”

She nodded, and he walked away. Yes, she’d make it a point to talk to him later. After all, she needed to find out more information about Mr. Jonathan Hunt, and so far, Cole was the only one who seemed to know him. None of the other employees acted as if they’d ever seen him.

As she leaned back in her chair, her mind started working properly as she formulated a plan. Indeed, she would talk to Cole later... much later after everyone else was in bed for the night.

Finally, she grinned, feeling like she was going to accomplish something today besides making a fool out of herself.
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Throughout the rest of the evening, Cole kept watch on Erin, especially during the getting-to-know-you games. During the games, there was a lot of touching between guests, which was the intent. For some reason, Erin quickly pulled away when another man touched her. 

She laughed quite a bit, but sometimes it sounded forced. But when he heard her talk, the musical tone of her voice made his heart flip. He’d enjoyed their little talk earlier, but mainly because now he knew that she was very interested in him. Her actions proved her thoughts even though she tried to tell him differently.

Several times during the evening, she glanced at him. When their gazes locked, her eyes turned a darker blue. If only he didn’t enjoy seeing her this way, maybe he’d be able to concentrate on his own issues with the resort, but for some reason, all he could think about was her.

As the evening progressed, he grew more suspicious of her. She seemed to mingle quite well with the other guests, and just as she’d promised, she talked with more women this time. When she talked with the men, she never batted her eyes or rubbed her hand along their arms – not like she’d done to him.

After the games were over and everyone started pairing off for the night, Erin left the dining room alone. He would have bet money she’d meet a guy tonight and leave with him. Maybe she was only here for rest and relaxation.

Nah...

His first instincts were correct. She was hiding something.

Cole leaned against the window frame and looked out into the night. The full moon’s glare reflected on the surface of the empty beach. If Erin wasn’t here to find a rich boyfriend or husband, then what was she here for? It couldn’t be to mess with the resort’s staff. Nobody went on vacation to have a fling with the staff. So, then why was she here?

He blew out a gush of air and scratched his head. It looked as if he needed to get closer to her in more ways than one. Her actions were too confusing to ignore. There had to be a reason she was here, and he was determined to find it.

Really, this issue with her shouldn’t bother him so much, but because he didn’t trust his own employees because of the missing money, he wanted to be certain that the very tempting and charming Erin DeWitt wasn’t here to pilfer money from the resort. Of course, that would be ridiculous... unless she was working with another accomplice.

The crashing of dishes in the back room jerked his attention away from the window. The new server wasn’t working out and did more damage than what he was worth. Cole turned and marched to the kitchen to see what the problem was now.

Almost two hours later after everyone had cleaned up, the resort’s staff all retired to their rooms for the night. Cole stayed behind to finish closing up the dining room. He turned off the lights, locked the doors, and stepped out into the moonlight. The evening was warm, as he figured it’d be, but thankfully nothing like it was earlier.

As he walked along the side of the building, crickets and owls made music for his leisurely stroll. Although the rest of the staff went to bed, he still had work to do, and trying to find information about Erin DeWitt was high on his to-do list. It was a good thing his best friend could help him there, since Joey was a private investigator. He’d have the pretty little lady’s history pulled up within twenty-four hours.

Cole hurried to his room and turned on the computer. While it booted up, he stripped down into his boxers and sat in front of the air conditioner. A dip in the hotel’s pool sounded good, too. He’d do that after sending an email to his friend.

After typing his friend the message and clicking send, he stepped into the bathroom to change into his green and black swim trunks. He couldn’t help but think about his conversation with Erin and when she asked him about the colors of the other guests’ swimming suits. Cole had really messed up that time, which was why he’d confessed to her. He’d debated on whether or not to lie, but the truth just came out. Of course, he wanted to see her reaction, and he was very happy with her response.

If only there wasn’t rule number one...

He grabbed a towel then left his room. The hotel wasn’t very far, and he entered through the back door before walking the small hallway to the indoor pool. As he stepped inside the room, he could see that someone else was taking a midnight swim. His hopes dropped to think he wouldn’t be alone. But when he noticed the long, wavy black hair, and the slender body wearing the purple and black one-piece swimsuit, excitement grew inside of him.

He grinned. Although he was very successful in his many resorts, he’d never considered himself an extremely lucky man until now. Maybe tonight was the night he’d get to know her better. As long as he remembered rule number one, anyway.

Erin did the backstroke in the deeper section of the pool. Her eyes were closed, and she wore a pleasant expression.

He dropped his towel by a chair and sat on the edge of the pool, dangling his feet in the cool water. She didn’t notice him, so he eased himself in and waited for her to come closer.

Slowly, she swam by him but didn’t open her eyes. He grinned. Teasing her could be fun.

She swam by him again, so he followed, but not too close. Still, she didn’t give any indication she knew he was there.

When she reached the edge, she stopped and stood by the wall, wiping the water from her eyes. He dove under and swam toward her legs. As soon as he reached her, he jumped up, bumping against her on the way.

Screaming, she stumbled, losing her hold on the edge, and going under the water. Worried that she might choke on water, he quickly wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her back up.

Blinking, she clutched his shoulders and coughed a few times. “Cole?”

“In the flesh, my lovely.”

She took in a deep breath and shook her head. “When. Where...” She glanced around the pool, then back to him. “Where did you come from?”

“My room.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Long enough to know I want to play in the water with you.”

It took a couple of seconds until she smiled. “Were you spying on me?”

“No. I didn’t even know you were out here until I came to swim a few laps.”

She swiped the hair out of her eyes with one hand with the other still hooked around his neck.

“Why didn’t you go outside and swim in the ocean?”

He shrugged. “It’s easier to do laps in the pool.”

“Very true.” She nodded. “Do you come out here every night?”

“Usually.”

“Is it always this empty?”

He chuckled. “Yes. Everyone is usually in their cabins by now.”

She nodded. “I guess they would be, wouldn’t they? I thought about swimming in the ocean in the moonlight, but...”

“But?” he encouraged.

“I didn’t want anyone to see me all alone.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t want them to feel sorry for me.”

“Erin,” he stroked her cheek, removing excess water, “why aren’t you with someone tonight? I noticed that a few men hit on you, and you flirted back. So why—”

She placed her hand on his mouth, stopping him. “I thought we had this talk already.”

“We did,” he muttered against her palm, so she moved her hand.

“So, then you have your answer.”

“You’re not the type of girl who has a meaningless one night fling, right?”

“Exactly.”

He shook his head. “You know, if you don’t hook up with someone, the other guests will start to become suspicious. After all, this is paradise. One shouldn’t be alone while in a tropical paradise.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. “But... I’m not alone. You’re here with me now.”

“I’m just your assigned staff. So why are you really here, Erin?”

“I’ve already told you.”

“Yes, you told me you’re here to relax, but that’s not believable enough.”

“And you,” she said running her fingers through his wet hair, pushing it off his forehead, “didn’t tell me why you are working here. Why would a man your age want to work at a tropical resort? It would be different if you lived around here, but you are from the United States, just as I am.” She arched an eyebrow. “So, what is your excuse? Or are you here to find a wealthy wife?”

He tightened his hold, bringing her closer. She was poking around and asking questions that were none of her business. And yet, all she had to do was sigh and gaze dreamily at him with those ocean-blue eyes and he’d become weak. And weak men talk. He couldn’t do that.

So maybe, he had to keep her from talking, which of course, only meant one thing...
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Her smile grew the longer Cole hesitated in answering. She started to chuckle, and it grew quickly. She threw back her head and belted out the laughter. He studied her delicate neck, and thoughts of pressing his lips against her skin became very tempting. But he refrained only because he had to.

When she looked back at him, the lights reflecting off the water touched her eyes and made them twinkle like diamonds.

“You’re a funny man, Cole. You accuse me of coming here to look for a rich husband, when that’s the very reason you’re here.”

“No,” he said softly, loving the way she laughed, but mostly, loving the way she fit into his arms. “I’m not here looking for a rich husband.”

She laughed again, but this time, splashed water in his face, but he turned before it could get into his eyes.

“You know what I mean,” she said.

“Yes, I do. But you’re wrong, Erin. That’s not why I’m here.”

“Not to find a woman?”

Smiling, he shook his head. “No. I work here because I’m good at it. I’ve been working at resorts since I was in high school. I realized at that age how much I enjoy it. I’m out in the open, I get to meet wonderful people like you,” he winked, “and I get to order others around. And, the reason I work here is because they pay really well, and the tips are incredible.”

She chuckled. “You’re not lying?”

“I’m not lying.” And he wasn’t. That’s exactly how he got started in this business. Of course, it wasn’t until his rich grandfather died and left Cole a substantial inheritance, when he decided to buy a few resorts. A couple of years after that, he bought a few more, and even purchased some top-notch hotels. Soon, the resorts and hotels were thriving, and he was making good money.

“Let me guess,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “You’re saving up your money so that you could buy your own resort.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Wouldn’t that be sweet?”

“I’m sure it would be.”

He cuddled her closer. “But not as sweet as you.”

She narrowed her gaze, giving him a suspicious look. “Oh, now that’s a good pick-up line.”

“Do you think so?” He ran his hand slowly down her back. “Is it working?”

“Not at all.”

But her sly grin told him differently. How he wanted to kiss her right now... In fact, he had a feeling she’d respond the way he wanted. If only there wasn’t that stupid rule. Who’d thought it up, anyway?

You did, Hunt!

“Darn. I guess I’ll have to try harder,” he said.

Giggling, she pushed away from him. He let her sink in the water as she moved farther from his reach. Apparently, she wanted to play the cat and mouse game. He’d play, too.

He dove in and kicked off the wall, giving him more speed to swim next to her. On purpose, he bumped against her before coming up for air.

She stopped and laughed. They stood in the shallower end of the pool, side-by-side, facing the wall. They stared at each other as their laughter died down. Cautiously, he slid his arm around her waist. She shyly looked away and turned her back toward him, but he didn’t remove his arm. Several unnerving seconds passed with no words between them. Finally, her body relaxed, and she tilted her head back to rest on his shoulder.

His heartbeat raced with excitement. Was he really going to do this? After all, he was the boss and he’d be breaking his own rule. But Erin was a hard woman to resist.

Brushing his lips against her ear, he breathed in her jasmine scent. “What kind of game are you playing now?”

She turned her head to meet his gaze. “Why? Do you like it?”

He slid both arms around her. “I just want to know the rules so I can play along without getting hurt.”

Her breathing deepened, and she placed her hands over his. “Do you think you’ll get hurt?”

“I might, especially if I don’t know what I’m doing.”

His breaths were ragged, but he couldn’t help it. His mind fought a losing war against his urges. He hoped none of his employees walked in and saw what was going on.

She sighed and linked her fingers with his. “Oh, I think you know what you’re doing, Cole.”

He brushed his lips across her bare shoulder.

A shiver ran through her and she sighed. “Cole.”

He wanted to turn her around in his arms and kiss her. Deeply and passionately. But his morals continued to stop his body. He must follow the resort’s rule.

“Tell me, Erin. Tell me what game you are playing with me.”

She closed her eyes. “No game.”

“Then what are we doing?” After the words left his mouth, he could have slapped himself. Why had he said that? Did it matter what they were doing? And yet, at the moment, they weren’t doing much at all.

“You... are my assigned assistant, and you’re helping me relax.”

He grinned. “I suppose that’s what I’m doing.”

He brushed his lips up her neck. She sighed and melted against him.

