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      My plan was to taste her body. Not get her knocked up!

      

      Beautiful and sinless

      She took me by storm.

      Her beauty captivated me from the very start.

      She was looking for love, but all I could give her was an unimaginable pleasure.

      And she loved it.

      She was different than all of the other women I'd met before.

      After a while, I started to have real feelings for her.

      

      But everything changed when she left and took my baby in her womb.
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      Although hard, the convertible chair-bed underneath me provided something I’d lacked for quite some time—a place to sleep other than the sidewalk.

      “Are you awake, love?” Mother’s voice came out scratchy. It had been that way for a while, worsening as time went by. I never thought anything of it as the rasp took over her once clear lilt. I definitely never thought it meant she had throat cancer. But that’s exactly what it had meant.

      “I am, Mum.” I sat up, stretching my sore muscles. “Do you need anything?”

      “A shower.” She smiled weakly. “And another ten years or so of life.”

      She liked to joke around about her impending death a bit too much for my taste, but I forced a smile for her. “Don’t we all, Mum.” I got out of my little bed, which lay right next to her hospital bed. “I’ll start the shower then help you get in. No reason to bother the nurse at this hour.”

      Her pale blue eyes scanned the dimly lit hospital room. “What time is it, Ariel?”

      Looking at my watch, I made sure of the time. “Four in the morning.”

      “Oh, I shouldn’t be bothering you for a shower at this hour, love. Go back to sleep.” My mother never liked to be a bother.

      But I wasn’t about to let her go without one single comfort. “No, it’s no problem. You’ve been sleeping so much, I’m sure your internal clock is out of sorts. I’ll be right back.”

      Heading to the toilet, I turned the light on and looked at my reflection in the mirror. Oh, Lord! I look like the walking dead.

      After starting the shower, I washed my face in the sink then brushed my teeth. Mother’s illness had been rough on me. But then again, life had been rough for us both the last few years.

      I’d just turned twenty-one, but my face looked closer to thirty—worn out before my life had even really begun.

      My father’s death three years earlier had turned our lives upside down. He’d been a little too good at taking care of our every need. Once he and his paycheck were gone, Mum and I had no idea what to do.

      The eviction notice came soon after the electricity was shut off. Mum’s car was repossessed not long after that. We’d used that as our shelter after we’d gotten kicked out, and without the car, we were left to live on the streets.

      Piccadilly Circus in London became our new home. Or more accurately, the shelters and alleys around the square became the places where we laid our heads each night. During the day, we’d walk around picking up loose change and doing anything we could to make a few pounds.

      As horrible as it sounds, Mum’s passing out in one of the shops had put a roof over our heads, food in our tummies, and a bed under our sore bodies. The hospital took care of us both. But once Mum passed on—and I knew it wouldn’t be long now—I would no longer have a place to stay.

      Feeling that the water had warmed enough, I went to get my mother. “Your shower is ready.” I helped her out of bed, carefully holding her close to my side to help her walk the few feet it took to get from the bed to the toilet. The ever-present IV made things a little hard, but I’d learned to manage the bulky stand and the line that ran into my mother’s chest. The PICC line was a necessity if she wanted to be pain-free most of the time.

      As far as treatment for her cancer was concerned, the doctors had recently run out of options. The day prior, the doctor had decided to stop both the radiation and the chemotherapy treatments as they weren’t working to reduce the mass in her throat.

      “Ariel, I’m feeling a little odd.” Mum tried to clear her throat. “It feels like it’s getting bigger.”

      My heart ached for her. “Try not to pay any attention to it, Mum. Focus on anything other than that lump in your throat.”

      “It’s a bit difficult.” She ran her hand over her throat. It had swollen to a size I couldn’t believe—and in such a short time.

      “Just try, Mum.” I picked up the detachable shower head to wash her hair. What was left of it, anyway. “Maybe your hair will come back now that they’ve stopped the chemo.”

      “Do you really think so?” She smiled a little. “Wouldn’t that be nice?” She grasped my wrist suddenly, and I looked at her. “Ariel, I don’t want to be buried the way your father was. Please don’t let them do that to me. I want to be cremated. My ashes can be spread over his grave. Promise me that’s how you’ll take care of it.”

