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  ~1~


That’s it! I’m handing him my  resignation.
Abigail Johnson stuffed three dry cleaning bags into the back seat and slammed the door of her Honda Accord. The cold air pierced through her light dress suit, making her look up into the starlit sky. No snow yet. She ran around to the driver’s side of her sleek new car. At least something good came from this demoralizing personal assistant job that made her master’s in communications seem worthless. 
Closing the door to the bitter cold, she started her car and turned the heated seat on high. While waiting for the engine to warm up, she rested her forehead on the steering wheel, inhaling the new car smell. She should be grateful for this position. Any other job she would have gotten right after college wouldn’t have paid a quarter of what she made working for James Campbell.
The heater blew a dark tendril loose from her ponytail as she pushed her glasses back in place. What she wouldn’t give for the time and energy to put her contacts in every day. With a look over her shoulder and a glance up at Mr. Campbell’s still glowing office window, she pulled out of her parking space and onto the city streets.
Once again, she left the office hours after dark. It was almost eight, and the dry cleaners James preferred was across the city. Six years of Ivy League college for this…doing some rich, spoiled boy’s laundry? 
Sure, James was the hottest man on the market right now; being the youngest, single billionaire would do that. He wasn’t bad to look at either, tall, broad, with dark brown eyes that could swallow you…or pierce you with an inferiority complex. 
She drove up the on-ramp. At least the traffic was light this late in the day.
Billionaire or not, count me out on that marriage. James needed a ditsy blonde who would happily follow orders and have no aspirations of her own. Someone who would be at his beck and call and easily conform to what he wanted at any given moment. That’s not the type of life she wanted. It was bad enough she had to endure that in her professional life. He needed at least two more personal assistants. Even though she had been doing her best these last seven months, she wasn’t Superwoman.
As if to prove her right, a text came in through her car. Its masculine robotic voice read it aloud. That extra addition to her car purchase had been a lifesaver.
Text from James Campbell. Don’t forget to pick up the dry cleaning on the way to the office tomorrow morning.
“Reply to text: Do I ever forget? Send.” Abigail rolled her eyes. She forgot nothing, something that had helped tremendously in her life, and now her career. Her hair whipped the side of her face while she shook it angrily. This is no career, she thought. This is torture.
Text from James Campbell. No, I guess you haven’t. Oh, pick up two mochas tomorrow instead of one and get some more of those flowers like you did for my lunch date today.
“Why don’t you pick up your own flowers for your stupid dates?” Abigail yelled and squeezed the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. Her anger consumed her so much she almost missed her exit.
A few more turns and she finally pulled into a parking spot right in front of the dry cleaners.
Red and green lights blinked around the window that someone had frosted in a pleasant winter scene. A sense of calm eased the white-knuckled grip Abigail had on the steering wheel, and her shoulders relaxed. She couldn’t wait to go home for Christmas. In only two more days, she would enjoy hot chocolate by the fireplace while watching her nephews play outside in the snow. A contented smile spread across her face as she thought about holding her new niece. 
Why had she thought living in the city would fulfil her? She missed the slower pace of small-town life, the friendlier people, and mostly her family.
Movement in the store brought her back to the present moment. She rushed out of the car, yanking the big garment bags with her, and made it to the door as the owner stuck the key in the lock.
“I’m so sorry, may I please drop these off before you close?” Abigail pleaded through the glass door with the hesitant owner. Her heart raced. If she didn’t have these cleaned by seven o’clock tomorrow morning, James would be furious. “Please, Mr. Campbell needs them for tomorrow.”
“Oh, Mr. Campbell. Of course, we will have those done for him.” The elderly man opened the door and took the bags, nodding his head. 
“Thank you. You may have just saved my job.” Abigail’s breath eased as she did a last wave as the owner locked the door behind her.

      [image: ]“Abigail! Where are you?” James’ voice filled the office before the elevator door even closed. 
Abigail stood from behind her desk and quickly met him with a review of his agenda for the day and his two mochas. She expected to see someone beside him, but no one walked with him. Who was the other drink for?
“I’m here, Mr. Campbell.” Abigail handed him his mocha, pushed her glasses up, and fell into step beside him. “You have Mr. Walker at nine. Conference call at 10:30, lunch with…”
James stopped in his tracks, peering at her with an unfamiliar look that she couldn’t read. His eyes scrutinized her from head to toe and back again.
Heat filled Abigail’s cheeks. He had never seemed to notice her before, not more than to bark orders to at least. Definitively not as a woman, least of all one he eyed like he just did. “Did…did you want me to cancel lunch?”
“What size are you?” His words held no emotion, no hint of his intentions.
“Ex-excuse me, sir?” Abigail’s heart hammered. What had gotten into him?
“Your clothes? What size are they?”
“My clothes?” 
James groaned. “I didn’t take you for being daft, Abigail.”
“It’s an odd question to ask your assistant.” She swallowed. “Six. I wear a size six.”
“Shoes?”
“Eight.”
He nodded and continued to stride towards his corner office. No one else worked on this floor. He liked his space and his quiet.
“Yes, cancel my lunch with…whatever her name is.”
“Hillary,” Abigail responded quickly, not wondering why he had canceled. That girl had the highest-pitched voice she had ever heard. “Reschedule?”
“No.” He stopped at his door. “I won’t be needing her anymore.”
“The mocha? The flowers?” 
“They’re for you.” He spun on his heel and turned into his office. “Let me know when Mr. Walker arrives.”
“Of-of course, Mr. Campbell.” She watched him close the door behind him and stood there for several seconds before shaking her head and sitting back at her desk.
Abigail sipped the mocha while contemplating what had just occurred. What had gotten into her boss? Did something happen last night on his date? He had never told her to get a coffee for herself and definitely not flowers. He must have intended them for someone else.
The call to Hillary did not go so well. Her squeaky crying threatened to break glass, not to mention Abigail’s eardrums. Abigail, phone a distance away from her ear, did her best to console the poor girl. Hillary probably saw the hope of marrying the billionaire bachelor crumble. It wasn’t the first time Abigail had to break up with one of her boss’s girls for him. You don’t know how lucky you got, she thought as she hung up the phone.
“Abigail.” James’ voice floated over the intercom. “Get Mrs. O’Hare on the phone for me.”
“Yes, sir.” Abigail searched her computer for Mrs. O’Hare’s phone number. It wasn’t a number she called very often. Not since what was her name…Brittany. Yes, he had ordered her a new wardrobe for a weekend getaway. He must be ordering his newest trophy girl a wardrobe for his Christmas shindig he would leave for in two days. One and a half now. Only one and a half more days and she would be free to be her own person, at least for a few days.

      [image: ]Since Mr. Campbell canceled his lunch date, Abigail ordered him his favorite Chinese food. If she didn’t get him food, he would never eat, and what a bear he became without food. 
