Prologue
The scraggly teenager lumbered past the security guard, insolently looking both irritated and bored as he was told to stand on the line while the guard swiped the metal detector wand over his person. Another guard searched through the worn duffle bag until he came to the item in question.
"It's just a diving watch," the guard told his co-worker.
"Move along," the other said, already focused on the next passenger.
With a rude snap of his gum, the kid grabbed at the bag and proceeded to the gate where his flight would leave in a half hour. Just a diving watch, he snickered. That's what they thought.
Chapter 1
Molly Carson sat at the bar, sipping her blue Hawaiian drink and gazing at the ocean, not more than fifty yards away. Ahhh. This is the life, she thought. Despite the fact that she was here because of her sense of duty, Molly vowed to herself that she would make the most of this tropical getaway. Roger had told her that the break would do her good, and as usual, with the thought of Roger – handsome, charismatic, Roger- a lump of emotion clogged her throat. It was all too new, too fresh to be anything except an open wound.
“Would you like another drink, Miss?” The native bartender looked at her as he wiped down the bar. He noticed the sadness in her pale blue eyes and shook his head. A woman so young and beautiful should not have such sadness. It wrenched at his old heart. She wasn’t the first to come to Kauai to heal, though he was almost certain it was her first time on the island. She did not have the look of a well-traveled woman. She looked like she was more comfortable in her own familiar surroundings. When she didn’t respond, he prodded gently, “Miss?”
Startled by the offer- because she’d almost forgotten that she was drinking alcohol, Molly nodded. She had read a lot about Kauai and knew that the locals were very friendly. Nonchalantly, she glanced down at her large straw purse where a copy of Travel Magazine (one of her few secret vices) was safely tucked.
“Thank you,” she said politely as the bartender put the blue drink in front of her. At this rate she’d be smashed by dinner, she thought.
“This your first time in Kauai?” He was being friendly again, though Molly wasn’t here for the company. She was used to the solitude of her own thoughts. She tossed her wavy brown hair over her shoulder and looked him in the eye. She needed the practice. “Yes.”
“Well, Aloha, then.”
His friendliness was contagious. She raised her drink to him and returned the greeting with a warm smile, “Aloha”.
That’s how he saw her when he walked onto the sandy deck of the outdoor bar. She was quite out of place – so obviously a tourist that he had to smile. She had a big straw hat sitting on the bar next to her big, bulky straw purse. She wore a crisp new sundress and sandals that looked like they were causing her winter feet to blister and she sat up straight as a pin. Her skin was as pale as the white sand, her eyes bluer than the ocean. Her smile, though shared with half a heart, was a bit crooked. He pegged her as a Librarian and certainly not his usual type, but he was amused enough by the smile. He felt the gentle nudge of his body’s response to her as he took the stool next to her. He’ll just enjoy the company.
Bristling when the huge man sat beside her, Molly quickly moved her hat out of his way. “Thank you,” he said in a voice she thought was appropriately deep for his enormous size. She nodded in acknowledgement. Why did he have to sit beside her? There were at least a dozen empty stools around the bar; perhaps she should move to one of them, but then again that would be terribly rude. Sighing, she sipped at her drink, which tasted better with every sip.
She never went to bars. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Occasionally a few women from St. Mary’s went out for a drink and Roger always urged her to go. But other than a smoky cab with a grilled steak, the taste of alcohol did not appeal to Molly. Bars intimidated her anyway…so full of lusty, cocky men who always felt the need to approach her and offer themselves as part of the menu. Sometimes feigning boredom worked to deter them, but when it didn’t, her answer was always the same – no, thank you. She didn’t understand why they approached her in the first place, when her other friends were so beautiful and were more interested in their attentions. Roger used to tell her that she was more beautiful than all of them, but then again, he was biased. A smile crossed her face at the memory and then quickly faded as she recalled the recent turn of events. She stared sadly into the depths of the blue drink, past the chunk of pineapple perched on the edge of the glass.
“Carson,” said the huge man sitting beside her, holding out his hand in greeting.
Startled, her palm fled quickly to her chest as if in protection and she almost fall off the tottering bar stool. “Excuse me?”
“Carson – my name’s Carson,” he wasn’t the least bit annoyed by her cautious response. Librarians were not known for their friendliness. He figured she was from somewhere in the Midwest too.
The coincidence of his name and hers made her smile and relax somewhat. “I’m Molly. Molly Carson.”
He too understood the joke and returned the smile to her as he shook her hand for a few seconds longer than was necessary. His touch was warm and rough and dry – all pleasing to her delicate hands. She had to tug gently to retrieve her hand and consciously refrained from wiping his vibrant masculine energy off of her hand when he released her. His presence was distracting her from her thoughtful wanderings, as she was sure he was accustomed to.
“Where are you from?” He asked as the bartender handed him a Corona.
“San Francisco.” She didn’t mean for her answer to be so curt, but seeing the bartender try to hide a smile, she reminded herself to be more polite. “And you?” Practice, Molly, practice.
“I’m from all over, really. I have a home here in Kauai and in San Francisco, Dallas and New York.”
Interested despite her senses telling her to mind her own business, Molly asked, “Why?”
He looked her directly in the eye for the first time, delighting her with unusual deep green eyes flecked with gold. “Because I like it that way.” He said it as if the topic were off limits. Nosiness came naturally with an abundance of curiosity. Always did her in.
“Sorry,” she mumbled, looking at her hands. She looked up, her head cocked when she heard him chuckle.
“For what? That I like to live all over or that you wanted to know?”
“Both, I guess.” She didn’t know what to say. He was much too masculine, much too arrogant – at least she thought he was arrogant – for her taste. She wasn’t used to men like this. Despite his rugged handsomeness, she preferred a more refined, gentleman. Like Roger. The memory sent her shoulders drooping uncharacteristically.
Carson watched the emotions play over her face. He imagined that she thought she was guarded and uneasy to read, but she was wrong. He could see – even Sam could see! - that she was dealing with some sort of inner struggle. Made for easy pickings for him if he was so inclined. It wasn’t uncommon for people to come to the islands to heal from something or another. He wondered what her story was and then reminded himself that he didn’t need to get involved in someone else’s problems. Especially some clingy female.
Still, the words were out of his mouth before he could stop them. “So what’s gotten you crying in your drink, Molly Carson?”
Annoyed and instantly defensive, Molly retorted, “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I mean that you look sad.” He didn’t want her to run away while he was still intrigued by her. “Man problems?”
She stared into the depths of the blue drink for a long moment. The tears that were so close to the surface these days threatened to make an appearance and she took a moment to compose herself. “Not exactly.”
“Sometimes it helps to talk to a stranger,” his voice caressed her like silk sheets on a cold night as he leaned into her, establishing his presence inside her personal space.
“Thank you, but no. I’m fine.” Recovered, she looked up and found his face inches away from hers, his gaze deep and intense. His face had character…a deep, dark tan and laugh lines around his eyes and mouth which told her he was probably quick to good humor. There was a tiny scar on his forehead, just next to his eyebrow, which had her wondering what had caused it. And those eyes – so sparkly and kind on the surface, but looking deeper sent a silent shudder through Molly. This man was not what he appeared. Oh, good Lord, he was handsome. She willed herself not to look away and prayed she would be able to breathe again soon.
“Suit yourself, then.” He pulled back into his own space on the bar stool, completely aware of her discomfort.
He took a long drink of his beer and she watched – oh how she watched, as his throat worked to take it all in. It was fascinating, really, and she felt herself grow hot just observing it. She had to look away, but not before she noticed a cocky grin on Carson’s face.
She was certainly a prickly one, he thought. But how a woman living in liberal San Francisco could end up being a prude, was beyond him. “Have you lived in SF all your life?” He found himself asking.
“No. I was born and raised on a farm in Idaho. Not too far from Boise.”
Well that explained it. “How’d you get to The City?”
She noticed that he had none of her reluctance whatsoever in asking questions, so she shrugged. “I was young and rebellious and wanted to get out of Idaho. So after college I accepted a job as a nurse at St. Mary’s.”
Carson had to hold himself back from the guffaw that clawed at his throat. What he had here, was a backwoods, old-fashioned nurse. He hadn’t been too far off in his assessment. He could certainly see her in her white nurse’s outfit; hair tucked tighter than a baseball and white squeaky rubber shoes as she took some old geezer’s blood pressure. It did something strange to him and he felt his loins leap at the vision. Humph. Who knew he had a nurse’s fantasy in his horny head?
Not certain what had caused that smirk on his face, Molly suddenly felt uneasy. She prayed to be sucked up by the sand at her feet, but knew that was too much to wish for. So she diverted his attention away from her, something she was quite adept at. “And you? Where were you born and raised?”
Suddenly serious, Carson stared into his beer for a moment. She thought he might not answer, the time drew out so long. When he finally spoke, his words were abrupt. “Born in Austin, Texas. Raised in a handful of states around the country.” It didn’t take a genius to see that he had had an unhappy childhood. Perhaps he was the one who needed someone to talk to. Her nurturing instincts kicked in – or perhaps it was the second Blue Hawaiian, but she laid a sympathetic hand on his dark, hairy arm.
“I’m sorry,” she said for the second time in fifteen minutes, which had him raising a dark brow in amusement.
“What are you sorry for now, Molly?” He stared at her carefully manicured hand for a moment before, he slowly laid his free hand on top of hers to keep her there. He liked the feel of her gentle touch on his hairy arm, even if she did flinch a little bit at the contact. It had been a while since he’d felt the gentle touch of a woman.
“I – well.” She didn’t really know how to say this to this handsome stranger and felt certain that anything she said would be insulting. The feel of his cool hand on top of hers was beginning to make her head spin. She was not used to such testosterone. Clearing her throat, she forged ahead, bravely. “I’m sorry you had such a – a difficult childhood.” There. She’d said it and he didn’t look the least bit angry.
Carson had good instincts too, and his told him to milk the sympathy route and he just might get to fulfill that nurse’s fantasy he didn’t know he had. “Wellllll,” he drawled out, taking advantage of the ten years he’d spent in the south. “I suppose it was no picnic. But I survived.”
So engrossed in the beginning of his story, Molly didn’t even realize she’d put another hand on top of his and was leaning into his long arm resting on the bar. “Tell me about it,” she breathed; now fully feeling the affects of the tropical drink.
“Well, now let’s see. I went to kindergarten in Dallas, third grade in Arkansas, fifth grade in Alabama, seventh grade in Boston, ninth in Montana and graduated high school in Los Angeles.” Acutely aware that she was now stroking his arm, he continued. “I went to college in Southern California and eventually took a job in San Francisco.”
“It must have been frightening for you as a child,” she was giving him her most sympathetic look and now her breast was actually touching his upper arm. He nodded soberly. “Why did your family move so often?”
“My father was a salesman and he went wherever the job sent him. He sold hotel supplies. He’s retired in Florida now.”
She allowed him the thoughtful pause and before he got too lost in his thoughts, she prompted him again. “And your mother?”
“Mom died when I was twelve.” This was getting a little too personal for him, nurse-fantasy or not. She seemed to have a way of worming her way into his head and he had to put a stop to it now, before his second beer.
“Oh - I’m so sorry!” She looked stricken, as if it had just happened yesterday and he was reminded of her earlier look of grief. That was it. Now he could name it. She looked grief-stricken.
“Aw, it’s ok. We managed.”
“How many brothers and sisters do you have?” She wanted to know more and promptly ignored her subconscious telling her that she was practically sitting in his lap and she must mind her manners!
“I’m the oldest of four. Two sisters and a brother.”
“And you were twelve when your mother died?!” She made it sound like the most horrific thing on the planet. “You must have had to be very responsible – taking care of your siblings and all.”
She was right. He naturally assumed the role his mother had vacated, preparing meals, washing clothes and shopping for his younger brother and sisters. Until his father married that witch of a woman, Eunice. But he was already sixteen by that time and had the independence of a first job and a car…until they moved again. He shuddered visibly at the thought of his crazy stepmother.