      I hated when she spoke this way, but I knew it was important to her. “I promise you I will do whatever you want, Mum.”

      “Thank you.” She closed her eyes as I finished washing her hair then took the sponge and washed the rest of her thin and frail body. “You’re a very good daughter, love. But you must start thinking about what you’ll do when the time comes. You can’t live in this hospital. You need to see about getting a job. I don’t want you living on the streets alone. It’s much too dangerous. Even with me there to protect you, things happened that I wish wouldn’t have.”

      “I know.” I had no idea what I would do for a job. I had an eleventh grade education and didn’t know what marketable skills I could possibly have. When my father died, I quit going to school to take care of my mother. Even before she got sick, she’d always been frail, and she was a mess without my father. She didn’t know what to do with herself, and she cried all the time. I couldn’t leave her alone.

      With the shower done, I turned the water off then wrapped her in a towel. “I’ll go grab a fresh hospital gown for you.” Leaving her sitting on the small chair in the walk-in shower, I hurried, not wanting to leave her too long. She couldn’t handle a fall in her present state.

      The sound of her coughing sped me up even more. When I came back with the gown in hand, she was gasping for breath as the coughing fit kept going on and on.

      I turned the shower back on, directing the hot water away from her. Steam soon filled the air, and the coughing began to ease up. Shaking, her eyes full of fear, she clung to my arm. She didn’t have to say a word. I could read it in her eyes: death was getting closer by the minute.

      All dressed and safely back in bed, my mother went right to sleep. The whole ordeal had worn her out. I climbed back into my chair-bed, but sleep evaded me.

      What am I going to do?

      I was so tired of asking myself that same question over and over again. A few answers would spring up in my brain, but none that I could get to work on right then. I had to be there for Mum. I couldn’t take any time away from her to find a job, much less do a job.

      Things were at a standstill for me. Waiting for the inevitable to happen, there was nothing else I could do other than be there for my mother.

      I must’ve fallen asleep, as I felt a hand on my shoulder some time later, gently shaking me awake. “Miss Pendragon?”

      Opening my eyes, I saw a blur of white, then rubbed the sleep from my eyes to see Mum’s doctor standing over me. “Doctor Ferguson?”

      “Yes, it’s me.” He walked to the other side of the small room, heading for the door. “Can you come outside to talk to me?”

      Getting up, I tried to smooth out my dress then ran my hand through my hair to tame it a bit. “Yes, sir.” I knew I looked like death warmed over, but I followed him out the door anyway.

      Just on the other side of the door, the older man looked me over. “Miss Pendragon, I’ve been worried about you. My wife and I have been discussing your situation.”

      “You have?” I was surprised. I had no idea he’d been thinking about me at all, much less that he cared about me.

      “We have.” Pulling his black-rimmed glasses off his face, he reached into the pocket of his white coat and then handed me a piece of paper. “This is the number of a man who I think can help you. I called him last night to tell him about you. He thinks he can find a position for you at his resort. He owns an island in the Caribbean, and he has visitors from all over the world. His guests are typically wealthy people who are there to be catered to and demand privacy while they’re there.”

      “And you think he’ll give me a job?” I asked as I looked at the number on the paper. A name—Galen Dunn—was written just above it. “Galen Dunne? Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “He’s an extremely wealthy Irishman, and he’s gained some fame for his inventions and investments.” The doctor pulled his cell out of his pocket then showed me a news report with the man’s picture on it. “This is him, here.”

      Blue eyes that seemed to look directly at me even from a mere picture shone from the screen. Dark waves hung to his broad shoulders. The suit he wore looked expensive and seemed to have been made just for him. His muscles were easily noticeable underneath the dark fabric.

      “You said you’ve already spoken to this man?” I wasn’t sure what a man like that would expect from an employee.

      “I have.” The doctor looked down the hallway as some beeping took his attention. “Look, I’ve got to go. They’ll be moving your mother to hospice care today. That means you’ll no longer be able to stay with her. You’ll be on your own, Miss Pendragon. Mr. Dunne has promised me he’ll take care of things for you—give you a job and a place to live. He’ll even get you to his island. But you’ve got to make the call and reach out to him yourself. He’s just that kind of man. He likes helping people, but first he wants to see that they’re ready to help themselves.”