Cursing under his breath, he wished she would just tell him to leave her alone. He wished she’d push him away and tell him never to touch her again.

Actually, that was a lie. He enjoyed the closeness between them, and he wanted more.

“Erin, do you know what you’re doing to me?”

“I – I think so.”

He kissed her neck and moved his mouth to her earlobe. She sighed again, but it was much deeper this time.

“Sweetheart,” he whispered hoarsely, “if you don’t stop me now, I won’t have any control.”

“I won’t let you do anything... Not unless I want it, too.”

I’m a dead man. He lifted his head and searched for her mouth. She had already turned to seek for his. As he shifted her body around to face his, he covered her mouth with his. She hooked her arms around his neck, pressing close to him. 

The kiss was as passionate as he’d imagined, and she responded just as he thought she would. As his mind whirled with confused pleasure, he wondered why he’d let it get this far. Or better yet, why had she let it get this far?

It nearly killed him, but he broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers.

“Erin.” He kissed her again, but briefly. “The game has gone too far. Where do you want me to take this?”

Her breaths were hot and heavy against his face. But passion slowly faded from her expression. The mood had been broken. He only hoped she wouldn’t hate him now.

* * * *
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ERIN CLOSED HER EYES and dropped her head to Cole’s chest. Slowly, her breathing returned to normal, or what could be considered normal whenever he was around. Why had she allowed his passionate kiss when she loathed men right now?

But maybe she didn’t hate all men. Just the rich ones. That could explain why she lowered her expectations and let herself become interested in Cole. So far from what she knew about him, he was vastly different than the other men who’d yanked her heart out of her chest and ripped it to pieces before shoving it back into her chest cavity.

But it was too soon to have feelings for him. Or for any man. Cole’s kiss was the best she’d ever had, but things between them needed to stop right here. He’d distracted her from her article, and good journalists never became unfocussed.

Cole’s lips brushed her forehead. “Sweetheart? Are you okay?”

Her heart did a little flip from his endearment. This man certainly didn’t belong in a place like this. He was such a gentleman and showed his respect for her every time he turned around. He should have a more professional job. But then, working at a resort was what he’d wanted. Who was she to destroy someone’s dream?

She lifted her head and looked into his worried eyes. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“You’re not upset at me?”

“No.”

“Are... you sorry you kissed me?”

She should be, but... “No.”

The worried lines on his face disappeared and he smiled. Heavens, he looked so good right now.

“Then maybe now is a good time for me to be a good assistant and walk you back to your bungalow.”

“Yes. I believe that’s a good decision.”

She waited for him to pull away first, but he didn’t. Was he waiting for her? Then why wasn’t she doing it?

After a few moments as they held each other and stared into each other’s eyes, they laughed simultaneously. 

“Okay,” he said, “on the count of three, we’ll both let go of each other.”

She nodded.

“One... Two... Three.”

Once again, she couldn’t move, and neither could he. She grinned and shook her head. “Should we try again? This time, count to ten.”

He laughed loudly for only a second. He bent and kissed her mouth again, but then broke the kiss and stepped back.

Regret filled her for not wanting to continue their water games. But in the morning, she’d feel differently. She just knew it.

They didn’t talk as they climbed out of the pool. She grabbed her towel and wrapped it around her, suddenly feeling too exposed. He wrapped his towel around his waist and faced her.

He sighed. “Erin, will you forgive me for acting like an animal?”

Her heart wrenched. It surprised her that this man would take on full responsibility. That had never happened to her before. Usually, she was the only one offering apologies. Knowing how different Cole was from the others she’d dated made her want to take him in her arms and smother him with kisses, but she held back from doing so. She forced a smile, instead. “Forgive you? Why? I was acting like an animal, too. In fact, if I hadn’t—”

“Shhh...” He put his finger to her lips. “It was nobody’s fault.”

“Yes, it was.” She grinned. “It was the pool’s and the humidity’s.”

A smile crept across his face, making the dimple in his cheek flash. “You’re right. It was their fault.”

They walked out of the pool room together. Side-by-side, they left the hotel and strolled toward the bungalows. Neither of them spoke, but the night’s insects and the splashing of the ocean on the beach became their background music. When they reached the porch of her bungalow, she stopped and faced him.

“Cole, I want to thank you for seeing me to my room. You’re a good worker. Mr. Hunt should know he picked the right man for the supervisor position.”

One side of his mouth lifted higher than the other when he smiled. “Well, it was my job to relax you, so... I guess I did my job well.”

“You know, I was going to say that we’d have to do this again tomorrow, but...”

“No.” He shook his head. “That might not be a good idea.”

“I agree.”

“Good night, Erin.”

“Nite. See you tomorrow. Have sweet dreams.”

As she entered her bungalow, she knew one thing was for sure. Sweet dreams were not on her agenda because with him on her mind, she wouldn’t get any sleep tonight.
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Erin slept in as long as she could before rising and showering. Her stomach twisted, and she wasn’t looking forward to seeing Cole today. Especially, not after last night’s kiss. She’d planned to accidentally run into him last night, but her main purpose was to get more information about Jonathan Hunt. Instead, she acted forward and was a big flirt. And worse, she’d encouraged him to kiss her. 

Now she played the regret game – a game she should have never dared to play.

The island’s heat threatened to melt her once again, but she knew she couldn’t stay in her room forever. She called for breakfast to be brought to her then dressed in Levi shorts and a blue halter-top. On the bed stand was the week’s agenda. Today was horseback riding and a picnic. She shrugged. Sounded fun. It sure beat playing in the water, especially since it would conjure up images of her and Cole.

Rubbing her forehead, she walked into the bathroom to apply her makeup before the food came. She first pulled back her hair into a ponytail, and then began with her morning ritual.

Her mind wouldn’t stop replaying last night with Cole – like a movie that someone kept rewinding over and over again. The words they’d said to each other echoed in her head and wouldn’t give her any peace. But it was the guilt and disgust that had gathered like a bad taste in her mouth, which made her feel like a failure. She’d come to the island for one purpose, and so why hadn’t she stayed on task?

She would just have to remember what Steve did to her. How he had used her, cheated on her, broken her heart, and fed it to the wolves. And how she hated him for making her so vulnerable.

She’d been so trusting. So quick to love. All it took was one man to say the right words to her, and she fell like a sinking ship. She waited on him hand and foot, and did everything he’d asked. She sat alone waiting for him to call or come see her, without even thinking that he might be messing around with other women.

Never again would she fall that hard or let a man control her life – which was why it was so important to watch herself around Cole. Already she noticed he was nothing like Steve, but he was still a man, nonetheless.

A knock came upon the door, and she hurried to get her breakfast. Standing with a tray in his hands was none other than the man she couldn’t get off her mind. Back to wearing the uniform of shorts, tight shirt, and flip-flops, he still looked very handsome.

He grinned that charming way at her which made his dimple flash. “Good morning, my lovely.”

She wanted to sigh aloud, but couldn’t. She had to stop this. She had to stop him from being so incredibly sweet. After all, men only acted this way until they got what they wanted.

“Thank you for bringing my breakfast.”

He stepped inside and carried the tray to her table. “No problem. What else are assigned assistants for?”

She lifted the plastic cover on the plate, picked up a slice of hickory smoked bacon, and took a bite. “Um, this is so good.”

“I’ll tell our chef you appreciate his cooking.”

She smiled. “Thanks.”

“Hey, will you be going horseback riding today? I’ll have your horse saddled and everything ready for you. All you have to do is show up.”

“Well, I have been thinking about it. I mean, what else will I do today? Swim in the pool?” As soon as she said it, she clamped her lips together. It was either that or stick her foot in her mouth.

He chuckled. “Yes, you could swim. I enjoyed myself last night, didn’t you?”

She lifted the orange juice to her mouth and took a sip. “You know I did,” she muttered while the glass was still touching her lips.

“It’s up to you.” He shrugged. “If you want to stay here, so will I.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“You have no other choice. I’m your assigned assistant, remember?”

“But what about those others you’re assigned to?”

“They don’t ask me to do much for them, anyway, so I’m here for you.”

She set the glass down. “Then I free you from your obligations.”

“You can’t do that. Not unless I agree, too. And I don’t agree.”

“You’re a stubborn man, Mr...” She pushed at his shoulder. “You know, I don’t even know your last name.”

“Just call me Cole.”

Very curious. Why wouldn’t he tell her his last name? Here was another question that needed answering.

She really didn’t have time to go horseback riding, yet if all the other guests were going, she might as well accompany them to poke around and be nosy. How else would she get the information needed for her article?

She nodded. “Okay, Cole. I’ve decided to go horseback riding.”

“Great.” He winked. “I’ll meet you at the stable at eleven-thirty.”

“Okay.”

He walked past her and out the door, closing it behind him. Curse her hide, but she was actually excited about spending time with him again. But she must remember that her experience on the island was for her job. Nothing more, nothing less.

* * * *
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COLE HELPED ERIN MOUNT the Buckskin, his second favorite horse next to his black Saddlebred. He wanted only the best for Erin.

There was a change in her this morning, but he knew what it was. If she felt as guilty as he did about last night, this afternoon’s event would be very uncomfortable. Already, she had a difficult time meeting his eyes. And the few times she spoke to him, she said it over her shoulder while her gaze was elsewhere.

Six other guests joined their group. Cole, and one other employee, Larry, were the only two helping on the ride, but that was all right. Maybe the guests would need him, and in the process, take his mind off the very beautiful Erin DeWitt.

He wished he knew why he couldn’t get that lady off his mind. He’d been attracted to other women before, but for some reason, at this very moment, he couldn’t put a name or face to any in his memory. Perhaps it was because he still felt Erin had a secret, and he was dying to uncover the truth about her so-called relaxing trip.

He hadn’t heard back from his investigator friend yet, and right now, Cole wanted to do his own investigating. Unraveling Erin’s many secrets sounded very entertaining. 

As he led the group, Erin stayed in the rear by Larry. She rode next to another guest, and the three of them talked for a while before she moved her horse ahead and talked with another guest. This behavior was normal, but as hard as the single male guests flirted with her, she still didn’t pair off with them. That in itself was strange.

When they stopped at their first rest area, a couple of the women complained their muscles were cramping already, and they wanted Cole to massage their legs. He did it without question, only because he was here to make the guests happy. 

Taking a quick peek at Erin, he noticed her brows draw together in anger as she shot daggers with her piercing stare. He bit his lip to keep from grinning. He could tell when women were jealous, and Erin showed all of the signs.

He wanted to laugh with satisfaction, yet he didn’t know why she would act this way. Why would she be jealous? She was a gorgeous babe. She could get any man she wanted. So why him who was playing the part of a resort staff member?

The group started on their way again, but just as before, Erin stayed back by Larry. Once in a while, Cole caught her gaze when he glanced back to look at her. As she talked with the guests, she looked at him, too. He couldn’t stop the grin from stretching his mouth wider.

He stopped them at the spot he’d chosen for their picnic. Each horse carried part of the meal, so when everyone dismounted, Cole and Larry gathered the food. Surprisingly, Erin helped. She was the only guest to do this. It softened his heart to know that she cared about others, whereas the others only thought of themselves.

Larry, on the other hand, was acting shy for some reason. He didn’t visit much with the guests, and stayed by himself most of the time. Cole realized that as a supervisor, he should have a talk with the employee.

