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      I needed a fresh start. Lucky for me, the exceptionally handsome Chase Duran needed a personal assistant.

      Too bad my father wants me dead.

      Like a knight in shining armor, Chase Duran took me in, gave me a job, a home, and some much-needed transportation. All I had to do was take care of his dogs and do some errands for the man.

      Innocent in every way, I knew my boss had the ability to show me things no one else ever had.

      My head was a mess from what I’d seen. My heart was in pieces from who I’d lost. My body was on fire for the man I worked for.

      Something has to give.

      Once we got going, we moved like lightning. He was every bit the amazing teacher I thought he’d be, bringing me into womanhood in the most spectacular way.

      Fireworks have nothing on him.

      Everything seemed to be going in the right direction. Until my past showed up to drag me back to the one place in the world I did not want to be.

      And now, I have a secret riding with me.

      Will Chase be able to follow the clues and find me in time?

      Or will my life and that of our unborn child be extinguished at my father’s hand?
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      Our dream of Whispering Waves Electric Company was finally coming to fruition. With the building done, it was time to get to work, innovating new ideas and products to harness the energy that the waves of the Gulf of Mexico had to offer.

      That meant the majority of my time would be spent at work. With two German Shepherds at home and all the chores that came along with owning a home with pets, I would need someone to help out with my personal responsibilities.

      My ad in the Brownsville Newspaper for an experienced personal assistant had been answered by no less than ten candidates. My day was full of nothing but interviews. I needed to hire someone that day — I couldn’t take another day away from the real work I needed to get doing.

      With ten people vying for the job, I was sure that I would find someone I meshed with. We had to rub along well together since a perk of the job was living in my guest cottage — with the dogs, I needed someone to be at home with them most of the time, or they would get destructive.

      Doing the interviews in my office at work, I pressed the button on the intercom to let my assistant know I was ready for the first applicant. “David, you can send someone in now.”

      “First up is Eugene Brady, boss-man,” he let me know. “If you’ll check out your email, I’ve scanned and uploaded his resume and sent it to you so you can have it open on your desktop.”

      “Smart thinking, amigo.” David and I had gone to school together. We hadn’t been the best of friends back then, but I knew he had an awesome work ethic, so he was an easy hire as my business assistant. “Send him in.”

      Moments later, the door to my office opened, and in came a very tall, very thin man. The first thing I noticed was the lack of a smile on his face. He extended his hand as I stood up behind my desk. “Eugene Brady, Mr. Duran. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Shaking his hand, I nodded. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Eugene. No need for the mister stuff. Just call me Chase.”

      He took the seat on the other side of my desk as I took mine again. “I prefer to keep things professional, if you don’t mind. You may call me Mr. Brady, Mr. Duran.”

      Nope, this guy’s not going to make the cut.

      I finished three more interviews before lunch and was beginning to worry. None of them were meshing with me as I had envisaged. One was obviously lazy as she showed up to the interview wearing house shoes. She said she liked to keep it real and that she was into being comfortable at all times. Another was super bossy, starting the interview with how he was going to change my life. Since I didn’t need my life changed, I saw no need to hire him for the job either.

      After an hour lunch break, I walked into the reception area of my office to find six more people waiting for their interview. “Hello, everyone. I’ll try to make the interviews quick, so you don’t have to sit here all day.” I pointed at the mini-fridge. “Feel free to grab yourselves something to drink while you wait.” I pointed to the door on the left side of the room. “And feel free to use the restroom over there if you need.”

      Out of the six people, four were men, and two were women. My eyes landed on one of them, and when she smiled at me, I lost my train of thought. “And you are?”

      She looked at everyone else in the room before asking, “Me?”

      Nodding, I let her know that I was talking to her. “Yes, you.”

      “Oh, I’m nobody. I mean, I am somebody, but you wouldn’t know me. I’m new in town, is what I’m trying to say.” She was clearly flustered by my simple question, and I quickly noticed that she was the youngest of the group.