The delivery man handed her the bag with a small bow, took his large tip, and scuttled back out the door. The phone rang as she walked past her desk.
“Campbell Enterprises,” Abigail answered. “Hello again, Mrs. O’Hare. Yes, of course. I’ll see if he is available.” She put the call on hold and hit the intercom button. “Mr. Campbell, I have Mrs. O’Hare on line one, and your lunch has arrived.”
“Lunch…I didn’t realize it was so late. Set it up on the conference table.”
It had taken Abigail some time to get used to her boss’s lack of polite manners. These days, she was careful not to roll her eyes in front of him. Not that he ever really looked at her, anyway. One and a half more days, she kept the chant going. Maybe I’ll start sending out resumes after Christmas. 
Abigail pushed into the room and hastened to the conference table in his overbearingly large office. Quietly, so as not to interrupt James’ phone conversation, she set the food out on the table.
“Yes, thank you, Mrs. O’Hare. What color? Oh, hold on.” James covered the mouthpiece of the phone. “Abigail.”
She looked towards him, waiting for the next command, but none came.
“Green. Yes, you’re correct; that is rare these days.” His eyes flicked to Abigail again. “We’ll need accessories too. Deliver them here. Oh, wait.” He covered the phone again. “Abigail, what is your address?”
“What…why?” 
James raised his eyebrows, a sign of impatience that Abigail had learned many months ago.
“46 Picket Street number 7,” she stated quickly before setting out the plate and utensils for his lunch. Maybe she would start sending out resumes tomorrow. This day was getting stranger and stranger. A myriad of thoughts flooded her mind as to why he gave her address to Mrs. O’Hare. Did he expect her to hand-deliver his date’s garments this evening? How low would he go before she lost it completely, threw her hands up, and quit on the spot? She couldn’t afford to, though.
Abigail stepped back from setting up lunch when she noticed James standing behind her.
“Sit. Eat with me.”
“I should get back to work.” Abigail hesitated slightly, only because she had forgotten to eat breakfast that morning and her stomach gnawed at the divine smell of orange chicken.
“I insist.” He pulled out a chair.
Abigail sat uncomfortably. She eyed her boss as he took an extra set of utensils out of his desk and then sat. What would he say next? This was the first time he had invited her to eat with him. The mocha, the flowers, sending the clothes for his date to her address, telling Mrs. O’Hare the color of her eyes—what was going on?
James turned his dark brown gaze to her. “I never noticed you had green eyes before.”
“What is this all about, Mr. Campbell?” Abigail shifted in her seat, wishing he would go back to ignoring her. 
“Plans changed. My parents requested an earlier arrival. We’ll be leaving tomorrow.”
Tomorrow! Abigail internally cheered. One extra day away from…wait. “Did you say, we?”
“Yes, I need you to accompany me this weekend,” James said calmly as he took another bite.
Abigail dropped her fork onto her plate with a clang. The sound echoed through the room as she stared hard at the audacious man. 
“Is there something wrong?” he asked, one eyebrow rising.
“Yes,” Abigail said. She took a deep breath to calm the anger threatening to erupt and cost her this job before she found another. “I have plans to visit my family.”
“You can reschedule that. I will give you a full week off, paid, after we get back.”
“You can’t be serious?” She rose, her chair falling over in her abrupt movement. “It’s Christmas, Mr. Campbell!”
“Yes, so it is.” He sat back in his chair.
“I have never missed a Christmas with my family.” Her heart pounded at the thought of not seeing her parents or watching her nephews rip open their presents. What about her niece? She should be holding her for the first time in less than two days.
“I’ll make it worth your while. I’ll pay you double time for the entire five days you are with me, including nights.” He caught Abigail’s glaring eyes. “Your Christmas bonus will more than make up for any trouble you have to go through.” He paused again to assess her reaction. “I’ve already ordered you all the garments you will need.”
“I can’t believe you!” Abigail fumed. She clenched her hands, ignoring her short fingernails digging into her palm. Who did he think he was to order her to spend five days with him and miss out on Christmas with her family?
“Please, Abigail.” He met her eyes and, for once, it seemed as if he actually looked at her, maybe even into her. “I need you to come with me. You can ask for anything.”
Abigail couldn’t remember the last time he had asked for something, much less said please. The look in his eyes showed more emotion than she had ever seen in him. She took a deep breath to cool her boiling blood. Double time for the five days and nights on top of a large Christmas bonus would give her enough that she could quit after the trip and have a few months until she needed to even worry about finding another position. 
Or maybe she could take a vacation? She could use one of those. Or put a down payment on a condo? Guilt filled her gut at the thought of not being home with her family. Her mother’s voice echoed in her head. They would understand. Their support of her schooling, career, and lofty goals had always left her encouraged, even so, her stomach twisted with the thought of having to break the news to her parents. Who misses Christmas for work? Yet, an entire week off to spend with her family and paid, too. How could she say no to that?
“I want an assistant.” Abigail crossed her arms and wouldn’t tear her eyes away from his intense gaze. She refused to back down. If she had to give up her favorite time of year, then she would make it worthwhile. 
James laughed a genuine, deep-belly laugh. “Done. I find it amusing that my assistant asked for an assistant, but you’ve lasted longer than the others, so maybe that’s wise.” He peered at her closer, like seeing her for the first time. “Do you have contacts or prescription sunglasses?”
Abigail self-consciously pushed up her glasses. “Why? Where are we going?” 
“Hawaii.”

      [image: ]After finalizing plans during lunch, James told Abigail to take the rest of the day off to prepare for the trip. 
“Get your nails done, get a pedicure, a haircut, and whatever else you need,” he had told her. “Put it on the company card.” 
She looked at her nails and wondered if that was a command or what he thought all women did. Well, she had never got her nails done, and she wasn’t about to start now. A haircut might be nice, though. She pulled at the ends of her hair to inspect them. A haircut and a break from her glasses.
Now that she had left the office, the shock wore off. What had she been thinking? She didn’t even know why he needed his assistant to come to Hawaii for Christmas. She assumed his family would be there, but who else? What did he expect of her while she was there?
Abigail couldn’t go back and ask the questions, and she didn’t want to call him. He might just put her back to work. She had said she would go, so it was too late to change her mind. She would have to ask her questions on the flight over.
Even as upset as she was by James’ audacity, she couldn’t help the small flutter of excitement that filled her every time she thought about flying to Hawaii. She thought of the warm sun on her skin, an enjoyable break from the freezing week they had been in. 
It took her all day to summon the courage to call her mom. The garments and accessories arriving drove home the reality of it for her. This was really happening. She sifted through the expensive outfits and jewelry as she packed them into her bags. A weird, otherworldly feeling captivated her. She felt as if she had been dragged into a romance movie. 