      With a nod, I asked, “Can I use the phone in Mum’s room to make the call?”

      The doctor sighed then handed me his cell. “No. This is a long distance call, and the hospital won’t pay for that. Use my cell while I go check on my patient.”

      Taking his phone, I dialed the number, crossing my fingers that I would say the right things to the only person who could help me.

      After a few rings, a woman picked up. “Galen Dunne’s office. How can I help you?”

      I froze, unable to speak.

      “Hello? Anyone there?”

      I heard a man’s voice in the background, “Nova, who is it?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe the connection is bad. I can’t hear anything,” she told him.

      “Here, give me the phone,” the man said. “Galen Dunne here. What can I do for ya?”

      His deep Irish voice was so smooth, so commanding. My mouth opened, and words finally spilled out. “I’m Ariel Pendragon, sir. Doctor Ferguson told me to call you. He said he spoke to you about me?”

      “Ah, Ariel Pendragon from London,” his tone bore a certain amount of concern. “And how is your mother, my dear?”

      “Well, she’s not going to get any better, sir.” I clenched my fist at my side, still angry at the unfairness of it all. “They’re sending her to another ward today. Hospice, whatever that is. The doctor said I couldn’t go with her.”

      “He also told me that you and your mother were homeless.” He hesitated before going on, “Is that true?”

      “Yes, sir, it’s true. I don’t know where I’ll be going once they move my mum.” Tears began to burn the backs of my eyes. “The doctor said that you might give me a job at your resort. I would take anything, sir. No job is beneath me.”

      “Do you have any experience at all?” he asked.

      “No, sir, I don’t have any experience. I dropped out of school in Year 12 and have been taking care of Mum ever since. That’s all I have, sir.” It felt humiliating having to tell him that.

      “Not to worry, my dear,” he sounded so nice. “I can help you. You do want to improve your situation, don’t you?”

      “I do want to better myself. I will do anything, sir—anything you want me to.” I thought better about what I’d said and specified, “Besides doing you any physical favors, sir. I hope you understand what I’m saying?” I felt myself blush, but I wanted him to know that there were some things I wasn’t willing to do—no matter how desperate I was.

      He laughed. “My dear, I’m not in the habit of having to pay for a woman’s company. Not to worry, I’m thinking more along the lines of a maid. I’m in need of a personal maid here at the resort. My old maid has moved on; she met someone and has recently left my employment. So, when can you start?”

      “As soon as you can get me there.” I could barely breathe. “My mother will be so relieved, sir. Thank you so very much.”

      “I’ll charter a jet to bring you to Aruba right away. From there, my yacht will pick you up and bring you to the island.” He’d made everything so easy. “And don’t worry about trying to find clothing and anything else to bring with you. I understand what it means to be homeless. You’ll be provided with all the clothing, shoes, and toiletries you’ll need. I’ll set up a bank account for you once you get here. Give me your number, dear.”

      “I don’t have a cell phone, sir.” I prayed that wouldn’t be a deal-breaker for what he was offering me.

      “I’ll have Jeffrey give you one. Text me from at this number once you get it, so I’ll have your number.” He’d fixed my problem so quickly.

      “Thank you, Mr. Dunne. But who is Jeffery?” I asked, not having a clue who he was talking about.

      “Doctor Ferguson,” he clarified for me. “I’ll send you a text when you can get to the airport. See you soon, Miss Pendragon.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you so much—I won’t let you down. Goodbye.” I ended the call, then went to find the doctor to give him his phone.

      I couldn’t wait to tell Mum the fantastic news!
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      The girl had sounded so frail over the phone that morning. My heart ached for the poor thing, and I’d known right away I had to help her.

      Jeffery and I had become friends while working together on a medical project some years back. When he called to ask me if I had some kind of a job for a poor, homeless young woman—who was also about to lose the only parent she had left—I’d felt my heart breaking for the stranger.

      As I sat in the office, my personal cell rang, and I saw it was Jeffery calling. “Hello, Jeffery. I asked you to give me a call because I’ve got a favor to ask you.”

      “Ask away, my friend,” he said, sounding chipper.