      Deciding not to embarrass her any further, I turned to go to my office. “David, give me five minutes before you send one of them in.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      I sat down at my desk, then pulled up the email with the next person’s information. The resume was stellar. Ten years of military service. Three years of working in the hospitality industry. And even military dog training. Dawn Rutherford seemed like a dream come true.

      I wonder if that’s the girl I noticed.

      A knock came to the door, and it opened slowly as a woman — not my woman, but an older woman — asked, “Are you ready to see me, Mr. Duran?” This woman was much older than my woman.

      Listen to me, calling her my woman. Good Lord.

      Standing, I gestured to the seat on the other side of my desk. “Of course, Dawn. And please, call me Chase.”

      “Chase it is then.” She took the seat.

      The first thing I noticed was how professionally she was dressed. Starched white button-down shirt tucked into black slacks, and sensible black loafers too. Her short bob haircut hung to her chin, the blonde color slightly subdued as a hint of grey seemed to be coming in. I had to admit that she was the first great candidate I’d interviewed. “So, tell me why you think you would make a great personal assistant for me, Dawn.”

      “When I read about the two dogs that would need taken care of, I knew I was the perfect fit for this job. I enjoy working with dogs. And I would love the chance to train them for you.”

      “They have a trainer who comes over a couple of times a month to work with them.”

      “That’s great. I can see what he does with them and keep up his training. Unless you find that mine is even better than his. I have trained dogs for the military, primarily teaching them to sniff out bombs.”

      “Well, I don’t think I’ll need them to do that,” I said with a laugh. “But having someone to back up what my trainer does would be helpful.”

      “If you give me the job, you can expect all your clothes to be starched and ironed as well. I love to do laundry,” she let me know. “I’ll even starch your skivvies.”

      I wasn’t a fan of stiff clothing, and I wasn’t sure what skivvies were. “Skivvies?”

      “Underwear,” she said with a wink. “I’ll do your bed linens as well. I run a tight ship.”

      “I’ve got a housekeeper who takes care of the house and the bedding. I wouldn’t expect you to do my laundry either. I drop that off once a week at the dry cleaners’ so that Flo can fluff and fold it for me. I’ve never been into starched clothing anyway. But thanks for offering.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” she assured me. “It really makes a person pop. And with me as your personal assistant, you will pop. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Not good at following orders. So, she’s not so great for this job after all.

      More hours went by, filled with people I just could not imagine being so engrained in my life. And then the tenth interview came. The youngest of them all, the cute dark-haired young woman with piercing blue eyes I’d noticed earlier. “I’m Arabella Loren,” she introduced herself shyly before taking a seat.

      “And I am Chase Duran. Call me Chase, Arabella. I have to tell you, that is a beautiful name. Were you named after someone in your family? A grandmother, maybe?”

      “No, nothing like that.” She smiled sweetly and looked around my office. “This is nice.”

      “Thank you.” I opened the email on her that David had sent me and found a resume with nothing more than what she’d accomplished in high school. “So, Arabella, you don’t have to answer this question, but I would like to know how old you are.” There was no date for her high school graduation. If it had been recent, then I could understand her lack of employment.

      “I’m twenty-three. How old are you?”

      “Thirty-five,” I answered, finding it odd that she would ask that of me. But I found it oddly charming. “You have no experience in anything, Arabella.”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “I don’t have any experience at all. But I am a fast learner. And I follow instructions well. I follow them well, too. And I need a job, so I’ll do anything.”

      “Did you read the whole ad?”

      “Yes. You have two dogs and need someone to help you with personal tasks and chores. I think I can do that.” She didn’t look very secure about that, though.

      “Do you like dogs?”

      Shrugging her narrow shoulders, she cocked one perfectly arched eyebrow. “I’ve never been around any. But I’m not afraid of them. I’ve seen videos of dogs, and I think they’re smart and most of them are cute too.”

      “Mine are as smart as they come. They’re on the large side, though. Do you know what a German Shepherd is?” I wasn’t sure she would like my dogs. And whoever got the job had to love them.

      She nodded her head. “I don’t know much about dog breeds, but I looked up some pictures to be sure. They look friendly.” She smiled shyly. “Well, except the pictures I saw of them when they’re defending someone. They look fierce then. But I think that as long as you’re nice to them, they will be nice to you.”