With a heavy sigh, and a need to tell someone, she scrolled down to her mom’s number in her call log and pushed the button. What would she say? As always, though, her family only showed their support. Her mom was the best listener. She never interrupted or passed judgment. She just listened and then empathized.
“I’ve always wanted to visit Hawaii. Don’t pass this opportunity up, sweetie. We won’t be going anywhere, so we’ll see you two days after Christmas then.”
Tears filled Abigail’s eyes, and her throat constricted. “Thanks, Mom. You’re the best.”






  
  ~2~


James sent the company car for Abigail. The driver loaded her bags and silently drove her to the airport. She had to admit that it was nice not having to worry about driving through the traffic. Especially to the airport during this holiday week. Everyone and their granny seemed to be driving to the airport to spend Christmas with their families. 
The driver passed the lines of cars, driving around behind the airport. Abigail had never been to this part before. He stopped the car next to a small jet being checked over by a few men in jumpsuits.
Butterflies erupted in her chest as she walked up the stairs to the private jet. What was she getting herself into? This type of life was far from her humble reality. It all felt so surreal. She stumbled slightly in the heeled shoes that James had sent. She had never worn such expensive clothes or shoes, not to mention the accessories he also ordered. Her fingers fondled the pearl necklace, making sure it still hung around her neck. Why did he need his assistant to dress so, well, rich?
The flight attendant escorted her onto the plane and motioned towards the back. “Mr. Campbell is expecting you.”
Abigail had never been on an airplane like this. It even had a bar and kitchen area. Beyond the curtain that the flight attendant motioned to, was a room set up almost like a living room. Abigail trailed her finger along the plush seats facing each other, with a table in between. There were four sets, and she found James tucked in at the end.
“Has my assistant arrived yet?” he asked, not looking up from his laptop.
“I’m here.” Abigail folded her arms across her chest and took a deep breath. This was going to be a long five days.
James’ eyes followed her long legs, past the knee-length skirt, up her modest yet classy blouse, taking in her long brown tendrils hanging down, and her face to her eyes…not hidden behind glasses. 
“Oh,” he said. “I, uh, you’re here. Good.” He pushed an intercom button. “We’re set to take off when you’re ready.”
“Yes, sir. We’ll be heading down the runway as soon as we’re given the all-clear,” the pilot responded over the intercom.
“Sit. We’ll be taking off shortly.” He motioned to the chair across from him.
Abigail looked around the cabin, thinking it was weird he wanted her this close to him. 
“Here?” she questioned. The anger at the sight of him still had her seething. She would rather sit on the other side of the plane and pretend for a few hours that she was going on vacation.
“Yes. We need to discuss some things, since we only have ten hours to turn you into my girlfriend.” He motioned again to the chair. 
“Your w-what?” Abigail already fumed with anger, but now her face burned with rage. This was asking too much. Her arms fell from her chest to clench at her sides. Her lips thinned and her eyes narrowed. “You never mentioned the pretense of this trip. This was not the deal.”
“You thought I needed a business assistant to attend a family function?” James’ eyebrows lifted and the right corner of his mouth twitched up.
The change in his attitude and ease of his manner left Abigail off-guard. That sideways grin did something to her, and she didn’t trust it. She hesitated and then breathed life back into her white knuckles. Movement left her dizzy, and reaching out for the plush chair next to her.
“We’re heading down the runway now. Please take your seat and fasten your seatbelt.” The flight attendant popped her head in and disappeared just as quickly.
“Please, Abigail, sit.” His voice softened, coaxing her to ease into the chair. 
Her eyes still glared at him distrustfully as she lowered herself into the chair. What choice did she have at the moment?
James sighed. “You’re a PR person. I know that might not be what you do for me, but it’s a topic that you studied.”
Abigail buckled her seatbelt and nodded, all the while wanting to flee out of the plane instead. What was she doing? A heaviness dropped onto her shoulders. She might be making the biggest mistake of her life.
“My younger brother will announce his wife’s pregnancy this weekend.” James smoothed his hair back, leaving a small cowlick sticking up in its wake. 
Abigail quelled the urge to smooth it down for him. 
“Why is that a PR problem for you?” she asked while easing further into her chair. “Your brother is not the successful businessman you are.”
“There are more measures of success than money.” He met her eyes with a deep, meaningful look. A sadness she had never taken the time to see before showed itself. An unwanted tenderness invaded her heart. 
Abigail took time to process what James had said, and how he had said it. Brief memories of articles and news stories about the Billionaire Bachelor, and the rumors he would never marry or have an heir to pass on his legacy. Abigail had never paid much attention to them. James was still young. He had plenty of time. So what if he wanted to focus on his career first?
“The last time I saw my family, they joked about creating a TV show like The Bachelor to find me a wife.”
Abigail’s mouth dropped open. “They wouldn’t?”
“Yes, they would. You know my father is a producer. He’s always looking for the next big break.” James flung back into his chair, his forehead furrowing. “You see why I need you now?”
A change of perspective shifted within Abigail. Sure, James was a spoiled rich boy, but he worked hard to build his company. She respected him as the successful business executive he was. To see him shamed and vulnerable spoke deep inside her. A soft spot opened up for James Campbell. Besides, the PR challenge this represented sparked her competitiveness.
“Okay.” Abigail nodded, her mind whirring with ideas and strategies. “Primary goal is to get them off your back about finding a wife.”
He nodded.
“You think showing up with a new girlfriend will do that?”
“Not new…long term, serious.” He kept his gaze level, meeting her stare with determination.
“How long term?” 
“Seven months and two days.”
“That’s exactly how long I’ve been working for you.” Abigail couldn’t believe him. Had he just reviewed her records? 
“Yes.”
“It won’t work.” Abigail shook her head.
“Why not?”
“How will you explain the dates with Brittany, Hillary, and the others?”
He shrugged. “We casually dated at first?”
Abigail considered this. It could work. Many people dated casually while looking for the right one. “What about the fact that we have never been seen together socially?”
“You aren’t comfortable with the spotlight.”
“Well, isn’t that the truth,” Abigail murmured.
James lifted one eyebrow. “There will be reporters and cameras at some functions.”
Abigail breathed in deeply and nodded her head. “What about the fact that we probably have been seen together during business?”
“If you continue to, uh, look like this,” he said, motioning to her, “they won’t recognize you, and per our initial agreement, I never released your name.”
“Clothes and contacts don’t make that much of a difference,” Abigail said, tugging her skirt down and then tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.
James’ eyes slightly widened, and his half smile caused heat to fill her cheeks.
“Fine, let’s say this works. How are we going to pull off dating for that long when you don’t know a thing about me?” Abigail’s eyes narrowed, daring him to combat her statement.
