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      The weather is warm, with a slight breeze and I imagine the stars will be even brighter as the night continues to encroach. The resort is luxurious, and I can’t help but admire the architecture and atmosphere the designer has created with tall taupe-colored pillars, natural stones and glass that allows for expansive views of nature’s landscape.

      I opt for outdoor dining and take the path leading to the other side of the resort. It’s early yet, and I settle onto a barstool next to a couple who are laughing softly and seem to be enjoying each other’s company. The young bartender is friendly and chatty as she takes my order, recommending an island specialty called an Aruba Ariba. The drink arrives in an elegant looking glass, adorned by an exotic melon-colored tropical flower. I take a sip and murmur my appreciation to the bartender of its sweetness, although it’s slightly stronger than expected. The tiny lights on the distant horizon are mesmerizing. It’s hard to tell from this far away if they belong to vessels or something else.

      I'm pulled back from my thoughts as the drink in my hand sloshes onto my dress, and the seat beneath me starts to sway. I grab hold of the bar, steadying myself, managing to stand upright just as the man next to me falls to the ground, taking my barstool with him. His wife has turned white and appears in a state of shock. I turn to scan the bar area, looking for help and realize the four of us are the only ones around.

      I fall down by the gentleman’s side to see if he’s just had too much to drink, but he is unresponsive. I yell to the bartender, “Call 9-1-1!” I wonder if Aruba has 9-1-1… “Please, get a paramedic right away!” I try to remember my CPR training… Check the breathing. Is he breathing? The man is not breathing. Oh, shit! “Get a paramedic down here, please,” I hear myself yell. Okay, just be calm. I need to start chest compressions. Oh, God, the man is large, will I be strong enough? Where should the heel of my hand go? Yes… here, I remember. I need to compress at least two inches each time to deliver enough oxygen. I begin to push on the man’s chest, rearranging myself on my hands and knees to use the weight of my body to compress, starting to count as I go. Dammit, how many compressions? I think it’s thirty… yes. I remember… it’s thirty and the last training I went to eliminated rescue breaths. I continue compressing and count out loud. I reach thirty and move to his head to check for breathing. He’s still not breathing. Oh, God, please don’t let him die! I begin compressions again. “Damn,” I exclaim…still nothing. I can feel the burning in my arms. I keep going, pushing deep enough to compress his chest each time praying the paramedics get here soon. I push my body back to alleviate the cramping in my arms. I am aware of sounds behind me, and a male voice yelling. I reach fifteen and keep counting. I continue to count… twenty-two, twenty-three and twenty-four. Then someone is kneeling across from me, and I look up… twenty-five and twenty-six. I’m looking into the face of a man with startling green eyes.

      He interrupts my counting. “When you reach thirty, I will take over, and you can watch for his breathing. Switch now!” he commands.

      I push myself back and quickly move to the man’s head. He is still unresponsive. I am aware of the stranger’s intent gaze… he continues compressions, counting aloud with each, until finally we hear the emergency staff coming up the stairs, and a wave of pure relief rushes over me as they affix the AED and after what seems like forever manage to get a pulse. There is a flurry of activity as he is hooked up to monitors and oxygen and the IV is started. He stirs and groans softly and I look over at his wife, emotional myself, as I see the tears of relief pouring down her face as she kisses his hand. She moves out of the way as the paramedics prepare to transport him, walking over to me and embracing me in her arms. “I can’t thank you enough,” she says between sobs.

      I hug her back feeling exhausted, and so grateful that her husband did not die. “I’m just so glad he is alive. Please go be with him,” I respond before she is swept away with the paramedics who are quickly pushing the gurney down the ramp to an awaiting ambulance. The thought that this man almost died hits me and I am unable to control the flood of tears that slip down my face. I self-consciously wipe them away as I feel a strong hand on my shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” he asks softly, turning me to face him. His eyes are expressive and filled with concern.

      “Yes, I’m just so glad that he is alive. I think I’m just a little shaky, that’s all. Thank you for taking over. I don’t know how much longer I would have lasted. I was scared no one was coming.”

      “There’s no need to thank me. Let’s find a table and make sure you’re all right,” he says, placing a hand on the small of my back and guiding me through the bar area under the natural stone alcoves that lead into a more formal dining area overlooking the sea.

      The hostess leads us to a quiet table close to the ocean, and he pulls back the chair for me. “Would you like a glass of wine?” he asks me as the waitress arrives.

