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Dear Reader!


Thank you for taking a chance on my first true romance! I’m a long-time women’s fiction author who just knew someday she’d find herself swept away to a romantic island. And now, the dream has come true with Tule Publishing’s backing of my Indigo Island series of romances. I hope you’ll come to love this low country island, just off the coast of South Carolina, and the people who live and visit there. I know I do. The stories are based on a wonderful time in my life, when my children were young and we’d load up the mini van and head from Ohio down to Hilton Head, and from there take a ferry to Daufuskie Island, a very magical place much like my imagined Indigo Island. I love the Southeast – I’m a Vanderbilt graduate – and I love the Sea Islands. Join me there, won’t you?


Dedication


To Jane Porter.

You rock.

Thank you.
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One


Samantha punched the elevator button for the top floor. She’d never been to Mr. Putnam’s office but of course, she’d heard rumors about it, the starkness, the vast size. To be summoned for a meeting first thing Thursday morning made her heart race. After all, he was the boss, CEO of Blake Genetics, a genetics testing firm he’d founded after his college graduation that had become, in just 10 years, a dominant player worldwide. Blake Putnam was the man. Tall, built like Tom Brady with an athletic body that still looked good in the European suits he wore to the office every day. He was sexy, assertive, rich and very, very distant.

By contrast, Samantha felt plain, boring and unaccomplished. She’d just graduated college a year and a half before, and had worked for Blake Genetics since then. She examined her anxious expression in the reflection of the elevator walls and adjusted her simple black shift dress. Then she checked her long blonde hair anchored in a loose knot behind her back. Even though the offices were overly cool, she was perspiring and fanned herself with the white notepad in her hand as the elevator shot up to the top floor.

The doors parted revealing an expansive white marble floor, with an impressively large white desk placed in the exact middle of the space. A severe, elegantly coiffed woman sat behind the desk and seemed to float in the room of white. Samantha shivered as sweat trickled down her back.

She stepped off the elevator, which closed soundlessly behind her. The woman never looked up. This was the infamous Marlene, Mr. Putnam’s personal assistant, who had summoned her. Samantha waited to be acknowledged. Rumors about Marlene’s power were whispered throughout the building. Samantha felt another spurt of panic shoot down her spine.

Am I being fired?

She stared at Marlene mutely. She couldn’t think of anything she’d done to warrant being fired, and she was almost certain they wouldn’t handle such things on the executive floor. Would they? Samantha tried to distract herself by noticing details—Marlene’s timeless face without a single wrinkle, her short, dark, edgy bob, her elegant, black pantsuit and tall stiletto heels that Samantha could barely look at without wincing. No way would she ever be able to walk in those. They looked more like weapons than shoes.

“Have a seat, Ms. Jones,” Marlene said without looking up. Samantha chose one of two white leather chairs with cold metal arms. She shivered, her bare arms exposed. Her feet began to feel numb inside her sensible black pumps. She wished they’d just fire her. The waiting was more torture than she’d imagined. Breathe, she told herself, and started doodling a daisy on her notepad.

I’m drowning in a sea of quiet white, Samantha thought. No art. No plants. No sound. No smell. Nothing. After a ten-minute wait, spent staring at the wall in front of her while Marlene worked intently at her massive desk, Samantha was about to ask why she was here when Marlene finally spoke.

“Mr. Putnam will see you now.”

Without moving from her seat, Marlene pushed a button and the stainless steel door to his office swung open. Samantha could almost hear the drum beat of doom, and she felt Marlene’s eyes on her back as she entered Mr. Putnam’s office.

Mr. Putnam was seated behind a glass desk, and beyond him, was a glass wall with a commanding view of the city. As she entered, he remained seated and swiveled his chair, turning his back to her. Along the far wall of his office to her left was a large fish tank with spectacularly colored fish. The other two walls were floor to ceiling glass. The air smelled of success and ocean.

Blake Putnam was on the phone. She turned around to leave, but the door had closed tightly behind her. Unsure what to do, Samantha stopped, frozen about five feet from his desk. Breathe, she reminded herself, even as she started to get angry about the situation. Sure, he was the boss but ordering her to what she privately thought of as his lair and then turning his back on her without so much as a nod in her direction? She tried to keep the irritation off her face.

He finished the call, swiveled his chair in her direction and waved her to the white leather chair in front of his desk. He wore a crisp white dress shirt and a black and navy striped tie, the blue matching the color of his deep blue eyes. His black suit jacket hung from the back of his black leather chair. Samantha hurried to the seat.

“Ms. Jones,” Mr. Putnam tilted back in his black leather chair, steepling his hands below his chin. Samantha could see his biceps push against his shirt, but forced her attention back on his words. She waited for him to explain why she was here, but he stared at her. Samantha tried not to fidget. He continued to stare, and she wondered wildly what game was this? He could win tournaments in poker. World championships. What could he possibly be thinking? Maybe she should speak, but the longer the silence stretched, the fewer words jangled around in her brain.

“I’m impressed by how you handled the preliminary Daycon meetings. Even with all the friction over the increased rates and government regulation, you walked through all of the reasoning better than some of my more senior executives could have done, frankly,” Putnam said.

Whatever she’d been expecting, it hadn’t been praise. Samantha sagged in relief.

“You think well on your feet,” he said.

Samantha smiled. He liked her work. He had noticed her during the meeting. And he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen.

“You’re smart, and you have a great grasp of Blake Genetics’ future.”

He leaned forward. “I like your presentation skills. Exactly what I need for this upcoming weekend.”