Feeling his pain, Molly pulled her hand away and ran it affectionately over his head and back, much the way she would console one of her child patients. Carson felt her ample breast against his arm as she tried to sooth him like a startled colt. He heard the discreet clearing throat from behind the bar, a reminder that it was time to redirect Miss Molly away from the personal details of his life.
“Have dinner with me Molly Carson.” His gentle demand was low and gruff and had the slightest drawl to it. He figured he had milked the sympathy routine long enough to have her primed.
As if she suddenly realized where she was and what she was doing, Molly snapped to attention, removed her hand and sat up straight as a pin. She blamed the Blue Hawaiian – oh my, was that her third sitting there on the bar? – It too was empty! She had no business practically laying herself all over this strange, albeit handsome, man! Horrified at her behavior, she attempted to stand.
“I’m sorry, but I can not.” She made eye contact with the bartender who came over as she fumbled with the contents of the large purse. “Can you please charge this to my room, Sam?” She asked, swaying ever so slightly back and forth.
“Which room is that, miss?”
“Five-zero-six-two,” she managed without too much embarrassment. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Carson. Good-bye.”
She turned too abruptly and smacked into the barstool and nearly lost her footing. He was up in a second, towering over her at over six feet. He gripped her arm and took her straw hat from the bar.
“Put our drinks on my tab, Sam,” Carson said, winking at his friend. “I think you need some assistance back to your room,” he said, guiding her toward the lobby elevators.
She thought about fighting him – really she did. He was a stranger and he was just looking for a way to get her back to her room. But common sense won, because she really did need his help. She would deal with him at the door if necessary.
Molly Carson couldn’t have been over five foot three, Carson figured. She was petite and slight, but he could feel her strength as she held firmly to his side. Her hair was in her face now – it was everywhere, really, and he resisted the urge to just pick her up and carry her to her room. He did have to remain somewhat professional in this hotel, since it was one that he owned; so he took the difficult path and simply helped her move one step at a time. She mumbled something about it being shameful that she was drinking at four o’clock in the afternoon and he didn’t have the heart to tell her it was already past six. It was quite clear that she was not used to imbibing and he felt a little twang of guilt over his assistance in that area. He almost laughed out loud at her filthy vocabulary, which consisted of a stream of words such as “darn” and “blasted” and “fricken”. On the elevator, she was startled when it moved, jerking her weakened body and she fell into his arms, her breasts pressed firmly into his strong chest. She flipped her hair back and looked up at him, aware of the contact their bodies just made. With lips slightly parted in surprise, it was all Carson could do not to kiss her wholly at that very moment. Luckily for both of them the ride was short and soon they were at her door.
“Key?” he asked politely, thinking that the sooner they parted company, the better. He was not interested in fighting off a drunk woman tonight.
“Key?” She looked at him, somewhat confused before it donned on her. “OH! The key. My key. Of course. Hmmmm.” She dug into her purse and pulled out one thing after another and handed them to Carson. Brush. Make-up bag. Tampon. Chapstick. Sunglasses. Wallet. “No wait,” she said taking her wallet back. “I think it’s in here.”
Successfully, the key fit into the door and electronically released the lock. She pushed it open and stumble-ran into the room, barely landing backwards on the king-size bed, her dress tossed up to her crotch. “Weeeeeee,” she said upon landing, further proof that Carson needed to get out of there immediately. The woman was smashed.
He tried to hold out her personal belongings to her, but she took that moment to turn over onto her knees and crawl, seductively (though he didn’t think she did it on purpose) up to the top of the bed.
“I – er – I’ll put your things here,” he motioned to the bureau, where he knew for certain that her clothes were already neatly unpacked and placed in it’s hefty drawers. “Are you ok then?” He was nervous suddenly and felt that he could not be trusted to stay in her company for very much longer.
“My nightie,” she slurred. He winced at the idea of some slinky piece of nothing, but went searching for it nonetheless. He felt a huge wave of relief when he found it neatly folded in the top drawer. Not a silky piece of material after all, but a practical gown of white cotton. On second thought, the image of her in the cotton aroused him much the way the nurse thing did, and he decided he’d had enough. He practically threw it at her and said shortly, “here you go. I’m leaving now so you can put it on. Good night.”
With that he was quickly out the door and leaning against the wall in the hallway. He let out a long breath. What in the hell had just happened? After regaining his composure, he headed back to the bar where he knew Sam was having a good chuckle at his expense.
Two things proved to Molly that she was alive when she woke up the following morning. One, she had the worst headache she’d ever experienced in her twenty seven years and two, her stomach was both growling and rolling at the same time. She was hungry and well, she guessed, hungover. It had never happened to her before, though there was that New Year’s Eve with Roger when she had two glasses of champagne. That had given her a headache, but he assured her that everyone got a headache from champagne. Roger.
The memories came flooding back. The months spent at his bedside as his personal nurse…the many games of gin in which he never allowed her to win…and finally, that last jaunt to the hospital two weeks before. For weeks she had begged him to let her get him to the hospital, but he wouldn’t think of it.
“I want my own bed,” he argued, though as the hours passed, his protests became weaker until finally, she simply called the ambulance. But it was too late. He died in her arms five hours later. Sometimes, when she was feeling especially self-deprecating, she wondered if she had called the ambulance sooner, would he have lived? But as a medical professional, she knew she couldn’t take the blame. It was that maddening, incurable disease that took him, not the lack of proper medical care. And now here she was. In Kauai at his request, sleeping off a hangover. She could just see him, up in heaven having a good chuckle over that one.
A glance at the clock told her that she’d been asleep for more than twelve hours. It was after eight in the morning and she was still in bed. That was so unlike her – especially since the time difference meant it was really ten o’clock at home! The idea of food both revolted and summoned her. But first things first, she must assess the damage and to do that, she had to actually sit up.
The room shifted when she sat up and then turned completely when she moved her feet over the side of the big bed too quickly. Holding both sides of her face, Molly let herself rest after the brief exertion. She didn’t want to open her eyes again, but her will outweighed her self-indulgence. She continued to hold her head as she scooted her bottom toward the edge and eased onto her feet. With one hand on the bed for support and one on her head, she steadied herself. Poking one eye open, she scanned the room to see if it was still moving. It was. With a deep breath and muttered words of encouragement, she left the safety of the side of the bed with two very brave steps. On the third step, however, she bent over and clutched both her tummy and her head in agony. The bathroom was still a good ten steps away and she was certain she was going to lose the limited contents of her stomach before she made it to the toilet.
Several minutes passed before she felt strong enough to continue her journey. She gulped in huge mouthfuls of air, which seemed to help her regain some courage. Each step was a personal challenge as she gained strength with each success. At last, she was leaning against the marble sink, her hair dangling tangled into its bottom. She did it! When she was finally able to peer into the mirror, she was surprised at how good she looked compared to how she felt. Yes, she was pale and her eyes were red, but overall, she looked…well, she looked hungover. She even managed a gruff chuckle at the idea that Roger would have been howling at her if he’d been there.
Several handfuls of cold water made a vast improvement on her disposition and taking a few gulps of water from the faucet directly into her mouth eased the dryness in her throat. She was ready for phase two - the shower. However brief it was, it went a long way towards making Molly feel human again.
Having slipped her nightgown back over her wet head, Molly was attempting to detangle her hair when a brisk knock sounded at her door. She must have forgotten to put the “please do not disturb” sign on the handle the night before.
“Just a moment, please,” she muttered and made her way slowly to the door, still partially bent over in discomfort. With an apologetic half smile on her face, she opened the door, prepared to send the housekeepers away. But it was not the housekeepers that greeted her. It was a man – yes, the man from last night – and he was pushing a metal dining cart past her into her room. “Hello?” She questioned as he moved efficiently, setting the table and pouring her a steaming cup of coffee. He didn’t seem bothered by her haughty tone when she said, “excuse me?! What are you doing?!”
He whisked the metal cover off of the plate and paraded it in front of her nose. “Bacon and eggs and greasy hashbrowns…hangover food!” He exclaimed proudly and then felt immediate regret when Molly ran to the bathroom and vomited. “Aw, honey, I’m sorry. I should have asked how you are feeling first.”
Ignoring him, she ran the toothbrush through her mouth quickly to get rid of the taste and then whirled – if one could call it a whirl – around to confront him. She didn’t give herself a chance to realize that she was beginning to feel better. “I’m feeling horrible, thank you very much! Who do you think you are waltzing in here with food, assuming that I want any?! And don’t call me honey!” The last was said with a shout and an abrupt wave of the hand for extra emphasis.
She looked beautiful as she stood with wet hair in a see-through nightgown that clung to her moist body. His gaze was caught at the wet pucker made by her dark nipples and he had to drag his eyes back to her green face, which was turning pink with anger and now embarrassment as the moments slipped by. Her blue eyes were no longer hazy with hangover, but sharp with acute indignation. She was magnificent.
“Wait a minute,” she said, realization slowly dawning on her. “How did you get this tray of food? And did we,” her eyes grew wide in horror as her gaze flew to the bed, a prim hand covering her open mouth. “Did we…DID WE…??” She didn’t even know what words to use – it was too ghastly a thought!
“No, we didn’t,” he sounded disappointed and a little miffed that she would suggest such a thing. “Yet,” he added, hoping to see her flare up again. “And as for the tray, I have connections here at the hotel.” He decided to leave it at that for now.
“Yet? What do you mean, yet?” She could have cut out her tongue, but by golly she wanted this man to be attracted to her. It must be the remains of the alcohol, but he looked scrumptious standing there in a dark green polo shirt and white shorts that accentuated his already tan, muscular body.
He came closer to her then, but only trusted himself enough to stand a foot away. He reached out and grabbed a strand of wet hair and held it up to his nose for a long inhale. “I meant exactly what I said.” He looked her directly into her eyes. “We didn’t sleep together. Yet.”
She had to swallow the look of pure lust that she knew was evident on her face and to do that, she had to look away. Feigning incense, she brushed past him, into the larger part of the room. “You’re pretty confident, don’t you think?”
He let her have her temper, though she could see it was at her own expense. He was laughing in his eyes and it piqued her even more. With a huff, she sat on the bed, and then, as if realizing that would only seem like an invitation to him, flew from the bed as if it had burned her bottom and landed in the one straight back chair in the room. He laughed out loud then, thoroughly enjoying her outrage.
At last, he put her out of her misery. “Look, I just thought you could use a hearty breakfast to help you get over the Blue Hawaiians. No obligation. Really.”
Finally looking at him, she said quietly, “thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He turned toward the door and she had to fight the wave of disappointment.
“Where are you going?” She found herself asking.
“To work. I have a couple of meetings today. Just make yourself comfortable. I’ll find you,” he said the last with a grin before closing the door.
“Wait –“ She cried and since he didn’t hear her, she mumbled to herself, “what’s your name?” She felt she should know it, but she couldn’t recall it. Shrugging, she set about trying to eat the dreadful breakfast before her.
Carson had a meeting with the head chef, the Hotel Manager and the head of the housekeeping staff. Everything was running smoothly, but in his experience, he needed to check in with everyone to make them feel appreciated. He reviewed all the quarterly reports from each area and the projections from the reservations list. Business was good.
The following day he had an appointment up the coast with a building contractor, who would be reviewing his designs for a movie star’s mansion. Architecture was his first passion, but running his hotels was a close second, he thought as he sipped his coffee between meetings. He felt pride in knowing that he’d designed every last inch of the hotels under his signature name, Waverly. They were five star quality in both service and grounds.
Carson wondered how a young nurse from San Francisco could afford the price of this elite hotel that usually housed movie stars and rich notables. Maybe she saved her money. Or maybe she lived on credit. Either way, it didn’t matter to him as long as the bill was paid.