      “So, you don’t feel that you would be afraid?”

      Shaking her head, she laughed. The sound was angelic. “Heaven’s no.”

      “The tasks I would need you to do aren’t hard at all. You would do the grocery shopping, and you would take my dogs to their veterinarian appointments from time to time. You would do things like dropping off and picking up my laundry. I did want my assistant to make dinner a few times a week for me as well. Do you know how to cook?” If she couldn’t cook, it wasn’t a deal-breaker. I could pick up dinners if I had to.

      “I make excellent Italian food.”

      “Can you clean up after yourself?” The maid only came once a week. I didn’t want dishes piling up a week at a time.

      “I will clean up after myself. I won’t be of any hassle to you. I promise you that. I will do the things you want, as you want them, without complaining.”

      She seemed more than ready and willing to accommodate me. But she also was young, and that meant she might be interested in going out to party. I couldn’t hire someone who was going out in the town every night. I needed someone to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed all day long.

      “Arabella, it’s been my experience that people your age tend to go out a lot. So, I’m not sure you would be the best choice for this job. It requires someone who can be attentive at all times of the day. No sleeping in after a long night out. No long naps to make up for the lack of sleep from a night of partying. Hangovers and chores don’t go well together, is what I’m getting at.”

      She relaxed in the chair, her teal dress wrinkling at her midsection. “Oh.” Lifting her head, she said, “Well, I don’t do that sort of thing. I don’t know anyone here. I just moved here a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Oh?” I exclaimed. “Where did you move from?”

      Immediately, her eyes left mine as she looked to one side. It seemed as if she were trying to think a bit too hard about her answer, which was definitely strange. “The east coast area.”

      “Like New York?” I asked, trying to narrow it down a bit.

      Shaking her head, she said, “No. Not New York. More like, um, Maine.”

      “So, you come from Maine?”

      “Not exactly.”
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      The interview was going great until he asked what should have been a simple question.

      The hard part was that I couldn’t let anyone know where I came from, so I changed the subject. “Um, I just thought I should mention that I don’t currently have my driver’s license. Like, my physical license.” He cocked his head at me as if I were speaking another language.

      Shit. I can’t have him thinking I’m an idiot.

      “I mean, I lost my wallet at some point while traveling here. I traveled by bus, so there were a lot of transfers, and somewhere along the way, my purse and I got separated. The bus company said they’ll contact me if anyone turns it in, but they told me not to hold my breath.”

      “So, you have no identification?” he asked me with a frown.

      “Yes, I have none of that.” I fiddled with my hands in my lap, nervous. “Will that be a problem?”

      Tapping his long fingers on his desk, he made a humming sound before shoving his hand through his sandy blonde curls. His sea-green eyes looked upward as he contemplated his answer. He looked the part of a guy who loved living on the beach, with his short-sleeved tropical printed shirt, khaki shorts, and Top-Sider shoes.

      Finally, he moved his eyes back to me. “Do you recall your social security number or your driver’s license number?”

      “No.” I had been to interviews every day since I’d arrived in Brownsville. So far, no one would hire me without my identification.

      “You do have a driver’s license, though?” he asked. “I mean, I know you said you don’t have one with you. But did you ever get a license to drive?”

      “Yes, I did. I got it when I was eighteen.” I had to change up my tactics. Obviously, my approach to all the other interviews had gotten me nowhere. So, I made something up. “I can try to get a copy of it sent to me, I think. If I can go to the Department of Motor Vehicles, I think I can get them to give me a replacement.”

      “It might not be that easy since you’re not from Texas. and each state has its own DMV. But if you’ll at least try, I might be able to overlook that — for now. You will have to get one eventually. And if you’re going to stay in Texas, which I hope you are since you’re trying to get a job here, then you’ll need to get a Texas driver’s license anyway.”

      Yes! He’s willing to overlook it!

      That was more than anyone else had said. “Yes, I’ll definitely try to get something done about that.”