Once everyone laid out their blanket, Erin sat by Cole, but he figured it was because everyone else paired off. While he munched on his healthy lunch of fruits and vegetables, he let his gaze move over the intriguing woman next to him who carried on a conversation with one of the guests.

She looked so casual with her Levi shorts and a cotton halter-top that showed a little of her cute tummy. He loved listening to her voice, and especially, sitting so close to her. They hadn’t been this close since last night.

Had it only been last night? And yet, every time she was near, his heart jumped with excitement, and he became anxious for the next time they were alone together. Feeling this way wasn’t healthy at all. No matter how much he wanted a repeat performance of last night, he couldn’t. They both knew that. Why then, did she keep giving him those sultry glances?

Blowing out a rush of pent-up air, he raked his fingers through his hair. Had he become interested in her as a way to dodge his own problems in finding out why the resort was losing money? He definitely needed a break in the day from the stress of pounding his head against the wall because nothing made sense.

Slowly, the others finished their lunches and then wandered off to be alone. Soon, it was just Cole and Erin. It was as if his prayers had been answered.

He looked at her and grinned. “Would you like to go for a walk by the water?”


She glanced in the direction where the others had left. “Is that where they went?”

“Could be.”


She shrugged and stood. “Sounds fun, but what about the food?”

He searched for Larry, but the employee had somehow slipped away without Cole noticing. “They are all in plastic containers. It’ll hold until we come back.”

He lifted to his feet and led the way. She followed close by his side.

“Are you enjoying yourself so far?” he asked.

She sighed and linked her fingers together behind her back. Her head tilted back as she looked up at the sky. “This is a very beautiful resort, and the perfect, secluded spot, I might add.”

“Yes, it is. Mr. Hunt couldn’t have found a better place.”

Finally, she looked at him. “Have you met Mr. Hunt?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes widened as excitement jumped all over her expression. “What’s he like?”

He shrugged. “Just like any other businessman I’ve met.”

“What does he look like?”

He wanted to lie and tell her he was a short, portly guy with warts, but he couldn’t. “He’s tall, brown hair, wide shoulders. Funny man. In his thirties.”

She arched a brow. “Good looking?”

Jokingly, he batted his eyelashes and flipped his hand. “Well, personally, I prefer men with blond hair.”

Laughing, she elbowed him in the side. “You know what I mean.”

“I guess it all depends on who is looking. I suppose he’s the kind of man women pant after and want to sink their money-hungry claws into.” He quickly snapped his mouth close. Too much information. He couldn’t have her guessing his identity so soon.

Her gaze moved to the road in front of her. “Do you think that’s why he doesn’t stay here? He’s afraid the women will want him for his money?”

“You never know.” He bumped her with his arm, and she looked at him. “Why all the questions? Is he the reason you’re here? Are you looking to make the billionaire playboy your husband?”

She gasped and scowled. “I can’t believe you’d even think that about me.”

“I’m sorry, but most of the single women who come to this resort by themselves are hoping to meet him.”

She stopped and faced him with hands on her hips. He stopped, too. Her scowl relaxed only slightly.

“So, are you saying this resort is merely a dating service?” she asked.

“All I know is what I see.”

“And how do you feel about this? Does this kind of behavior bother you?”

“No. Should it?” Little did she know she was the one bothering him at the moment – along with confusing him, of course.

Her eyes narrowed, and she grasped hold of both his hands. She stared at him for the longest time. As each second passed, his body relaxed and heat from her touch warmed his blood. The caring look across her face made his heart leap.

He dropped his gaze to her mouth – lips he’d kissed passionately last night that beckoned for him to taste again.

“Cole, this is the second time your voice has turned bitter when you talk about wealthy women. What do you have against them? By chance, did one of them break your heart?”

Scary how she could read him so well. But it didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to tell her the truth. He laughed, instead. “What makes you think that?”

He turned and started walking. She hooked her hand around his arm and stayed right next to him. He didn’t mind at all. In fact, if he got his way, he’d have her closer than that really soon.

“Cole, you didn’t answer my question.”

“It was a ridiculous question, that’s why.”

“Are you trying to tell me you don’t have an attitude against rich women?”

He glanced at her. “Would I be working here if I did?”

She poked him in the ribs. “Come on. I’m going to get it out of you one way or another.”

He laughed. “And if you keep that up, you’re going to find yourself in the water here in a minute.”

“Is that a threat?” She poked him again.

Letting out a growl, he twisted, grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off her feet. She squealed and wrapped her arms around his neck. He grinned. This was just the way he wanted her.
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Cole loved this playful side to Erin. It wasn’t very often he could have fun like this with a woman. Of course, he enjoyed it even more that she clung to him like she was a sinking woman and he was her floating device.  

“You don’t believe me?” he asked. “Don’t you think I’ll throw you in the water?”

“Not if I don’t let go of you.”

“Think again, my lovely.”

He marched toward the water. She laughed and kicked her legs the whole way. It didn’t stop him from walking right into the edge.

She screamed and held him tighter. The cool water lapped at his legs and tried to get hers, but she continued to kick them and hold them up higher.

He squatted until her bottom touched the water. She let another scream and wiggled against him.

After splashing more water on her, she stopped screaming and laughed along with him. She cupped her hand in the water and threw water on him. It was actually quite refreshing, since the temperature had gotten warmer. Of course, holding her like this wasn’t helping his body’s temperature at all.

She must have felt it, too, because she slowly stopped laughing and her eyes darkened. Her mouth parted and quick breaths brushed across his face.

“Cole.” Her voice came out deeper than before. “You don’t want to get me wet. I’ll slip and slide on the saddle on the way back to the resort.”

“It’s hot enough out here that you’ll dry in no time.”

He stepped into the water further until it slapped against his waist. When it covered her lower half, she sucked in a quick breath.

“It’s cooler than I thought.”

“Only for a moment.” He waggled his brows. “After all, that’s what happened in the pool last night. Don’t you remember?”

A deep chuckle rumbled from her throat, sending ripples of delight over him.

“That’s something I’ll probably never forget,” she said softly.

“Good.” He grinned. “I’d hate to think I was the only one affected.”

She pushed her fingers slowly through his hair. He closed his eyes and tilted his head, enjoying her touch, yet wondering why he craved hers so desperately. Right now, he didn’t want to take time to figure it out. Maybe later.

“Cole,” she whispered mere seconds before her lips brushed his jaw.

He groaned and smiled, looking back at her. Erin’s face was so near he could smell the strawberries she’d eaten for lunch.

“Cole,” she said again as she swept her lips across his cheek.

“Uh-huh?” He closed his eyes again.

“When will the others be back to get their horses?”

“I don’t know. Why? Are you in a hurry to return?”

She left a trail of kisses from his cheek, down to his neck. He shivered with delight.

“I should be.”

He grinned. “But you’re not?”

“Not really.” She lifted her head and looked into his eyes.

“Then what do you want to do to pass time?”

In her sultry, deep blue eyes, he saw the answer. But would she admit it this time and give into her desires?

He shouldn’t, but he hoped she would.

* * * *
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ERIN DEFINITELY didn’t want to talk. Yet that’s what journalists do... and she was going to report on a story, wasn’t she?

All afternoon, her mind scrambled to find ways around being close to him, but gradually, the pull of attraction was stronger than the confusion. It didn’t help that she noticed him watching her with those dreamy eyes of his.

And now that she was in his arms, the confusion was gone, and all she wanted to do was kiss him. He didn’t seem to mind her kissing his neck, so she brushed her lips across his. His wide eyes stayed open, as if curious to what she was doing.

“You know, Cole,” she said softly and she left tiny kisses on his top lip and then his bottom, “as much as a leisure activity would be entertaining about right now, there is something else I’d rather do.”

His eyebrows lifted. “What’s that?”

“Talk.”

He grinned and chuckled. “Talk?”

“Yes.”

“You are one strange woman, Erin DeWitt. I don’t know very many women who want to talk when they can kiss a man passionately.”

Her heart leapt, and she caught her breath. It sounded like he was offering. But no. She wouldn’t give into temptation. Not until she found a good reason to go against her article.

“Why do you want to talk, Erin?”

She gave him a small kiss on the chin. “Because I want to get to know you better.”

“Really?” He lifted his brows again, as if doubting her.

“Is there something wrong with that?”

He cupped her face and ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “Why do you want to get to know me when there are several other men at this resort who are dying to get to know you? These men, I might add, can buy you furs and diamonds.”

She broke the contact and sighed heavily. She struggled to get out of his arms, which he complied. Once her feet were on the ground as the water lapped around her, she folded her arms across her chest. “If you knew me at all, you’d know that’s not what I’m looking for in a man. I have found that men with money don’t know how to love a woman the way I want to be loved.” Heat rushed to her face as anger sneaked in. It always did when she thought about Steve.

She took a deep breath to calm her temper. Letting her mouth run away right now was not a good idea. “Those other men you’re referring to,” she continued in softer tones, “are not my type at all. I have no interest in them... which you’d be able to clearly see if you were paying attention.”

Humor left Cole’s face as his eyes grew softer than before. Her heart skipped a beat. Apparently, he must have liked what she said. Excitement ran through her from his reaction.

He stepped closer to and cupped her face. She slipped her arms around his waist to keep him there.

“Are you trying to tell me,” he said huskily, “that I am your type of man?”

Within seconds, her breathing grew ragged and volcanic heat consumed her. “You might be,” she whispered then cleared her throat, “which is why I would like to get to know you better.”

Before she knew it, he’d brought his mouth down to hers. She clung to him as he kissed her deeply. For the first time since Steve had broken her heart, happiness filled her. She didn’t dare analyze her feelings right now. All she knew was that she enjoyed feeling this way, and she showed him through her urgent kisses. 

Although she stood waist deep in the water, her body burned with fervor. It had been awhile since she’d felt tremors of delight skipping over her body.

When he broke the kiss, she moaned with disappointment. He placed a small kiss on her nose, took her hand, and led her out of the water.

What was that all about? Did he plan to continue once they reached dry land? But he didn’t stop to take her back in his strong arms once they walked on the rocky dirt, he just kept her hand locked with his and headed back toward the spot they had their picnic.

He squeezed her hand. “So, what do you want to know about me?”

Her mind froze. What did she want to know? She really wanted to know more about Mr. Hunt. Yet, that topic just didn’t appeal to her any longer. She really did want to get to know Cole better.

“Um... where do you live when you’re not working here?”

“California.”

“Where do you work when the resort closes for the season?”

“I have a few different jobs. I mainly work for five-star hotels.”

She stopped, pulling him with her. “Really?”

“Yes. Don’t you remember how I told you that it was my dream to own one?”

She chuckled. “Yes, I do remember, but I thought you meant a resort.”

“I’ll take either one.”

“Well, I’m glad you get to work toward your dream.”

He nodded. “It definitely makes work easier when I enjoy what I’m doing.”

“Are these hotels classy and luxurious?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have them any other way.” He winked.

She smiled. “How long have you been working there?”

“Since before my divorce.”

She gasped, and looked at him through wide eyes. “Divorce? You were married?”

“One has to be married in order to get a divorce.” He ran a gentle finger across her cheek.

“I know. It just took me by surprise.”

He shrugged and turned back toward their trail, bringing her with him on his way. “That part of my life is behind me now, and I’m moving on.”

She studied his profile. A slight scowl marked his expression, and her heart twisted. Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything. Obviously, by his drawn mouth and hooded eyes, his marriage had ended badly. How long had he been married? Had he been miserable the whole time?