There was something that intrigued him, something that had his usually focused mind wandering to thoughts of Molly Carson. She was definitely different than Terrie or Nancy or Melissa – his more recent dalliances. Each of them was a glamorous woman with a super-model body, with careers and their own money, though they didn’t pretend they didn’t like his. They could all go from the golf course to a formal cocktail party, but there was a lack of interest on Carson’s part where they were concerned. They were too much alike. Too much his “type”, which had gotten boring in the past few years. And there was the issue that surfaced with every relationship. The “c” word. Commitment. All women eventually wanted it from him, even though he told them from the outset that he was not looking for a commitment. But they all thought they were different, that they could change him. He felt regret when he had to end it at some point when the pressure became too much. He liked his life exactly as it was.
And now he’s met Molly. A nurse from Idaho, for crying out loud. She was sexy in her own way, though compared to his other women, she would certainly be considered dowdy. She intrigued him - it was as simple as that. And he looked forward to wiping the look of grief from her eyes and replacing it with a look of passion. His work suffered for most of the morning as thoughts of Molly kept playing in his head. Seeing her in the clingy, wet nightgown had his body reacting with an urgency that he hadn’t known for a long time. Despite the voice of warning in his head telling him not to hurt her, he regretted that it couldn’t be helped. A woman like that was born to have a home, a husband and babies – nothing he was prepared to offer. Yet her allure was too strong to resist and seldom did he resist allure. So the impending guilt was assuaged with the notion that he would have her, but he would make it an experience she would never forget.
A knock at his door caused him to draw his blurry gaze from the sheets of numbers in front of him. He was ready for a distraction, and he also needed to stretch his long, athletic legs. Despite the fact that his chosen careers caused him to sit at long periods of time, his body was not accustomed to it and rebelled with tightening muscles in his neck and shoulders.
“Come in.” His frown turned into a warm smile as his Amenities Director, Leilani, poked her head in, followed by her tall, graceful body. She was an exquisite island beauty with a list of admirers nearly as long as the dark black hair that cascaded down her back to just above her bottom. She didn’t hide her adoration of Carson when they were alone, though he thought he’d made it clear that nothing would ever be reciprocated. Not only was she his employee, but she was young – only 22 – and the daughter of his head Concierge and friend, Gus. Besides, despite her physical beauty, he was not attracted to her in any way other than a brotherly and fatherly way. He’d known her since she was still in high school and regardless of her many adult accomplishments under his management, he still thought of her in a rather juvenile capacity.
“Hello, Carson,” her whole body seemed to breathe an air of grace and sensuality as she glided across the room and took the offered seat across from her boss. Carson was reminded that she had won the title of Miss Hawaii several years ago and still presented herself as if she held a carefully perched crown upon her head.
“Hello, Leilani,” he stood and paced the room several times, shrugging his shoulders and swinging his arms to get the tension out.
“You need to let me give you a massage,” she said as her eyes followed him around the room. Her first position with the Waverly Hotel had been a summer job as his most popular massage therapist during her college years. Upon graduation with a degree in Hospitality Management, she was awarded the position of Spa Supervisor. But during the year since, she had whipped the Spa into one of the most popular features of the hotel and still found time to assist in other areas as well; catering, event planning and kid’s camp. At her one year review, Carson created a new position for her, Amenities Director, and gave her a free hand at improving the guest offerings.
“And take you away from our guests? I don’t think that would be a very wise business decision.” He smiled fondly at her, adeptly side-stepping her offer.
She draped her arm over the back of the plush chair, pressing her voluptuous chest against the binds of the V-neck sundress. “Maybe we could schedule it during off hours.”
He ignored her comment and the way she carefully displayed herself on his behalf and launched into the business at hand. “I assume you’ve seen the article?”
Recognizing his determination to conduct business, Leilani opened her portfolio and extracted a copy of the article and dangled it proudly by the corner. “I have it right here!”
“To be written up as one of the top five hotels on the islands was quite a coo last year…but to now be considered one of the top five hotels in the nation from the leading travel magazine… well, I think a large part of the congratulations goes to you, Leila. You’ve done an outstanding job.”
Leilani nodded her head humbly in response to his praise, her long eyelashes batting a slow rhythm against her cheek. “Thank you for listening to my ideas, Carson. I love my job and I love this hotel. I want to make you proud of me.”
Carson sat back down behind his desk and took something from the top drawer. “I’m extremely proud of you, Leila. And in appreciation of all of your hard work, I would like you to have this bonus.”
“Thank you.” She reached across his desk to take the envelope from him, her movement just low enough for him to get a generous view of her cleavage. Coughing, he looked away.
“Aren’t you going to open it?” Carson tried to hide his smile. This was one of his favorite duties – employee recognition. When she hesitated, he waved a hand animatedly at her and gave up his serious pretense. “Open it!”
In a rare display of girlishness, she giggled and tore at the envelope. When she withdrew the check, she sat back in her chair with a thump, her mouth hanging open indelicately. “I – I can’t accept this, Carson!”
He laughed at her response, a deep rumble that bled out into the outer offices. “Of course you can. You earned it.”
“But it’s a third of my salary for a whole year. It’s too much!” Her eyes were wide with wonder and awe.
Carson stood again and came around his massive desk to perch himself on the corner in front of her. The old desk groaned with the weight of his substantial form. In all sincerity, he said softly to her, “take it. You worked hard for it and I’m pleased with the results. Consider it incentive to continue doing magical things for my hotel. I’m sure you can think of a way to spend it?”
Nodding excitedly, she brainstormed, “I could pay off my student loans…or buy a new car…or move into a better apartment.” The joy of seeing her delight made Carson chuckle again. She jumped up and threw herself into his arms, reminiscent of her teenage years when she would express her emotions the moment they occurred. “Thank you, thank you!”
He hugged her back and gently pushed her away when the hug lingered too long. She accepted his dismissal with good nature, even though she thought she saw a sparkle of attraction in his eyes. It was something.
“Now,” he moved back to his chair and turned the computer monitor sideways so they could both view it. “Let’s discuss the quarterly reports you sent me.”
Tomorrow. The thought drifted through Molly’s sun-drenched, hungover head, as she lay sprawled on the cushy lounge chair on the quiet cement deck, where a lush fountain of dolphins sprayed a cadence of water into the lavish pool. Tomorrow she would do what she needed to do and then she could schedule her trip home. She’d left it open-ended, since she hadn’t been certain how long her little mission would take her. The mission itself was simple, but the nerves she had to drum up to do it, was another thing altogether. She didn’t want to think about leaving this beautiful place just yet, but she had a life, pathetic as it may now be, to get back to and things that had to be done. Maybe she’d plan a trip to see her family. Maybe she’d plan a trip to one of places she’d always dreamt of going…Italy…or France…or Spain. Sighing as reality reared it familiar head, she allowed the dream bubble to burst. She didn’t even have a passport.
“You better turn over, you’re going to burn,” the deep voice was low and menacing and sent a chill up her warm spine. For a moment, she was reminded of gravel and sandpaper, though neither of those made her body respond so quickly or so feverishly. Removing the hat from her face, she looked up, into the sun and at the gorgeous male standing over her. He had on just the white shorts now and the expanse of his strong chest took her breath away. It was sprinkled with salt and pepper hair that matched his temple, causing her to wonder just how old he was.
“I can’t,” she managed feebly.
“Why not?” He didn’t try to hide the amusement in his tone.
“Because,” she sat up gingerly, holding a hand to her chest to avoid falling out of her very conservative one- piece swimsuit. “I can’t reach my back to put sunscreen on it.”
“No worries,” he said, plopping down on the chair next to her. “Turn over, I’ll do it.”
Molly chewed on the inside of her lower lip as she considered his offer. Already she was treading on thin ice by being near him, but to have him touch her…that seemed entirely too dangerous and liberal for Molly Carson.
“Molly,” he said, his voice low and meant for only her, “I’ll be gentle”. He spoke in a way that was kind and yet, provocative. She felt foolish for being so reluctant and decided to trust him. For now.
Carson had too look away once he got a glimpse of her tight little bottom as she turned over. He felt like a cad to be so turned on by such a sweet, innocent, that he nearly put down the SPF45 and ran. Almost.
His hands were both strong and gentle and his touch elicited a soft moan from Molly. It was heaven, having those hands spreading sunscreen on her back and down the back of each slender leg. She almost cried out when he was finished.
“How are you feeling?” He asked, trying to derail his line of thinking. She’d felt sweeter than he’d imagined as his large hand nearly covered two thirds of her back, and he almost convinced himself that he may be in bigger trouble than she.
“Better. You were right,” she opened one eye to glance at him, “the food helped.”
“You need lots of water too. I forgot to mention that.”
“Oh, I’ve been drinking plenty of water today. I wouldn’t want to get dehydrated in the sun.”
Of course, he thought to himself with a smile. That would not be practical. Allowing himself an afternoon break, Carson stretched out on the lounge chair, adjusting the seat so he could gaze at the ocean.
“Uh. Er. Do you want me to put some sunscreen on you?” She was simply offering to reciprocate his kind gesture. Really. She prayed he said no.
“Nah. Thanks. I don’t burn.” Eyeing his deep, dark tan, Molly decided that he had no need of sunscreen like he said. He looked like he was born in the sun, he was so vital and healthy and tan.
“Are you Hispanic?” The politically correct ethnic reference came out of her mouth before she could stop it. It’s none of your business, Molly! She was grateful that he could not see the color that rose to her cheeks.
His grin told her that he wasn’t offended by her nosiness. “Portuguese and Italian.”
“That’s quite a combination,” she smiled, her eyes closed and her head resting on her arms.
“I’m usually told that I’m hot-blooded.”
“Well, I should think so. Which side is which?”
“My mother was Italian.” At her nod, he lobbed the conversation back to her. “Let me guess your heritage…”
A blue eye popped open curiously as he pondered her with a long look up and down her body and then at her face.
She had a pixie-like face that was both delicate and stubborn at the same time. There was a faint sprinkle of freckles across her nose and cheekbones, though one had to look closely to see them. She had dimples at her cheeks and her eyes…well… “Irish and German.”
Molly propped up on her forearms and stared at him with her mouth slightly open. “That’s uncanny! How did you know?”
“It’s a gift,” he leaned over and intimately tucked a stray hair behind her ear, while she quickly tried to cover she cleavage view with a hand. His touch was like a blast of fire over her already heated body. For several long moments he kept his face close and moved her hair around as he looked into her wide eyes. It wasn’t that her hair was covering her shoulders, it was that he wanted to run her hair through his fingertips.
“You know, I’m not usually so remiss…and I really hate to say this. I’m so embarrassed,” she was beginning to ramble, a habit that had started in her youth when she was nervous. “I hope you don’t think that it hasn’t been a pleasure to meet you, but…”
Thinking she was going to ask him to leave, Carson set one foot on either side of the chair to do just that. Until she uttered her next sentence.
“But I’m afraid I don’t remember your name.”
Grinning at the reminder of her inebriation the previous night, he happily supplied, “Carson”.
“Car - Oh yes – now I remember! How could I forget, really? I mean, I told you that your first name is my last name, didn’t I? I was amused by it, but then again I’m not accustomed to drinking alcohol. Not that it isn’t amusing without the alcohol, but I think the alcohol made me forget…” She felt ridiculous now and couldn’t seem to stop the flow of words out of her mouth.
“Yes, you did mention that. No worries. You just had a little to drink last night, that’s all. You should enjoy yourself on vacation.” He felt movement in his shorts at the memory of her breast touching his arm. It amazed him that such a sweet woman could elicit such a surge of lust in him.
“You say that a lot, don’t you?”
Having forgotten what he just said, he raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”
“ ‘No worries’. You say that a lot.”
“Well, I guess I do. And I don’t. Worry, that is. I leave that up to the female population.”
“It’s true.” He’d meant it as light humor, but Molly took him very seriously. She sighed. “We women do worry a lot.”
“What do you worry about Nurse Molly Carson?” His voice was low and teasing and sent goosebumps down her spine.