Basking in his praise, Samantha almost missed the last line. She leaned forward and pursed her lips in the shape of a W, but for once managed to still her question.

“I need an associate to attend a business meeting with me. We will finalize Monday’s Daycon pitch and review every aspect of the presentation.”

“Me? You?”

“There will be others there. Meetings could run day and night,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “More formal wear,” he looked at her dress, “Will be required for the evening. We leave this afternoon.”

She didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t sure what had just happened. Could she say no to the boss? Why would she?

“Samantha?” Mr. Putnam asked.

“Oh, yes, sure I’d love to work on the presentation with you. I have so many ideas. This is exciting,” Samantha said, her words tumbled out of her mouth too quickly. She had dreamed of pitching her new idea to him. This could be her big break.

“Good,” Mr. Putnam said, standing up. At 6’3” he towered over her. He leaned forward, both palms on his glass desk, his blue eyes bore into hers. Samantha felt small, and nervous, she stumbled to her feet when he extended his hand.

Samantha felt a shock of electricity as their palms touched, and she caught her breath. She must have imagined it. This was a business deal. Period. As she stood there awkwardly, the handshake long over, she noticed a stack of folders on the corner of his desk, her name written on the top folder.

What did that mean? Were others coming? If she’d said no, who would have been up next? Her curiosity burned.

“I will pay for your wardrobe for the weekend,” Blake said. “Elegant, sophisticated attire. No short skirts, no midriff bearing dresses some girls your age are wearing. You will go to Andrea’s with Marlene. It is all set up.”

Samantha crossed her arms in front of her insulted. She’d never been anything but professionally attired. “I have good taste, sir,” she said, taking a step back away from him.

“You will go to Andrea’s with Marlene. She’s set up an appointment.”

“I have plenty of clothes,” Samantha insisted. “Appropriate business attire,” she stressed.

“Yes, but this is a bit…exceptional. That’s why I selected you,” Mr. Putnam said and gestured toward the stack of folders on this desk.

He picked up Samantha’s and shuffled through the papers inside.

“Marlene did the research,” he said, answering a question she hadn’t asked. “I needed to be certain you would feel comfortable in a more…intimate, and important setting.”

It was the first time he seemed less than comfortable, and Samantha practically heard the alarm bells going off. Intimate could have different meanings, but Mr. Iceman Putnam as everyone called him. And her? Ridiculous.

“I needed to be familiar with how you spend your leisure time.”

That was none of his business, Samantha thought.

“You enjoy yoga, scrapbooking – whatever that is – your family had money for most of your life, you had a stable, upper middle class upbringing, and you excelled in college. Here, your work and your compartment has been nothing but the best, and aside from your relationship with Ryan Brody in sales, you’ve been a perfect employee.”

Samantha dropped her head at the mention of Ryan’s name. What a stupid mistake, she thought for the millionth time. “Yes, well, obviously Ryan was a mistake. I should not have recommended him for a job,” she said quickly. “And I should have been up front about our relationship – our past relationship. I was lonely when I moved to Charlotte and I guess I let my guard down,” Samantha trailed off, embarrassed.

“Don’t repeat that mistake. Mr. Brody won’t be at Blake Genetics much longer. I cannot retain sales associates who don’t meet their performance metrics.”

Samantha started to speak, to defend Ryan, but caught herself. Mr. Putnam could do whatever he wanted with his company, his employees. And Ryan was a jerk.

Mr. Putnam dropped her file folder on top of the pile on his desk and sat back down as she stood awkwardly in front of him. She could feel herself get hot.

“Here’s a credit card,” he said, sliding the black card across the glass desk.

“Your stylist will have outfits pulled to choose from.”

“My what?”

“Make sure the labels are something to brag about,” he waved his hand dismissively towards the door.

Who would have ever thought they’d hear a man say that, Samantha thought dimly as she stared at the black card? Her father had complained about her mother’s trips to Costco and Target, and that had been before their financial difficulties. She didn’t even know American Express offered a Black Card. Stunned, she tried to convince her feet to move.

“I expect you back to the office by three this afternoon. Shopped and packed.” Mr. Putnam said. “Naturally I expect your complete discretion about our work meetings this weekend.”

He picked up the telephone, another signal for her to leave.

Samantha nodded, but still she stood rooted, staring at the card, trying to figure out what this work weekend really meant. It couldn’t mean what she feared it might mean. That was impossible, right? She was being paranoid. She’d only even seen Mr. Putnam once at a meeting, and that had been at a long table with more than a dozen other people. This was an opportunity. A business opportunity. He picked her out of a stack of folders.

“This way, Ms. Jones,” Marlene said.

Samantha startled out of her daze. She hadn’t realized the office door was open, nor that Marlene stood waiting—poised, sleek, elegant and detached.

“Right,” she said, even though nothing seemed right about this situation. She turned and hurried after Marlene not even hearing his office door swing shut behind her.


Two


Samantha sat enveloped in luxury in the back of the Blake Genetics limo in a state of shock. Monday of this week she’d been dumped by her college boyfriend Ryan via text message. She’d helped get him the sales job at Blake Genetics and now he’d repaid her by hooking up with an administrative assistant in sales. She’d been focusing on her career and dreaming of their wedding while he’d been playing around.

And now just three days later, this, whatever this was. She ran her finger along a seam in the black leather seat. She wasn’t completely sure what this entailed, but wherever they were going, she intended to prove just how valuable she was to Blake Genetics. Samantha knew she could help him nail the Daycon presentation. He viewed her as an asset to his company. This weekend could be her chance to tell him about her special project.

Marlene never looked up from whatever she was typing on her tablet.