“That’s why you’re sitting here.” He smirked.
“Yeah, got it.” She folded her arms across her chest again. 
“So, let’s start with your family. Where are they? What do they do? Siblings?” He leaned back in his chair and sipped his mocha.
“Pennsylvania. My dad was a professor, and my mom stayed at home with my two sisters, brother, and me. I'm the youngest. I have three nephews, six, ten, and twelve, and a brand new niece I was supposed to be meeting tomorrow.” She glared at him, anger sparking anew. The pictures her sister had sent her of her niece filled her heart with longing. She wanted to hold that precious baby so much it hurt.
“I will make this worth your trouble, Abigail.” His voice softened.
She nodded and took a moment to look out the window. When had they taken off? Why hadn’t she been aware of the plunging feeling as they left the safety of the ground? Probably because my stomach has felt that way since my boss told me I would be pretending to be his girlfriend.
“My turn…” James started.
Abigail interrupted him. “Your parents live in New York part-time and in Florida the other time. Your father is a producer, among many other things, and your mom runs many fundraisers, especially for children with cancer. You have a brother eight years younger than you. He’s in investments, successful, but not nearly as much as you. He married his wife, an interior designer, two years ago, and they will announce their first pregnancy this weekend.”
James’ eyebrows raised as he appraised her.
“By the way, you should be happy for your brother.”
“What makes you think I’m not?” He stared at her hard before looking out the window. “You should also know I had a sister, Molly. She was six when she lost her battle with cancer.”
“I…I didn’t know.” Abigail’s heart broke. She couldn’t imagine the devastation of losing a sibling. 
James nodded. “Now you do.”
“I’m sorry. That must be so difficult for all of you.”
“Excuse me, Mr. Campbell,” the flight attendant interrupted. “Would you like your midday meal now?”
“That would be fine.” He dismissed her with a nod.
“We need to work on your manners.” Abigail shot a hand over her mouth. Talking on such a personal level must have left her tongue loose.
“What do you mean…manners?” His deep brown eyes narrowed.
“Never mind. I overstepped, Mr. Campbell.”
“If you are going to be my girlfriend, I need to know what you meant.” He sat forward. “And you will have to call me James.”
Abigail’s eyes went wide. This would not be an easy ordeal.
“So?” he asked again.
“Well, Mr. Campbell—” 
“James,” he reminded.
“James. Pleases and thank you's go a long way.”
“Pleases and thank you's? What am I, four?” James rolled his eyes and flopped back in his chair.
At times you sure act like it. “You will find that with politeness people are more likely to respond.”
“Money makes people respond.”
“Politeness makes them respond happily, James.” Abigail emphasized his name. 
“Fine. I will do my best to be polite. Let’s go forward with an easier knowledge base. My favorite food is…”
“Orange Chicken and Beef Chow Mein from Le’s on Baker Street, unless you want to talk about the fudge cookies you like to keep stored in the drawer of your desk.” Abigail’s mouth twitched into a smile.
“How did you know?”
“Do you think the cookie fairy replaces them for you? Or maybe you thought it was a magic endless cookie box?”
James chuckled. “Cute.”
“My favorites are simple. I love breakfast of almost any kind and strawberry shortcake. I don’t drink or smoke, and I’m not a vegetarian, like so many believe.” 
“I’m glad to hear that. I’m not sure I could handle dating someone who didn’t eat meat.” He pursed his lips as if he did his best not to laugh. “Favorite color?”
“Green.” 
“Like your eyes.” He said the words so softly that Abigail wasn’t sure she actually heard them. Yet, the tone made her insides soften. She shook off the feeling and continued.
“Your favorite color to wear is charcoal grey. Your favorite color to decorate with is steel blue. Are there any others?”
“Is there anything you don’t know about me?” James watched her with a hint of a smile across his confident face.
“Sure. I know you play tennis and golf with business associates, and you obviously work out…” Why did her eyes trail across his chest? “But do you have hobbies or some type of fun outside of business?”
“It’s obvious I work out, huh?” His hint of a smile blossomed.
“Get over yourself.” Abigail rolled her eyes, doing her best to stop the heat creeping up her neck.
“I have little time for fun. I do love the beach and body surfing, though.” He leaned forward. “Maybe we can sneak in some fun on this trip.” 
His wink could be taken so many ways, but Abigail shoved those thoughts down. This was her boss—spoiled, rude, and unobservant at best.
“What about you, Abigail? What do you do for fun?”
“I have had little time for fun as well.” Her eyes narrowed, thinking about all she would love to do. The first was to sleep.
“Hence the need for an assistant for my assistant?” One side of his mouth curled up.
“Yeah, and you should think of hiring more managers and consultants. Start delegating more. Maybe then you’ll have time to do your own laundry.” Abigail mumbled the last part.
“When did you become so assertive?” James teased. “Funny, though, because I’ve been thinking along those same lines. I’m getting old…”
Abigail’s laugh shot from her mouth. James was getting old? He acted like a poor, abused puppy. “I don’t think your age has anything to do with it. I think you’re burnt out.”
“Burnt out?”
“Yeah, you’ve been going so hard for so long that you are losing steam. You’ve built your business, and it’s growing, but you are being pulled in so many directions you don’t even have time to add pleases or say thank you because you’re already on to the next task.” Abigail’s eyes went wide. Did she just say that to her boss?
James rubbed his chin, his eyes unfocused and contemplative. For the next several minutes, a thoughtful silence filled the cabin. Abigail stared out the window. She had said too much. His relaxed attitude and all the personal talk made her professionalism fly out the window with all the clouds they flew through.

      [image: ]They ate lunch in silence. Abigail did her best to see her business agreement as objectively as possible. Her new PR project would take all the skills she had learned and some real role-playing on both their parts. She kept reminding herself of the Christmas bonus she would put towards a house or a condo and the assistant that James promised her. 
These next five days would take everything she had. She would have to remind herself that her and his actions were purely for business purposes. Yet, why did she keep finding her gaze straying to the imposing man across from her, and why did his chocolate eyes keep meeting hers? They had never had before.
“What?” Abigail finally asked when she could no longer handle the tense silence and his lingering, intense stare.
“I think,” he cleared his throat, “it was better when you looked the way you used to.”
“It’s not that big of a difference.” She sighed in exasperation, then bit her lower lip. “Why?”
“You were much less intimidating then.”
Abigail had mistakenly taken a drink right as he spoke. She coughed and sputtered, doing her best not to allow the water to flow out of her nose. 
“You okay?” James handed over an extra napkin, eyebrows furrowed. “It wasn’t funny enough to drown yourself.”
“Uh, yes, it was,” Abigail said, gaining her composure. “No one has ever accused me of being intimidating.”