“Things. My next job. Bills. Getting on a boat this week…”
“Are you looking for a job?” He’d wait to tackle the boat comment until he could think more about it.
“Yes…” Roger. Memories flooded her again, taking her off guard. “I’m currently between jobs.” She tried to hide the catch in her voice, but was not able to.
“Did something happen at work, Molly?”
She wanted to tell him about Roger…confide in him - in someone - and hear words of comfort. But it seemed to minimize the situation by talking to a stranger about him, so she just nodded. “Yes. It ended badly, I guess you could say.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. It’s their loss then,” he magnanimously lightened his tone to get her out of the funk he could feel her sinking into.
“No,” she whispered, “it’s my loss really.”
Sensing that she didn’t want to talk about it any more, he steered the conversation back on safer ground. “Now, about that boat…”
“Oh. Yes, well, I need to charter a boat sometime this week. That’s all. I suppose I’ll ask the Concierge.”
Smiling, Carson offered, “I’d be happy to take you anywhere you want on my boat. Free of charge.”
“Oh – I couldn’t.” She sat up and quickly covered her cleavage with her hand. “That’s really very nice of you, but it’s much too much of an imposition. You’ve been very kind to me already.”
Touched by her protest, he put a hand on her shoulder. “It would not be an imposition. I’d love an excuse to take my boat out. Really.”
“Well…” again she chewed on the inside of her lower lip, contemplating her next comment.
“Just say ok. Ok?”
“Ok.” Relieved, she laid back down.
“There is one catch, however,” Carson was quick to grab the opportunity.
Disappointment lit her face. “Oh. What is the catch?”
“You must have dinner with me tonight.”
Yes! Oh, that would be delightful! She paused for a long moment before she shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea…”
“Why not?” He didn’t give her a chance to answer. “You can make up for your abominable behavior last night.” At her look of horror, he chuckled low and deep. “I’m just teasing. You were fine last night, but I didn’t get to have dinner with you and I’m sorely disappointed.”
“I – ah, well ok.” She felt trapped and didn’t know what else to say or do. He seemed genuinely interested in her company, so she supposed it couldn’t hurt. But she would have to fight this growing attraction she was feeling for him. He couldn’t possibly be interested in her for anything other than company. Perhaps he was lonely.
After a half hour of comfortable silence, Molly began to get restless. She turned, then turned again, unable to be comfortable anymore in the plush lounge chair.
Amused, Carson merely watched her struggle.
“I think I’ve had enough sun for today.”
Not wanting his time with her to end, he inquired, “have you seen the water fall yet?”
“Waterfall? What waterfall?” Her look of pure delight made him grin.
“I’ll take that as a no. The waterfall on the eastern side of the grounds. It’s really quite beautiful.”
“Actually, I haven’t seen much of anything yet. I didn’t exactly feel like sightseeing this morning.” She grinned at him, and he was rewarded with the small dimples on both cheeks. It was endearing. It was sexy.
“Well, let’s go then! I’ll give you a private tour of the Waverly Kauai Resort!”
Glad that he wasn’t sick of her presence, Molly took his outstretched offered hand and gathered up her things. She tied her beach wrap around her hips and when she reached to fold the towel, he took it from her hands. With a nod of his head, one of the bar stewards who had been serving poolside drinks was immediately at their side.
“Hello, Andy. Please take care of Miss Carson’s towels, would you?” Immediately the steward took both towels and was off before she could close her mouth from the protest that was on the tip of her lips.
“Wow. That’s incredible service!” She was completely impressed, both with the fact that he knew the stewards name and that the steward was so quick to do his bidding. “I’ll have to mention that on my comment card!” She seemed very pleased and he still didn’t feel the need to tell her that he knew all of his employees names, so he just let her have her delight. It made him smile.
Their tour of the huge grounds took almost two hours. He seemed to know every nook and cranny. Set upon a small hill adjacent to the beach, the design of the hotel seemed to mold the landscape around the buildings. There were long, winding paths that took one through areas of such lush gardens, that it was difficult to remember that around the next bend was another building or an outdoor restaurant or bar. There were seven pool areas all together, some specifically designed for children, with rope swings and water slides. She was amazed that only several hundred yards away she had laid without hearing one peep from a playful child. The design was magnificent in the way it seem both expansive and private all at once. When he didn’t suggest they go into the kitchen, she was almost disappointed.
He was an excellent tour guide, who allowed her the perfect amount of time to ask questions and stop to admire the view of this pool or that flower. He told her about the history of the island and the design and lengthy process of building the massive hotel. He delighted in telling her that the architecture was actually modeled after a Tahitian style that seemed to fit in this tropical location. She was amazed by the hundreds of palm trees and couldn’t stop looking up at their magnificence. The way they swished in the gentle breeze was a soothing reminder of the beauty of this tropical place. When they reached the 200 foot waterfall in yet another secluded pool area, she let out a cry of delight. It was the most beautiful waterfall she’d ever seen. Well, actually, it was the only waterfall she’d ever seen in person. Even standing a good twenty feet away from it, she could feel the misty spray from where it pelted powerfully into the pool.
“I’ve never seen anything more beautiful,” she said with incredulous awe in her voice as she looked up at the flow of water bursting aggressively from the rocks, her hair flowing in massive curls behind her as her chin tipped up to the spray.
Carson had seen the transformation as they walked the grounds. She lost the grief-stricken look and her face looked younger, softer. She was captivated by his words and asked intelligent, thought provoking questions that he thrilled in answering. Her eyes were warm with interest and an almost business like respect. He felt more drawn to her now as she stared in pure, innocent wonder at this creation of his. “Neither have I,” he responded, his voice gruff as he took in every detail of her wide, appreciative eyes, her petite frame leaning against the safety rail and her hair, blowing behind her, down her back. She was all he wanted at that very moment.
She turned a radiant smile in his direction, as if thanking him personally for this miracle of beauty. He seized the opportunity and pulled her toward him by gently wrapping an arm around her waist. “Haven’t you ever seen a waterfall before?”
Molly wasn’t allowed enough of a moment to stiffen when he pulled her close and her body heated up the very instant their bodies collided. She had to lean back again to look at his face to see what this was all about. Oh. He was looking at her with fierce intensity and interest. It was a look she’d only seen manufactured in a movie when the leading man wanted to kiss the leading woman. It only took a moment for her to acknowledge that his eyes were searching her face for some kind of permission. She was terrified. This shouldn’t happen, her mind warned her. Yet, she was hungry for what she prayed was coming next. “No,” she said softly. “I’ve never...”
The sun was beginning to set, causing dusk to settle on the water. It seemed so right, so perfect, that he kiss her then and there. “Then you must be kissed at the waterfall, since it’s your first time.”
With one hand cradling her cheek, his head descended. His lips were warm and gentle on hers. It was a soft kiss. Warm and kind at first; a gentle nibble. She tasted of mint gum and suntan lotion, and underneath it, he thought he could taste her essence. It intoxicated him, made him greedy. He knew he should go slowly, but his mind and his body were battling a losing argument. He captured her lips in a long embrace, first the bottom lip and then the top trying with haste to satisfy the need he had to possess her in a single kiss. His hands found a home in her hair, weaving the soft tendrils between his fingers, while gently pulling her head back so that he could get closer; go deeper.
Molly joined the kiss after the initial surprise wore off and began doing a little tasting of her own. A groan from his throat encouraged her on and tentatively, she touched her tongue to his lips, drawing an imaginary line along its fullness. Unable to hold back any longer, Carson pulled Molly so close that she could feel his hardness pressing against her belly. His tongue and lips launched a passionate invasion that seemed to penetrate all her good senses until she was clinging to him out of desperate, unknowing need. Breaking away to taste her neck, he left her mouth aching for his. She sighed with a long rush of air she didn’t realize she was keeping, as she felt every nerve in her body come alive. Molly felt herself drowning, losing herself in his passionate assault.
She wanted to beg him to stop. She wanted to beg him not to stop.
At last, awareness of their surroundings penetrated his focused concentration on his companion’s lips. He hadn’t expected such a passionate response – neither from her nor from himself! He had to remind himself that they were in a public place where anyone could stumble upon them and he had to pull himself together. With immense regret, he pulled his mouth away and simply held her in his strong arms, while he took long, deep breaths to clear his head. Already he was anticipating their next kiss…with any luck it would be only a few hours away.
Molly was glad he held her, because she thought for certain that her legs had left her somewhere back at the other pool. “Carson,” she whispered. Was that husky, sexy voice really hers? Her intention was to tell him that it was inappropriate to behave this way while they were barely acquainted – had never even had a date! But she knew that her protest would bring his rumbling laughter and that like many other men, he probably thought of her as an aging spinster. It was old fashioned and dreary of her to think that way, especially since Roger had tried so hard to bring her into a more modern line of thinking. Still, her body and her mind seemed disconnected as she murmured again, “Carson.”
“I know, sweetness, I know.” He held her face in his hands as he tenderly caressed her lips with his thumbs. Her eyes were wide with wonder and for a brief second he felt guilty for drawing her in. Like the wolf luring the lamb. But she was a grown woman and he was a healthy male. Surely she knew what to expect from a man like him?
Dismissing the guilty thoughts, Carson tried to collect himself - he was painfully aware of his arousal. After several minutes had gone by, he took her hand and said, “Come on.”
They walked at a leisurely pace, back along the water toward the main pools of the hotel, their hands swinging casually together between their bodies, though the mild contact was like an electric current between them. They passed the bar where they’d met just the evening before and waved to Sam, who was closing it down for the night. A tall, beautiful woman watched them pass, with a polite smile and a nod in their direction.
Yearning for something to take her mind off of her body’s heat, Molly tried to keep it light when she said, “are you hungry?”
His animal growl in response made her realize that that was the last thing to ask at this point, which made her giggle. Giggle? Molly Carson giggled? That in itself made her giggle again. Was it possible that booze could have a flashback? “Sorry. Bad choice of words.”
“Would you like dinner?” He smiled at her seductively to which she swallowed hard.
“Yes,” was all she could manage, though she doubted she would be able to eat anything just now.
He walked her to her room and again pulled her close. She was afraid that if he tried to kiss her again, she might invite him in – something that she wouldn’t dream of doing! It was preposterous…it was tempting. So when he leaned down to kiss her, she put both hands on his chest and gave a strong shove. It did little to actually push him away. He smiled in amusement.
“I…well, I’ll just need a half hour to get ready for dinner…” She pulled away and he let her. She looked at her watch and, tried to sound business-like, “shall I meet you downstairs at say…6:30?”
“I’ll come here for you at 6:30,” he corrected.
“Ok, well, then, see you at 6:30,” she turned and fit her card key into the door, only she did it backwards and then dropped it on the ground. She was quite aware that he was watching her every move. With her back to him, she stooped to pick up the card and got a low whistle of appreciation. Standing back up abruptly, she finally managed to put the card in properly and opened the door.
“Ok. See you,” she flashed a bright smile his way before shutting the door and leaning her back up against it. Whew. She let out a deep breath and willed her body to return to normal, but rebelliously, her tummy still fluttered and her knees still felt weak. It was not a feeling she was accustomed to and she wasn’t sure she liked it. She had little time to linger over this new dilemma and honestly, there was a part of her that didn’t want to think it over too much anyway. So she focused on the next important issue at hand…what to wear?
Chapter 3
Fifteen minutes later, Carson sat at the indoor bar with a view overlooking the ocean. Sam was serving and automatically handed him his usual Corona.
“Moonlighting, Sam?” He was aware that Sam had already worked a full shift at The Dock Bar.
“Yes, sir. I’m covering for Tom who had to pick up his old lady from the airport. He should be back soon.” Looking Carson up and down, Sam noted. “You look like you’ve got a hot date, Mr. Waverly.”
“Sam, when are you going to stop that Mr. Waverly nonsense and just call me Carson?” At the shrug from the bartender, Carson changed the subject to the one thing that he’d been unable to get off of his mind all day. Molly. “I’m taking Miss Carson to dinner tonight.”