      “The job comes with a car. I’ve got a Range Rover to haul my dogs around in. Whoever gets this job will have access to that car. I suppose if you get pulled over for some reason, you can tell them your name and what state your license is from, and they’ll be able to look it up.”

      “I won’t get pulled over,” I assured him. “I’m a cautious driver. But I think you’re right about that. So, I don’t think it will be a big deal. As long as you’re okay with that.” I was so excited that a car would come with the job. I’d been going everyone on foot ever since I’d gotten into town.

      “There is the issue of not having your social security number, though. How am I going to pay you?”

      That had been the other big problem everyone had with hiring me. But I’d done my research this time. “You could just pay me as a contract employee. At the end of the year, I’ll just have to pay taxes on the money I made.”

      Smiling, he nodded. “I could do that. But once you get a replacement for your social security card, or even just know the number, then I’ll get you payroll.”

      He was far more accommodating than anyone else I’d had an interview with. “Thank you so much.”

      “You don’t have the job yet, Arabella.” He chewed on his lower lip, and his actions made me notice the firmness of his jaw. He was a very nice-looking man. I loved his perfectly tanned skin, and since the top two buttons of his shirt had been left unfastened, I could see the firmness of his pecs too. He was what we called a triple threat back home — hot, muscular, and wealthy.

      “Yes, I know that.” I ducked my head, not wanting to act like I had the job already. “I’m just thankful that you’re still considering me even after I told you about my lack of identification. Every other interview I’ve had ended abruptly as soon as I told them about my lost purse.”

      “And how many interviews have you had?”

      “I’ve had one or two each day for the last fourteen days.” I knew that sounded bad.

      “Where are you staying, Arabella?” he asked with concern.

      “In a motel.” I couldn’t look right at him as the expression of pity he wore on his handsome face made me cringe. “It’s fine. I’ve got enough cash to pay for another week or so. And the manager said I might be able to do work around there if I run out of money, just to pay for board.”

      Chase fell quiet for a moment as he looked up at the ceiling again. “Living in a motel seems unsafe to me.”

      I had heard some scary things since I’d arrived there. But I wasn’t going to complain. “It’s okay. I lock my doors and don’t go out after dark.” I tried to smile reassuringly.

      His green eyes landed on mine. “The job comes with a house. It’s a small cottage behind the main house. Just one bedroom and one bath. But it has a full kitchen and living room. Cable’s hooked up in both the living room and the bedroom, and Wi-Fi is available all throughout my entire property.”

      That sounded like a dream come true to me, and I knew I had to be glowing as I thought about being able to live in an actual house again. “It would be nice to have a home.”

      He leaned forward. “Arabella, why did you come to Brownsville in the first place?”

      Because it was as far away as I could get.

      That was a much trickier question to avoid. “I mean no disrespect, but I would rather not talk about something so personal that doesn’t seem to pertain to the job.” I prayed I hadn’t just ruined my chance of getting the job that I so desperately needed. Not only would it allow me to start making money, but it would give me a home and transportation.

      This job would essentially solve all my problems, and I wanted it badly.

      With a sigh, he sat back in his chair. “I suppose you’re right. So, let’s talk about the responsibilities the job entails. My dogs get fed twice a day, at the same time each day. If you can’t keep track of something as important as your purse — the thing that carries your entire identity inside of it — then how can I expect you to remember to feed my dogs on time?”

      I knew losing my purse seemed like the most irresponsible thing a person could do. But the thing was, I hadn’t really lost it. Not that I could tell him that, though. “Have you ever ridden on a bus?”

      “No.” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Would you like to tell me how that went?”

      I could tell him about my journey. “I changed buses four times. When you travel by bus, it takes twice as long to get anywhere. There are lots of stops to let people off and on, and that means there’s a lot of shuffling around. And then there were the transfers, where I had to get off one bus and wait for another to show up. It took three whole days to get here. I get motion sickness sometimes on long trips, so I couldn’t sleep. The entire trip was tiring, and my head got fuzzy from the whole ordeal.”