      “Yes, please,” I answer, listening as he orders for the two of us. I realize he’s asking me another question and look up. “I’m sorry,” I say, realizing I did not hear what he asked.

      “I asked your name, but it’s clear you may be in a little bit of shock, your hands are trembling,” he says.

      “I’m sorry, my name is Katarina, but most people call me Kate,” I respond.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Katarina. Most people call me Chase.”

      I feel the slight warmth of a blush spread across my face as I listen to my given name rolling off this man’s tongue. He appears American, but he speaks the language so formally. I find myself taking in his features. Thick sandy brown hair cut short, but not too short. The man’s jawline is broad and angular, appearing set as he appraises me. The wine arrives, and I take a sip, enjoying the light, crisp taste before swallowing, realizing he is still looking at me and that I’m beginning to blush again under his scrutiny.

      “Katarina, are you okay?” he asks, appearing sincerely concerned. “That man was fortunate you were there. If it weren’t for your efforts, he would no longer be alive,” he states with a shake of his head.

      “I’m fine, but grateful you arrived when you did.”

      “I was on the other side of the restaurant when I heard someone had collapsed, and a young woman was performing CPR.”

      “I had just arrived and was enjoying the view when it happened. There wasn’t anyone around but the bartender and his wife,” I explain.

      “So brave,” he says pausing for a beat. His deep green eyes are intent and controlled. “Have you eaten this evening, Katarina?” he asks.

      “No, I was going to have a drink by the ocean before ordering,” I say.

      “Good. I haven’t either and I think you’ll find the food excellent here,” he says, handing me a menu and affording me time to peruse.

      “What would you like for dinner?” he asks after looking through the menu.

      “Anything is fine, thanks,” I say, realizing immediately that I haven’t even looked at the menu. His eyebrows lift. I don’t know what has gotten into me, but I can’t seem to take my eyes off him and feel a slow blush growing across my face. “The long day and all the excitement must have gotten to me,” I hear myself explaining.

      “I see,” he says, still holding my gaze. “Do you care for seafood? If so, I’ll order bay scallops, an island salad, and Bolo de banana. The meal is done well at this resort.”

      “Yes, thank you, it sounds lovely.” The waiter brings two more glasses of wine, and I realize I have finished my first glass. As I reach over to pick up the newly delivered glass, his hand rests on top of mine, and I’m sure I visibly flinch as I feel the current his touch creates.

      “Maybe you should have water, instead, Katarina.” I’m slightly confused by his words, but then it dawns on me; my drink splashed all over the front of my dress, and I must be a sweaty mess from the compressions.

      I look down and can make out the telltale stains, which now blend into the floral colors of my dress. I wonder if I smell like alcohol and realize he probably thinks I have been drinking this evening. “You’re smiling, Katarina,” he says breaking through my reverie.

      I wish he would stop saying my name like that. The way he pronounces it, rolling it around his tongue and the feel of his hand on mine is unnerving. He finally removes it to pour a glass of water from the pitcher and places it in front of me. He apparently feels some sense of responsibility to make sure I’m okay and not in a state of shock or drunk.

      “Chase, I haven’t been drinking tonight. I ordered a cocktail just before the man collapsed and it spilled all over me when he fell. I just realized I must look a mess and probably need to eat. I spent the day on the beach and skipped lunch. I was just getting ready to order something when this happened,” I explain.

      He looks slightly perplexed and almost apologetic. “I’m sure the day has taken a tremendous toll,” he says as our food arrives. The scent of butter and garlic waft through the air as the waiter places the seared bay scallops surrounded by a circle of dark red salad, in front of each of us.

      “I hope you like Treviso. It’s a warm island salad. They grill the leaves in the wood stoves,” he says.

      “I haven’t had it before,” I admit before trying a bite. “It’s almost like radicchio, but different, almost smoky, and the balsamic and goat cheese are the perfect complements. I take it you’ve stayed here before.”

      He nods. “Yes, the resort is a favorite of mine and the food is always well prepared.”

      I reach to take a sip of wine and watch to see if this is going to meet with further resistance, but other than a slight twitch of his mouth, he refrains, enlightening me with the history of the resort while we eat. The waiter clears the table and lets Chase know he will be back with dessert shortly.

      “My favorite part of the meal,” he explains with a grin.

      The waiter returns and it’s easy to see why it’s a favorite. The bananas have been grilled, are slightly browned and caramelized, served with a topping of brown sugar and sherry, and adorned with raisins.