“Well, maybe that was because you intimidated them too much to say anything?” 
“Well, you said it, but I don’t see you as a person who gets intimidated often.”
“I’m not.” His eyes watched Abigail, and for some reason her heart beat rapidly.
The flight attendant pushed through the curtain and made her way back to their seats. “May I take these for you?”
“Yes, please,” Abigail said, finding her voice.
“Yes, please, and thank you,” James said, smiling, though not at the flight attendant, but at Abigail.
“You’re very welcome, sir.” The flight attendant raised her eyebrows at Abigail before taking their empty plates back to the kitchen area.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Abigail teased.
“Not too painful.” James taunted and sat back in his chair.
The way he looked at Abigail made her squirm. What had changed between them? She found herself appreciating the strong lines of his jaw, the clear intelligence in his deep brown eyes, his straight nose, full lips, and broad shoulders. She shook her head. Business transaction. 
“So, let’s recap. We’ve been casually dating for seven months and two days. We know about each other’s family, favorite colors, food preferences, and favorite past times…or lack of.” Abigail looked out the window, doing her best to collect her thoughts. The way James kept looking at her, though, made it difficult.
“I don’t know yours,” James said.
“My what?”
“What you like to do for fun.”
“Oh,” she said, replaying the conversation and realizing she hadn’t answered that question. “Read. Sleep. Relax.”
“Really?” He did not sound convinced.
“I’ve been busy. I have had little time for fun since I left for college.” She shrugged and crossed her arms self-defensively.
“What about your favorite things you did as a teenager or in the summers? You took summers off from school, didn’t you?”
“Some of them.” Abigail chewed on her nail, a habit she had failed to rid herself of. “My brother and sisters would take me on adventures in the snow. Every Christmas we made a snow family. I spent summers swimming. I have always loved water. Though I have spent little time at the coast.”
“This will be your first time in Hawaii?” he asked, actually seeming interested.
“Yeah,” she said. “In truth, I thought people of your, um, stature would pick places more like the Bahamas or Paris.”
“My parents have a fondness for the Hawaiian Islands. It’s where they met.”
“That’s romantic.”
James shrugged.
“Of course, you aren’t a romantic,” Abigail scoffed.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Abigail turned away, realizing she had become a little too familiar with James, stepping over boundaries again.
“If you had dated the kind of money and prestige-hungry women I have, then you wouldn’t feel very romantic either.” His bottom lip slightly protruded as he frowned.
The sight softened Abigail’s heart, but there was no way she would let that show. “You blame it on your money? Really?”
“Yeah, I do. It brings out the worst in people.”
“Then why are you so focused on getting more of it?” Abigail knew she had gone too far, but she felt more empowered with every moment on this flight. He needed her, and it became harder to bite her tongue with that knowledge. 
James stared at her hard with an unreadable expression until he finally tore his gaze away and watched the clouds pass by out the window. 
“I’ve actually been wondering the same thing.” His voice finally broke the heavy silence. Slowly his eyes came back to meet hers; his gaze softened and dreamy. “I would love to take a year off.”
“What would you do?” She leaned forward, eager for some reason to hear his dreams.
“Relax.” He leaned back in his chair. “I would love to travel. I’ve been all over the world for business, but I haven’t really seen it.” 
“I used to cut out pictures from magazines of all the places I wanted to travel. When I was a teen, I covered one entire wall of my bedroom with those dreams. I’m infatuated with small towns, especially in different cultures. It seems that if you were there, it would feel almost like you went back in history, back when things were simpler and moved slower.” Pink crept into her cheeks. Why had she shared that with him?
“If you like slow and simple, why did you move to the city and take such a high-paced, demanding job?” He leaned forward, his eyes dark with curiosity.
“I don’t know.” She returned his gaze until she couldn’t handle the intensity a single moment longer. “Don’t remind me. I might decide to hand in my resignation.”
“What, even after I promised to hire you an assistant?” He cocked an eyebrow.
“Maybe I should have asked for two.” A smile curled Abigail’s lips, and James returned it.
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As they came in closer for landing, the crystal blue waters called to Abigail. She yearned to feel the sand beneath her bare feet, the cool water crashing over her legs, and the warmth of the sun on her skin. Palm trees covered the land surrounding the beaches. A tropical paradise…at Christmas. 
The pilot landed the plane with elegant smoothness, and she decided she enjoyed flying in the small jet. The warm, humid air caught Abigail by surprise as she stepped onto the rolling staircase. What a difference from the freeze spell they had been under back home. 
Her boss offered her a hand as she stepped off the stairs. Then he led her to the limo, where the driver stood next to the open door. She was going to have to get used to this new chivalrous Mr. Campbell.
“Thank you, Mr.—” Abigail started to say.
James squeezed her hand tightly and plastered on a smile.
“I was going to say, Mr. Chivalry, but I guess I won’t be teasing you.” She rolled her eyes.
He playfully pushed her into the car before climbing in next to her. 
“Hey,” she said, though she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. Growing up with her brother, she was used to a bit of roughness.
“I didn’t take you to be a tease…teaser.” James smirked.
“And I have never seen your playful side.” Abigail watched him curiously. Something had shifted in her normally straight-faced, single-minded boss, and she had to admit she liked it.
“I haven’t seen it myself for a long time.”
Abigail spent the drive to the resort lost in the beautiful island. Palm trees lined the streets, lush green hills gave the gorgeous homes a beautiful backdrop, and the beaches left her drooling. She leaned closer to the window when the driver pulled up to a gate that automatically opened. The ornate metal swung open without a sound, and they traveled down a smooth blacktop lined by fruit trees and lush grass.
They pulled up to a house that looked like it could be a resort. Pillars held up an extensive porch, and the walls stretched forever. The driver opened the door, and she stood, breathing in the salty air. The waves crashed only a few hundred yards away onto a pristine, white sand beach.
“Worth it yet?” James stood right behind her, close enough his cologne mixed pleasurably with the salty air.
She didn’t bother to answer, partly because he might be right, and she would never let him know that. If she did, she wouldn’t hear the end of it.
“Brace yourself, Abigail,” James whispered with a touch of amusement. “My parents mean well, but they can be a bit…well, over the top.”
James grabbed Abigail’s hand and pulled her towards the massive house. She ignored the tingling the contact sent racing up her arm and through her body. His parents stood in front of the door. They must have some sort of bell mechanism that alerted them when they drove through the gate. He led her up the stairs to where his parents were waiting. The rush of air that greeted her palm when he released it to embrace his parents left her feeling empty. She gripped her own fingers tightly, stepping back to give the reuniting family some space. What was she doing here?
“Are you going to introduce us to your friend, James?” Mrs. Campbell’s hands clapped before she clasped them tightly together. Her smile didn’t fade.