      I took a deep breath shuddered, trying to forget the experience. I told myself that if I was playing up my discomfort a bit in the attempt to garner a little extra sympathy, it was only because I needed this job so badly. “So, I must’ve gotten off one bus to get onto another and left my purse behind,” I continued. “Either on the seat or maybe in the bathroom on the bus. It’s not like I had time to go back and check once I noticed it missing either, as that bus had already taken off by the time I noticed that I no longer had it with me.”

      “They might find it. You never know,” he said with optimism.

      Optimism that I had to squash. “It’s been fourteen days since I reported it missing. What do you think are the odds that I’ll get it back?”

      “Okay, slim to none,” he agreed. “I understand a bit better how you were able to lose the most important thing to you. But you’ve yet to convince me that you can be responsible for living creatures. My dogs are my babies. I’m not married and have no kids, so they’re my family. I treat them that way too. Whoever I hire will be expected to treat them as nicely as I do. And making sure to feed them on time and to always make sure they have access to clean, fresh water is a must.”

      He’s single? With no kids?

      “Didn’t you say that you’re thirty-five?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “Oh, so you think I should’ve gotten married and settled down by now?” A smirk formed on his lips. “By now, you think I should have a couple of kids, is that right?”

      “I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.” I clamped my mouth shut, but then something made them open back up. “But yes, most people your age are married with children. Were you ever married? Did it end badly? Did she die?”

      His laughter peeled through the air, deep, honest, and sexy as hell. “Arabella, you certainly know how to give a good interview,” he said sarcastically.

      My heart sank. I knew I’d said too much. He would be a fool to hire someone like me. Someone who had no idea when to shut up. Someone who had no experience in anything. Someone who wouldn’t even be truthful about where they were from or why they had traveled so far away from home in the first place. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” he said as his laughter died down. “You’re not the first person to ask me why I’m still single. And I sincerely doubt you’ll be the last. If you want to know the honest to God truth, I just haven’t met the right woman for me yet. I’m sure she’s out there, though. Until then, I have my dogs to keep me company. And I do date, now and then. Just nothing serious at the moment. I like to keep my options open.”

      Holding my hands up, I tried to show him that we could stop talking about his private life. “None of my business. I’m sorry I went there. Here I am telling you that I don’t want to talk about my personal life, and I’m all up in yours. That was rude of me, and I am sorry.”

      “I accept your apology. Can you tell me if you’ve ever paid any bills before?”

      “Um, I’m paying the motel bill. And I paid for my bus ticket.” I knew that sounded lame as hell.

      “I mean, like monthly bills. You know, bills that come around each month? Like the electric bill?” he asked. “Bills like that.”

      “No.” Yet another thing I had never done. There were so many things I had never done.

      “It’s simple stuff. If I taught you how, I’m sure you could handle stuff like that, right? Most of my bills are paid automatically anyways, but I have a few for which I get notifications through my personal email account. Do you think you could monitor my personal email and pay the bills when they come in?”

      “I’m sure I could.” Even though I’d never done it before, I didn’t think it sounded too hard. Most people — people who had normal lives — did it all the time. “I could get a notebook and write down everything you want me to do and by when or what time you want them done. I did well in school. I always turned in my assignments on time.”

      “So, it sounds like you can manage your time well. That’s a great skill to have. I like that you’re already thinking of ways to get the job done.”

      He smiled at me, and it made my heart thump hard in my chest.

      I could only hope it meant he was going to give me a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Chase

          

        

      

    

    
      The girl lived in a motel, and since she’d come to town on a bus and lost access to all her personal and financial information, I assumed she had no car either. “What have you been using as transportation, Arabella?”

      Her cheeks went pink as she looked down. “My feet.”

      “It’s mid-July. The temperature hovers in the high nineties every single day. You’re telling me you’ve been walking to interviews every day in this heat?” I thought about how far removed my office was from just about everything. “Wait. How did you get here? We’re fifteen miles out of town.”

      “I walked.” She ran her hand over her dark hair, which was slick and shiny and looked more like she’d just stepped out of a salon than that she’d walked miles in the blistering heat. “I had my hair up in a tight bun to keep it off my neck, and I freshened myself up when I got here.” She lifted up her purse — obviously recently purchased — and shook it slightly, an adorable smirk on her face. “You’d never guess the wonders a woman’s purse can hold.”