      “I need you to purchase Miss Pendragon a cell phone. It can be one of those throwaway, pay-as-you-go things. She’ll only need it until she arrives here. I don’t want her without a means of communication while traveling.” I thought about all the terrible things that could happen to the young woman and didn’t want any other misfortunes to happen to the poor creature.

      Jeffery was very helpful. “I’ll get her one in the gift shop here at the hospital. She’s in the room with her mother right now. Her mother was overjoyed when Ariel told her the news. Mrs. Pendragon is very thankful for you, Galen. She’s gone on at least a hundred times since Ariel gave her the great news that you’re a true blessing to her and her daughter.”

      Although happy they were so appreciative, I felt saddened by their situation. “I’m the one who’s blessed to even be able to help them. Tell me, Jeffery, do you think Ariel will be okay, leaving her mother behind?” I’d been thinking about that a lot since we’d talked. “I don’t need her to leave her mother to come to me so quickly. I don’t want to take any time away from what she has left with her mother.”

      “To be honest, leaving now might be best for Ariel and her mother,” he told me. “Her mother is about to be taken to hospice, and she’ll only get worse from that point on. It’s not a process that’s appealing, and her daughter will have better memories of her mother if she leaves now. And sometimes it’s easier for people who are that sick to pass on if they’re not worried about holding on for their loved ones. I’ve already spoken to them both, and Mrs. Pendragon has told me what she wants done after she dies. I’ve promised Ariel that I’ll personally take care of fulfilling her mother’s wishes to be cremated and for her ashes to be spread over her husband’s grave.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Jeffery.” I thought his actions bode well for both the mother’s and daughter’s integrity. “I would guess these two women have affected you because they have pure hearts. It’s a shame what’s happened to them.”

      He sighed. “They’re as kind as they come, Galen. They’ve told me how things got so bad for them. Mrs. Pendragon got married when she was very young—right out of high school—and her husband pampered his girls a bit too much. He never let them raise a finger to help when it came to meeting the bills, nor did he allow his wife to even purchase groceries. She never had a bank account, never even learned to drive until they had their only child. Only then did Mrs. Pendragon learn so she could take Ariel to school.”

      “It sounds like he truly loved them, but he did his family a disservice by not encouraging their independence.” I found it a bit archaic in this day and age, but guessed it still happened from time to time.

      Jeffery agreed, “Yes, he loved them, but failed to teach them much about how to get on in life. Ariel seems sharp enough. I think she can learn. Hopefully, she’ll take the opportunity you’re giving her and run with it—make a real life for herself. I hope you can get someone to teach her the basics like how to pay bills, to budget, and things like that.”

      “I’ll make sure she gets the help she needs.” I’d never before felt such sympathy for a person without even knowing them. “Once you give her the cell, remind her to text me. Since you think it best for her to leave her mother and she seems to agree, I’ll charter a private jet now. How long do you think she needs before leaving?”

      “Give her a few more hours. Her mother will be settled in by then, and she won’t have a place to stay anyway.” He laughed. “You know, they both were the happiest I’ve ever seen them with this news. This is a huge relief to Mrs. Pendragon. I can see she feels at peace now. You really are doing a heroic deed, Galen.”

      “Well, you’re the one who thought of it.” I thought that made him a hero, too. “I guess that’s why we’re such good friends. Great men think alike.”

      “I suppose so.” I heard some odd beeping in the background. “Got to go. I’ll get her the cell as soon as I have a moment to do so. Bye now.”

      I ended the call then looked at my resort manager, who had been listening to my end of the call the entire time. “So, we’ve got a new girl coming, Nova. Can I count on you to get everything she’ll need and get it over to staff housing?”

      Nova tapped a pencil on her desktop. “When she texts you, can you ask her for her clothing and shoe sizes? And this might seem a little forward, but you did say the girl is homeless, so ask her for bra and panty sizes, too.”

      Running my hand over my face, I nodded. “I could do that. Or better yet, I’ll just give you her number, and you can text her those questions. I don’t want her to think I’m some kind of a pervert.”

      “You’re right.” Nova laughed. “I can get the room ready for now. The flight to Aruba from London is about thirteen hours, right? I guess she’ll be here sometime tomorrow. I’ve got plenty of time to get everything she’ll need.”