“This is my girlfriend, Abigail.” James wrapped his arm around Abigail. “Abigail, these are my parents, Marla and Ted.”
“It’s nice to meet you both,” Abigail said, her heart pounding so hard she could barely hear anything else as she reached for their hands.
“James, you didn’t share this news with us,” Marla chastised, but she couldn’t wipe the smile from her face as she grasped Abigail’s hand in both of hers.
“James is allowed his privacy, Marla.” Ted’s rich voice held traces of James’ deep baritone. “Welcome to our tropical paradise, Abigail. We are excited to get to know you.” Ted took her hand and kissed the back of it. “You know this is the place James’ mother and I fell in love.”
Abigail snuck a look at James, who rolled his eyes. He definitely didn’t get his skills with women, or lack of, from his father.
“Yes, it was so romantic. Hawaii is such a magical place, you’ll see!” Marla practically jumped in excitement. She acted as if James had never brought a girl home before. “So, tell us about yourself, Abigail. What do you do?”
Uh-oh, this was one thing they hadn’t discussed, and the questions had come surprisingly fast. They hadn’t even stepped inside the massive house yet. “Oh, I, uh, earned my master's in communications. I work in public relations now.” Red crept up her face. She certainly didn’t sound like she had impressive communication skills at the moment, but at least it wasn’t a colossal lie.
“Abigail is too humble. She actually graduated summa cum laude from Yale.”
Abigail’s eyes opened wide. Why did she go all warm inside with James’ boasting, and how did he know about that? Had he reread her resume?
“That’s quite an accomplishment. Your family must be proud,” Ted stated as he looped Abigail’s hand around his arm. “You two must be tired from your flight. Let’s show you your rooms so you can freshen up before dinner.”
Abigail breathed a sigh of relief as she allowed Ted to escort her through the large yet simple house. The tall ceilings made the space seem even grander. Several plants lined the walls, giving the feeling of being outside. She fingered one palm as they passed by it, loving the sign of life in the house. The living room walls opened out onto the covered veranda, allowing the fresh island breeze to blow through the house.
Even the hall seemed expansive and bright. They stopped between two closed doors standing opposite each other. Ted opened the door on the left. 
“Here is the guest room, my dear. I’m not sure of the seriousness of your relationship with my son, but under our roof only husbands and wives share beds.” James’ father winked.
Even though her cheeks turned red with the comment, relief flooded her. She hadn’t thought about the possibility of sharing a room, much less a bed. Thank goodness some families still held strong traditions. 
Marla had linked arms with James, keeping their distance behind Abigail as they whispered with a sense of conspiracy. James sent her a small smile as he entered his room across from hers, his mother right behind him. Abigail guessed the mother and son had a lot to catch up on.
“Make yourself at home, Abigail,” Ted told her before walking into the hall, leaving the door open.
Abigail let her gaze wander around the bright room. The sunlight filtering through the sliding glass door reflected off the whitewashed walls. She smoothed the pastel bedspread and touched the wicker furniture. Everything felt so light and fresh.
“In here, thank you.” Marla’s voice came from the hall.
Abigail turned as a young man in a Hawaiian shirt placed her suitcases inside the door. She had forgotten all about them. “Thank you.” She nodded towards the man as he grinned and made his way out.
“The people here are so friendly. Sorry if I came off a bit excited earlier.” Marla stood in the doorway and turned to look towards James’ closed door. “James hasn’t brought a girl home since his early college years. We were all getting a little worried about him.”
“I wouldn’t worry about James.” Abigail tried to push down the curiosity of why James had brought no women to meet the family. It’s not like he didn’t have a long line dying to be asked. Thinking about the women he had dated in the last seven months, though, there was no wonder.
“Oh, but honey, as a mother, you always worry.” She reached out and patted Abigail’s arm. “I would love to stay and chat, but I was specifically told not to interrogate you.” Her smile didn’t fade, and she shrugged her shoulders. “We’ll have time, hopefully, over the next few days.”
“I’m sure we will,” Abigail said sweetly. This woman, so different from her own stoic, calm mother, quickly worked her way into her heart. 
“James’ brother, Ethan, and his wife, Isabella, are already here. You’ll love Isabella. She’s an interior designer. They will be very excited to meet you. See you at dinner in about an hour!”
Abigail closed her door and sank onto her bed. This was going to be a long five days, where she would have to weigh every word. An hour until dinner. Abigail rolled over and looked out the window. Waves gently rolled onto a white sand beach only a hundred yards away. Paradise was right.
She unpacked her bag and hung up the garments James had bought her. She did not know how to dress for dinner. Was tonight’s dinner casual or fancy? Outside or inside? The dresses all looked fancy to her, as did the shoes and the accessories. If she had had her own clothes, she would have worn a sundress and been comfortable. 
She slid the closet door shut with a sigh. The other door led to a full-sized bathroom with a jetted bathtub. Now that sounded like a perfect way to spend the next hour.

      [image: ]After a refreshing bath, Abigail once again stood in front of the closet, this time in a plush robe. A knock on the door startled her. She pulled the robe tighter around her before answering it. James's eyes widened when she opened the door.
“I, uh, I didn’t mean to disturb you.” He tried to keep his gaze on her eyes, but it kept straying down. “I wanted to check on you and give a rundown of what to expect tonight.”
“That would be nice. I was having trouble trying to figure out what I should wear.” Abigail tugged the robe tighter around her.
“Do you want help?” James’ mouth quirked into a half-grin that didn’t look bad on him. In fact, she found it irresistible, which left her heart racing in fear.
Abigail nodded and opened the door wide enough for him to enter. Her ego did a crash dive in allowing her boss to help her pick out her clothes, but he was the one who insisted she wear these outfits.
“Let’s see what Mrs. O’Hare chose for you.” He rifled through the closet, placing different outfits in order. “So tonight will be casual. Just my family. No cameras. No publicity.”
Abigail let out a relieved breath. “Thank goodness.”
“Tomorrow night we will join a luau, which will have reporters. That will be when my brother announces his wife’s pregnancy to the media. Tonight he’s telling Mom and Dad.”
“Oh, boy,” Abigail said as she plopped on the bed.
“Yeah.” He rubbed a hand across his wet hair, and Abigail realized he must have showered as well. He laid out a simple black dress on the bed. “I think this one would be fine for tonight.” He rose and walked towards the door as if he couldn’t wait to get out of her room. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes to pick you up for dinner.” 

      [image: ]When Abigail and James walked to the veranda for dinner, the rest of the family rose to greet them. Ethan looked so much like James, but his personality soon showed that he took after his mother. His wife, Isabella, looked regal. Every part of her, from the pearl clip in her hair to her suit dress to her shiny sandals, looked completely put together. Instead of taking Abigail’s hand, she kissed her on both cheeks.