Strange to think the two of them had more in common than she first realized. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

His chest lifted and fell, with what looked to be a deep breath. When he looked straight at her, he smiled.

“You didn’t,” he said. He let go of her hand and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Just don’t ask me anymore about my ex. I want to forget about her.”

“Understandable.” She nodded.

He stopped, leaned down, and left a brief kiss on her lips. “What else do you want to know about me?”

Her heart melted from the tenderness he’d shown. He was definitely one in a million. Unless this was all an act. But she didn’t think so. This had to be his true self. Yet, she couldn’t jump to conclusions. That’s what happened with Steve, and she ended up getting hurt.

“I want to know...” She bit her lower lip. “I want to know why you’re so incredibly sweet?”

He laughed and tightened his hold on her but continued to walk. “I’m just trying to please you, I guess.”

Her heart sank. How did he mean that? Was he only acting this way with her because it was his job? She prayed she was wrong.
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Cole had been wrong when he told Erin she’d be dry before they headed back to the resort. Her Levis were still very damp, and as she’d predicted, she slid on the saddle. He bit his bottom lip from laughing, but she looked funny as she tried to keep herself aright while the horses trotted down the trail.

Once again, Erin stayed in the back, talking with a few men. Larry also rode in the back. This time, it didn’t bother Cole to see Erin talking with the other men. She’d admitted they did nothing for her. Which meant Cole did a lot for her.

Smiling, he adjusted himself on his saddle. He really needed to stop thinking about that since it distracted him in the worst way. And yet, he couldn’t stop thinking about their steamy kiss while they played in the water. Again. He shook his head, trying again, not to think that way. But that woman surprised him at every turn. 

He glanced back at her. Who was Erin DeWitt, really?

“Cole?”

A very feminine voice pulled his thoughts away from Erin. He looked at the wealthy, young widow who liked to wear a diamond or ruby ring on every finger. She was probably in her mid-forties, but her hair was always dyed blonde, and her lips were always puffy from lip injections. He wouldn’t doubt the rest of her was fake, as well.

“Yes, Mrs. Caprelle.”

She maneuvered her horse closer to his. “I would like to have a massage after I get back to my cabin.”

He nodded. “I’ll let your assigned assistant know.”

“I don’t want Lance,” she grumbled. “I want you. I saw you massaging the other ladies earlier on our trip, and I’d pay you quite well—”

“Mrs. Caprelle, once we get back, I’ll contact Lance. It’s only right that he gets paid for the massage.”

She threw him a scowl.

He hated that she used her money to control people to do whatever she commanded of them. Cole wasn’t going to be her pet. It didn’t matter if she was a guest who returned every few months – which was what he’d heard from some of the staff. They, too, were tired of her treating them like trained animals.

She cocked her head and gave him a challenging stare. “What if I promise you a hefty bonus when you’re done?”

What would this woman do if she suddenly became broke? She definitely wouldn’t be able to handle real life. Money did her talking for her, poor woman.

“Thanks for the nice offer, but once again, I have to refuse. I’m sure Lance will be able to give you a massage just as well as I could.”

“But aren’t you the supervisor?”

“Yes.”


“Can’t you arrange to help me, anyway?”


Silently, he groaned. Would this woman ever take no for an answer?

Just as he opened his mouth to reply, the scream from behind jerked his head around. The panicked neigh of the horse and pounding of hooves made Cole’s heart stop.

The other guests pulled their animals out of the way as Erin’s mare bucked wildly.

Her face turned white as she grasped the reins. Terror filled her eyes as she silently pleaded with him to help. His heart sank.

He yanked his horse around to help, but before he could reach her, her mare bolted into a run. Grumbling under his breath, he kicked his heels into his steed’s belly and took off after her.

Erin’s horse ran out of control, and the poor woman bounced around on the saddle like a rag doll. He silently prayed she’d stay on until he reached her.

Crouching, he urged his horse faster until he rode up beside her. She looked at him with panicked eyes.

“Take my hand,” he shouted.

Stiffly, she shook her head as her white hands gripped the reins.

“I’m going to pull you over to my horse.”

Once again, she shook her head.

“Please, trust me.” He reached out his hand for her to take as he guided his horse closer to hers.

Erin’s gaze switched between the road and his hand. Finally, one hand let go of the reins and she reached for him. He leaned closer and grabbed her waist.

Letting out a cry, she clung to him as he pulled her from her horse and brought her over. She sat sideways with her legs to one side as she clutched his arm. He pulled his horse to a quick stop. A sob released from her throat and she buried her face against his chest.

Her breathing came heavy, as did his, and her body shook like a trembling kitten. He stroked her back and whispered, “You’re all right now.”

After several long minutes, she lifted her face and met his stare. She managed a smile, but her lips quaked. He caressed her cheek while color gradually returned.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“Anytime.”

She cuddled against his hand and closed her eyes. 

He leaned down and kissed her lips. “Are you all right now?”

She nodded.

He liked holding her this way. He especially loved the way she looked at him as though he was her hero. The others in the party would be worried, but he couldn’t bring himself to lead the horse back. He’d never felt like someone’s protector until now, and he wanted to prolong the feeling because he didn’t think he’d ever experience it again. He enjoyed feeling wanted. 

“Oh, Cole. I was so scared. When the horse saw that snake and started bucking, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stay on the saddle.”

“It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let you get on the saddle with your pants wet.”

“They should have been dry by now.”

He nodded and stroked her soft cheek. “But I still should have known better.”

She shook her head. “But I would have held back the party.”

“Then I should have had you ride with me.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Does that mean you’ll let me ride with you until we reach the resort?”

“I’m not going to let you out of my sight now.” He wrapped his arms around her. She slid her arms around him, pressing her face against his chest. 

Closing his eyes, he breathed in her sweet jasmine scent. He could stay like this all day. But, it wasn’t just them on the horseback ride. He needed to lead the others back.

“Let’s get back to the group,” he whispered.

She nodded. “What about my horse?”

“It’ll find its way back. Don’t worry.”

He pulled on the reins and turned his animal around, heading toward the group. She still held him like he was her lifeline. He loved that feeling.

“I hope this little episode doesn’t scare you away from riding another horse.”

She looked at him from over her shoulder. “It will when I’m wearing wet pants.”

He laughed and tightened his arms around her. “Thanks for not wanting to kill me for getting you wet.”

“No, I don’t want to kill you.”

Her voice had softened. His heart bounced in a quicker rhythm than the trot they were going. “Then what do you want to do to me?”

He shouldn’t have said it that way, because now he wanted to leave the group just so that he could be alone with her.

“Let me think about that. I’m sure I can figure out some kind of revenge,” she said, playfully.

He grinned and linked his fingers with her. “I can’t wait to see what torture you have planned for me.”

Little did she know, she was already torturing him. How far away was the resort? The next five miles were going to be punishment enough, especially because he couldn’t act like this in front of the others. Instead, he’d have to step back into supervisor mode just so that nobody became suspicious.

* * * *
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ERIN LIMPED TO HER bed and fell upon the softness. Every muscle in her body screamed with pain. She’d been horseback riding before, but never had she sat upon a bucking horse with wet pants and fought to stay on the saddle. As the day slipped by, her muscles had become worse, and now she could hardly move.

If only she could walk into her bathroom and get the Jacuzzi going. She lifted up on her elbows, although it took a lot of her strength to do it. This would be a great opportunity to have her assigned assistant help her. After all, he was attracted to her – just as she was to him. She also knew there could be nothing between them. She really didn’t want a long-distance relationship, and he for sure didn’t want to get fired for kissing one of the guests.

Teasing him would be the perfect punishment for him. Then again, she would be punished in return because every time they kissed, she wanted more.

She picked up the phone and dialed the front desk. After two rings, Cole’s voice chimed on the other end.

“Hi, it’s me. I hope you don’t mind that I’m calling so late.”

“Erin,” he said with a sigh.

She grinned, happy to know that he recognized her voice.

“Is everything all right?” he asked.

“No. I... need you.”

“You do?”

“Yes.” She gripped the phone. “I’m so stiff and sore I can’t get the Jacuzzi ready for my bath. Can you come do it?”

There was a long pause, and she thought he would turn her down.

“Of course, I can come draw your bath. That’s what I’m here for, right?”

She breathed a sigh of relief and tightened the sash around her bathrobe. “Yes. You’re here to help me relax. Thanks, Cole.” Her grin widened as she set the phone on its cradle. Although she wanted to do nothing but kiss and cuddle with him, they really needed to talk. Letting their feelings get involved at this point was dangerous. She needed to know what his intentions were. She also wanted to know if he’d done this with other guests before, even though they weren’t supposed to.

When a knock came upon her door, she almost laughed aloud. That was quick. “Come in,” she called out.

Cole walked in and closed the door behind him. In his hand was a bottle of some kind of lotion.

“I have a bottle of bubble bath in there, already,” she said.

He grinned. “This isn’t bubble bath. I thought you might want a rubdown with your muscles being sore and all.”

She hitched a breath. Her throat suddenly become dry and her heartbeat’s rhythm multiplied. “Okay.”

“Don’t worry. I’m a trained masseur. I am certified to give massages.”

He smiled and walked past her into the bathroom. As the water filled the Jacuzzi, her nerves jumped with confusion. Once again, she was being forward, and she didn’t want him to think she was that kind of woman. 

She scooted to the end of the bed and peeked in the bathroom. The scent of jasmine drifted all around her as he poured her scented bubble bath in the tub.

He’d changed from what he was wearing this afternoon. Walking shorts now covered his thighs, showing off his muscular calves. Instead of the same kind of T-shirt he’d been wearing lately, he had on a regular casual, short-sleeve shirt that buttoned up the front. He looked good tonight. Then again, he always looked good.

His gaze met hers and he smiled. “Are you ready?”

“For the massage or the bath?”

“For the bath. I’ll give you a massage when you’re finished.”

The moment was here. Could she go through with it? But she had no other choice. Her body ached and she wanted the soothing only a professional masseur’s hands would bring.

She nodded, but remained where she was.

He stood, walked to her, and then held out his hand. Slipping her palm against his, she kept her gaze locked with his and let him lead her into the bathroom and over to the Jacuzzi. Like an idiot, she just stood, hypnotized by his smoldering green eyes.

His gaze dropped to her mouth. The urge to kiss him was strong, but she’d let him make the first move. 

Slowly, he smiled. “Erin, I don’t think I should help you do anymore.” He motioned his head toward the bath. “I’ll be back in thirty minutes so that I can rub this soothing lotion on your sore muscles.”

Her heartbeat raced. Soaking in the tub would relax her, but she’d go half-crazy waiting for his return. She just knew it.
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TEN
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Cole paced the floor near her bed, knowing he should leave but not wanting to go just yet. From the other side of the bathroom door, he heard the splash as Erin stepped into the Jacuzzi, then a deep sigh followed. He squeezed his eyes closed and took in a deep breath.

What was he doing here? She was just fine and could take a bath by herself. But was that the real reason he was here? Or was it because not more than an hour ago, Joey had emailed Cole to let him know that Erin DeWitt had not won the radio giveaway trip. It was an eighty-year-old man from Maine named Burt Richens. Joey had went one step further and checked out the passengers on the flight Erin took to get here. There wasn’t an Erin DeWitt, either... but there was an Erin West.

Raking his fingers through his hair, he moved away from the door. He berated himself for having feelings for a woman he didn’t even know. She was attractive, and she made him laugh, and yes, she held some kind of secret to why she was here, but he shouldn’t have let things go as far as they had. If only she would trust him and tell the truth.