      I wanted Ariel Pendragon to have more than just the basics. “I want you to go to the boutiques here on the island and get her some nice things to wear. Throw in some jewelry and perfumes, too, why don’t you? I want her to feel like she’s special. I’m sure sleeping on the streets of London for the last few years has made her feel anything but that.”

      Nova smiled at me. “What a big heart you have, Galen. I had no idea.” She blushed. “I mean, not that you’re a tyrant or anything like that. I just mean that I’ve never seen this side of you is all.”

      “To be perfectly honest, I’ve never been in this position before, so I’ve never really seen this side of me, either.” It might be new territory, but it felt right—natural, even. “When I got the call from Jeffery last night, it did something to me. I dreamt all night long about this poor girl and her mother, imagining them out on the streets for years. It made me sick, quite frankly. Thinking that humanity could allow something like that to happen to innocent people…it did something to my heart. All I know is that I’m going to change that young woman’s life for the better, and that’s that.”

      “How honorable of you, Galen.” Nova got up to leave her office. “I’m going over to staff housing. I want to take care of this myself. Your feelings about this must be contagious, and I want to make sure she get more than the bare minimum. Let’s give her a real welcome to our little slice of paradise, shall we?”

      I loved Nova’s spirit. “I’m glad you took this job. Camilla was my right hand at this resort, and I wasn’t sure how her leaving would affect the place. But she’s trained you so well, and you’ve got such a natural gift for caring for others that you’ve only enhanced our world.”

      She looked at me over her shoulder just before leaving the office. “Thanks, boss. It’s always nice to know I’m making a difference.”

      From the very first moment I started thinking about opening the resort, I knew I wanted to create the kind of work environment that not only worked to serve others, but also made the employees feel at home. I was so pleased that I’d been able to make that vision a reality, and now we would add another person to our little island paradise. I just prayed that she would find peace here, the way all of us had. It would be my personal mission to help her find it.

      I couldn’t imagine not having any family to turn to—that sounded so terrible to me. I had such a big, loving family and had no idea what it would feel like to be alone in the world, nor did I want to know how that felt.

      When a text came in, I looked at the number and saved it to my contacts under Ariel Pendragon. Then I sent the number to Nova before calling the girl once more. “Hello?” Ariel answered.

      “It’s nice to hear your voice, Miss Pendragon. I just wanted to let you know that I’ve set up the jet at Heathrow airport. You can go whenever you’re ready. There’s absolutely no rush at all.” I didn’t want her to feel compelled to leave her mother before she had to.

      She sniffled a little. “They just took my mother from the hospital. She and I have said our goodbyes, sir. I’ll leave for the airport now. Everyone I had here is gone or will be gone soon, so I don’t have a reason to stay in London any longer. Doctor Ferguson has assured me that my mother will be kept out of pain and kept comfortable. I thank you for this opportunity to move on with my life, Mr. Dunne. It has been such a help not only to me, but to my mum, too. Now she can move on in peace, not having to worry about what will happen to me.”

      The way my throat was closing up surprised me. Emotion nearly took me over as I felt the backs of my eyes burning. “This will be your home now, Miss Pendragon. Safe travels, my dear girl. Check in with me when you get on the plane, please. I want to know where you are and that you’re safe.”

      “Thank you. I’ll keep you informed, sir. And please, call me Ariel. Goodbye,” her voice cracked as she said the last word. I knew she’d broken down then.

      Putting the phone down on the desk, I put my face in my hands as I allowed the sorrow to take me over. Giving in to such emotions wasn’t like me, but it seemed I’d already formed a connection with the young Ariel Pendragon.
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      Although my heart ached for my mother, I did find solace in the fact that I finally had a direction for my future. I’d never even been on a commercial airplane before, yet there I was, sitting on a private jet. Such luxury was completely foreign to me, but I could see that would change.

      I’d been able to sleep peacefully in the comfortable bed at the back of the plane. After I woke up, I took a shower, fixed my hair, and even did my makeup with the toiletries that were stocked in the lavatory.

      The attendant had shown me around the jet when I first arrived. There had been a change of clothing all the way down to a bra, panties, and a pair of sandals in the closet. I’d given my sizes to Nova, the manager of Paradise Resort, only an hour before arriving at the airport. The idea that they’d managed to purchase all that for me in such a short time made my head spin.