“Wooooweee,” Sam shook his head. “It’s gonna take more than a few Blue Hawaiians to thaw that ice, Mr. W.”
“Oh I don’t know Sam. I think I’m halfway there.” Satisfied with his progress so far, Carson savored the sip of his beer and winked at his friend. “She’s not as cold as you’d think.”
“Not your usual type, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
“You’re right. Maybe that’s why I’m attracted to her.” They shared a chuckle. Changing the subject again, Carson looked closely at Sam. “How’s the family?”
“Ok, I guess. My wife’s holding her own at the moment.”
“The kids?”
“Feisty and disagreeable, but that’s to be expected with teenagers.”
“If you need anything, Sam, you will let me know, right?”
“You’ve already done so much…” The paid time off; paying for childcare during the surgery and then taking on the medical bills. Sam would not be able to accept any more from his boss.
“You’re one of my most loyal employees, Sam. I’m happy to help. I expect you to let me know, ok?” Carson tried to muster a stearn look, but Sam wasn’t fooled.
“Sure, Mr. W, but don’t worry. Everything’s fine.”
Carson was thinking about Sam as he rode the elevator to pick up Molly. His wife had recently had a partial mastectomy followed by intense chemotherapy for breast cancer and Sam had lovingly taken care of her and their children. He was an amazing man, Carson thought, and briefly wondered if he’d ever have the strength to care for an ailing wife with such love and devotion. He didn’t like the answer that came to him at the same time the elevator opened. Probably not, especially considering that he planned to never get married.
Carson must have had a frown on his face when Molly answered the door, because her smile of greeting faded into a look of concern. “Carson? Are you ok?”
“Yes, I was just thinking about business, that’s all.” Changing his mood, he smiled at her, taking in her black, rayon sundress and the heels that gave her several more inches. Her hair was swept up into a loose bun, with several loose strands framing her face. She looked classy and somewhat sophisticated. And now she was looking burdened. “You’re beautiful,” he said with all the charm he could muster.
“Well, passable. Thank you,” she appreciated his attempt to cheer her after she opened the door to his wretched expression. She would get to the bottom of that eventually – if she got the opportunity and he didn’t get completely bored by her this evening. Grabbing her purse, she took his offered arm. Here we go, she thought.
Dinner was an unexpected, romantic surprise. While she thought they’d get in his car and drive into town, she found that she was mistaken. They walked leisurely holding hands along the water until they came to a secluded area of lawn about 100 yards from the hotel. A small table sat waiting for them, surrounded with just enough tiki torches to add an additional air of romance. The table was set with white linen and china, and a coconut candle surrounded by Hawaiian flowers made the centerpiece. It was exquisite. Gasping with delight, Molly turned into Carson’s arms.
“It’s spectacular!” She breathed with little need to hide her enthusiasm. He chuckled at her childlike excitement and kissed the tip of her nose.
“I’m glad you like it.”
“Aloha,” the expectant waiter said as he held the chair for Molly.
They sat closely so that they could both enjoy the moonlit ocean as it gently lapped waves onto the shore. The menu was predetermined, so they began with cocktails and jumbo shrimp as an appetizer. The shrimp were almost as large as a child’s hand and when Carson held it up to her mouth, she happily took the end between her lips. It was delicious.
She was delicious, he thought. Having dropped some of the primness after spending time with him, Molly now exuded a subtle sexuality that suited her. She still appeared rather innocent, but her eyes gave away her attraction to him and that moved him more than he was willing to admit. Tonight he hoped to explore that sexuality, perhaps right here in the moonlight.
Dinner was one delectable Hawaiian dish after another, until sharing the macadamia nut crème brulee seemed impossible. But she just had to try a bite, she agreed.
“Tell me about your family,” Carson invited, hoping she might shed some light on the reason for her grief.
“There’s not much to tell, really. My parents still live in Idaho. I have one older brother, Robert, and he’s a farmer in Montana. Oh. I guess the term is ‘rancher’ – I always get that wrong.”
“So you’re all alone in San Francisco?” His voice was kind and she willed herself not to feel the pang of sadness over Roger.
“Well, I have – had – no, have friends there.” She did have a few friends, after all. Some of the nurses that she worked with before working directly for Roger still kept in touch and they went out together now and then. But her best friend, her confidant, had been Roger since the moment she moved into the drafty old apartment in North Beach.
Carson watched the flood of emotion that lighted her face and watched her just as quickly mask it. Tonight was not about her grief, he reminded himself. It was about pleasure. “Do you go visit your family very often?”
“Not lately. I mean, for the past couple of years I’ve been wrapped up in work, but I will probably go see them now that….”
“Now that you’re between jobs?” He tried to help her – God knows he wanted to help her, but something told him she just wasn’t ready. He willed himself to be patient.
“Yes, exactly.” Relieved to be off the subject and searching for something – anything else to talk about, Molly blurted out a question to avoid the current topic. “How come you’re not married?”
He pulled back in his chair and sat silently staring at his glass of wine for a long time. So long, that Molly thought he wouldn’t answer.
“I’m not the marrying type, Molly.” Carson struggled with what should have been a simple answer. I haven’t met the right woman. I’ve been busy with my career. Both seemed like logical excuses if he were a normal man. But he wasn’t normal and he didn’t want to lie to this woman. Suddenly it seemed very important to him that she understand what he was saying and accept him for who he was. Or was not. Then it would be her choice to move forward, absolving him of any guilt.
“Oh.” Molly felt her heart sink. It was impossible that she should even consider more than a passing laiason with this man, but for whatever reason, she had begun to hope that their first date might turn into a second…and then a third. And maybe, just maybe, there was more to this casual meeting than what the signs seemed to be telling her. Yet here he was being totally honest with her – she couldn’t blame him for being so blunt. She must appear to be an old-fashioned woman pinning her hopes on this dashing, successful bachelor. How silly of her to hope! And with a single sentence, those hopes of a future with this man had just been permanently shut down. “I’m sorry – it’s none of my business – “
“Molly – “ he interrupted the expected flurry of words with his curt use of her name. He tried to look kind and keep his voice level, but firm. He wouldn’t let this topic reveal too much of himself. There was no room for negotiation. “I travel all the time, Molly.” His tone was gentler as he tried to find words to explain himself. “I don’t put down permanent roots in any one place for long. I don’t want to be responsible for anyone but myself. I don’t want to wake up beside the same woman for the rest of my life. It’s not who I am. I just live each moment as it is. That’s it. No strings.”
Molly felt a lump in her throat so she reached for her water. His honesty was admirable, even if it disappointed her to hear it. But why should she care? Couldn’t he be just a little island fling for her? A distraction? Roger would applaud the very idea of it and urge her to take advantage of this delectable offering. Part of her was tempted to do exactly that. It would be so glamorous to be able to have an affair with this gorgeous, interesting man and move on as if it didn’t matter. The problem was that everything mattered to Molly. She didn’t attach herself lightly to people. She loved. And she stayed. But she knew danger when she saw it and she must put a wall around her heart where this man was concerned. The question was, could she walk away now before she got in over her head?
“I’m sorry, Carson, I should mind my own business.” She lightened her tone considerably and said, “of course you like your life the way it is. Not everyone wants to get married and have a family. It’s nice that you know yourself so well. I hope you find happiness, Carson, I really mean it.” She touched his hand with sincere kindness, even if she had pulled back emotionally from him. He felt both responses. It was almost as if suddenly there was a wall separating them, even if she only slightly straightened her spine.
Never before had he felt like such a cad. And he hadn’t even slept with her yet! It would almost be easier if she caused a scene, as he was used to. The conversation they were having was not foreign to him. In fact, he often spoke the same words to women he dated, but not until after he had slept them and they became too clingy. Reactions were typical and quite predictable. First there was the surprise, accompanied by soft exclamations of “what do you mean?” Then when he articulated exactly what he meant (because he apparently hadn’t been clear enough) she would let her claws out and berate him for using her. He was good at soothing ruffled feathers, however and soon anger changed into the “knowing” look that he hated the most. Each of them thought she could change him, though her self-satisfied condescension only lasted a couple of months until she realized she couldn’t. He tried to end the affair in an amiable way, but there were always hurt feelings and disappointment. He regretted that he hurt his lovers, but it couldn’t be avoided. At least he had the piece of mind that he was honest from the beginning. Just as he was with Molly.
Part of him felt relieved that she let him off the hook so easily and he tried to resume the playful atmosphere. He turned his hand in hers and brought it to his lips for nibbling as he looked into her eyes with an intense smolder.
“I know what would give us both pleasure right now,” he said intensely. He watched as she battled whatever arguments that only she was privy to in her beautiful head. Doubt. Confusion. Uncertainty. She was so easy to read and he almost chuckled as she remained rigid under his administrations.
Molly was beside herself with a mixture of feelings and thoughts. He was spelling it out for her quite clearly. An affair. Her back remained stiff and she held her free hand against her chest as he continued to seduce her with his lips on her open palm. It seemed most ridiculous that this handsome, virile man could be attracted to her – Molly Carson, registered nurse from Idaho – when it was obvious that he could pick any woman that he wanted. Perhaps he was simply amusing himself with her. She must appear to be an easy conquest for him, and he was quite confident that he would succeed. She was relatively confident he would succeed also, because there was no denying how extremely attracted she was to him. He was bigger than the small life she had known, a reminder that she was out of her element. But wasn’t that the very thing which Roger chastised her for at every turn? To change her element. To become more worldly. To enjoy life while she was fortunate to live without physical or monetary limitations. She wasn’t ready to decide just yet. Coward. Well, yes, she admitted to herself. She gently pulled her hand away and settled back into her companionable questioning.
“What do you do for a living?”
Carson accepted her ploy to keep things on a more comfortable ground – for now- and answered her easily. “I’m an architect.” It was the truth, even if it was only half of it.
“Really?!” She was delighted at his response. The idea that someone could be so creative and apply it in such a way intrigued her. “Oh that’s so exciting! I’m fascinated with architecture and the creative differences of each building and how it impacts our environment! What do you design? Houses? Offices?”
“Hotels…and houses…whatever projects I’m interested in pursuing.”
“Hotels?” It only took a second for her to put the puzzle together. “You designed this hotel, didn’t you?” At his nod, she laughed. “No wonder you know every nook and cranny. Wow! I’m so impressed. You are very talented, Carson!” She laid a meaningful hand on his arm, then slowly pulled back as she felt the electricity of their contact. His eyes seemed to darken momentarily, unnerving her into continuing the half-hearted ramble. “You said you had connections – well, no wonder! You probably know everyone on staff here! Of course, you probably get a really great deal to stay here, don’t you? Oh. But then you said you have a home here, so you’d probably stay there, right?”
He leaned over and held her face in his hand, even as she continued to babble. At last, he put his lips to hers, cutting her words off. “You were rambling,” he teased.
“I know. I do that when I’m nervous,” she held her tongue then, though every part of her wanted to ramble some more. But his lips were still very close to hers and she was having a difficult time breathing.
“It seems we’ve found a way to stop it.” He kissed her again, his lips lingering for a long, precious moment. “We’ll call it ‘kissing therapy’.”
“We could write a book about it,” she giggled softly, his lips still only inches away.
“We’ll make a fortune,” he agreed. His mouth took hers then, with a fierceness she had not experienced before. He possessed her, demanded her response and delved into the farthest reaches of her soul. While he was not hurting her, he was also not exactly gentle. If there had been any doubt as to his intentions, they were kissed away in that instant.
At last when she found the strength, she pushed him away. Barely aware that the dishes had been cleared and they were now alone in this very secluded place by the beautiful ocean…well, panic nearly took hold as a voice inside her head warned her, “you’re out of your league here”. Breathing hard, she looked at the tablecloth, unable to meet his gaze. Her body was betraying her, and she had to will it to shut up. She wanted him too, darn it.