“Oh, my purse,” Samantha remembered in dismay. “My phone.”

“Not necessary,” Marlene’s cool voice washed over her, and made her feel about ten again. “And don’t even think about posting anything about this weekend on Facebook. I’m sure you know that.”

“Of course,” Samantha said indignantly, although she had been thinking that she would post pictures of scenery if they were going anywhere beautiful. “I would never compromise anything of a work related nature.”

Marlene did look up then, eyeing Samantha with a blank expression. “Of course you won’t post anything dear. That would ruin your future here.”

What was the deal? Was Marlene threatening her? Did everyone who hung around Blake Putnam lose their humanity, their emotions? Or did they just hide everything better than she did?

“This is all work related, right?” She asked anxiously.

“Of course,” Marlene finally said, and though her expression didn’t change, Samantha felt a strong vibe of frustration. “Why would you even think anything else?”

Marlene slid out of the limo as soon as the driver opened the door. Samantha hadn’t even realized the limo had stopped.

“This is the most exclusive boutique in the city. Raymond and I will tell you what you need. Remember, enjoy yourself, dear.”

The bright May sunshine briefly blinded Samantha as she followed Marlene out of the car, still clutching the credit card and the note pad in her hands. The uniformed driver tipped his hat to her closing the door behind her. She would have pinched herself if her hands weren’t full. She was standing in front of the clothing boutique featured in every fashion magazine in the city, probably the East Coast. Every wealthy woman in the city tried to get photographed wearing something from Andrea’s. It was guaranteed to make the society pages. And she was about to go inside, and even own an outfit from there.

“We will have lunch here,” Marlene said, finally pausing long enough for Samantha to catch up. “I’ve arranged a duplicate of all your toiletries and have purchased a luggage set. The Andrea’s team has selected some ensembles for you to choose from, based on your measurements and hair and skin coloring.”

Samantha had to force herself not to say something sarcastic about the beauty of freedom of choice. She was still stuck on the ‘duplicate toiletries.’

“Welcome to Andrea’s Miss Jones!” said a man and woman who held the double doors open and hurried her inside.

“Samantha, you’re even lovelier than the photos,” the man said, hugging her around the shoulders. “I’m Raymond, dear, here to help you select everything you need for your weekend.”

Despite her dismay that somehow he’d seen photos of her, Samantha liked Raymond immediately. His eyes sparkled, and his smile lit up the room. He wore all black, as if on the Putnam payroll, but on him, it seemed friendly.

The woman who had opened the door for her wore a red baseball cap and gray sweatpants and sweatshirt. She didn’t seem like someone who would work in a sophisticated, expensive boutique, but really, Samantha mentally shrugged, what did she know? Marlene immediately drew the baseball-capped woman aside and they were deep in conversation in the corner of the boutique.

Samantha took a moment to look around the sophisticated store. The walls were all white, the floors gray cement and the ceilings two stories high. Clothing racks and metal and glass display cases were sprinkled throughout the large room, as were elegant sitting areas of white and brown leather. Lighting hung on metal cords, perfectly illuminating each area, presenting the clothing items as art, which she supposed they were. Glass vases were filled with yellow orchids, adding the only color to the environment aside from the clothing. The shop reminded Samantha of Mr. Putnam’s office, and she wondered if he owned the place.

“Walk with me,” Raymond said, wrapping an arm through Samantha’s and guiding her to a seating area. “You need some champagne, it will take the shock off, my darling. You were only just told about this trip this morning, right?”

Raymond returned with a flute of champagne and a crystal glass filled with ice water. “Drink up, my dear, and I’ll begin showing you all the goodies.”

Samantha gulped the champagne. She didn’t realize she was so thirsty. As Raymond refilled the flute, he whispered, “Pace yourself, dear.”

She leaned back in the couch, and finally, took a deep breath.

“Outfit One, is for this afternoon. A traveling ensemble. Simple black linen dress from Herve Leger – much more breathable than that work shift dear, although I like your thinking – paired with these sexy Michael Kors black sandals. We’ll pull your hair back in a low pony, tie it with this black Chanel scarf, pop these perfect pearl studs in your ears and voila, my little Audrey Hepburn is born!”

Samantha laughed, for the first time all day. “I love it all,” she said, and realized as she tried to stand up to hug him that the champagne had gone straight to her head. “Whoa,” she said, sitting down quickly.

“You just stay seated dear. I only need you to try the evening options. I’ve narrowed it down to three, but you will need only two,” Raymond said, his black eyes twinkling.

“Why do I need evening wear?” Samantha asked, startled. “And let’s not go crazy. A couple pieces I can mix and match and one night outfit is more than enough for a weekend. I’m really simple.”

“Yes, dear, I see you have the whole J. Crew vibe going,” Raymond said. “But it’s time to step up your game. You’re going to be surrounded by very wealthy people. You will have twelve different ‘looks’, dear.”

“Twelve?”

Samantha banged down her champagne flute.

“Naturally, dear. Boss’ orders. Just say ‘thank you, Sir’ and enjoy, know what I mean?”

“Well, yes, I guess,” Samantha said, feeling more uncomfortable with this situation every time Raymond opened his mouth. “Do you know where I am going?”

“Nope,” Raymond said and turned back toward his assistant who was taking another set of clothes off a wheeled in rack. “Outfit Two.”

“This is so overwhelming,” Samantha interrupted. “So Pretty Woman –ish. I mean, I have my own clothes. I’m sort of on trend, right?” she asked pointing to herself.