      “This is so good,” I say, taking small bites and marveling in the sweetness of the grilled bananas.

      He enlightens me with the history of plantains and the many uses as we finish our dessert, but I’m sure he’s anxious to carry on with his evening plans. Almost as confirmation, when the waiter clears our table, he offers to show me around the resort and walk me to my suite.

      “Thank you for the offer, but I’m sure you have much better things to do than escort me around. I feel much better, and I do need to get some work done. Will they bring the check?” I ask.

      I can see the side of his jaw twitch. “I visit the resort often. They’ll put the meal on my tab, Katarina,” he says.

      “Thank you for stepping in when you did and for such an excellent dinner. I hope you can relax and enjoy the rest of your vacation now,” I say, standing up to leave, but feeling somewhat shaky. I grasp the edge of the table for support, but not before he notices. He is by my side immediately, placing one arm on my elbow and another on my opposite shoulder.

      “I think the evening’s events, coupled with the fact you went so long without food has taken its toll. I’ll walk you back to your room.”

      “I’m okay,” I reply, feeling silly and more than a little embarrassed. “I don’t want to be a bother, and I can certainly walk myself back to my room,” I add.

      “If you continue to resist, I will pick you up and carry you to your room. Now, lean on me and I will make sure you get back to your room safely.” I resist a flippant comment about his highhandedness but am grateful for the support even though the arm draped around my shoulder is making it hard to concentrate on anything else. “Which suite are you in?” he asks as we move into the main resort area.

      “I’m in room 2902,” I say, looking up just in time to catch the glimpse of surprise that registers across his features.

      “You’re in room 2902?” he asks.

      I wonder if he thought he heard the number wrong. “Yes, a group of us are staying for a weeklong event that starts Monday. I came in a couple of days early to relax a little and get a head start on preparations.”

      He gazes down at me, his jaw pushed to an angle. “You’re near the top of the Mayan Towers,” he says, guiding me toward the elevator with a firm hand on my shoulder. As we reach floor twenty-nine, the elevator stops, and he guides me towards my suite. He’s very tall, maybe six feet one or two, and the dress pants and shirt he has on do nothing to disguise his lean muscular frame. I feel his gaze on me and try to focus my attention.

      “Do you have your key card?” he inquires. I nod and reach into my purse. “Hand it to me, Katarina,” he murmurs. I wonder if he’s impatient to deposit me in my room and enjoy his evening. I fumble for my card, finally retrieving it from the bottom of my purse. He takes it from me, effortlessly sliding it into the slot before guiding me in and asking me if I’m okay.

      “I’m fine, really. I was just a little shaky, but appreciate you walking me back. I don’t want to keep you from your evening, besides I have a lot of work to do.”

      “I’m glad you’re feeling better. I’ll give you a call in the morning and check to see how you are. What is your phone number?” he asks.

      I quickly contemplate what reason I have for not giving this perfect stranger my telephone number, but am brought back into the moment by the sound of his voice.

      “I can always come back and check on you,” he says, sensing my hesitation, his eyes alight with mischief.

      I smile at my silliness. The man is standing in my suite. I give him my phone number, and he quickly enters it into his contacts.

      My eyes are nearly level with his chest, and I can almost make out its rise and fall underneath his dress shirt. I have a hard time listening to his words. The scent of amber and spice waft to my nostrils as I breathe his cologne in.

      His fingers lift my chin to meet his gaze. “I’ll call you tomorrow to make sure you are okay. Get some rest,” he says before leaving.

      I can’t help wonder if I am in a little state of shock. My legs still feel shaky, my heart is racing, and I can’t seem to regulate my breathing. A hot bath in the oversized whirlpool sounds like a good idea. I turn on the water and strip out of my soiled sundress. The marble ledge boasts of an assortment of fragranced bath oils. I pick one of the Kashmir lavender scents known for its relaxing properties and am soon rewarded with a sweet floral scent that wafts through the air as the tub foams up. I sink into its depths reveling in the sheer luxury of the soft, silky water as it bubbles around me. I can’t help but think back to the evening, of the man, moments from dying and the man who helped me save his life. If Chase hadn’t joined me would I have been able to keep going? I try to get the picture of the man out of my head, thinking instead of Chase and how he took over, intent, controlled and commanding and to the gentle way he said my name. The water is beginning to turn cooler and I am much calmer and relaxed when I finally get out of the bath and slip into my robe.
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      I fire up my Mac and curl into the oversized reading chair, but before I have finished signing on the swooshing sound of an incoming text alerts me to a message from my best friend, Jenny. She owns Torzial, the consulting firm I work for, but has become my best friend over the years.