      She was right — I could not believe it. She’d walked fifteen miles to be at this interview but still looked like she hadn’t broken a sweat. That took plenty of courage, planning, spunk, and dedication. “What time did you have to leave your motel to get here on time?”

      “Early,” she said with a nod. “A couple of people stopped to ask me if I needed a ride, but I don’t like to ride with strangers, so I turned them down.”

      Given the chance to get inside an air-conditioned car and not have to walk the rest of the way here, she’d chosen to keep walking in ninety-something-degree weather. “I’ve got to tell you that you have some admirable qualities, Arabella Loren. Being honest with me about your lack of identification showed a lot of character. But knowing that you’ve been walking around town to do interviews and then walked way out here to talk to me is pretty astounding.”

      With a shrug, she said, “I had to do what I had to do. No reason to think I’m admirable.”

      How wrong she was. “Well, I do think that about you. So, I’m going to give you a shot at this job.” Her face lit up. But I wasn’t finished yet. “Hang on. It’s a probationary trial. We’ll see if you can pull things together during the first three months. You’ll need to get your license and social security stuff straightened out. And you’ll need to prove yourself with my dogs. Plus, I’ll have to see how reliable you are with all the other responsibilities I give you.”

      For one brief moment, she looked upset, but then that expression changed to one of jubilation as she jumped up. “I’ll do it! Thank you! You won’t regret this, I swear.”

      “Don’t you want to know what the pay is first?” I asked as I got up.

      “I already know the job comes with a home and a car, so I don’t care how much money you pay me. I would do the job for free with those perks.”

      That told me how desperate she truly was. I could see she wasn’t anywhere near ready to tell me about her situation, but I knew it had to be dire. Coming all the way across the country just to settle in Brownsville wasn’t something a twenty-three-year-old young woman did, had her situation not been dire.

      “Arabella, you have to make money too.” I came around the desk. “Five hundred a week.” I pulled out the debit card I’d gotten from my bank to give to my personal assistant. She’d need it to run errands and pay my bills online. “Can I count on you to keep this card safe and not lose it?”

      She smiled and held out her hand. “I bought a new wallet to go with my new purse. So, the answer is yes. You can absolutely count on me.”

      Handing her the card, I smiled. “This is so you can buy the things I need you to and to pay those bills I was telling you about without having to put yourself out. I know this is short notice, but can you begin today?” I didn’t want her spending even one more night in the motel. Her safety there concerned me.

      “I can begin right now,” she said with a confident expression. “I can’t thank you enough for giving me this chance.”

      “So, how about I drive you to my place now? I can introduce you to my dogs and show you where you’ll be living. And then, I can give you the keys to the Range Rover so you can go to the motel to pick up your things and bring them back to your new place.”

      “My new place,” she whispered. Her eyes clouded over with an emotion I couldn’t quite identify. “You have no idea how amazing that sounds to me.”

      I did have some idea since the girl was nearly homeless. “Come on.” I led her out of the office. David looked at me with raised brows. “She’s the one, David.”

      “I can see that. Welcome aboard Team Chase. He’s the best boss I’ve ever had. I’m sure you’ll soon agree, Arabella.”

      “I’m sure I will too, David.” The girl glowed as we left my office.

      “Here we are,” I said as we walked up to my truck. “Hop in.” I opened the passenger side door for her.

      “Wow. This truck is very tall.” She looked around, trying to figure out how to climb up into it. “I like the red color too.”

      “It’s a four-wheel drive, so it packs a punch.” I stood there watching her, holding back my laughter as she tried to figure out what to grab hold of to help her get in. Finally, I pointed it out. “You grab this handle, then you put one foot on the running board down here and hoist yourself up.”

      “Oh, I see.” She grabbed the handle, then tried to pull herself up high enough to get her foot on the running board three feet off the ground. Hopping, pulling, and huffing, she finally fell backward, and I caught her. “Sorry.”

      “How about I lift you up?”

      She nodded, so I took her by the waist, lifting her to get her inside the truck before the afternoon sun melted us both. “There ya go. Buckle up now.”