He stopped and glanced around the room. One thing was for sure, she was a tidy woman. He liked that. Her closet was organized, as well. On her bed sat a closed laptop and a couple of magazines. He stepped closer to her bed, studying the magazines. What Women Want, was the name. He’d never heard of it. But of course, he wasn’t a woman, either.

He picked it up and scanned the cover. A woman model in a fancy business suit graced the cover, as if she was in action, heading to work with a briefcase in her hand. He read the articles headings, and they were all about career-minded women.

Cole noticed a corner of one of the pages was bent, so he flipped to the page. It was an article about how a woman should handle a break-up. Immediately, his gaze fell to the thumbnail size photo of the author of this article. 

A gasp sprang from him as he looked closer. Erin? The picture looked a few years younger, but it was still very similar to her appearance now. The name under the picture was Erin West.

His heartbeat took on a different rhythm. She was a journalist? Why hadn’t she mentioned that before? But more importantly, what was she doing at his resort, by herself? The only reason reporters went on trips by themselves was to find a story. So, what story had Erin tried to find here?

He dropped the magazine back to the bed and flipped open her laptop. Unfortunately, it was locked so he couldn’t see what was inside.

Tension throbbed through his head as he moved away from the bed. She lied about her last name, and she lied about winning the trip. What else had she lied about?

He rubbed his forehead, wishing he’d never stumbled across this information, because now his mind was twirling in several different directions. She’d been asking a lot of questions about Jonathan Hunt. Was she doing a story on billionaires or just him in particular? And because she wasn’t being open and honest, he wondered if the story was something he probably wouldn’t approve of.

He whipped around and grasped one of the magazines again. This time when he skimmed through it, he searched for articles about negative things in a woman’s life. But so far, nothing looked demeaning. However, that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen – just that nothing like that was published in this particular month’s magazine.

He sank on the edge of the bed in despair. He’d wanted Erin to be different from the money-hungry women that he’d met, but until she came clean and confessed to why she was really here, it would be very difficult to trust her.

The tightening pain in his chest let him know he’d let his heart get involved. Why he allowed himself to care for Erin, he wished he knew. All that he knew was how different she was from the other women he’d known. Now he wondered why he’d let her capture him in such a way.

From inside the bathroom, he heard her feet padding on the floor. He jumped into a standing position and moved away from the bed. He checked everything to make sure she wouldn’t know he’d been snooping. 

Cole would give her one last chance to tell him the truth. His stomach twisted, making his nauseous. The sinking thought in his mind right now told him that she wouldn’t tell him. She was a journalist. They were supposed to lie most of the time. It was in their nature.

He stopped at the window and leaned against the wall as he peered outside. Mrs. Crapelle sashayed along the beach in a fashionable swimsuit, showing off her slender legs and surgically enhanced body parts. At least Erin wasn’t fake that way.

Rumor had it that the wealthy forty-year-old widow came a few times a summer in hopes of finding a husband to take back with her to England where she lived. Cole assumed that since she was still returning, that she hadn’t found a husband. How pathetic.

The creak of the door opening, alerted him that Erin was leaving the bathroom. He turned around and saw her, she had a short, silk robe wrapped around her. When she saw him, her eyes widened.

“You’re still here?”

He shrugged. “I realized I didn’t have anything else to do, so I waited.”

Erin’s cheeks turned pink. “Thank you.” She glanced at her bed. “Do you want me to lie there so you can give me a massage?”

He exhaled slowly, and counted to ten under his breath. This would be difficult, but he must remember that he was here only because she was a guest. He’d given massages to many pretty guests. Of course, he’d never kissed them.

“Yes. You can leave your robe on. I’m just going to add this lotion to your legs and arms.”

She nodded and then climbed on the bed, face down, turning her head to the side.

This is your job... This is your job...

The first few minutes of massaging one of her legs wasn’t bad at all, as long as he kept repeating those words, anyway. But soon, she relaxed, and her deep sighs were more pronounced. He wished he didn’t like the sound of her voice, but he did. He wished he wasn’t so attracted to her, but he was. And he really wished he could trust her, but he couldn’t. Not yet.

“Erin?” he asked.

“Hmm?”

“You’ve never told me where you live.”

“New York.”

Okay, Joey had confirmed that Erin West lived there. Thankfully, she hadn’t lied about that. “What do you do there?”

“I... I write.”

“Write?” His hopes lifted. She wasn’t lying about that, either. “What do you write?”

“Articles, but mostly, I’m writing a novel.”

He chuckled lightly. “Let me guess, you’re going to write the next New York Times bestselling novel and get a Pulitzer Prize?”

“Don’t all writers dream of that?”

“Yes, that’s what I’m told.” 

He then moved to her other leg and poured the lotion in his palms before massaging it into her skin. “Do you still live at home?”

Her body shook with a silent laugh. “I’m almost thirty. Wouldn’t that make me look pathetic?”

He grinned. “Just asking.”

“No, I don’t live at home. I share an apartment with Dawn, my best friend from high school.”

He really wanted to ask her how she paid the bills, but he didn’t know how to word it without sounding like he was snooping. “What occupation does your friend have?”

“She’s a school teacher.”

He frowned. Didn’t Erin realize that a school teacher’s salary wouldn’t be able to pay the bills in a New York apartment by herself? But yet, Erin really hadn’t been lying. He just wasn’t asking the right questions.

“Why didn’t you bring your friend with you on this trip?”

“She couldn’t take off time from work.”

His mind scrambled in search of other questions he could ask her, but nothing intelligent was coming to his head. One way or another, he needed to make her tell him why she was really here. 

“What do you do for fun in New York?”

“Hmm...” She breathed slower and more relaxed. “Not much. Clubbing mostly, but even that is boring after a while.”

He shifted on the bed, moving closer to her arms. After rubbing lotion in his palms, he began massaging one of her limbs. “And to think, you never found a boyfriend in all that time.”

“Most men are jerks,” she said in almost a mumble. 

“And yet,” he said softly, “you still became attracted to me really quickly.”

“Hmm...” She sighed. “You’re different.”

He could tell she was getting tired. Maybe she would open up more with a sleepy mind. “Why am I different?”

“Cuz, you are hard-working. You care about others. You don’t think the world revolves around you.”

As he listened to her talking slower and slower, he thought back on his life as a bachelor billionaire and realized he had been just like she’d described she didn’t like. Once he fell into his billions, he paid others to do his work. And yes, he’d been very selfish. But when he decided to step into the role of staff member at Hideaway in Paradise, his whole attitude had changed. He remembered why he had enjoyed working so hard right after high school. He was proud of what he had accomplished, because he had worked for everything he’d gotten.

Being back at the resort had changed him, which is why he had suddenly became the man Erin was looking for. Inwardly, he groaned. No wonder he’d fallen so fast and so hard for her, because she was the woman he was looking for, as well.

He moved his hands up to her shoulder, slowing his movements. “Erin? I... I know the truth about you.” He paused briefly, but didn’t want to wait too long to give her a chance to start lying. “I know you’re a journalist from a magazine. I hope you can trust me to tell me why you’re here. Please?”

He waited for her answer, but her back moved up and down slowly with her relaxed breaths. He stopped massaging her and leaned closer to look at the side of her face. 

She was asleep. 

He grinned, and yet, disappointment filled him. He’d try again tomorrow to get her to talk. The truth needed to come out soon – even if it meant confessing his secrets to her.

* * * *
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THE LOUD BUZZING OF Erin’s cell phone jerked her out of her dreams, and she jumped up in bed. Her muscles protested the sudden movement, and she groaned. She scooted to the side of the bed and snatched her cell off the nightstand.

“What do you want?” she snapped.

“Is that any way to talk to your editor?”

Erin gasped. “Sorry, Anne. I didn’t even think to look at caller ID.” She blinked, trying to focus. Maybe looking at the ID wouldn’t have mattered, anyway.

“How is the article coming? Have you gathered a lot of information?”

Erin laughed and swiped the wayward curls away from her face. “Not really.”

“What?” Anne’s voice lifted. “Are you trying to tell me you’ve been there for a couple of days and still don’t have enough information to write the article?”

“You got it.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve run into some problems.”

“What problems?”

Erin sighed and slumped back against the headboard. “Well, there’s the issue with the owner, Mr. Hunt. I can’t seem to locate him, and the staff doesn’t even know the man. The supervisor has met him, but he says Mr. Hunt rarely comes to the resort.”

Silence on the other end lasted a few seconds.

“Do you need to find the owner to finish your story?” Anne asked.

“Of course. I need his point of view in all of this. After all, he’s the richest one out of all of these people here.”

A heavy sigh came from the other end. “I suppose you’re right. Getting Mr. Hunt’s side of the story would be plausible and would make the article better.”

“See, I told you.”

“So, have you found anything else out?”

Erin chuckled. “Well, apparently, the staff members have a rule that they can’t date the guests, but I’ve noticed a lot of assigned assistants getting really chummy with some of the riches here.”

“Excuse me?” Anne’s voice rose. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Erin forced a laugh. “I’m only reporting the story, Anne, so don’t think otherwise.”

A belch of laughter erupted from her not-so-ladylike editor. “What I’m thinking is that you are trying not to say that you’ve flirted with the staff members.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny.” Erin bit her lip, trying not to sound like the guilty party.

“Well, I want an excellent story, Erin. I want this article so hot it burns people’s fingers as they’re turning the pages. This kind of topic sells, as you well know, and blowing the lid off the resort’s secrets is going to give you that promotion you’ve always wanted.”

Erin grinned. “I’ll get you a great story one way or another, I promise.”

“Do whatever it takes to find out about Mr. Hunt. I want you to talk to him before the week is out.”

“Yes, Anne. I’ll try.”


“There’s no trying here, woman. You’ll do it!”


“Yes. I’ll do it.”

When Erin hung up, confidence blossomed inside her chest. Little did her editor know, but Anne had just given Erin the means she needed to find out about Mr. Hunt. Now she had a better reason for wanting to be with Cole so much.

To obtain information.

She just hoped she could convince him, too.

However, Mr. Hunt had nothing to do with why she enjoyed kissing Cole so much. She really should analyze her feelings, but then she didn’t want to. What if he broke her heart? What if this was only a summer fling? 

Her gut twisted, but her heart softened. She really needed to find out.

She quickly dressed, fixed her hair, and added makeup before checking the resort’s daily agenda. Today’s activities called for water skiing. Erin loved to water ski, and as much as she wanted to go, she must not. Cole would be driving the boat, which meant it would give her time to snoop around his office, and maybe try to find out more information about Mr. Jonathan Hunt.

She waited until fifteen minutes before she was to be at the dock, and quickly called the office. Cole didn’t answer, but she didn’t expect he would since he’d be getting the boat ready.

“This is Erin DeWitt,” she told the staff member in the office. “Cole is my assigned assistant, and I know he’s busy, but can you get a message to him? Let him know that I won’t be going water skiing. I woke up with a terrible headache.”

“Of course, Miss DeWitt. I’ll let him know.”

Erin smiled. “Thanks.”

As soon as she hung up, she hurried to the window and peered outside. She hoped Cole didn’t try to come and talk her into going. It would be hard to lie to his face. He’d been so honest with her, that she felt guilty for not telling him why she was really here. Although, last night when he asked her questions while giving her the best massage of her life, she tried to be as honest as she could.