Eating dinner with James’ family reminded Abigail of her family's dinners. Yet their conversations seemed more precise and sophisticated than her family's would have. A pang of regret stabbed at her. Did she make the right choice in coming here and missing out on her family’s holiday celebration?
Servers took the last of the dinner dishes. Yes, servers at home. What a completely different life they led. While waiting for dessert, the server brought out champagne and glasses for each of them. With a closer look, though, Abigail realized the champagne was actually apple cider. James stiffened beside her. Yet the smile plastered on his face never let him down.
After everyone had a full glass, Ethan stood and looked adoringly down at Isabella. He cleared his throat and said, “Isabella and I have an announcement.”
Surprise registered in his parents’ wide eyes, and Marla clapped her hands giddily.
“We’re pregnant!” Ethan exclaimed.
“I knew it. I knew it!” Marla chanted while rising and giving both parents-to-be hugs.
“Congratulations, son!” Ted patted his son on the back as tears glistened in his eyes. The older man turned to James, who still sat. “Aren’t you happy for your brother?”
“Of course I am.” He leaned forward and in a loud whisper said, “We already knew.”
After everyone returned to their seats, Ted led a toast to the newest family member. Right as Abigail took the second sip of the most delicious apple cider she had ever tasted, Marla spoke.
“When I saw the champagne, or apple cider as I notice now, I knew it would either be you two pregnant or these two announcing a wedding.”
Abigail choked on her drink, doing her best to shield the sputtering coming out of her mouth. Once she recovered enough to breathe again, heat raced up to burn her cheeks. James handed her a napkin, eyebrows furrowed. How many times would she embarrass herself like this? It made her think twice about drinking anything in front of him or his family in the future.
“That would be the day.” Ethan snorted. Abigail eyed him and saw a tinge of jealousy in his expression. 
“That would be quite the whirlwind romance, don’t you think, darling?” Ted squeezed his wife’s hand.
“Not that fast..” James said as he locked eyes with Abigail. “It has been seven months…”
“And two days.” Abigail finished for him.
“So, do we have two announcements?” Marla clapped her hands.
Ethan froze, glass halfway to his mouth, and Isabella’s face fell. James' eyes widened, his mouth working, but no sound escaped. Abigail had already foreseen where the conversation would head, so had a response prepared.
“We wouldn’t dream of it. This weekend is Ethan and Isabella’s special time.” She raised her glass again. “May the newest Campbell have the brightest and happiest future.” 
The looks that Isabella and Ethan gave Abigail made it all worth it. She smiled at the happy couple, wondering how it would feel to be telling the people you love most that you were extending the family. She lost herself in thought for a few moments. When James caught her eye again, her heart raced, and a warmth like she had never felt before flooded her senses. He watched her as if seeing her for the first time, and it left her tingling.






  
  ~4~


The next morning, the brightening room woke Abigail from a restful sleep. This bed was way more comfortable than hers at home. She opened her eyes and watched the waves ripple across the ocean. Memories of last night filtered through her sleep-dazed mind. 
James had walked her back to her room that night and stood there, shifting his weight for a few seconds. Abigail almost thought he had the intention of kissing her. A rush of tingles swept through her with the idea. Her eyes kept traveling to his lips, noticing how kissable they looked.
His hand lightly brushed her arm, fingers trailing down her skin, leaving a path of fire. “Thank you, Abigail. You were perfect tonight.” He leaned forward slightly.
James’ body heat swam around, flushing her body with his closeness. Abigail’s heart pounded as if she were racing away from a shark. Her eyes widened, her cheeks flushed pink, and she held her breath. Was he going to kiss her? Did she want him to? Her body tensed, unsure of the emotional whirlwind that tortured her.
James stepped back quickly. He shifted his weight and kept his eyes downcast as he breathed out, “Sleep well.” Then he strode the two steps to his door and disappeared into his room, fast enough that Abigail had wondered if she had imagined the almost kiss.
Lying in bed the next morning, Abigail remembered the warmth of his closeness and the fire that trailed down her arm from where he touched her.
She couldn’t do this. 
She sat straight up in bed. She knew herself and knew these sensations. No, she shook her head and rose to pace across the bright room. Remember him as he was—a spoiled, self-centered, impolite boss. 
This was a business transaction, nothing else.
She dressed quickly in the most casual clothes she could find. They were the first in the closet as well. Did James put these in order of how he wanted her to wear them? Ugh, he is even controlling when I wear the clothes he selected for me.
Abigail knew her anger was irrational, but she held it close to her as a defense. She couldn’t fall for her boss.

      [image: ]Abigail’s stomach grumbled as she wandered the house looking for breakfast. She followed the chatter to the veranda and found the ladies there with bowls of fruit laid out on the table.
“Good morning, Abigail.” Marla stood and motioned Abigail to the seat across from her. “I hope you slept well.”
“I did, yes, thank you.” Abigail took the plate Isabella offered and filled it with the fresh tropical fruit. “You two as well?”
“Yes, I always sleep the best here on the island.” Marla relaxed in her chair, seeming much less intense this morning.
“I always sleep well at this point. I can’t believe how tired I am.” As if to make her point, Isabella daintily covered a yawn, escaping her perfectly made-up face.
“Well, you are building a little human inside of you,” Abigail said, a bit self-conscious of her appearance. She hadn’t taken the time to apply makeup or do her hair in more than a ponytail. She got her contacts back in, at least.
Isabella giggled. “Yes, I am.”
“You planning on staying home with the little one?” Abigail asked, doing her best to keep the conversation with someone besides her.
“Oh, I don’t know yet. I finally have my business where I want it. I hate to see all that go to waste.” Her lower lip protruded slightly. “I’m thinking of hiring a nanny to go everywhere with me. That way I’ll get the best of both worlds.”
“That’s a lot of traveling for a little one, but they’re resilient.” Marla’s excitement faded slightly. Then she turned her attention to Abigail. “What about you, Abigail? Will you stay home with your children?” 
Heat crept up Abigail’s neck. “I…I don’t know. My focus has been on my career.” She watched Marla’s face fall. “I have had little time to think about it, but my mom stayed home with us. I think it was the best thing for my brother, sisters, and me. It was always good to know she was there. I think I would like to do that…when the time comes, of course.”
“Of course,” Marla said, a lilt in her voice again. “You’ll be a great stay-at-home mom.”
“What’s that?” James said as he approached the table. “You convincing my girlfriend to stay home with the kids already, Mom?”
“We were just having girl talk, dear. Don’t you worry about it.” Marla waved the subject off.
“Well, I’ll tell you what, she would run a tight ship.” James squeezed Abigail’s shoulder as he sat next to her. “Without her, I wouldn’t know when…ow!”