      Message: I hope you are relaxing!

      Reply: Until a guy collapsed… Ended up giving CPR- I’m still decompressing.

      

      Jenny’s ring tone is almost immediate, and I hit the button for FaceTime. “What the hell happened, Kate? You’re supposed to be relaxing.”

      “I was having a drink and trying to do just that. All of a sudden the guy next to me collapsed. There was no one around, so I had to start CPR until Chase arrived. I didn’t even think I remembered how to do it. Thank goodness it came back to me.”

      “I can’t even imagine. Is the guy okay?”

      “As far as I know he is. We were able to keep him alive until the paramedics arrived, and they were able to get a pulse. They hooked him up to oxygen and were taking him to the hospital the last time we saw him,” I say.

      “Unreal. Who’s Chase, the doctor?” Jenny asks.

      “No, he’s just a guy who’s staying at the resort. He came into the bar and took over compressions. Good thing, too, my arms were just about to give out. He took pity on me afterward. Bought me dinner and walked me back to my room.” She is my dearest friend, offering me my first job at Torzial after high school and allowing me flexibility in hours as I worked my way through college. It feels comforting to talk for a while longer before reassuring her that I am okay.

      I sign into my Outlook account, scanning the multitude of emails which have accumulated since I left Chicago, before settling in to read about the progress which has been made on the land contract for the medical facility. I send a response to the attorney and am just starting to peruse another when an incoming message catches my attention.
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        * * *

      

      I have to read it twice. I can’t believe the owner of Prestian Corp is emailing me, personally.
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Good evening,

      I don’t think your contract includes working all hours of the night. While I appreciate your dedication, you should be relaxing for the long week ahead.

      

      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation
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        * * *

      

      To: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      From: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      

      Dear Mr. Prestian,

      I appreciate your firm allowing me to arrive ahead of the team. The resort is beautiful, and I’m sure they will enjoy the luxurious setting. I do have a little more online work to ensure the week is a success.

      Thanks,

      Kate

      Kate Meilers

      Project Consultant

      Torzial Consulting Firm
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      

      You are at one of the most exotic resorts in the world. Enjoy the weekend. Otherwise, I will feel inclined to renegotiate our contract to ensure you are not working at all hours of the night.

      

      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation

      

      What the hell? The guy owns the entire company. It’s not like I can just ignore his email. I ponder how to respond, as I craft my message.
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        * * *

      

      To: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      From: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      

      I will be signing off shortly. However I do need to reply to certain emails to receive what I need for the event on Monday. Unfortunately, you have been courtesy copied on these so will see the responses.

      Thanks,

      Kate
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Only the necessary work then.

      

      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation

      

      He seems like a complete control freak… and the arrogance! “I will renegotiate your contract if you don’t do what I say…” Blah, blah, blah… I shake my head, responding to the critical emails and decide to forego the others for a good night’s sleep.

      The resort is still relatively quiet in the morning, and I order room service to take advantage of the view from my balcony. I am in the middle of breakfast reviewing a medical journal when an email from Mark arrives. He is the project coordinator for Martel & Sons, the architectural firm who will be designing the medical facility. It appears as though he is backing out on his agreement to send representatives and I shake my head in frustration as I send a response.

      To: MPowers@Martel&Sons.org

      From: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      CC: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org,

      JWarling@TorzialConsulting.org,

      BCarrington@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Dear Mr. Powers,

      I have reviewed your request to have Martel representatives excused next week. The group will be developing the patient experience, and it is imperative the design team understands this work. The efficiencies gained by having them present will far outweigh the initial cost of time and resources. Please let me know who will be representing this project on Monday, or if I need to arrange for alternative design representation.

      Thanks,

      Kate

      Kate Meilers

      Project Consultant

      Torzial Consulting Firm
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      Let me know if assistance is needed in the matter. It is Saturday. Why are you working?

      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation

      

      It’s going to be a long weekend if he’s intending to stalk my every exchange. I peruse the other emails while trying to decide how to respond to his message.
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: MPowers@Martel&Sons.org

      CC: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org,

      JWarling@TorzialConsulting.org,

      BCarrington@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Dear Miss Meilers,

      Thank you for the note, but the department is short staffed. We have created several options and feel confident one will meet your needs. Each is a state-of-the-art design and maximizes efficiency, which we understand is the goal of this particular project.