      I got in, and we took off. All I wanted to do was help her feel safe and cared for. It was obvious that she had isolated herself by moving here. “You know, I was thinking about barbequing something in the backyard this evening for dinner. Would you care to join me?”

      She looked at me with twinkling eyes. “You’re a very nice person, Chase.”

      “I try to be. So, is that a yes?”

      Nodding, she smoothed out her dress. “Yes. And thank you very much. I can pick up some nice cold beer on my way back with my things. That’s what people usually drink at a barbeque, right?”

      Her smile was dazzling, and I was struck by the lack of knowledge in her question. Had she really never been to a barbeque before?

      “You don’t have to pick anything up. Any good Texan always has some ice-cold brews in the fridge. I’m pretty well stocked up on ‘em.”

      “Well, I’ve got to bring something — I can’t let you do it all. How about dessert?” She seemed set on contributing.

      “You know, I like you more and more as the minutes tick by, Arabella. I’ll make you a deal — I’ll cook, and you clean up. I hate cleaning up.”

      “Deal.” Her chest rose with a heavy sigh. “This feels good. A fresh start. Yeah, this feels right to me.”

      “Me too.” I pulled through the gates and went up the drive to the house. “This is it — home. My home, and now your home.”

      “I like the gate,” she said as she looked around. “There’s a high fence all the way around?” she asked.

      “All the way around the five-acre property. I can’t let my dogs get out, so it’s extremely secure around here.” I pointed at the surveillance camera on the garage. “And there are security cameras everywhere. Well, except the bathrooms and bedrooms. Some places require privacy.”

      I parked inside the garage with all the other vehicles. Her jaw dropped as she saw my collection. “Wow. Chase, you’ve got one of pretty much everything. A motorcycle.” I watched her head swivel and take stock of everything. “A dune buggy! Wow!”

      “I can see you’re gonna ask me to give you a ride in my buggy.” Laughing, I got out of the truck, then went to help her down. “Come on, I got ya.”

      “This truck is so tall.” She put her hands on top of mine as I took her by the waist to help her down.

      I tried to ignore the zaps of electricity that shot through my hands. She wasn’t there to be my girl; she was there to be my employee. “The guest cottage has a one-car garage. That’s where the Range Rover is parked. Now, ready to meet my dogs?”

      “Yes.” She smiled as she followed me into the house and then to the sliding glass doors. We looked out into the backyard, where my dogs eagerly awaited my arrival. She kneeled, placing her hands on the glass as the dogs came up to her on the other side of the glass. “You guys and I are going to be best friends.”

      I could feel the smile stretching my face as I watched her innocent excitement.

      The dogs were wagging their tails, looking just as excited to see her, for which I was grateful. “They seem to like you already. Wanna come outside with me?”

      Standing, she trailed her hand over the glass, and the dogs followed her. “Of course.”

      Unlocking the door, I slid it open, and my dogs went to the sitting position the way they were trained to. “The handsome young male with the red collar is named Jurgen.” I held out my hand, and he put his paw into it. Shaking his paw, I turned to Arabella. “Jurgen, this pretty young lady is named Arabella. Can you shake her hand?”

      As soon as I let his paw go, he turned and offered it to her. She took it, smiling away as she did. “It’s so nice to meet you, Jurgen.”

      He barked once, and she giggled.

      “That’s his way of saying, ditto,” I told her.

      I walked over to my other dog. “This adorable young male is named Gunter.” I did the same with him, and he shook my hand. “Gunter, can you shake Arabella’s hand?”

      He presented his paw to her, and she looked at him with adoration in her eyes. “How smart you both are. Being friends with you guys is going to be very interesting.”

      I liked the way she put it. “You know, you just keep making me feel better and better about hiring you.”

      “I’m glad.” The dogs moved to stand on either side of her, and she ran her hands over their heads. “I love them already.”

      “They seem to love you too.” I felt great about her. “Come on, let me show you to your new home.” We started walking toward the cottage, and the dogs trailed behind her, already looking enamored. “Now, remember that it’s not much. Only the one
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