His hands had relaxed her so much that she didn’t even remember falling asleep. She had no idea what they had been talking about, either.

She kept checking her cell phone for the time, and she waited until ten minutes after the appointed time for the water skiing trip before leaving her bungalow. The area where she was at was empty, and she really could have enjoyed herself swimming in her own little beach with no one around, but she had work to do. Play time could come later.

As she neared the resort’s main building, she glanced toward the boat speeding away from the dock with a handful of people inside. Even from this point, Erin could see Cole’s perfect physique driving the boat, and she couldn’t control the sigh that sprang to her throat. 

Shaking herself back into journalist mode, she hurried to the main building and entered. Thankfully, nobody was in the lobby, so she casually walked down the hallway which lead to two other hallways. One of them lead to the dining area and an office, so she stepped toward that room. On the door was a sign Events Planner. She didn’t need to look there.

She turned down the other hallway. Each room had a sign on the door to announce what it was for. Except the very last door.

She stopped, looked up the hallway, and listened. The radio from the dining room blasted some awful rap song, but it didn’t sound like anyone was around who could bother her.

Twisting the doorknob, she scowled. Locked. She remembered seeing her brother break into a locked room when they were teenagers, so she searched through her handbag until she found a credit card. It took several tries, but finally the soft click came from the door. She breathed a sigh of relief, checked the hallway one last time before walking inside.

Darkness surrounded her, until her eyes adjusted. Thick curtains hung over the windows, keeping the light out. She shut the door, locked it, and then turned on the light. Expensive office furniture was scattered throughout the large room, but it was the oak desk in the middle that interested her most. Obviously, this was Mr. Hunt’s office.

She breathed in deeply. Strange, that the place didn’t smell musky since the owner didn’t hang around the resort that often. Then again, Cole probably worked in the office quite a bit since he was the supervisor. She closed her eyes and inhaled, and detected a faint smell of his cologne.

She hurried to the desk and scanned the items on top. Mostly organized, there wasn’t too much out of place. The small stack of papers on his desk looked to be applications for hire. It surprised her that the man didn’t have pictures of family anywhere. Unless he didn’t have family.

Leaving the desktop, she pulled out the top drawer. Pens and pencils and notepads were placed evenly side-by-side. Who was this guy? An organized freak? Then again, her office at the magazine looked very similar to this.

She took out the notebook and flipped through the pages. Empty.

After closing the drawer, she moved to the next, and to the next. Nothing of importance captured her interest. When she pulled out the bottom drawer, several hanging files caught her eye.

From outside the door, voices echoed in the hallway. She crouched and held her breath, hoping they’d pass right by the office without wondering who was inside. She zeroed her senses to the flapping of their flip-flops against the hard-wooden floor. Gradually, the footsteps disappeared.

Breathing a sigh of relief, she searched through the hanging files. Faded newspaper articles drew her attention, and she pulled them out one by one. All were from different newspapers, but they all had the same woman’s picture on the front. All the articles talked about the wealthy woman’s generous donations to the children’s hospital.

Erin pulled out a notebook and pen from her handbag and jotted down the name of the heiress and the date of the newspapers. Although the woman’s last name wasn’t Hunt, there must be some connection.

As she slipped them back into the folder, another clipping caught her eyes. This time there was no picture, instead it was an article about a billionaire’s messy divorce. She didn’t have time to read through the article, so folded it up and pushed it in her handbag.

Carefully, she closed the drawer. She walked around the room, studying the pictures of hotels on the walls, and writing down their locations. Before she knew it, she was almost back to the door.

Heaving a frustrated sigh, she turned to make sure she didn’t leave anything out of place. Her shoulder caught on the wall organizer and bumped into it. A couple of letters fell to the floor. She picked them up and scanned the name and address. Her heart picked up rhythm when she noticed Mr. Hunt’s name neatly written in the left-hand corner of the envelope.

He must have been here recently!

She took out her notepad again, and scribbled down the names the letters were addressed to. Carefully, she placed them back in the organizer.

It looked as if her job here was done. Unfortunately, she didn’t find what she’d hoped. A picture of the owner would have been nice. Hopefully, the few things she stumbled across would help her locate Mr. Hunt.

Putting her ear next to the door, she listened for any movement from out in the hallway. Satisfied nobody lurked nearby, she turned off the lights and opened the door. She took a quick peek up and down before hurrying out of the office, locking the door before closing it.

Confidently, she hurried to the nearest exit and left the building. The next item on her agenda was to search the Internet for this woman in the newspaper article. After that, she was prepared to talk to Cole again, and charm some answers out of him in order to get him to talk.

That gorgeous, adorable man still kept secrets from her. She’d get them out of him one way or another, and she anticipated the outcome.
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This afternoon had been utterly miserable. Not only did Cole have to put up with the women guests flirting with him every chance they got, but when he didn’t give them any attention, they started complaining about the heat and wanting him to rub sun-block lotion on them. Although it was supposed to be his job duty as a staff member, he had grown tired of unsatisfied rich women who expected to be waited on constantly.

Of course, his bad mood stemmed from the text he’d gotten from Larry who let him know that Erin had a headache and wouldn’t be coming on the boat today. Cole tried to tell himself that was a good thing, only because the more he thought about what Joey had discovered, the more irritated Cole became. Had all this time with Erin been a lie? Yet, her kisses didn’t seem fake, and the smoldering look in her pretty eyes didn’t look fake, either. They had grown very close in the past few days, and he thought she should have liked him enough to trust him. 

Apparently, it was obvious that he couldn’t read women very well. And of course, that knowledge only upset him more. It didn’t help that he was becoming more and more frustrated because he couldn’t see how the resort was losing money. He had no clue where it was going, and he still suspected one of the staff to be stealing.

Perhaps he should just sell the resort and let another owner worry about that problem. Yet, he really enjoyed the location of Hideaway in Paradise. His guests always enjoyed themselves and told him that this really was a paradise. 

Once he docked and everyone left the boat, he put away the equipment before hurrying back to his room to change. Dinnertime crept upon him quicker than he wanted, but he couldn’t stop that. Maybe it was a good thing. It kept him away from Erin just a little longer.

He showered and then hurried and changed into his evening attire. Tonight, he wore a white shirt and white slacks, and his white canvas slip-on shoes. His mind went over everything he was supposed to accomplish today. He paused when remembering the two letters he hadn’t gotten in the mail.

Grumbling, he rushed out of his room and toward the main office. On his way, he waved to a few guests, grateful he hadn’t run into Erin yet. That woman knew how to melt his mind by just looking at him. If he didn’t find a way to stop his urges, his heart would be in big trouble, because he didn’t think his relationship with Erin was going to end well.

Once he stepped into his office, Erin’s jasmine scent attacked his senses. He stopped and looked around. Nothing seemed out of place, yet why could he smell her?

He closed the door and turned on the light, giving his office another careful scan. Still, nothing seemed out of place. So, why did he feel Erin had been here?

There was only one way to tell.

He hurried to the far wall and slid one of the pictures aside, giving him access to his security cameras. There were cameras all over the resort, except in the rooms, but especially in his office where the main safe was kept.

He pulled out the tape and moved over to the camera sitting by his window and plugged it in. He fast-forwarded the tape until a movement from inside his office caught his eyes. Playing the tape at normal speed, he studied the woman on the mini-screen.

Erin. His heart dropped. She had been in his office, and obviously, she picked the lock on the door to do it. What was her purpose? But when she took notes of the newspaper clipping he had on his ex-wife, his gut clenched.

Could the woman that turned his mind to mush actually work for Carmen? His ex had been trying for years to break him. After their divorce, she tried to claim alimony, and thankfully, his lawyer was better than hers, so he won. 

He scowled. Nothing made sense when it came to Erin. If she worked for his ex, wouldn’t she know his identity? Wouldn’t she know he was Carmen’s ex-husband?

Perhaps Erin did. Yet, she seemed headstrong about finding and meeting Mr. Hunt.

He sighed and scratched his head. The puzzle was not connecting, and because of the confusion, a slight pound began in his skull.

He growled and pulled the tape out of the camera. It looked as if there’d be no more lovey-dovey stuff with Erin. He had evidence of her breaking and entering, which were grounds for kicking her out of the resort. But before he did, he was going to get some answers. No matter what.

Even if it meant introducing her to Mr. Hunt.

* * * *
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DINNER DIDN’T SATISFY Erin. Could it be because the man sitting next to her kept talking to her and wouldn’t leave her alone? How could she concentrate on what she’d found in Cole’s office if the man beside her wouldn’t shut up? She had politely nodded and smiled from time to time, but because she wouldn’t participate in the conversation, she figured he’d get the hint and talk to someone else. Sadly, it didn’t work as she’d wanted.

Another reason dinner wasn’t enjoyable was because she’d only seen Cole for a few, brief moments. He didn’t even acknowledge her presence. Of course, he looked very busy, as if something had gone wrong in the kitchen. He looked so handsome tonight. His white clothes complimented his tanned skin and dark hair and facial hair. He was more handsome than she could imagine.

Still, she missed him. Missed the way his eyes darkened whenever his gaze swept over her. She missed the way her heartbeat hammered out of control whenever he was near. And she missed how tenderly he held her and stared deeply into her eyes.

Tonight she’d dressed in one of her long, white summer dresses, hoping to feel cooler. It worked a little. But she had wanted to see the look in his eyes when he saw that their minds were aligned as they wore the same color of clothes. Then again, men usually never thought of that.

After dinner, someone suggested a night game of volleyball on the beach. Erin enjoyed some sports, volleyball being one of them, but she wasn’t in the mood to play a game tonight. Only seeing and talking to Cole would cheer her up.

As she walked toward her bungalow, her mind went back to what she’d found in Cole’s office. The addresses to other resorts that she had found only had one thing in common. Mr. Jonathan Hunt. That, of course, only told her that Cole was using Mr. Hunt’s office while he was out. Sadly, she hadn’t found anything new in her article search. In a few days, she’d return to New York with no story at all... and no promotion.

But she couldn’t give up yet. She had to try to get more answers out of Cole. And... she’d tell him the truth to why she was there. Cole would know more than anyone about wealthy people. He’d worked at these resorts and hotels since he was in high school. Erin was sure he had stories of his own about wealthy women and getting his heart broken.

Her stomach fluttered with nerves. She prayed he wouldn’t become upset when she confessed her true identity. If that happened, she’d have to try to make it up to him... and hopefully, he’d let her.

She returned to her bungalow a little more hopeful. She’d find Cole tonight after he was finished doing his duties, and she’d have him take a midnight walk on the beach with her, hand-in-hand, hopefully. The mood would be set, and she prayed everything would go according to plan.

Erin glanced at her handbag. Immediately, she remembered the article about the billionaire’s messy divorce that she hadn’t read yet. She sat at the little table and searched through her handbag, finding it quickly.

The article talked about a wealthy woman suing her billionaire husband for half of his worth. The woman’s name was Carmen Allen, and the billionaire’s name was Jonathan Cole Hunt.


Her thoughts came to a screeching halt and she sucked in a breath. Cole? It couldn’t be...


Her heart pounded quicker, remembering the conversations she had with Cole about Mr. Hunt. When Cole described the owner of the resort, he gave his attributes.

At first, her heart wrenched, feeling as though he’d lied to her. But then she realized that he was probably protecting his identity from the staff and guests. He must have a really good reason to pretend to be the supervisor when in reality he was the man who owned the resort.