      Mark

      Mark Powers, Project Coordinator

      Martel & Son’s Design

      I put thought into responding as professionally as possible, but inside I am fuming. Why did Prestian Corporation hire this company if they don’t understand that design of the building should be driven by the needs of the patients?
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        * * *

      

      To: MPowers@Martel&Sons.org

      From: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      CC: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org,

      JWarling@TorzialConsulting.org,

      BCarrington@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Mark,

      The goal is to develop a new patient-centered health care model and create a facility to support it. The delivery of care will be completely different than how we provide it today, therefore, will require an entirely new design. Please let me know who will be representing this project on Monday, or if I need to arrange for alternative design representation.

      Thanks,

      Kate

      

      Kate Meilers

      Project Consultant

      Torzial Consulting Firm
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Very nice response… However, it is Saturday and you are still working.

      

      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation
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        * * *

      

      To: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      From: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      

      Dear Mr. Prestian,

      It appears Martel & Sons would like us to select from preset designs instead of letting the process drive design. It’s more than a little concerning.

      See you Monday.

      Thanks,

      Kate

      

      Kate Meilers

      Project Consultant

      Torzial Consulting Firm
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Your concerns are valid. Let me know if you need assistance in procuring resources for the event. BTW-You are still working!

      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation
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        * * *

      

      I decide not to respond to his last email and am just a couple hours into an analysis of projected growth when my cell phone rings. The number is not familiar, but the voice is unmistakable. “Hello, Katarina. I wanted to give you a call and find out how you were today.”

      “I’m feeling much better, Chase. I think you were right, I just went a little too long without eating,” I reply.

      “That’s good to hear. Do you have plans for the afternoon?” he asks.

      I’m sure he is just being polite, and I have no intention of becoming someone’s chore for the day.

      “I do, actually. In fact, I’m working on an analysis for a project and won’t be finished for some time,” I say.

      “That’s unfortunate. You are on a beautiful island. Surely your work can wait?”

      “I wish it were the case, but I need to finish it,” I say although I’m trying to decide why it can’t wait for a little while.

      “I’m very glad that you are feeling better. Hopefully your work won’t take you long, as it would be a shame to work all day. However, we both know what happens when you go a prolonged time without eating so if I don’t see you downstairs before six, I will stop by and personally escort you to dinner,” he says before disconnecting.

      I look at my phone, shaking my head in disbelief. He clearly must think I can’t take care of myself at all after last night, I surmise.

      The rest of the day flies by, and I feel a sense of accomplishment and excitement when I save the last of the documents to the project’s shared account. It is getting late, and I am hungry, having only nibbled on a bagel left over from breakfast since then. I am just getting ready to wrap up for the day when Mom’s call comes in.

      “Hi Sweetie, just thought I would give you a ring and see how you were fairing with everything,” she says.

      “I’m okay, Mom,” I say, sighing and mentally preparing myself for the well-intended inquisition to come.

      “Has Matt called you at all?” my mom asks.

      “No, I haven’t talked to him since the night he proposed a couple weeks ago.”

      “Katie, maybe you should call him. You were the closest of friends for years. You just need to talk to each other.”

      I groan inwardly knowing she’s only concerned about me. “Mom, I’m not going to call him and I don’t expect him to get ahold of me. He was really hurt when I turned down his marriage proposal. The note asking me to move out was the last contact I’ve had with him and I’m trying to respect his wishes,” I say, hoping to alleviate her concern.

      “Well, I still think you should give him a call. You had no idea he had feelings for you like that. Try to explain it to him, at least salvage the friendship,” she suggests.

      “Mom, he never once gave me any indication in the years we lived together that his feelings were anything but platonic. In fact, I always thought he may be, well, you know, interested in guys. He never brought anyone home or talked about his relationships and then one day he asks me to marry him in front of a room full of people?

      “I’m not blaming you, Sweetie, just suggesting that you talk to each other.”

      “I’ll think about it, Mom.”

      “How are things going in Aruba?” she asks, finally changing the subject.

      “Everything is going great. The preparations are coming along nicely for the event on Monday, and I’m hoping things will go well,” I say. We chat for a few more minutes before disconnecting and I am just getting ready to close my laptop when an incoming message from Mark pops up in my inbox.