“Wait,” she breathed when she was able to. He leaned in for another taste when she put a hand to his chest, when quickly drew it back when she encountered his muscular pecks. “Just wait.”
She pushed back from the table and stood, moving toward the ocean to distance herself from him. She knew it wouldn’t keep him away, but at least she had a moment to think.
“What are you afraid of, Molly?” His voice was deep and seductive and only inches behind her. She could feel the heat from his body as he moved closer, but didn’t touch her.
She thought back to his words earlier that day. No, they hadn’t made love….yet. A shiver cascaded down her spine. What was she afraid of? She had to be honest with herself, because somehow, she knew this was a pivotal moment in her life. Here was the most handsome man she’d ever met and he was telling her that he wanted her. The idea should delight her, not send her screaming from the scene. Perhaps in a few days, she might feel differently, so she mustered up the courage to turn and look him in the eye. “I need more time,” she apologized with her eyes. “I’m not good at this. I must seem like a complete country bumpkin. I’m sure the other women you date are much more cosmopolitan.” When he just stood staring at her in her misery, she sighed and looked at her feet. “Please don’t be angry with me.”
He wasn’t angry. How could he be angry at her standing there looking so torn up? He wanted to take away her anxiety, to bring back her smile. He reached a hand out and cupped her chin. “I won’t apologize for wanting you, Molly. You’re a beautiful, sexy woman.” He ignored the roll of her eyes in disbelief. “I will give you the time you need. When you’re ready, you let me know, but don’t take too long. Vacations end.” Some of the fear left her eyes. “But in the meantime, I will continue to kiss you. I have to. But we’ll stop when you say to stop. Ok?”
She nodded and gulped at the same time, and her lips parted to receive another onslaught of his aggressive passion. But his kiss was gentle again and did not demand anything of her. And it ended without her pushing him away. He leaned his forehead into hers and said very softly, “what did he do to you, Molly?”
“Who?”
“The man that hurt you. The one that obviously gave you a good dose of fear of men.”
“It’s not like that,” she tried to explain. How could she possibly tell him that there had been no man…that her fear was simply lack of experience and the unknown?
“Tell me.” He took her hand and turned her back toward the hotel. He was inviting her to share a part of her that she had only shared with one other person. Roger.
“I can’t. It’s not that gloomy, though, really. I just need some time to – to – adjust to this idea of a - an affair.”
The idea sounded ugly when she lowered her voice and whispered it from her prim lips and he found himself insulted. What did she think that he was only in it for the sex? The quick flare of temper quickly vanished when he realized that she was correct, though he tried not to think too far ahead. Hadn’t he just told her that all he had to offer her or any woman was an affair of sexual delight. A physical connection focused in the here and now. He was a temporary part of her vacation. And they both knew it. She was just speaking plainly about it, something he allowed himself to admire. “I see,” he said, hoping she’d go on.
Feeling inspired by his understanding, Molly persisted. “Anyway, I just have to get used to the idea. I’ve never been one for…for…dalliances.” Or for talking about it, for crying out loud!
“But you want to.” He pulled her into his arms again and nibbled at her ear while he could feel her calculating her words. He wouldn’t give her the chance to speak them. “You want to so badly, you can taste it.”
“I don’t – “
“Don’t deny it, Molly. We’ve got chemistry and it would be good. But I understand you.”
He said it so knowingly that Molly swallowed the dryness in her throat to ask, “what about me?”
“You probably sit home at night wishing for romance. Life. Adventure. You dream that someday a man will sweep you off your feet and give you the kind of life you hope for. But you’ve always been too afraid to reach out and make it happen for yourself.”
“How dare y-“
“Am I right?” His voice was menacing and low against her ear.
She tried to pull away. “Yes.”
“And now here you are with a man who desires you very much. I can give you adventure and pleasure, but you are afraid.” He took a step closer to her, his musky scent ruining her concentration. “Isn’t that what you want, Molly? A change from your boring, chaste existence? A little excitement? A little passion?”
“You don’t know me at all!” Her words were unconvincing as he stepped forward again, holding her gaze captive as he ran a finger along her jaw.
“I know you, Molly. I know what you want,” he spoke seductively, his eyes now on her pouting lips. “You need a man who can show you exactly what real pleasure is. To make love to you until your head caves in. To taste every inch of your body. To take you to places you’ve never dared to go. You want me, Molly, but you’re too afraid. I wonder, though. Are you afraid of me? Or are you afraid of yourself?”
“Is it so weird that I may not be interested in sleeping with a man I barely know?” She pulled free from his embrace and turned away from him. Embarrassment and fury warred within her as she struggled to find the words. He was right, darn him, and she felt foolish that she was so transparent. When she whirled back to face him, he was a few feet away, his foot propped up on a large rock. His smile was smug. He was proud of himself for pegging her so successfully! She tipped her chin defiantly and tossed out, “I’m not afraid!”
For an instant, he reconsidered his comments and thought, perhaps he’d read it completely wrong. He walked purposely toward her and cupped her face in his large hand. “Molly – are you – involved with someone back home?”
Her mouth fell open at his question, but then she realized that it was quite possible that she was. Though why she’d be here on vacation alone or having dinner with a handsome man certainly wasn’t an indication of her having a boyfriend. “NO!” She practically shouted at him, her surprise was so great. “How could you think that I would be here with you if I was?” Was the world really that warped?
“I didn’t think you were – and now that you mention it, it was a ridiculous question. I’m sorry. But it would have explained your reluctance to make love with me.”
Pulling away, Molly felt both violated and complimented at the same time. Then it occurred to her…”Are you?”
“Am I what?”
“Are you involved with anyone?” Her tongue felt heavy in her mouth as she asked the question. It was definitely possible. What was the modern term? An open relationship? If he was commitment phobic then that type of relationship would suit him. Oh boy. It was one thing to read romance stories about this world, but to actually be a part of it completely baffled her.
”Not at the moment, no.” She felt him pull away even though he didn’t move a muscle.
“You’re a rambler,” she tried not to sound disgusted, because in reality, she admired the fact that he took so freely what was probably offered quite often. He most likely hung out at this hotel so he could have short, meaningless relationships with vulnerable women on vacation. And then he’d move on to his next location. Rambler was only one word that described him. Rogue. Womanizer. Confirmed bachelor.
“I believe in living in the moment, Molly. In enjoying life right here, right now.” He didn’t understand why he felt the need to drive his point home, but her reaction to him mattered.
She couldn’t speak, nor could she look at him.
“It’s all I’ve got to give at this point in my life.”
When she looked up directly into his eyes, she returned the question softly, “what did she do to you?”
“Who?”
“Whatever woman it was that made you afraid of being loved.”
Anger sparked inside him and he pulled away from her to face the ocean. “You’re mistaken” he said just loud enough for her to hear. “There was no woman. I am who I am. That’s all.”
“Was it the fact that your mother died when you were so young?” Her voice held compassion and sympathy. Briefly, he hated her for it.
“That’s so typical of a woman to try to rationalize my personality. I am who I am and I’m not going to change.”
She understood. It hurt her on his behalf, but she understood. She walked up to him and laid a small hand on his wide back. For whatever reason, she wasn’t willing to risk her heart to this stranger on this night – perhaps never. They both knew it. “Thank you for dinner, Carson. It was wonderful.”
She turned to walk back to the hotel, when he called out to her, causing her to turn around. “I’ll walk you to your room.” His offer was only half-hearted.
“No, thank you. I’ll be fine. Good night.” Her tone was dismissive and he accepted her rejection of his offer with some relief. Perhaps it was better this way.
When Molly reached the lighted pathway past the first pool, the tall, beautiful woman whom she’d seen earlier stepped out of the shadows. She wore an evening gown made of silky, subtly tropical material. It hung from one sculpted shoulder and crossed over her ample chest and dripped down to the floor with long slit all the way up her elegant legs to her hip. She had exotic eyes and a lush, full mouth with perfect white teeth. She smiled at Molly and offered her a hand. “Miss Carson?” she inquired, her voice soft and sultry. She was everything that Molly wasn’t, which made her feel frumpy and clumsy.
Cautiously, Molly took her offered hand. “Yes?”
“I hope that everything meets with your expectation.”
She was speaking of the hotel and it was then that Molly noticed the brass nametag pinned to the meager material of her gown. “Why yes, it’s a beautiful hotel. How did you know my name?”
“It’s my job to know guests here.” She smiled warmly, even if she was looking past her to the path from which she came.
“Oh. What is your job?” Still not sure why this gorgeous creature had singled her out, she was hoping to get to the bottom of it so that she could return to her room and contemplate the evening’s events.
“I’m Leilani, the Amenities Director.”
“That’s nice,” Molly was distracted by the fact that the woman continued to watch the path. “Are you looking for someone?”
Her beautiful features softened into an affectionate expression, her eyes gazing down bashfully. “I’m looking for Carson.”
Molly’s mouth opened in response and then clamped shut forcefully. “I…he…”
Leilani’s eyes were wide with curiosity. “Did you see him?”
Finally finding her tongue, Molly stood straighter, though she still seemed like a dwarf compared to this amazon, and wiped a crisp hand down the front of her sundress as if that would make her look more put together. A stab of jealousy had her answering matter-of-factly, “I just had dinner with him down the path there.”
Leilani looked her up and down with an amused air of condescension and then clearly dismissed her. “Oh. Well, since your ‘dinner’ is already over, I’ll go look for him. I have a question that only he can answer.” She smirked as she attempted to brush past Molly.
Feeling oddly defensive, Molly stepped in front of her. “Dinner is already over because I ended the evening,” she smiled secretively and flipped her hair off her shoulders, unaware that she could bear such claws and continued, “even though Carson tried to persuade me to stay. You may not want to approach him now…I left him in quite a state.”
Obviously not threatened in the least, Leilani chuckled, “Relax, Miss Carson. I just have a business question for him.” Though her words defied her actions, she informed Molly, “He’s too old for me anyway. He’s more like a…an uncle that I’m fond of. So you can rest assured that I’m not going after him the way that you are – I mean that you think I am.”
Relaxing somewhat, Molly pulled her feline instincts back and smiled at Leilani. “Well, I’m certainly not interested in Carson for anything other than friendship, so I wouldn’t care if you were.”
Leilani cocked her exotic head, an act that Molly was certain she perfected while looking in the mirror, it was so innocently sensual. “Of course I don’t think you’re interested in Carson! Besides, you’re not exactly the usual type of woman that he goes after.”
Molly couldn’t figure out what this woman wanted. She seemed deceptively nice one moment, but her words cut into Molly’s sensitivity. She hated herself for asking, but she couldn’t stop herself. “And what type of woman does he usually ‘go after’?”
With a small wave of her hand indicating her type of physique, she tossed out, “well, taller, for one thing and I think his last two conquests were international models.” Seeing Molly’s frown, she reached down and touched her shoulder comfortingly. “Don’t worry, dear. You’re better off without him. He’s a heartbreaker, for sure!”
Molly swallowed the lump that had lodged itself in her throat and attempted a careless smile. “I know. That’s why I’m not with him now.”
“Of course! No worries,” she said mockingly as she continued down the path. “Enjoy your evening.”
Molly didn’t answer because she was concentrating every thought on moving her legs forward, toward the hotel, not back toward the beach. She would have liked to see Leilani’s approach to Carson. No worries. Why did everyone keep saying that?
Make love. That’s what he’d said. The idea was so delicious and tempting that Molly was unable to sleep at two in the morning. Her Idaho upbringing warred with the years spent in liberal San Francisco. She was certain that her idea of making love was quite different than Carson’s. For him the simple words described an extra-curricular activity, but for Molly, she didn’t use the word ‘love’ lightly. However, if she was able to wrap her mind around the suggestion of an affair, she would have to carefully guard her heart. She was out of her element with a man such as Carson and every instinct beneath the tingling sensations his attention wrought, screamed “run!” Yet it was those tingling sensations she could not ignore. And the nagging voice in her head which continued to remind her of her desire for adventure. It irked her that he had so accurately pinpointed her deepest longings in merely a day. No one had a right to be that perceptive and then to presumably recount their opinions. It left her feeling oddly vulnerable. And hot in the very depths of her body.