“Girl, you’re 23. Gorgeous. Fit. Perfect little body. But, you’re working hard for the money. Mr. Putnam, he’s got more than he needs. If he’d like to buy you some ‘business’ clothes, let him,” Raymond said, using the air quotes around business and making Samantha blush. “Outfit Three.”

Samantha wasn’t a fool. Did they all think she was? When men buy younger women things there usually are strings attached, especially when the older man is the boss. What had she gotten herself into? Who wears evening clothes at a business conference? How had she gotten herself into this mess? She’d never even spoken to Mr. Putnam before this morning, much less let him think she was interested. Or available. She stamped down the memory of the shot of electricity when they’d shaken hands. She needed to call this whole thing off. Could she and still keep her job? Samantha picked at her fingernail polish and ignored Raymond’s rhapsodies about Outfits Two and Three.

“Samantha, this is Judy, your stylist,” Marlene said, waving Raymond off. “She’ll be doing hair and makeup, photographing you in each outfit so you’ll know how to accomplish the looks on your own this weekend. Expect a lot of humidity, Judy,” Marlene added.

“I packed her a lot of hairspray,” Judy answered, grinning down at Samantha, a smile so broad her gums showed top and bottom, the red of her mouth matching her red baseball cap.

“I know how to fix my hair,” Samantha said, annoyed that they were treating her like a doll.

Judy looked amused.

“Ta da!” Raymond said, reappearing from behind the curtain holding a wonderful and simple outfit. Samantha smiled.

“White AG jeans, tight to show off that perfect little body, a James Pearse fitted light blue shirt. Big bangle jewelry. These great gray booties from Stuart Weitzman. These gorgeous diamond and rose gold A Link small cloud diamond earrings – to die for, am I right?”

Raymond handed her the gorgeous earrings and Samantha saw the price tag – $4,450 for the earrings alone.

“No, Marlene, I can’t,” Samantha said, standing up, finally able to walk to where Marlene and Judy stood packing a travel bag full of brand new makeup. “No, this is too much.”

She held out the earrings as if they were an explosive.

“Judy, excuse us,” Marlene said and pulled Samantha over to the far wall of the store. “Look young lady. This,” her sweeping gesture included the entire room. “Is what Mr. Putnam wants. What he expects. It’s what you agreed to. You are living every woman’s dream, you are living my dream, and boosting your career. I suggest you pull yourself together and enjoy the moment.”

She stared into Samantha’s eyes, her tone softened. “I know this is overwhelming dear, but truly, you should try to relax. It’s business, Mr. Putnam’s way. Don’t disappoint him. Be thankful. Lunch will be served in an hour.”

Marlene patted Samantha on the shoulder and walked away. Samantha stood alone, humiliated and confused. This is what I signed up for she reasoned. But she still wasn’t clear on what “this” entailed. It was so over the top. Samantha leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. She had to get a grip.

Something Raymond had said, burbled into her consciousness. There were going to be a lot of wealthy people there. But he didn’t know where or who.

“There must be a reason Mr. Putnam wants me to look a certain way, to dress a certain way,” Sam said under her breath.

A sudden thought struck her. Maybe this is actually the deal negotiation he is bringing me to, not just the practice, she realized. Yes, that was it. Nothing inappropriate. It was business. She was representing Blake Genetics. She would need to look her best, to dress like a top executive on a weekend business conference. She could do this, accept these gifts because it would help seal the deal. And she could wear them during other work events. Mr. Putman was making an investment in her.

“Ok Raymond,” Samantha said, strutting across the room in an attempt to channel an inner diva she never thought she’d need. “Bring it on. Outfit Four I think. I can’t wait to see what I get next!”

“That a girl!” Raymond said, kissing her on both cheeks. “Let’s do evening wear, since you’re in the mood. Follow me to the dressing room. We’ve been instructed to photograph you in each look! This will be so fun!”

Samantha tried on a strapless bias ruffle Oscar de la Renta floor length gown – light blue to match her eyes, according to Raymond – price $7,000 according to tag – that fit her perfectly. She’d never felt like a princess before. The diamond studs and simple diamond choker complimented the dress perfectly. And she now owned her first pair of Christian Louboutin heels, thank you Mr. Putnam.

Samantha gave her practical side the rest of the morning off as she approved, if that were the word for it, a wonderful Tadashi Shoji sleeveless scallop-neck and hem cocktail dress in a vibrant blue – to make her eyes more intense, according to Raymond – price $500, according to tag – that also fit perfectly.

By the time the Monique Lhuilier Cap-Sleeve lace cocktail dress in a floral white and azalea pattern, was brought out for a Sunday brunch, Samantha had given up looking at price tags. Entire outfits along with the accessories were carefully placed in black garment bags or were placed into the new Louis Vuitton suitcases Marlene had delivered. Each item had been tagged with its corresponding number so that she would know what to wear when.

“More detailed than my first time away at camp when I was eight,” Samantha joked.

Raymond’s assistants smiled politely. Marlene supervised everything with the attention to detail of a surgical team nurse. She had even smiled at Samantha when she modeled the blue Oscar de la Renta gown. She knew it was silly, but it made Samantha feel better when Marlene was happy with her.

What about me makes them think I have no idea how to dress myself?

But she let it go. Samantha reminded herself to stay focused on the fun and on not disappointing Mr. Putnam. She would help him close this deal with efficiency and skill. And she’d be able to pitch him her new ideas for ancestry testing that she thought would be cutting edge and allow Blake Genetics to capitalize on the market. Samantha was on her third glass of champagne and anything seemed possible.

“Lunch is served, Samantha,” Marlene said.

Before Samantha followed Marlene, she grabbed Raymond.