      

      From: MPowers@Martel&Sons.org

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      CC: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org,

      JWarling@TorzialConsulting.org,

      BCarrington@PrestianCorp.org

      

      Miss Meilers,

      

      I have been able to procure two representatives for the event. They will be arriving on Sunday night and staying in the Mayan Towers. Please let me know if you require anything, before the meeting.

      Mark

      

      Mark Powers, Project Coordinator

      Martel and Sons Design
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      

      It appears they will be participating. Now can you stop working? If not, I will need to make good on my earlier threat.

      

      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation

      

      I wonder if he is always such a controlling asshole. I decide not to respond to his email, besides, it’s a beautiful evening. The resort lights are starting to turn on as dusk arrives, and I can hear the faint sound of music in the distance. I quickly search my closet and choose a strappy sundress. It’s a simple little number, and it feels delightful to let myself be free of constraining undergarments. The blue color matches my eyes and is an excellent complement to my hair. I brush through the long coppery mane and admit defeat. It has a mind of its own, unruly as always, and curling at will. I apply a little face powder and lip gloss and I’m ready to go.

      I can hear the music before I reach the bar. This time, it is full of people listening to a local reggae band. I take a sip of the strawberry daiquiri and lose myself in the soft and sultry tones of the music while watching the moving lights in the distance. I jump slightly at the feel of a hand on my shoulder and glance up to see Chase looking down at me.

      “Good evening, Katarina. I’m glad you were able to put your work away for a short time,” he says. The twinkle in his eye and quirk of his lips makes it hard to tell if he’s mocking me or sincere.

      “I finished that a little while ago.”

      “It must have been quite an extensive analysis,” he says.

      “It was. I’m preparing for a weeklong healthcare planning session,” I say, not sure why I feel the need to explain myself.

      “That seems much more interesting than exploring the islands,” he says and his eyes are still alight with amusement.

      I can feel the warmth on my cheeks. “It was very sweet of you to offer. I didn’t want to be a bother, and I never left my computer all day. I did take advantage of the fantastic weather and views from the balcony of my room, though.”

      “It would hardly have been a bother, Katarina. The planning session is here on the island?” he asks, joining me at the table.

      “Yes, the company that hired me is flying a design team in from the States. The island is breathtaking. I’m sure the group will love the surroundings this week,” I say.

      “I couldn’t agree more. How is your drink?” he asks.

      “It’s good. Although, I was going to order the wine we had yesterday, but couldn’t remember the name.”

      “Well, that can be easily remedied. The bartender is at the other end right now. I’ll walk down,” he says, seeking out the attention of the server. I have a few moments to observe him unnoticed as he waits for our drinks. He is leaning casually against the bar in tan khakis, boat shoes and a polo that does nothing to conceal the shape of his small waist and broad shoulders.

      I push what’s left of the daiquiri aside and take a sip of water before he returns with the wine. It is light and crisp like I remembered, with a mild sweet fruitiness. I let the flavor resonate before swallowing, enjoying the rich finish that I recalled from the night before. I’m aware he’s watching me intently, and I can feel the same warmth as yesterday rise to my cheeks.

      “You’re blushing, Katarina. What are you thinking about?” he asks.

      “It’s been an unusual couple of days. I still can’t believe we ended up performing CPR,” I say, trying to regain my composure.

      “I contacted the hospital earlier, and while they couldn’t give out any information, I was able to leave a message for Mrs. Trennor to call me back. The couple is from Texas and on vacation for the week. She told me her husband required three stents to open arteries to his heart. It sounds like he is recovering nicely, though,” he says.

      “That’s wonderful news, Chase,” I say.

      “I thought so too, but you still haven’t answered my question. We were talking about your blush,” he says.

      “I’m still a little embarrassed that not only did you have to take over CPR, but had to see me back to my room because I couldn’t even manage that.”

      He looks at me with mild amusement. “Katarina, rest assured … it was the highlight of my evening.”

      I’m finding it hard to shift my eyes from his gaze. Maybe it’s just the wine, but everything about this man is appealing and playing havoc with my senses. The band is playing a slow, steady number and Chase stands up.

      “Katarina, come and dance with me,” he says, gently guiding me with one hand at the small of my back to the dance floor. The song playing is a musical number combining guitar, piano and drum in a much different way than most genres. It is sultry and romantic, and I find myself playing the piano keys in my head as the song progresses. I’m acutely aware of his hand still on the small of my back while his other hand finds mine, effortlessly guiding me to the sensual beat. He is an active and competent dancer, drawing me close and pressing my face into his muscular chest. I can smell the fresh scent of soap through his clothing and feel the beat of his heart as we move.