      Nova had also assured me that there would be plenty of clothing for me and everything else I’d need waiting for me on the island. She even sent me pictures of the bedroom suite I would be staying in.

      My new reality was so much better than any dream I could’ve ever thought up on my own. And I had Doctor Ferguson and Mr. Dunne to thank for that. They were my real-life angels. I would never forget what they’d done for me.

      Being able to leave my mother with the knowledge that I would be better than okay was a gift I’d never expected to get. My life was changing for the better, and I couldn’t have been more excited for what was to come.

      But at the same time, I was losing my mother, and I couldn’t have been sadder. The mix of emotion proved hard to take. I was feeling a bit crazed, trying to manage so many extreme feelings.

      When the pilot came on the speaker, I jerked my head off the soft pillow. “We’re about to land in Aruba, Miss Pendragon. Can you please get to your seat and buckle up?”

      Getting up off the bed, I gave myself one last look in the mirror before landing. The reflection staring back at me looked quite different from how I’d looked the last few years. The fancy soaps, shampoos, and conditioners I’d found had made a major improvement.

      Heading into the cabin, I took a seat then buckled up. The attendant came out to check on me. “Did you have a nice nap?”

      “I had a wonderful nap, thank you.” I picked up the bottle of water I’d left in the cup holder by the seat before I’d gone to lie down. “So, we’re about to arrive. Is it weird that my stomach feels like something is jumping around in it?” I took a long drink to quench my thirst.

      She smiled at me. “I think mine would, too, if I were in your situation. You’re about to embark on quite a journey.”

      A journey?

      Yeah, I guess it could be called that. “My whole life is about to change. I hope I do well with it.”

      “I hope you do, too.” She took a seat across from me and buckled her seatbelt. “I’ve heard a lot about Galen Dunne, but I’ve never met him. He’s quite the handsome man from what I’ve seen. I think I read last year that he was still a confirmed bachelor and about to turn forty. He sure doesn’t look that old, does he?”

      I had only seen the one picture of him, but I had to agree. “No, he certainly doesn’t look old at all.” If he’d been turning forty a year ago, that meant he was most likely forty-one—twenty years older than me. Not that it mattered. He would be my boss, nothing more than that. “He’s been very pleasant every time we’ve talked. I think it’ll be nice to work for him.”

      “I bet it will be,” she agreed. “I’ve only heard good things about him.”

      The plane began its descent, and I clutched the armrests as I closed my eyes. “Almost there,” I whispered to myself.

      Once the plane touched the ground, I opened my eyes and laughed. The attendant laughed as well. “We made it.”

      Nodding, I couldn’t get the smile to leave my face. “So, I’ve got a boat to catch, and then I’ll be at my new home. This is so surreal.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” She unbuckled her seatbelt as the plane came to a stop. “Ready to begin your adventure?”

      “More than ready.” My tummy was twisting and turning, but I wouldn’t let that hold me back. “I hope my nerves go away soon. I hate feeling this way.”

      “You should call Mr. Dunne to let him know you’re here,” she told me as she got up. “I’ll open the door so that you can get on your way.”

      Pulling out my new cell, I turned it on then made the call. “Ariel?” he answered.

      “Yes, sir, it’s me. I’ve just landed in Aruba. What should I do next?” I followed the attendant out the jet’s door and walked down the stairs that had been pushed up to the aircraft.

      “You should just stop right there. I’m coming out to the tarmac to get you.” The sun was so bright I had to shield my eyes as I looked around for him. Then I felt a hand on my shoulder as someone came up behind me. “Hey there.”

      Turning around, I saw the man face-to-face for the first time. The man was such an eyeful that my words almost stopped in my throat.

      “Mr. Dunne, it’s so good to meet you. I certainly didn’t expect you to come out here to get me. What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Well, I didn’t want you to have to worry about how to get around.” He took my hand then placed it in the crook of his arm. “This way. I’ve got a car waiting to take us to my yacht.” He looked at me for a moment, then pulled something out of the pocket of his shorts. “Here, you can have these. They’re a necessity here.”

      I took the sunglasses he’d handed me then put them on. “Thank you, sir. How considerate of you.”