“I know you didn’t select them so it’s probably against the rules, but I love those boyfriend jeans over there. With a simple white blouse? Could we throw that in?” she asked.

“He wanted all fitted clothing, dear,” Raymond said. “But you know what they say about rules,” he winked. “Who doesn’t take a pair of jeans for the weekend? You’ll look adorable. Wear them with the gray booties, ok? Our little secret!”

After lunch of a fancy green leaf salad with chilled shrimp, avocado and artichokes, Marlene announced it was time for her hair and makeup lesson. Samantha, still a bit tipsy from the champagne and lack of bread during the meal dreaded the thought of spending time with Judy. She’d been doing her own make up since high school.

“Really? Still frowning?” Marlene said. “If you don’t want to attend this business meeting with Mr. Putnam, I can still get someone else,” Marlene looked at her watch. “There were five other women I had selected as candidates for this assignment. You weren’t even on my radar. For some reason Mr. Putnam wanted your name added.”

Mr. Putnam wanted me added, Samantha thought, a small smile crossing her face as Marlene confirmed what Mr. Putnam had said in his office. “No, I want to attend the negotiations. It’s just a makeup lesson seems over the top, but I’m sure Judy can teach me a few tricks of the trade. This will be great.”

Marlene stood up from the table. “Good. I don’t want to have to call candidate number two, even though she is your same size and coloring. I’m glad we have an understanding. You did look simply smashing in that blue Oscar de la Renta ball gown.”

Samantha stood up slowly. She briefly wondered what other woman from the office they had considered, but heard Marlene’s message loud and clear: she was replaceable.

“I understand everything. I will make you proud,” she said.

She didn’t need Marlene changing her mind, calling Mr. Putnam and sending for her replacement. Somehow the thought of Raymond plying some unknown woman with her figure, coloring and career aspiration with champagne and an encouraging “dear,” was almost as irritating as losing out this career opportunity.

“Judy,” she said. “What do you suggest for my day makeup?”

Samantha climbed up onto the barstool seat Marlene indicated.

“You aren’t wearing very much,” Judy said, wiping at Samantha’s face after she’d climbed up onto the barstool.

“No, I don’t like a lot of makeup and what I do wear is organic, is that what you use?” Samantha asked.

“No, I use what works. It’s all about improving your appearance, not hugging trees,” Judy said, grinning widely.

Samantha bit her tongue, hoping her makeup transformation would be quick, and knowing she could scrub it all off once she was out of here, and away from Marlene, of course.

Then a thought stopped her cold. What if Marlene were coming on this business trip? That would make sense. She was Mr. Putnam’s PA. Perfectly normal for her to come. That thought made her lunch swirl uncomfortable in her stomach along with her champagne. Somehow Mr. Putnam seemed less intimidating than Marlene, but now she could be suffering their aloof superiority in stereo.

She wondered how to ask the question without appearing to care about the answer while Judy created her “daytime look,” took a photo, and then scrubbed Samantha’s face. Next she created the “evening look” and then the “Main Event” look. Each time she took a photo, she’d show it to Marlene who would approve it or not. Samantha realized they were forwarding the photos to someone.

“Where are you sending those photos?” Samantha asked.

“Mr. Putnam needs to approve each transformation,” Marlene said evenly, not even looking at her.

Good thing because her mouth was hanging open. She snapped it shut. She was his employee, not his Barbie.

Control freak, she thought, annoyed. He’s actually trying to turn me into someone else. Her newly manicured nails curled into her palms. Well, you can change the outside, Mr. Putnam, but not the inside.

“Another champagne, please,” she said, handing Marlene her empty glass.

“You’ve had enough. You can hardly arrive staggering about,” she said, and nodded at the reply that came through on the tablet. “We are cleared,” she told Judy. “It’s 2:15. The car’s due back soon, and we are on a tight schedule.”

“Of course,” Judy murmured as she scrubbed Samantha’s face one last time, applied the “travel day look” snapped a photo and smiled.

“Time to get changed!” Raymond said clapping his hands together and smiling.

Samantha jumped out of the makeup chair and hurried over to his side of the store.

“Calling Audrey Hepburn,” Raymond sang out. “Try not to get any makeup on the black dress dear.”

As Samantha changed into the new linen dress, new shoes and slipped the pearl earrings into her ears she looked at herself in the mirror. A stranger stared back at her.

Be strong, she told her reflection.

This is an odd way to begin a working weekend, but then again, it would be a great story to tell her friends. And she loved all the clothes, all of them. Even the dresses. She wondered when would be the best time to pitch her idea about new ancestry testing protocols to Mr. Putman. In the car? After dinner? Maybe she should wait until Saturday afternoon after he had seen more of her knowledge and negotiating skills.

“Hurry up, Samantha, I need to do your hair,” Judy said, breaking the spell.

Samantha hurried out of the dressing room, with Raymond encouraging her along the way, and popped back into the makeup chair. Judy brushed her hair and secured it in a long ponytail, tied with her new Chanel scarf. Next came a furious blast of hairspray, leaving Samantha coughing in the chair.

“Effortless beauty,” Raymond said, without a trace of sarcasm. “You’re perfect now! I’ve placed all of your old things in a bag and Marlene will have them dry cleaned and waiting for you upon your return. You’ll find some beautiful Hanky Panky underwear in your suitcase and some other fun underlings I picked out for you. Do have a fabulous time, hope to see you again dear,” Raymond added, kissing her on both cheeks before helping her from the barstool as Judy, Marlene, Raymond and the driver all helped carry Samantha’s new luggage to the car.