      I’m keenly aware that my own heart is racing, and I wonder if he can tell the effect he is having on me. Our eyes lock, and he holds mine captured under the intensity of his gaze. His hand leaves mine, gently pushing the curl hanging near my eyes out of my face, pulling me closer as we continue drifting across the floor. He keeps his arm firmly around my shoulders as one song ends and the next begins.

      When the set ends, he has our drinks replenished and tells me about the band that is playing and some of the other island entertainment, before leading me back onto the dance floor. I lose myself in the rhythmic music, enjoying the slow song selections and the feel of his body close to mine. In between sets he orders a meal of keri keri, a boiled and flaked fish which has been highly seasoned and accompanies an island salad. The meal is enjoyable and light, and as soon as the waitress has cleared our table, we are back on the dance floor. As they begin to wrap up for the night, I am acutely aware that I miss the feel of his arms around me and sense the warmth rise to my cheeks.

      “Katarina, you have a lovely blush. I’ll walk you back to your suite. It’s getting late,” he says.

      I feel a keen sense of disappointment that the night is over as we make our way back to the Mayan Tower elevators. “Chase, do you know what the blinking lights over the ocean are? I thought they were vessels coming to shore earlier, but they’re still out there.”

      “They are coming from the lighthouse. You really should see some of the historical sites while you’re here. I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning and show you around the island.”

      “I have to admit it would be great to see some of the sights while I’m here. I have a few things to complete before Monday, but I can finish relatively quickly tonight and still have time to go out tomorrow,” I say.

      The elevator stops and with a hand on the small of my back he guides me towards my suite. This time, I have my key card out and quickly insert it into the door to gain access.

      “I enjoyed the evening very much, Katarina. I’ll pick you up at ten tomorrow morning. I’m looking forward to showing you around the island,” he says, brushing a wisp of hair off of my cheek, before leaving me to return to the elevator.
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      I’ve missed a couple of messages and a call from Jenny. I text her that I was out for the night and will call her tomorrow, still thinking about the evening. She’ll never believe that I was out dancing with someone until all hours of the night. I can hear her now. Who are you and what’d you do with my friend? I laugh at the thought and slip into my nightgown, curl up into bed, and begin reviewing emails to make sure things are ready for Monday. I reread Prestian’s note from earlier and try to decide whether I should send a polite response or not reply at all. He is the head of the company that has employed me. “It appears they will be participating. Now can you stop working? If not, I will need to make good on my earlier threat.” I resist the temptation to email a sarcastic comment back and opt instead for a brief note letting him know that I am finished working for the evening. I close my Mac and slide into the luxurious linens and find myself dreaming of dancing with a man with dark penetrating green eyes and a steady heartbeat.

      I wake to the sound of the alarm in the morning with a sense of excitement and anticipation of the day. I make some coffee in the kitchenette and decide to work for a while before Chase arrives. I pull up the project charter sent to me by Brian, chief operating officer at Prestian Corp. He’s very thorough, and I’ve enjoyed working with him on preparation material in the last few weeks. I update the charter to include patient experience data, metrics and a summary of my analysis before sending it back to Brian and his team.
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        * * *

      

      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      
      The charter appears well put together, and the additions add a significant amount of depth. I’ll take a look at it a little later in the day and add the known risks from a cultural and political perspective, along with the mitigation strategies. There will be significant pushback to the changes in the delivery of healthcare that have been proposed. In fact, it may become very unpleasant until we push through the status quo and necessary changes.

      
      P.S. It is Sunday. Why are you working?

      
      C. H. Prestian

      Chief Executive Officer, Owner

      Prestian Corporation
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        * * *

      

      To: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      From: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      
      Dear Mr. Prestian,

      Thank you for the kind note. I look forward to reviewing the risks and mitigation strategies. Your company is paying me to work, and there is much more to complete to bring this facility together. It has the potential to be one of the most prestigious and most efficient hospital and clinic systems ever designed.

      
      Kate,

      
      Kate Meilers

      Project Consultant

      Torzial Consulting Firm
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      To: KMeilers@TorzialConsulting.org

      From: CHPrestian@PrestianCorp.org

      
      This facility will be one of the most prestigious and most
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