Carson went over and over the evening’s conversation in his head and couldn’t decide where exactly it had begun to go downhill. Sitting on the balcony of his penthouse suite smoking a cigar, he sipped at the glass of brandy. It was a beautiful night – seldom was there any other kind of evening on Kauai – but his thoughts were not on the view or the climate. Molly.
He was afraid that he had assumed too much and spoken out of turn. He had no right to relate his observations of her, but the words were out of his mouth before he could take them back. The way that she bristled made him believe that he was probably on target and that she was afraid. . And she had read him just as easily, driving to the core of his issues quite simply. “Whatever woman it was that made you afraid of being loved.” She was right on that level, though she had the wrong female. All he could think of was his stepmother, Eunice, that bitch. But his wounded ego would not allow him to drudge up old, buried ghosts. This was about Molly.
Why wasn’t she what she appeared to be? Chaste. Proper. Cold. No, she was none of those things. Well, maybe proper. But her body had come alive in his arms and her sweetness penetrated his defenses to the core. She pressed into him like the passionate woman he was discovering her to be. He wanted her with a force he had never felt and now he had blown it.
It was for the best, though, because he meant what he’d said. The only thing he had to offer was the present. There was no future for them together, so he put it out there for her to deal with. And she did. She walked away. Her mother would surely be proud.
The next morning produced a cranky, tired Molly Carson. Cursing herself a thousand times over for the missed opportunity, Molly got up early and decided to go for a run on the beach. But running on the beach was much more romantic than it was practical, and she found that she twisted her ankle a quarter of a mile into her run and had to limp back to the lobby, where a compassionate concierge offered to get her a doctor. She waved him away, insisting she was fine, it was just a sprain and that she just needed to rest it a bit. She made her way back to her room, careful to use the wall for support. Once there, however, she realized she was somewhat stranded, since she had difficulty walking on the injured foot and it was beginning to swell. Muttering every bad word she could think of –and even a few she never used – Molly gave in and called the kind concierge.
“We’ll send someone up right away, Miss Carson,” the older gentleman picked up the phone to dial the in-house doctor, but Carson stopped him. “Mr. Waverly, sir, I didn’t see you standing there.” He was obviously flustered despite being in Carson’s employ for five years now.
“Hello Gus. Does Miss Carson need something?”
“Yes, sir. It seems she’s twisted her ankle on the beach and is in need of medical attention. I was just calling Dr. Smith now.”
“Very good, Gus. I’ll take an icepack to her room in the meantime. I think the Doc is on the golf course.”
“Ok, sir. She’s in room –“
“I know what room she’s in, Gus.”
He walked away from a blushing concierge, whose response to his boss’s knowledge of Miss Carson’s room number was a mischievous smile. Gus’s daughter stood nearby witnessing the exchange with a frown. She’d never seen Carson jump to do a guest’s bidding the way he had for frumpy Miss Carson. She would have to watch a little more carefully from now on.
Molly hopped on one foot to answer the knock at the door and had to admit that she was impressed at such a speedy response from the doctor. She was surprised but not disappointed, however, when Carson stood on the other side of the door with an ice pack and a first aid kit. Her body instantly responded to him with a tummy flutter and weakened knees.
Embarrassed that he should see her clumsy behavior, she tried sarcasm on for size. “What are you a doctor too?”
Before he answered, he was on her and tipped her into his arms, lifting her from the ground in an easy swoop, eliciting an unladylike squeal from Molly. How did he do that with the items in his hands?
“Nope. But I do know first aid.” He deposited her on the large bed and took a seat next to her, causing the bed to sink considerably. He was not a small man, she noted.
“Let’s see.”
“I just need an ace bandage and a little ice and I’ll be as good as new!” She showed a brave face, but the fact was she’d never so much as broken a nail in her life and she found that she was a wimp when it came to the pain. Is this how her patients felt when they came in with injuries? She suddenly felt a fresh wave of compassion for every cut she tended and sprain she wrapped.
He repeated himself a little more forcefully this time as he said, “let’s see.”
Reluctantly, she let him take her foot in his large hands and carefully examine it from every angle. “Looks like a sprain,” he commented, all business. But his touch defied his tone. Her foot looked small and delicate in his large, tan hands as he seemed to look it over. His thumb was perched just at the curve of her arch, holding it securely. She felt a ripple of desire through her at such intimacy. As if he sensed her reaction to him, he looked up into her eyes and smiled gently. “Yep, I think it’s definitely a sprain.”
Color had crept up to her cheeks because it seemed as if he could look right into her thoughts. Changing the train of her thinking, she whispered, “How do you know?” The humor of his assumed authority did not escape her and how he felt he should tell her – a trained nurse – what was wrong with her foot! Of course it was a sprain. She stifled the giggle that threatened.
“Because it’s not swollen enough to be a break. I had plenty of broken bones as a kid to know the difference.”
“Oh.”
“I’ll just wrap it up for you and we can put some ice on it. I think there’s some Tylenol in here somewhere.” He rummaged through the kit, careful not to look her in the eyes.
“Actually, Motrin would be best,” she hated to sound bossy, but it really would help with the swelling.
Gingerly, he wrapped her foot in an ace bandage as she watched helplessly. Did he purposely run a rough hand up her calve as he lifted her foot onto his lap? “That’s very kind of you,” she started, but he merely shrugged.
“No worries. I wouldn’t want you to sue me – I mean the hotel or anything.”
“I would never sue someone for my own clumsiness! I think people that do are loathsome!”
“Who uses words like loathsome?” He said it mostly to amuse himself, but regretted it the moment it was out of his mouth, because he felt her tense up. “I’m just kidding.”
“You’re right.” Her spine straightened and arms were crossed angrily. “I’m a dowdy old maid, that’s what I am.” Well, she really sounded like a spoilt brat, but he was not about to comment on that.
“Right!” He snorted out a laugh at the vision he got at that notion. “You’re hardly dowdy and you are definitely not old.”
“You’re just being polite.”
“How old are you?”
“I don’t think it’s any of your – “ realizing that again she sounded dowdy and prude, she cut herself off with a grumpy “29.”
With his task finally complete, he looked up into her worried eyes. “It’s only fair that I tell you…I’m 35.”
“Oh.” She knew he was older than she, but not by so many years.
“Does it bother you very much?” His tone was teasing and light. With the wrapping of her foot complete, his hand lingered on her exposed toes, where he explored her foot with an absent caress.
“Of course not. Why should it?”
Of course not, he thought. She wanted nothing to do with him now, so age was hardly an issue. His smile wavered.
“You probably want to stay off this – at least for today. I’ll still ask the doc to come see you when he gets back to the hotel.”
“I’m sure you have plenty to do – you really must not worry about me.”
“Of course I must. You’re a very important customer here.”
His easy smile was – well, it was beautiful. She was almost certain he knew it.
Glancing around the room, he noticed a small, wallet-sized picture of a handsome man, at least forty years old, sitting next to a metal urn. “Who’s that?” He found himself asking.
“Oh. A friend,” she didn’t know what else to say, because the pain came back to her in a rush, clogging her throat with emotion.
Carson picked up and looked at the picture for a long time, not missing the affection and pain in her voice. Perhaps she was involved with someone, though two days ago she said she wasn’t. A bad breakup would explain a lot of her issues, though it seemed very strange to him that a woman would bring her ex-boyfriend’s picture on vacation. So who was he? She wasn’t exactly forthcoming with information. “Who?”
“Roger,” she whispered the name as if she were committing sacrilege to say it out loud.
“I see.” A stab of jealousy surprised him and he put the picture down none too gently. The room felt as if it were closing in on him, and for a brief second he got the urge to run. Ridiculous. He’d let her have her secrets…for now. He certainly had no right to pry.
A knock came at the door and Carson rose to answer it on her behalf. It was the doctor, who rushed in with his bag. “Hello Carson! I heard you covered for me while I was…er…on the course.”
Carson slapped him on the back. “No worries, doc. Hopefully I didn’t do too much damage.”
Carson took the opportunity to exit as the doctor unwrapped Molly’s foot. She heard the door click shut before she realized he’d gone, leaving her deflated. He may not be right for her…he may not want a relationship…but he was interesting and sexy and kind and smart. And his absence made the hotel room seem too empty. Oh dear.
The doctor agreed with her and Carson’s assessments and offered her the use of the hotel wheelchair, if she so desired. She bristled at the idea and thanked him anyway.
“How long do I have to stay off of it?” she asked.
“At least a day. See how you feel. If you’re anxious to get out and about, I could probably scour up some crutches for you.”
“No, resting for a day or two will be fine.”
“If it starts to feel better when you put pressure on it, then it’s healing. Just do what you can. Call me if you need me,” he cheerily left her to sulk over her sore foot.
Her patience lasted only a few hours before the boredom set in. She had nothing to read and she really wasn’t much of a TV person. Still, she flipped through channels to see what people watched during the day. There was what she figured was a “talk show”, but everyone seemed to be yelling and two of the people even broke out into a fistfight! On another channel, a woman was telling her cousin that she was carrying his baby but couldn’t tell anyone it was his because she was in love with his brother. There were so many channels to choose from! Finally, she settled on the discovery channel, where a group of doctors were touring South Africa. It put her to sleep.
When she awoke at four o’clock, she was ravenous and, though she had read the room service menu at least a dozen times, she still didn’t know what she wanted. She wasn’t used to such indulgences as room service, though Roger would have howled at the idea of her being worried about money. Thanks to him, she would never have a money worry again. By five her stomach was growling so rebelliously that she called down to order the biggest cheeseburger they could make – make it a double - fries, a salad and a fudge brownie for dessert.
Seeing her wrapped foot, the server asked her what happened. She motioned for him to put the food tray on the bed and mumbled something about that darned sand not being any place for people to run. He grinned in response.
“Just give us a call when you want us to remove your tray.”
“Ok. Thank you very much!”
She managed to get herself back to the bed and dove into the food with a vengeance. It was delicious and she almost ate every drop.
At eight, another knock sounded on the door and Molly didn’t think she could make the trek now, after her belly was full, but she shouted, “just a minute” and hobble-walked to the door.
It was Carson and she fell just a little bit in love with him when she saw what he brought…magazines, books and an old, worn out cane. “Carson!” She allowed him to pass her and dump the contents onto the bed. Then he turned to her and handed her the cane.
“Give it a whirl,” he encouraged and the cane aided her in hobbling much better than she had before.
“Where did you get this?” she asked, embarrassed that he should witness her awkward first steps with it.
“I told you, I have connections,” he grinned secretively and truly, she didn’t care. He was so thoughtful. She felt a pang of guilt over her behavior the evening before. He’d been so nice to her from the beginning.
“Carson,” she said as soon as she made it to the bed. “I owe you an apology. I know I joked earlier about being a dowdy, old maid, but I realized that last night I behaved like one. I’m sorry.”
“I pushed you too much for a first date and I’m sorry. Truce?” he held out his hand to her, which she shook wholeheartedly.
“Truce!”
“Now, when do you want to go out on my boat?”
Her face crumpled and she looked warily at the picture of Roger. “I don’t know. Maybe when I feel better…”
“Are you afraid of the water?”
“No…at least I don’t think so. I’ve never actually been on a boat before.”
“Well then you’re in for a treat! I have a feeling you’re going to love it!”
She wasn’t ready yet. She didn’t want to do the one thing that Roger had asked of her. But she knew she owed it to him. “How ‘bout in two days?” That left her two days to heal and to worry over the venture.
“Thursday, then?” At her nod, he put his hands in his pockets and leaned casually against the wall. “Do you need anything else?” He tried to keep the rough desire out of his voice, but seeing her propped up in that huge, lush bed had his imagination doing overtime. God, how he wanted her.
“I – well, no, I don’t think so.”