Samantha followed behind, still dazed, a little drunk, but all in all, happy. She’d go on this business trip, help her boss, enjoy her new clothes and maybe not hate the makeup and pitch her ancestry ideas to Mr. Putnam. It would all work out, perfectly she thought, waving at Raymond.

She slipped inside the already cool town car. Instantly they were speeding back to Blake Genetics. Samantha still didn’t know where the business meeting was being held, but she was quite confident she’d be the best-dressed woman in the room.


Three


Crossing through the lobby behind Marlene, Samantha wondered what would happen next. She knew she had to be in Mr. Putnam’s office at 3 p.m. sharp. It was 2:45 p.m., so she’d have time to grab her purse and her phone.

At the elevator bank, Marlene pushed the express button up to the suite.

“I need to go to my desk, grab my purse and my phone,” Samantha said. “I’ll meet you up there.”

“I’ve taken the liberty of replacing your purse with a black Gucci tote, just to fit in with the rest of the weekend’s attire. All of your belongings as well as your telephone are inside of the bag, up in the suite,” Marlene said as the executive suite elevator doors opened.

The silence in the elevator made Samantha’s skin crawl. What kind of cold, control freaks were these people? Samantha thought again, but since her first designer bag awaited her as the elevator doors opened, she would let it go. Just think of the day as being full of surprises, she sternly told herself. Each moment required a smile and leap of faith. And, she wished, more champagne.

The women stepped into the stark white executive floor, both of them wearing black, a perfect, and probably planned, contrast to the environment, Samantha realized. She stifled a grin remembering how her colleagues all joked that the only colors Blake Genetics acknowledged were white, black and khaki. All new employees picked up on the uniform the day they finally made it as far as their first face-to-face interview.

“Do you need to use the ladies’ room?” Marlene asked, crossing the lobby briskly and then stationing herself behind her pristine white command center. She handed Samantha her new designer bag.

“Thank you. This is lovely. And I will use the restroom.”

Samantha cringed at how she was starting to sound as formal and cool as they were. Marlene pushed a button at her desk and a white door opened to the right of the elevators. “Through there,” Marlene said and Samantha hurried inside.

This is business Pretty Woman, Samantha told herself, smiling at her own reflection. Sure, she had more makeup on than usual, but she had to admit, she looked good. She didn’t look like a hooker and she never had been a hooker like Julia Roberts’ character, and she wasn’t going to let Mr. Putnam get any ideas like that. She was just a right-out-of-college over-achiever who happened to catch the eye of the boss with her presentation skills. She should be proud of herself, she thought. So why did she feel so on edge, so uncomfortable?

She opened her new purse and found brand new Valentino sunglasses, black, with tiny V’s made of diamonds. Now accustomed to all of this outlandish gifting, she just shrugged, put the sunglasses back inside the purse and told herself she was ready to face Mr. Putnam. Maybe this was when she could ask the important questions, questions such as where were they headed and who were they meeting with, for starters.

As she crossed back to Marlene’s desk, Samantha realized she’d left her laptop at her desk. She’d need it for the weekend.

“I….”

“Here, dear,” Marlene said, pointing to what appeared to be a laptop, in a new black leather Coach satchel.

“Thank you,” Samantha said.

“He will see you now,” Marlene said, pushing the button that caused Mr. Putnam’s door to swing open. Samantha glanced at her new Platinum Cartier watch: precisely three o’clock.

“Are you coming too?” Samantha asked.

“No dear. Remember, this is your time to shine. You have everything you need,” Marlene said.

Samantha smiled at Marlene and noticed a slight smile back before she walked back into the sterile whiteness of Mr. Putnam’s office. The door closed behind her. But, she was alone in the large office. He was nowhere to be seen. Could Marlene have made an error? Samantha checked her watch and sighed with relief. She was on time. And suddenly, there he was, appearing as if by magic from a concealed door on the opposite wall.

Samantha felt her mouth completely dry up. Quite a feat after all the champagne she’d downed as well as the water and coffee hoping to sober her up to handle any meetings this afternoon. He glanced at his watch.

“Good. Right on time,” he said. “I like that outfit. Nice choice.”

“Um, thanks,” Samantha said, unsure of the correct answer in such a situation. There had been no ‘choice’ about any of it. He’d approved all of the outfits before Raymond could even show them to her.

Control freak.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Samantha, since we are spending the weekend together, it would be appropriate for you to call me Blake.”

She stared into his blue eyes. He was gorgeous. Really gorgeous. She felt dizzy. She was drowning in blue.

“That is what business associates do,” he said.

“Of course, Blake,” she said feeling bold and far older than twenty three.

They were business associates.

“Come,” he said, opening the door he’d just emerged from and she followed him out the door.

Blinding sunlight. They were outside. The top of the Blake Genetics building. It was terrifying and unexpected, and Samantha fumbled around in her new purse, trying to find her new sunglasses as she hurried to keep up with Blake, who had just turned a corner in front of her. She broke out in cold sweat and could barely catch her breath. Samantha’s fear of heights was well known – why wasn’t that in his precious file on her? What was he trying to do? Kill her after dressing her like she was a cover model for Town and Country?

Trying not to look at the horizon and only the glare off the ground under her feet, Samantha rounded the corner. She heard the whoosh of something mechanical. She looked up and spotted Blake already climbing into a white helicopter, emblazoned with Blake Genetics on the side.

Samantha froze against the wall and squeezed her eyes shut. They were traveling in a helicopter? A tiny, white tin can with a propeller on top? She didn’t even know the company had a helicopter. No way was she getting in that thing. She’d take a cab. She’d drive herself and meet him there. Her luggage alone wouldn’t allow that hunk of metal to get off the ground.