Mixed emotions filled her, and she moved away from the desk to pace the floor, wringing her hands against her middle. She loathed rich men, and her main purpose for coming here was to write a demeaning article about how they lied to women. If Cole and Mr. Hunt were indeed the same person... she’d found her story!

But then, the man she’d gotten to know and have feelings for wasn’t the billionaire. Had she been wrong to judge wealthy men just because of her few bad experiences with men who had money? Was Cole a sweet, kind man underneath all of his billions?

One way or another, she needed to talk to him about this, and of course, she’d confess to him who she really was, too.

She quickly peeked in the mirror to make sure her hair wasn’t out of place before leaving the bungalow. A small wind blew off the ocean and felt wonderful. The sunset was so very lovely this evening. Orange and yellow colored the sky, giving the ocean a bluish-green contrast. It was the most beautiful scene she’d ever seen. There was no way she couldn’t take advantage of this by not being with Cole.

When she glanced across the beach, she saw a familiar form and her heartbeat raced. It appeared Cole was taking in the spectacular scenery as he treaded the shoreline. A grin stretched across her face. It was as if they were meant to be together tonight.

A high-pitched laugh broke through the soft sound of the wind and water slapping against the tide, and Erin glanced at Mrs. Capelle who had her arm hooked around her assigned assistant’s arm, resting her head on his shoulder as they walked toward the group of bungalows. The woman appeared slightly intoxicated. 

It struck Erin as odd since the guests knew the rules about not getting involved with the staff, just as much as the staff knew them. But then Cole had broken the rules. Maybe they didn’t apply to the resort’s owner.

Erin pulled her focus away from the odd woman and concentrated on Cole in the distance. Hurrying her step, she walked toward him. He looked to be in deep thought as she slowly walked along the beach, kicking at the wet sand from time-to-time. Not once did he look up, and Erin was able to come right up to him without him even noticing.

“Are you looking for something?” she wondered.

He snapped his head up as surprise registered on his face. His gaze moved over her as he smiled. “Nothing now. I think I found what I was looking for.”

She chuckled. “Well, I think you were looking in the wrong place. I’m not in the sand.”

He caressed her arm lightly. “Are you feeling better? I heard you had a headache this morning.”

“I’ve had a headache most of the day.” This time when she said it, it wasn’t a lie. “But I’m feeling better now.”

“No more body aches?”

“None. Your magical massage made them all disappear.”

“I’ll admit, I’ve never had anyone fall asleep on me, though.”

She laughed. “I’m sorry, but after the relaxing Jacuzzi soak, and then your massage, my body just couldn’t stay awake another moment.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better.” He motioned toward the beach. “Would you like to walk with me?”

“You’re not busy?”

He shook his head. “I’ve decided to take the rest of the night off.”

“You won’t get in trouble?”

“Not really.” He shrugged. “There’s something I haven’t told you about me and the boss.”

Her heart hammered quickly. Would he confess now? It would save her from having to tell him she knew who he was. “What is that?”

“I’m...”

She held her breath.

“I’m... well, the boss and I are really good friends. I don’t think he’ll fire me.”

Blowing out her breath, she tried not to frown. Although she wanted him to trust her enough to tell her, it looked as if it was up to her to start this sensitive conversation.

“Good, because I was hoping to spend some time with you.” She hooked her arm around his. “I missed you today.”

They took slow steps as they walked. He looked down at her, and his expression appeared relaxed. “I’ve missed you, too, and... I’ve wanted to talk to you.”

“About what?”

“Us.”

Her stomach fluttered with nervousness. “Us? Because we are close, and we’re not supposed to be?”

“Yeah, that, too.” He paused briefly. “You see, you are unlike the other guests, Erin. You are the only guest who has become interested in the people who work here instead of the others who are here on vacation.” He stroked her cheek with his knuckles. “Why is that, I wonder?”

She took a deep breath, ready to tell him, and praying that he understood.

“And I also wonder,” he continued as if he didn’t want her to explain, “how a woman like you could afford coming to such a luxury resort, especially since you didn’t win the trip from a radio station.”

She sucked in a shocked breath and stopped. He knew? “What? How did you... why did you..”

Cole nodded, dropping his hand. “Erin, when I’m interested in a woman and something doesn’t seem right, I have my investigator friend check them out.”

Inwardly, she groaned. “So, you probably know that my name is Erin West, and that I work for a New York magazine called, What Women Want, and that I’m here to do research on my next article.”

He nodded, scrubbing his hand over his chin. “I didn’t really know if you were here to write an article, but I figured as much when I found out where you worked. I also realized that was why you were asking such odd questions to the resort’s guests.”

She inhaled a shaky breath as she clasped her hands together. “Cole, I’m sorry I had to lie to you. I didn’t think anyone would talk to me if they knew why I was really here.”

“And you are correct.” He folded his arms. “Most people come on vacation to get away from the worries going on in their world.”

“Exactly. But I have one week to write an amazing story.”

“What is your topic?”

Silently, she groaned. Although she didn’t want to tell him, she also didn’t want to lie to him anymore. “Why rich men lie – or something along those lines.”

His eyes widened, and he threw his head back, laughing. But this was a different laugh. It wasn’t the easy-going tone she’d become familiar with. In fact, his laugh almost sounded forced now.

“Then I’m sure you struck a goldmine by coming here and finding out that the owner of the resort is pretending to be one of the staff.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t know you were Jonathan Hunt until today.”

“Yes, I know. I saw you on my security camera when you searched my office.”

He didn’t look happy at all. Of course, who’d blame him? But to be caught... Her stomach lurched. It appeared she would be cutting her vacation short now. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

His jaw tightened. “Do you know I could have you arrested?”

Frowning, she dropped her gaze to the sand and the water slowly sneaking toward their shoes. She blinked back the tears burning in her eyes. “Yes, and I would deserve everything you charge me with.”

Silence stretched between them for several seconds, and it became uncomfortable, but she was too afraid to look at him. Her heart was breaking, and she wished things hadn’t turned out this way. Could she have done things differently when they first met? Probably, but then it was like he said – the guests and staff wouldn’t have wanted to talk to her if they knew why she was really here. 

“Was this between us part of your disguise?”

The emotional doubt in his voice tugged on her heart. She lifted her gaze and met his, and her heart wrenched again. His dejected expression let her know his feelings. 

“Cole, you can’t look at it that way. After all, you were also in disguise, so I could ask you the same thing.”

“You came onto me first, remember?”

“True, but... you didn’t try to stop it, either.”

Cole inhaled deeply and pushed his fingers through his hair. “Just be honest with me, for once, Erin. Was there any feeling behind your kisses, or was it your purpose to try and flirt with me in hopes that I’d tell you about the owner of the resort?”

Her heart continued to break as she watched his frustration. She couldn’t stop her tears from filling her eyes. “Oh, believe me, there was a lot of feeling behind my kisses. You were the best kisser, and you made my heartbeat soar quicker than any other man has done before. In fact, I’d wondered a few times if I was falling in love... but I won’t lie. My original intent was to flirt with you to get you to like me in hopes of gaining information—”

He growled and threw his hands in the air, turning away from her. “I knew it.”

“Cole, please. Don’t be mad.”

“Don’t be mad?” His voice lifted in anger as he looked at her again. “Why shouldn’t I be upset? You came here under false pretenses, broke into my office to snoop around, and then charmed me until I kissed you... merely so that you could have a story for your precious magazine.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, lady, but you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t understand why you think I should be calm about this.”

He turned and started walking away. Panicked, she hurried after him, grabbing his arm. “Cole, it wasn’t like that. Please let me explain.”

He stopped and she almost ran into him. The look he gave her made her catch her breath.

“Tell me one thing, Erin. Are you going to write the article? Is my picture going to be plastered on the front of the magazine? Will you slander my name and reputation just to get your precious story?”

Frowning, she dropped her gaze to his chest and blinked quickly, trying to stop her tears. “The reason the magazine sent me here was to find a story... one that would sell.”

“Did it ever occur to you why I have tried to keep my life private? How dare you keep prying when it’s obvious that Jonathan Hunt doesn’t want to be bothered.”

Emotion clogged her throat, and her heavy chest made it difficult to breath. “I’m sorry, Cole. I didn’t set out to hurt you.”

“Your lies are what hurt, Erin.”

Growling, he spun away and marched back toward the main office. Tears fell down her eyes, but she didn’t try to stop him. She’d ruined things terribly, and she didn’t know what to say to make things right again.

But then, maybe that was just impossible. Long-distance relationships never worked out.
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Tears streamed down Erin’s cheeks as she stuffed her clothes into her suitcase the next morning. She hadn’t gotten any sleep, and she knew it was what she deserved. She’d hurt Cole, and her heart was breaking knowing that she’d hurt someone she had deep feelings for. As she had lain awake last night, she wondered why she had allowed him into her heart, knowing that she might never see him again. She had fallen for him so quickly. Love at first sight happened – she’d heard stories. Out of all the breakups she’d had with her boyfriends over the years, already this one was the worst. Cole would be a hard man to get over, especially when she’d thought of him as being nearly perfect. He had been the man she’d wanted... until the truth came out.

Swiping the back of her hand across her face, she rushed into the bathroom to gather her things. In the mirror, her attention rested on the Jacuzzi tub, and the wonderful memory she’d always treasure of him selflessly coming to her aid to help with her bath and then giving her a massage to relax her tight muscles.

She tore her gaze away from the tub and concentrated on packing. Everything that happened here must be forgotten. If not, it would rip her heart to shreds.

Wasn’t it enough her editor would kill her once Anne discovered Erin wasn’t going to write the story? Groaning, she buried her face in her hands. She had to write a story. Without it, there would be no promotion, and Erin deserved a promotion. She’d been working for them for six years, for heaven’s sake!

Pounding on the door jerked her alert and she snapped her head toward the door.  Her heartbeat hammered against her ribs. There was only one person who could knock with such a fierce hand.

She took a deep breath and ran her hand over the yellow summer dress she’d dressed in this morning. Slowly she walked to the door, taking deep breaths to calm her fierce pulse.

As she opened the door, Cole’s arm had been raised to knock again, and lingered in the air. When their eyes met, sparks flew all around them, the same way it’d always done. This morning he wore a pair of faded Levis and a white-silk buttoned shirt with the first two buttons undone. He definitely didn’t look like any resort staff member now. He looked like a casual billionaire.

Her throat turned dry, so she swallowed. “What do you want?” she asked softly.

“You never answered me. Are you going to write that story?”

A knot of emotion formed in her throat as his sad eyes sapped her strength. “It’s my job, Cole. Writing articles for the magazine is what pays the bills.”

He dropped his arm and leaned against the doorframe. “Tell me truthfully. Was everything between us for your story or was any of it real?”

Her chest tightened. She swept her hand in front of her and motioned for him to enter. He hesitated before walking in. After closing the door, she faced him, pressing her back against the wood and lifting her chin in defiance. “Are you asking if I was falling in love with you?”

“Yes.”

She nodded. “I couldn’t help myself. You were the kindest man I’d ever met. I was attracted to you immediately, and you made me feel things that I’d never experienced before. I found that whenever we were apart, all I could do was think of you and when I’d get to see you next. And when we were together, I never wanted to leave your side.”

“How long have you known about my true identity?”

“I didn’t know until after snooping through your office and finding the newspaper article about your divorce. Your full name was written in the article.”

His eyes widened. “Really? Not before?”

“I promise. I only discovered it then.”