      “Ah, that English accent of yours is going to be nice to hear.” The smile he wore couldn’t have been faked. “I’m so glad you’re here, Ariel.”

      “Me, too.” I peeked at him out of the side of my eyes, knowing my curiosity would be hidden by the dark glasses: he stood a foot taller than me; his body was even more muscular than it appeared to be in the picture I’d seen of him; he smelled like sunshine and sea breezes; his hair moved in dark waves over his broad shoulders as the wind whipped it around his gorgeous face. I’d never been around such a handsome man before. It felt weird, but a fantastic kind of weird.

      Getting into the back of a small car, I felt a bit awkward as Mr. Dunne slid in next to me. The car was so small that our legs touched. “They don’t have anything larger than this here. Sorry about that, Ariel,” he apologized.

      “It’s fine.” I looked out the window as the driver sped off. “This place is pretty. So different from London.”

      “I hope you learn to love it the way I do.” He put his arm across the back of the seat. “I hope you don’t mind me doing this. I’ve got to stretch out a bit. This car is so cramped, and I’ve never liked small spaces.”

      His knees were nearly up to his chin, so I knew he wasn’t just throwing out a line. “No, that’s fine.”

      “I don’t wish to stir up any bad feelings, but I must ask how you’re handling this whole thing,” he said with a sympathetic tone to his deep voice. “I don’t want you to hesitate to tell me how you’re feeling about your mother and what she’s going through. And the job, too. I want you to feel free to talk to me about anything. Your situation would be difficult for anyone, Ariel. I don’t want you to feel alone.”

      “Um, thanks.” I didn’t know what to say. “At this moment, I’m a bit overwhelmed.”

      “I suppose I would be, too, if I were in your shoes.” The way he smiled made me feel safe—a feeling that had become rare in the last few years of my life. “Once the overwhelmed feeling goes away, feel free to talk to me.”

      “Yes, sir.” I ran my hand over the yellow dress. “And thank you for the dress and shoes and stuff.” I didn’t want to mention the underclothing to him. “I didn’t expect this, but it certainly was welcomed. I looked a fright before I had a shower and got to use all the fancy things in the lavatory.”

      He took a chunk of my hair between his finger and thumb. “These auburn curls must’ve proven hard to tame while living on the streets. I’m glad you were able to give them a proper shampooing.”

      The way his wrist rested on my shoulder as he toyed with my hair stirred odd sensations in my nether regions. That wasn’t a good sign. The man was my boss. And he could never be anything more than that.

      I had a job and a home now; I couldn’t mess that up by having an attraction to the man who’d given me everything. The only thing I could do was ignore the growing moisture that had begun to accumulate in my new panties. Panties he’d purchased for me.

      Oh, hell, girl, you’ve got to stop.

      “Here we are. We’re at the dock where my yacht awaits.” The car stopped, and Mr. Dunne got out, reaching in to take my hand. “Come now, give me your hand, Ariel. I can’t wait to show you my pride and joy. Lady Killer is the latest yacht I’ve added to my collection. It’s got it all. A hot tub, a steam room, an ice machine. And the cook has made us a fabulous lunch. I hope you enjoy fresh seafood.”

      “I’ve never had it.” He didn’t let go of my hand as he led me to his boat. “Not fresh, anyway, only frozen.”

      “Oh, I didn’t think about that.” He pulled me up to walk by his side, still holding my hand. “Well, I should think you’ll like it. My chef could make a twig taste delicious. He’s a genius.”

      “I’m sure I’ll love everything.” I couldn’t stop looking at all the grand boats that lined the dock we walked down. Then we stopped in front of the ‘Lady Killer,’ its name proudly painted on the back end of the yacht. “Oh, my! This is gorgeous, Mr. Dunne.”

      “Thank you! I quite agree with you, Ariel.” He took a step onto the deck of the yacht. “Come aboard, my dear. Your new life begins now.”

      And what a life it should be!
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      I’d begun chatting away in a manner quite unlike my usual self. The woman—the much younger woman—had a way of making me slightly nervous for some reason. I’d yet to release her hand, so I let it go. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to hold onto you for so long.”

      She blushed as she took a seat inside the yacht’s cabin. “No reason to apologize, sir.”