Abigail kicked him hard under the table. She wasn’t about to let him ruin this whole PR gig. She might never get her assistant then.
“Are you okay?” Marla asked.
“Yeah, just hit my shin on the table.” James bent down to rub his leg, narrowing his eyes at Abigail.
“Well, I think it’s sweet she can keep you on track,” Isabella said.
“Keep who on track? James?” Ethan came out, kissed his wife, and filled a plate full of fruit. “Good luck with that.”
Abigail felt James stiffen next to her. Why did Ethan feel so threatened by his older brother? Not once since she had been here had she heard James throw his money, business, or status around. He surprised her by being quite humble. The constant brotherly banter at James’ expense bristled her. Her fingernails bit into her palms. Relax. It wasn’t her business. Yet, her mouth had other ideas.
“Actually, James doesn’t need much help to stay on track. He’s an extremely focused businessman. I only have to…ow!” Abigail bent to rub her shin where James kicked her. It was her turn to be kept on track.
“The table got you too?” James met Abigail’s eyes, and she was sure she saw a glimmer of amusement dance across his face.
“Yeah,” Abigail said, trying to stop her lips from turning up into a smile. 
“It’s obvious he has some focus, otherwise he wouldn’t be so successful,” Ted said as he sat at the table, eyeing his family.
Why did everyone in this family enter the room and the conversation at the same time? Abigail watched the others. Ethan rolled his eyes. Isabella played with her napkin. Marla beamed at James, and James still stared at Abigail with an odd expression on his face.
“Speaking of staying on track, what’s the agenda for the day?” Ted asked his wife, then leaned in toward Abigail with a wink. “She’s the social calendar.” 
“I thought we could have an early picnic at the beach. We are meeting the Wilsons at Luau at five.”
“And of course the big announcement,” Ethan said, reaching for Isabella’s hand.
“Oh, dear. It’s going to take me all afternoon to get ready!” Isabella’s excitement fed into Marla, and they both turned to Abigail.
Abigail, though, had blanched. Her heart stopped, and her body froze. Realization dawned on her. She would be in all those articles, news, and entertainment shows portrayed as the Billionaire Bachelor’s long-term girlfriend. Her eyes slowly found James. He rested his hand on top of hers. His warmth shot through her, restarted her heart, and got her breathing again.
“Oh, honey, are you alright?” Marla raced over to her. “You looked like you’re about to pass out.”
“She’s not very keen on being in the media.” He searched Abigail’s eyes as if asking for permission. “One reason no one has known about her.”
“Well, you’re going to have to get used to it if you’re planning on sticking with my brother,” Ethan teased.
“Baby, don’t tease her. Can’t you see she’s terrified?” Isabella reached over to Abigail. “I remember how I felt the first few times. You will get used to it eventually.”
Abigail’s face didn’t change, though her heart beat quicker as the fire spread from her hand and boiled in her veins throughout her body.
“Isabella, why don’t you help Abigail get ready? I bet that would help ease her fears,” Marla offered.
“Oh no, that’s kind, but I…” Abigail said as her voice finally cracked its way out.
“That’s a wonderful idea!” Isabella’s eyes brightened. “I would love to. Please let me help you.”
“She would like that,” James stated.
Abigail fumed. Just like that, anger replaced the fire coursing through her. She slipped her hand back out of his grasp, took a deep breath, remembered her deal, and smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes.
“Thank you, Isabella. It sounds like fun.” More like torture, Abigail thought.

      [image: ]Abigail eyed herself one more time in the full-length mirror. She wished she had looked at the bathing suit more closely before she had packed. The one-piece black suit looked modest from the front. She turned and gawked at the expanse of her back through the crisscrossed strings. Never had she worn a suit that opened all the way below her fertility dimples and almost to her crack. She tugged it up, once again to no avail.
A knock sounded on the door. “You ready?” James asked, his voice somewhat muffled.
Anger still sat below the surface, and she felt it burn as she hastily pulled on the beach cover-up wrap. Thank goodness Mrs. O’Hare had sense enough to send that. She was going to have to talk with that lady when she returned.
“Yeah,” she said, opening the door but not looking James in the eye.
“Oh, come on, you’re still mad at me?”
Abigail shrugged as she slipped on her sandals. 
“Isabella has a degree in dressing things up,” James defended.
“Right, things like houses. Not humans.” Abigail narrowed her eyes.
“How did I never notice your sarcastic assertiveness before?” He scratched his chin.
For the first time since he had stood at the door, Abigail looked at him. Her boss looked so normal in his t-shirt, swim shorts, and sleep-mussed hair. Normal and…hot. She shook her head and grabbed her beach bag with a towel, water, sunscreen, and a book.
“There was a lot you didn’t notice, Mr. Campbell,” she finally said as she shut her door behind them.
“I see that now…”
Abigail didn’t want to guess why his tone had changed. She didn’t want to think about anything besides getting through this evening. They walked out to the beach she could see from her room. Once they reached the soft sand, she quickly removed her cumbersome shoes.
“Good idea,” James said and slipped his off as well. “Here, let me take your bag.”
“It’s fine.” Abigail snatched the bag back hard enough that her sunscreen and book spilled out. 
James reached down to pick up the items. “A book?” He turned it over. “Phew, I was afraid it was going to be one of those bare-chested romances.” 
“Really?” Abigail crossed her arms and stared directly at him.
James smiled and chuckled lightly. “No, not really, but it got you to meet my eyes.” He wiggled his eyebrows.
“You are going to owe me so much for this.”
“Extra big bonus check coming your way…oh and an assistant.” He winked, took up her bag before she could again, and draped his arm around her.
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They sat on beach chairs under enormous umbrellas to have their lunch. Isabella promptly left afterward to get ready. She promised she would be in Abigail’s room at 3:30 to help her. 
“I can’t believe tomorrow is Christmas Eve and we’re out here like it’s the middle of summer,” Abigail said after Ted walked Isabella back to the house saying that the game would start soon, and the guys went for a dip in the ocean.
“This way we get a white Christmas every year, a white-sand Christmas, that is.” Marla giggled at her own joke.
“I’m used to real white Christmases. In fact, I bet my family is out building a snowman right now.” Abigail’s eyes faded back to memories and she blinked back the tears that threatened.
“I bet you miss them.” Marla reached a hand out to her. “It was gracious of you to give up time with your family to meet us. I’m sure it means a lot to James.”
A lot of money, Abigail thought. Her eyes followed James as he splashed his brother in the water. He seemed so different here. Carefree and, well, ordinary. 
As if he felt her eyes on him, he turned towards her and flashed a wide smile. She might even say he was charming. James splashed Ethan one more time before running towards her. His bare chest gleamed, water droplets beaded on his built body, dripping down a perfect six-pack. Abigail’s breath
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