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

She didn’t realize he’d come back for her and could barely hear him over the thump of the rotors.

“I’m not getting on that thing,” Samantha said. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can and you will. We have an agreement.”

“You said nothing about a helicopter,” she said, her voice jerky with panic. “I’ll drive and meet you there.”

She braced herself because he looked angry. Not even her father had glared at her like that when she’d backed into a wall when she was sixteen.

“I have a Prius,” she said shakily and waited for him to fire her or…

He laughed.

“A Prius.”

“Yes,” she said cautiously.

“Does it float?”

“What?” She was starting to hyperventilate. She could feel it. Her vision was black around the edges. This had happened on a school trip to New York on the Empire State Building.

“We’re going to an island.”

She swallowed hard. Island. It was as if her life flashed in front of her eyes. No chance to show off her knowledge. Her skills. No promotion. No chance to pitch her ancestry idea.

“I…you’ll have to take the second girl,” she whispered, trying to back away but unable to move, fear keeping her frozen, and the wall blocking escape.

“Too late.”

“I’m afraid of heights,” she confessed as if that weren’t totally obvious.

“Close your eyes.”

“They are closed,” she whispered, too scared to even feel stupid.

“Keep them closed. Do you like swimming?”

“Yes,” she was puzzled about the last question.

“Think of swimming,” he told her and then picked her up.

“What are you…?” She struggled against him, but then she saw the edge of the building and sky and scrunched her eyes shut again.

He strode easily with her across the roof of the building, and Samantha was too scared to move. What if he tripped? Dropped her off the building?

Then she was seated, and she felt the back of his hands brush across her shoulders and breasts, the she heard the click of a seatbelt. Then the door slammed, and it was a lot quieter. She sat upright and fumbled with the seatbelt.

“You can have all the clothes back,” she said. “I don’t want to ride in a helicopter,” she finished on a squeak as the helicopter lifted off from the building.

She scrunched her eyes shut again, and wished she knew a prayer or something. Then she felt his fingers brush her cheeks. Something was placed over her ears, and then she could hear him.

“Keep your eyes closed if you need to. It’s not a long trip.”

She could still feel them moving, flying through the air, and she was trapped, scared and alone.

“I just don’t understand what you want from me, Mr. Putnam,” Samantha said, tears welling up in her eyes. She knew she shouldn’t cry, she’d ruin her daytime travel makeup. She just couldn’t help it, she was so scared, so confused. The sun was hot, and they were up so high.

“Calling me Blake would be great for starters,” he said, the irritation plain in his voice. “Here, Samantha, focus on some reading material. This should explain things better. Take some deep breaths, we will be there soon.”

A thick paper card dropped in her lap. Samantha breathed in and out and counted to ten. Counting was good to calm down wasn’t it? Cautiously she opened her eyes and touched the thick cream paper stock. The words were engraved in simple gold script, but Samantha’s fear kept her from reading. All she could feel was luxury.

“I still don’t understand,” she said. It looked like a formal invitation, a wedding invitation. “I thought this was business.”

“It is business,” he said. “Business first. My sister’s wedding is this weekend. She’s my only sister.”

Samantha forced herself to keep her eyes open, to focus on the letters, at least a few of them.

“Obviously I have to attend. And I definitely need to work.”

The pieces began to fall into place, but Samantha couldn’t quite believe the picture they made.

“If I didn’t bring a date, my mother would have set me up again. I cannot deal with any more stupid conversations or artificial set-ups or playing nice with some entitled, vapid society woman,” his voice rang with distaste. “I’m focused on the Daycon deal and as you know, it’s supposed to close next week,” he said. “So you are my date, but really my work assistant for the weekend.”

“We’re going to your sister’s wedding,” she repeated slowly.

“And finishing up the details of the Daycon deal.”

He emphasized the last part to make it sound more reasonable, she supposed.

“Don’t look so shocked. It is business. You’ll have your own room. We’re going to my family’s plantation on Indigo Island. They’ll be some social events of course, which you’ll attend with me as my date, but we will have plenty of time to work.”

“Date? What exactly does being your date mean?” Samantha asked.

She found if she focused on the little details, the faint line in his suit fabric as it stretched across his back, she could ward off motion sickness. But everything he said made her feel more anxious.

“A date. Like we’re dating. But nothing…,” he paused. “I’m not physically demonstrative in public. My family knows that so,” he spread his hands out, fingers wide as if that somehow gave her the answer to her question.

He turned around in his seat so he could face her. Samantha could see her pinched pale features reflected in his Aviators.

“I know it’s a bit different from what you agreed to,” he smiled, but it looked strained. “But it’s really the same deal. Just business. We’ll knock out the presentation. You can swim in the ocean, walk on the beach, have some fun and we’ll have some…meals together. With my family.”

He didn’t sound excited about that part.

“I have no expectations of you other than being pleasant to my family, acting friendly towards me in public, making intelligent conversation and being willing to work on the presentation with me when time permits.”

She nodded. That sounded like business, but she could feel the anger bubble up and surround her. The clothes made more sense now, but that made it worse. He should have been upfront. Why hadn’t he been? There must be more, she thought, heart thumping unevenly even though she wasn’t allowing herself to look beyond the weave in his fabric.

She had to do this now, though. This was her career. She loved her work at Blake Genetics. She’d already been given more responsibility than many of the team members who’d been there longer than she had. But he was a control freak. And manipulative. He hadn’t told her it was a family wedding. That she was a date.