The lines of anger on his expression relaxed as his mouth turned up into a small smile. He stepped toward her and she held her breath. He stopped directly in front of her. The musky scent she’d always loved clung to him, making her want to bury her face in his neck and breathe deeply.

“Those times when we were kissing and holding each other, you only thought of me as someone who worked at the resort?”

She nodded. “Of course. You were just a normal man to me, even though there wasn’t anything normal about you since I’d never met anyone like you before. Why would I think differently?” She shook her head. “Have you forgotten when I told you that money doesn’t impress me? That’s why none of the male guests were able to get close to me.” She breathed slowly as irritation flowed through her. “Men! You’re all alike. You all think that I only want you for your money. Gads, I hate that. Why don’t you stop to think that I can love you for your sweet personality, your melting gaze, and your addicting sense of humor? When I look at you, I don’t see dollar signs. I see a man who went out of his way to help people... to help me when I was nearly thrown from a horse, and when my muscles ached so badly, I almost couldn’t walk. I see a man who is caring... and kisses with such passion that it takes my breath away.”

In one sweep of his arms around her, he pulled her against him. His gaze softened and he smiled fully. “You said you loved me.”

She hitched a breath. Maybe she shouldn’t have, but... he seemed to like that. “Yes, I said it because that’s how I feel.”

He bent his head and captured her mouth. As her heart soared, she wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing closer to him. The kiss wasn’t as wild as they’d shared before, but definitely more meaningful. 

Cole broke the kiss and pulled back only slightly. “I don’t know what it is about you, but I can’t get enough. I think of you all the time, and I can’t wait to be with you again. I’ve never felt this way, either.”

She chuckled. “Good. I’d hate to think I was the only person with those feelings.”

He brushed his lips against hers again. “Erin, I don’t want you to write the story. It might ruin the reputation I’ve tried to keep for many years as a respected businessman.” He withdrew and met her gaze. “Do you understand where I’m coming from?”

“Yes.”

“What can I do to keep you from writing the story?”

She shrugged. “I’ve actually already decided not to write it. I don’t know what article I’ll write, but I’m sure my boss won’t be too happy, and I’m extra sure the magazine won’t reimburse me for this trip.”

He kissed her again, this time holding her tighter as his hands gently moved over her back. Happiness filled her, and she was relieved that they had repaired the damage that had been done to their relationship. But the fact still remained, she needed a story for the magazine.

She broke the kiss first, and leaned her head against his forehead. “Oh, Cole. I could kiss you all day long and not get tired. But, I need to write a story.”

“What if you can’t? What will your boss do?”

“Probably fire me.” She shrugged. “After all, I convinced them to let me go on this trip because of my article idea.”

“Let me think about what you can write that will help us both out.” He kissed her briefly. “Erin, I can’t lose you. In such a short time, you’ve become so special to me, and I don’t want this to end.”

She smiled. “Neither do I.”

The beeping sound of a cell phone made Cole jump. He dug through his pocket and pulled out his phone, glancing at the display. “There’s been a problem at the main office. I’ve got to go.”

“All right.”

He motioned to her suitcase on the bed. “Unpack, because you’re not going anywhere.”

She laughed. “If you say so.”

He gave her one more quick kiss before leaving. As she closed the door, she sighed heavily, and silently thanked God for making things right between her and Cole. And yet, there was still the big problem of having a long-distance relationship. How could they fix that?

* * * *
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COLE RUSHED INTO THE main office. Larry stood behind the desk, and when he noticed Cole, he moved around it, meeting him halfway.

“What’s wrong?” Cole asked. “Your text said it was an emergency.”

Larry nodded. “We need to talk in private.”

Cole led the way toward his office. Once both men were behind closed doors, Cole sat behind his desk as Larry paced the floor. It was obvious that the early twenty-year-old man had a lot on his mind. Cole hoped the young man wouldn’t wait very long before telling him what was on his mind. Cole wanted to get back to Erin. Now that the truth was out, he wanted to spend more time with her without feeling guilty. It wasn’t like him to confess his love to a woman after knowing her for a few days, but he couldn’t wait to do that now, especially because he knew it was the truth.

Larry stopped in front of the desk, looking directly at Cole. “I’ve been working at this resort since my first year in college. I love this job, and yet... I have allowed one of the guests to blackmail me.” Larry’s voice tightened. “It’s been going on for three years, and I don’t know how to stop.”

Blackmail? That was something Cole wouldn’t tolerate from his guests, especially when his employees were as responsible and dedicated as Larry was. “What happened?”

“Three years ago, a woman and her daughter came to the resort. I become attracted to Mandy, and she felt the same way about me. I knew I wasn’t supposed to act upon my emotions, because of the resort’s rule. But one thing led to another...” Larry gulped noisily. “I broke the rule, and one of the guests saw. The guest didn’t say anything but kept watching me and Mandy sneak around to have private moments. This guest took pictures.” He paused and his expression hardened. “Two days before Mandy and her mother left, this guest came to me and demanded that I give her money, or she’d take these pictures to Mr. Hunt – and Mandy’s mother. I didn’t want to lose my job, and I especially didn’t want Mandy involved, so I started stealing money from the resort.” Larry lowered his gaze to the floor.

Shock washed over Cole, and relief filled him. That was why money was missing from his accounts. But now, he needed to figure out how to solve this.

“Who was the guest who blackmailed you?”

“Mrs. Capelle.” Larry hesitantly raised his gaze. “She keeps returning, knowing I’ll be here. I’ve tried to get her to stop, but she won’t. She makes me give her money.” He shook his head. “I can’t do it anymore. I plan on quitting, and I know you’ll have me arrested because of it, but I can’t take the guilt any longer.”

Mrs. Capelle? Another wave of shock passed through Cole. “That woman is definitely devious. In fact, I know that our resort isn’t the only one she visits.”

Larry’s eyes widened. “Do you think she’s done this thing with other resorts?”

Cole shrugged. “I don’t know, but I have a friend who can find out for me.”

Larry nodded. “I hope you find out, because that woman needs to be stopped.”

“Agreed.”

“What are you going to do about... me?”

Cole sighed heavily. “I’m glad you finally came to me, but you should have said something when it first happened.”

“I couldn’t. I didn’t trust the supervisor that was here before you.”

It was on the tip of Cole’s tongue to tell the young man who he really was, but he decided against it. “Thank you for trusting me. Now, get back to work. I need to contact my friend and have Mrs. Capelle investigated.”

Larry’s face brightened and he smiled widely. “Oh, thank you Cole. You are the best. I’ll never forget your kindness.”

Chuckling, Cole motioned toward the door, and Larry left. Perhaps Cole did have a shred of kindness in him after all. He was very glad he wasn’t the billionaire that Erin disliked.

He withdrew his cell phone and called his friend. “Hey, Joey. I have someone else that needs to be investigated. This is very important, and I need this as soon as possible.”
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Erin lay on the beach, soaking in the sun’s rays as she worked on her tan. Now that there were no lies between her and Cole, every day was more spectacular than the one before. Cole spent a lot of time with her, but they didn’t kiss or hold hands in front of the others. He still wanted his staff to obey the rules. But after hours, they swam together at midnight under the stars. They cuddled together in her bungalow – or his. And their kisses grew to be more personal and emotional. 

This morning, he had breakfast with her, but then had to return to the office. Resort issues was his excuse, and she knew she had to let him do his job. But he definitely made up for lost time when he saw her again. 

Sadly, though, her week was nearly over. Tomorrow she’d be leaving to return to New York and to the job that she had no article for.

“Enjoying yourself, my lovely Erin?”

Cole’s deep voice made her heart light as she looked up just in time to see him sit next to her on her blanket on the beach. She grinned, sitting upright and bracing her hands to her sides.

“Hello, handsome.”

He placed his hand over hers, squeezing it gently. “I have some good news for you.”

She blinked with wide eyes. “You do?”

He nodded. “I think I have the topic for your article in the magazine.”

“What?” She sat up fully. “You do?”

He grinned. “I just contacted the island’s police to have one of our guests arrested. She has been blackmailing my staff members for three years... and she has done this very thing with several other resorts, too. It’s no wonder she’s a wealthy woman.”

Erin gasped. “Who is it?”

“Mrs. Capelle,” he whispered, leaning closer to her. “But don’t say anything. She doesn’t know I’ve had her investigated.”

“What made you decide to investigate her?”

As she listened to Cole tell about his employee being blackmailed, and how Cole had come to the resort to see where the money from the resort was disappearing, she realized now why he had wanted to keep his identity a secret in the first place. It softened her heart to know that he had a good reason for not telling her the truth. Of course, she’d already forgiven him, but at least she knew now.

“Oh, that terrible woman. I never did like her. She had her nose too high in the air to become friends with anyone.” Erin bristled. “And I’m glad she’s going to jail for her crimes.”

“I couldn’t tolerate her, either.” Cole rolled his eyes. “I didn’t know why before, but I know why now.”

She leaned against him, smiling. “And I’m glad you figured out where your money was going.”

“Yes, that’s a relief.”

“So,” she relaxed back on her elbows, “what do you think I should write about?”

He arched an eyebrow. “You don’t think she’s a con-artist?”

“Yeah, I guess she is.”

“Don’t you think a scandal like that would sell magazines?”

Erin grinned. “Yes, it would.”

Cole lay on his side, facing her. “I was also thinking about something else.”

“What?” She gazed into his dreamy green eyes.

“I don’t want you to leave tomorrow.”

Her heart clenched. “I wish I didn’t have to.”

“Tell me, Erin, how much do you love your job?”

She shrugged. “I’ve worked hard for where I am. I enjoy writing. I also enjoy getting my paychecks.”

He laughed. “Yes, I’m sure you do. But what if you found another job? A job that paid you better, and was in the perfect paradise location, and one where you didn’t have to stress over anything for the rest of your life?”

She laughed. “It sounds like a dream-come-true, and I’d want to hear more about it.”

He drew his finger along her arm. “I’m in great need of a publicist. I’m thinking of turning the resort into something different, and I’ll need a lot of help in accomplishing it.”

“You want to change the resort? To what?”

“To a family resort. I want more kids to come and enjoy these beaches. I want older couples to come, as well as newlyweds. And... I’ll even lower the prices.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“No, I’m completely serious.”

“And in making these changes, I’m going to need a lot of help, which is why I’ll need a publicist.”

“You want me to be your publicist?” she asked warily.

He nodded. “I can’t think of anyone better suited for the position.” He paused. “Would you be interested in that job?”

She shrugged. “I guess that all depends on you.”

“Me? Why?”

She cuddled against him, laying her head on his shoulder. “Because if I take the job, you’ll be my boss, and I won’t be able to show you how much I love you.”

Laughing, he wrapped his arms around her and laid her back on the sand as he loomed over her. “That’s actually one of the advantages to this job. You’ll be able to show your love to the boss any time you want.”


She kissed his chin. “And would the boss be able to return my feelings?”


He gazed down into her eyes and become serious. “My darling, I’ve never loved a woman like I love you, and I can’t think of anyone else in my life. I want to give you the world if you want it. Just say the words and it’s yours.”

The tender moment brought tears to her eyes and melted her heart. “What words do you want me to say, Cole?”

“Say you’ll marry me and become my wife for as long as we both shall live.”

Her heart soared and she nodded. “I want you to be my husband for as long as we both shall live... and longer. I don’t ever want to let you go.”

He tightened his hold on her. “You’re in my arms now, and that’s where you’ll stay. Forever.”

The End
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