      Taking a seat across from her, I resolved to keep a certain amount of distance between us. Ariel hadn’t even cleaned all the way up yet, and already I found her extremely attractive—a thing I shouldn’t have even been thinking about. The poor woman wasn’t emotionally available, what with her mother’s illness and impending death weighing so heavily on her mind. Not to mention that I was her employer.

      No, any thoughts of Ariel’s physical attributes should be shoved far, far away.

      Trying to say something comforting, I asked, “You did give the hospice your cell number, didn’t you?”

      “I did, sir,” she answered with a nod. They’ve promised to call me.” She stopped then looked away. The back of her hand ran across her cheek, wiping away a lone tear. “When she passes.”

      God, I’m an idiot!

      Hopping up off my seat, I moved to sit next to her, putting my arm around her narrow shoulders. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I can’t seem to say the right thing, Ariel. Of course, you don’t wish to talk about this right now. I’ll stop talking about anything that has to do with what you’re going through.”

      Shaking her head, she sniffled. “No, no. I’m the one who’s sorry, sir. You’ve given me this wonderful opportunity, and I’ve let my emotions overrule me. I need to toughen up and stop taking the things people say to heart.”

      She was so wrong. “Ariel, until things get better for you, I want you to be my guest at the resort, not an employee. You’ll not be doing any work until you’ve had time to mourn your mother and grieve properly.”

      Pulling the sunglasses off, she looked right into my eyes. I’d never seen eyes like hers before—the deepest shade of green. “Sir, please allow me to get right to work. It will do me good. Sitting alone and drowning in my grief…that sounds horrifying. I want something that will take my mind away from my mother. I know that might sound shallow or make me sound like a bad daughter, but I need to work. I’ve never had the opportunity to work before, never had the opportunity to learn a job. I feel this is my time to start growing into the person I’m meant to be. But I am deeply moved by your offer, sir. Very deeply moved.”

      The softness of her voice soothed me in a way I’d never experienced. The awkwardness I’d felt at making her cry all but left me. “Okay. Whatever you feel is best, Ariel. Only know that I want you to be happy here. I want this experience to enrich your life in a way you’d never imagined it could.”

      “It has already turned into something I couldn’t have even dreamed of, sir, and that’s all because of you and Doctor Ferguson. You two are like my guardian angels.” She shook her head and laughed a little as though she thought her words were far-fetched. “I suppose my father had a hand in this. I kept thinking that he was watching over us from above, trying to make things better for me and Mum. Maybe he just wanted her with him so badly, and that’s why she became ill. And maybe he wanted me to have a better life—one I could never have had back in London. Whatever it is, I’m just thankful to have you.”

      I traced one finger along her jawline. Despite my earlier resolve to keep things professional, I felt captivated by her words. I couldn’t help myself. “I’m thankful to have you, too, Ariel Pendragon,” I whispered, gazing into those emerald pools.

      Her pink lips pulled up to one side and the corners of her eyes crinkled a tiny bit. “That is nice to know. I think I’ll be extremely happy here.”

      “I hope so.” My finger left her face as my eyes went to the chef’s assistant, who approached with shrimp cocktails. “Hello, Paolo. This is Ariel Pendragon. She’ll be working on the island.”

      After placing the platter on the coffee table, he extended his hand to Ariel, who took it with a quiet greeting.

      “So nice to meet you, Ariel.” He was close in age to her, I couldn’t help but notice. “Your accent is British, is it not?” He gave her a charming smile, a dimple appearing in one cheek.

      “I’m from London.” She smiled back at him, and my chest swelled a bit with what felt a lot like jealousy—an emotion I didn’t think I was capable of feeling. “And you sound Spanish.”

      “Because I am from Spain.” He laughed, then winked at her. “I live in staff housing, as will you. I’ll show you all around the island once you get settled in, Ariel. If you have any questions, feel free to come to me. But I think you will be fine; everyone is very nice. We don’t have any drama on our island.”

      I leaned over to pick up a shrimp, dunking it into the cocktail sauce. “She’s having a bit of an upset right now, Paolo. I think we should allow Ariel to join social groups when she feels ready to. I don’t want her forced into anything.” I looked at the young
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