He had to get out of there quickly. He wrote his cell phone number on a small slip of paper and left it by the phone. “If you need anything – and I mean anything, you call me on my cell phone and I’ll be here in minutes, I promise.”
Baffled by his continued kindness, but not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth, she looked up at him. “Why are you doing this?”
“Doing what?”
“Being so nice to me? Especially after…well, after last night. Now that you know we’re not going to…”
“Make love?” He was amused by the discomfort the phrase made her feel.
“I guess.”
“Well, maybe I’m an optimist. And I can’t stand to see a damsel in distress.” He leaned over her, his lips hovering tantalizingly near her lips, but he kissed her chastely on the forehead instead. “Call me if you need me.” And then he was gone.
Molly couldn’t sleep again, most likely a result of the nap she’d indulged in earlier. Something Carson said disturbed her…something about being an optimist. Did he still think he could lure her into his bed? Of all the – well, she guessed it wasn’t a complete impossibility and she was strangely flattered. She was still attracted to him, after all, but she didn’t need a roaming, charming bachelor in her little world. He would hurt her; of that she was certain. A woman didn’t love that man lightly and he would never love completely, so why risk it at all? Be honest. Her conscious spoke up, if only in her head. He was so accurate in reading her desires, her fears. The idea of a passionate affair with a handsome rogue like Carson touched on a fantasy buried somewhere deep inside of her. He was wild, carefree, unable to stay in one place. He didn’t want a commitment; he didn’t need complications. He was a loner. Free to go where he wanted, when he wanted. And she was drawn to him inexplicably.
Geez! She felt like she was writing an ad for the Marlboro Man! At least he was smart and responsible – he’d designed this hotel, hadn’t he? And so what if there was nothing long-term in it for her. Couldn’t she buck up and be a modern woman? Or was having an affair just too tawdry for her? It troubled her. This sparring back and forth in her head. Usually her good sense won out, but this time her body was on fire at the very thought of making love with him and it was going a long way towards over ruling her good sense.
Roger would tell her to throw caution to the wind and just sleep with the guy…well, actually his choice of words would be much more colorful, but the message would be the same. He’d often told her to let her hair down and live a little. The idea of a love affair in a tropical paradise would have made him proud and certainly not something he would run from.
Molly thought of Carson’s touch, imagining his large hands as they swept over her body. Heated sensations flowed through her body, causing her to squirm in anticipatory wonder. His kisses were such a clear memory, that her lips tingled as she recalled the passion she felt in his arms. Never before had a man made her feel both weak and powerful in a single action. He would possess her body fully, she knew, and demand her complete participation. Was she up for the challenge? Would she let him seduce her into his bed, but not into his heart?
Slipping into sleep at last, her final thought was that maybe, just maybe she would.
They were closing in on him…he had to hide the merchandise. The short man in his late twenties was known only as “the Kid”. He was just supposed to be a messenger of sorts. Delivering discreet items to his customers…but today, he had picked up something that was too hot. Too dangerous. He had to ditch it until he could get the heat off his back. The little store at the “Shops at Waverly” were the perfect place. Dodging in to dispose of “the package” The Kid slipped past the two enormous Samoan thugs who were following him. He tucked the package toward the back of the display before picking up a Hawaiian shirt and a baseball cap. He paid for his items, donned them, and walked out the door. He had a baby face and looked much younger than his age, often passing as a teenager. It served him well, because no one took a teenage boy seriously. But this was serious business. Very serious.
By noon the next day, Molly was feeling physically better, but bored out of her mind. She’d read through all the magazines and was halfway through one of the books Carson had brought her and she couldn’t stand to be inside anymore. The sand and sun was calling her, so she donned her bathing suit and made her way slowly to the pool. Her foot was significantly better today and she didn’t require the cane. It was just as easy to prop her foot up on a lounge chair as it was a bed, she’d convinced herself, and was immediately happier.
The bar waitress was making her rounds, so Molly decided on a virgin mai tai and leaned back to surrender herself to the sun.
For the first time in over a week, she allowed herself to remember the final days with Roger. The doctors had given him the most potent painkillers they could give him, knowing that the Cancer had won and it was just a matter of time.
“Don’t forget our promise, Mol,” Roger wheezed out as he grasped her hand with pitiful strength.
“I won’t.” The tears streamed down her face despite her attempt to hide them. It was too late. “Roger,” she felt she had to tell him once again – just in case he had forgotten…”You are the best friend I’ve ever had. You changed my life. I love you, honey. I love you so much.”
“I love you too, Mol. Go enjoy life. Get out there and find yourself a sexy, handsome man so I can smile down on you from heaven. You need to be a mother, Molly. You need a family.” His eyes glazed over with pain as he breathed his last breath. “I’ll say hi to God for you,” he tried to smile just as he passed. She would never forget that moment. His face suddenly became peaceful and she knew it was over.
Several days later she sat in her cold apartment feeling lost and lonely. She hadn’t slept in weeks and even though he was gone, sleep still alluded her. The urn holding his remains sat on her coffee table in front of the fireplace where they’d stay up late many nights talking about life and dreams. She had a mission, though she was reluctant to carry it out. He’d wanted his ashes spread out in the ocean off the Poipu coast of Kauai. Once, when he was a little boy, his family had gone to Kauai when his parents were still married. It had been the best summer of his life and his favorite memory was that of the day he spent snorkeling in that ocean with his father as his teacher. It wasn’t long after that that they were divorced, leaving him sad and confused. And later, as an adult, there was a disagreement that led to the destruction of his family’s once cohesive unit. So he wanted his memories, his life, preserved in the last place that he had felt true happiness.
It was such a shame, really, Molly thought now as she looked out at that very ocean, tears silently sliding down her cheeks. He was a brilliant and generous man – quite a successful entrepreneur. In the mid-eighties he was a computer programmer for a company that soon became huge. His stock options made him a millionaire when the company went public and then he simply invested his money in high tech ventures. She had nicknamed him “Midas”, since everything he touched made him richer and richer. He put money away for his parent’s retirement, his niece and nephews college funds and bought his older sister a home in Connecticut. But his ghosts still haunted him, even toward the end. He tried to make peace with his family, but they were not as forgiving and understanding as he was. He, on the other hand, took care of them with the hopes that someday they would understand how much he loved them despite the bitter chasm in their relationship.
It infuriated Molly when she thought about it. None of them knew Roger like she did…how he loved to cook gourmet meals for friends…how he had a passion for Cribbage and Bingo…how he wrote dark, solemn poetry that he didn’t think anyone should ever read…how he’d made her very dull, pathetic life come alive with excitement and love. She tried not to hate them, because even after all the pain they’d caused him, Roger did not hate them. He told her once, “hate only hurts the hater. They suffer in their own ways and it’s not for me to judge them, otherwise I would be no different.” He was so right about that. Still, maybe someday she could think of them with the same kind of compassion in which Roger had. Someday.
Carson found Molly leaning back on the lounge chair, with her leg propped up on thick swimming towels. Her head tilted toward the sun as if she was saying to the Sun Goddess, “go ahead then, take me.” Tears wet her cheeks in long streams and he almost felt like he was violating her private time to grieve. But he couldn’t stay away. He took the mai tai from the waitress and gently laid it down on the small, round glass table beside Molly.
“It’s on the house,” he said softly and turned to walk away.
“Wait,” Molly cried out to him to come back and motioned for him to take the chair next to her. “Can you stay a minute?”
“Of course,” he had a meeting in less than a half hour, but he’d rather spend the rest of the afternoon with her. “Are you ok?”
He leaned over and wiped at the wetness on her cheeks. She nodded and reached for her sunglasses in hopes of belatedly hiding her grief.
“Would you like to talk about it? You look like you’ve just lost your best friend,” he tried to sound funny, but at her wince, he instantly regretted it. “I’m so sorry, Molly.”
“It’s not your fault. I did just lose my best friend. My best friend of six years.”
“Roger?” That would explain a lot to him. Was he her husband? Her lover? He had questions, but knew he had no right to ask.
“Yes.” Her answer caught on a sob.
“Tell me,” he encouraged her. What was it about this woman that made him want to slay dragons for her? Hmph. It was a foreign feeling for him and he didn’t like it.
“I can’t yet. It just happened a short time ago and I’m not ready yet. But thanks for asking.”
Understanding her need to set the pace, he changed the subject. “How’s the ankle?”
“Better,” she managed a shaky smile. “I got down here without the cane.”
“Good!” He seemed genuinely pleased.
“Carson,” she was serious again as she reached out for his hand. He gave it to her. “I want to thank you so much for all the things you’ve done for me. You’ve been a wonderful new…friend, and I’m so glad I met you.” Memories of Roger made her want to be at peace with people in her own life. She didn’t want to die knowing that she could have said more…been more to people. He taught her not to miss those precious opportunities.
“You’re welcome, Molly.” His smile was warm and kind. “I’m glad I met you too. My whole day brightens when I see you.” He was sincere, he realized, even though compliments to beautiful women usually flowed easily out of habit, whether he meant it or not. Thinking he needed to ponder that notion, Carson again changed the subject. “Think you can make it on my boat tomorrow?”
Her eyes lit up with excitement. “Oh yes, of course…if you don’t mind my wobbling around.”
“I can take it if you can.” The smile faded away and he stared at her with barely veiled intensity for a long moment. His voice lowered, “How ‘bout if I bring you dinner tonight? We can eat in your room.”
She chewed on the inside of her lip, wondering if she should agree to something as intimate as dinner in her room. Yes…please! Her body heated at the thought of another opportunity with this robust, handsome man. Would she chicken out again if given the chance?
“I promise to be a perfect gentleman, though it will be very difficult to hold myself back from you.” His eyes told her he was flirting with her, something she definitely wasn’t used to.
“Ok. If you promise.” And then, deciding to give him back a little, she took a deep breath before she teased, “but maybe I won’t be a perfect gentlewoman.”
He threw back his head and laughed, the sound sending warmth throughout her body. He had a sexy, low laugh that reminded her that she was glad to be a woman at that very moment. “I should be so lucky,” he commented.
Leilani watched the exchange between her boss and Miss Carson. She was a little nervous that Molly would tell him about her awful behavior two nights ago. It had been grossly inappropriate of her to chastise a paying guest the way she had and she felt remorseful ever since. Displaying an unusual amount of nervousness the past day, her father had taken her aside and simply said, “what have you done?” It was unreal how well he knew his daughter’s mischievous side and she ended up blurting out the whole scenario to him. He shook his head in disappointment and merely said, “you need to make it right, Lei.” She nodded. This was her first opportunity to create an excuse to bump into Molly. As soon as Carson left, she took a deep breath and sat in the seat he deserted.
“Hello, Miss Carson,” Leilani smiled nervously at Molly, who lowered her sunglasses to get a good look at her in daylight. Quickly, she set her sunglasses back in place. It was better if she didn’t see the woman’s flawless beauty in broad daylight. She already felt grossly inadequate.
“Hello, Leilani,” her voice was cool and distant. Molly had no desire to repeat the scene she experienced two nights before.
“I hope you’re enjoying your stay,” she began hestitantly.
Molly was not in the mood to beat around the bush, so she was uncharacteristically blunt. “How can I help you, Leilani?”
The young woman took a deep breath and tried for a sincere tone. “I owe you an apology for my behavior the other night. It was unprofessional of me and I’m very sorry.”
Molly struggled to sit up and looked directly into the girl’s eyes. She meant it, Molly could see, so she graciously said, “it’s ok, Leilani. I was actually very surprised, but since I have no interest in Carson, it really shouldn’t bother me, should it?” She smiled in appreciation of her self-deprecating lie.
“It’s none of my business. Carson is a long time friend, Miss Carson. I’ve always had a little crush on him, but he has never shown any interest in me other than in a patronly way.”
“Please don’t call me Miss Carson. Goodness, it makes me feel ancient! I’m Molly.” They shook hands again as if for the first time. “So how long have you known Carson?”
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