“Are we supposed to have been dating long?” She finally asked after he’d turned around and a long silence stretched between them where he’d spoken exclusively to the pilot on a different channel.

He didn’t answer. She took a deep breath. He was her boss, but he needed her. She wasn’t going to let him push her totally around. She tapped him on the shoulder and he turned around.

“Aren’t you worried at all about the no – um – relationship clause in the employment agreement?” Samantha asked. “I mean, I know this is pretend, but if Betty in HR hears…”

“I’ll handle Betty,” he said, his jaw clenched. “Besides this is a working relationship. I’m not opening myself up for a lawsuit. Samantha, I do really hope you enjoy yourself. My family is great and the island is amazing. We’ll get the presentation done and the rest is just dress up.” His eyes sparkled a bit, before he turned around and started talking to the pilot again.

She did have plenty of options for dress up, she realized, feeling a spurt of relief. And she’d never been to this Indigo Island before, although she had spent some time in Hilton Head. She focused on the invitation in her hand, trying to learn more about all the activities she would be expected to attend as the pretend date. Why couldn’t he have just been honest, she thought again, angry enough she could scream, so afraid she would be sick. Focus on the invitation, she told herself.

There were three different events planned by Avery Putnam and her husband to be – beach barbeque, rehearsal dinner and the wedding itself. Now she realized why she had all the outfits, the depth of everyone’s deceit, even Raymond’s, and now, her own as she showed up at his family home as his date for a wedding. Weddings were sacred events, Samantha thought. She was crashing Avery’s wedding, lying to his family.

Her heart plummeted into her chest as they shot out over the city, out over the roads, over the buildings and above the rest of her normal life heading east toward the ocean. Looking down she saw golf courses, and the carefully manicured homes and shops and restaurants of Charlotte. Looking into the front seat of the helicopter, all she saw was a controlling man who had tricked her into being his date with the promise of sparkly clothes and access to him to advance her career.

No way they’d be able to keep this quiet. She’d heard all the speculation about others in the office. She’d be the topic of all the office gossips again, that was for sure, as she had suddenly and quite accidentally become Blake Putnam’s paid arm candy for his sister’s wedding weekend. Samantha rummaged in her new purse and found a tissue, using it to wipe below her eyes as the tears softly flowed. She was thankful for the huge sunglasses.

No, she told herself, the roar of the helicopter blades undermining her resolve, this wasn’t a time for sadness. This was a time to be angry. She’d been tricked. Easily tricked, but she was not the person who was wrong. Blake was tricking his family. And once they got to the island, he would need her cooperation to make the trick come off. The realization made the tears finally stop. She dared to open her eyes again, and looked down. She spotted the signature red and white striped lighthouse of Hilton Head and tried to take a deep breath and enjoy the view just as the helicopter shot out over open water.

She closed her eyes again.


Four


If she allowed herself to look down, she would have seen the sparkling blue water of Calibogue Sound. But she couldn’t. The roar of the helicopter propellers filled her ears and her mind was just as loud, wondering what she would do once they landed. What did she want to do? She wanted to scream. Or be sick, as her stomach was dangerously close to it. But neither of those were good options, especially wearing her new outfit, so she decided once they landed, if they landed, she’d never talk to Blake again.

Well, after this weekend. She had to keep her word, to keep her job. And it was better to have a job when looking for one. She felt another burst of anger. She loved her career. The long hours and intellection stimulation energized her. She had great ideas. She didn’t want Blake and his fake date idea to affect her career. But maybe it wouldn’t.

After this weekend, he’d owe her. She wasn’t powerless. If she pulled this off, he’d have to listen to her ideas about the new ancestry testing. And then with her ideas and drive, she’d be promoted. It was just a weekend. She could fake friendliness. She’d pretended confidence in job interviews. She’d projected expertise during negotiations when nerves had fluttered in her stomach. She would just pretend friendliness towards Blake.

She’d always wanted to see how the one percent lived. This weekend would be an education she decided, once she got off this horrible helicopter. Life required attitude, and once she stopped feeling so sick and panicky she was going to charm everyone, including Mr. Too Busy To Find A Real Date.

Really it was a win-win, Samantha told herself as she fingered the wedding invitation. Career win for her. Ego win for her because Ryan would hear about this weekend. And Blake would win because he would have a hard working, smart and ambitious team member who would help him close this Daycon deal with ease.

Promotion here I come.

She needed the promotion. And more money. Since her father had fallen victim to the real estate bubble and lost everything including Samantha’s college funds, he’d eventually succumbed to despair and depression and killed himself. Samantha had been left with grief and then a staggering college loan amount she was barely putting a dent in. She needed to move up the career ladder so she could start saving for other things—a house for starters. She’d prove her value to Mr. Putnam.

“Blake,” she reminded herself. A girlfriend would call him Blake.

She wondered what he would do if she touched him, held his hand in front of his family. The idea gave her a thrill of fear. Would serve him right. Date.

“Still with us?” Blake asked into the mouthpiece, filling her ears with his mumbled voice and reigniting her anger.

“Yes,” Samantha lied, keeping her eyes tightly closed as Blake’s deep laughter filled her ears.

Maybe she’d kiss him in front of Avery or his mother. What would he do then? She almost laughed at the thought of kissing the block of ice. He could hardly push her away without giving up his secret. She’d never have the nerve to do it, but still, she gazed at the back of his head where his dark hair lay so thick and springy and wondered what it felt like. Silky. If she were kissing him, she’d spear her fingers through his hair and let it slide through her fingers. Her palm tingled. Sometimes, her imagination was too vivid.


Five


Blake and Charlie, the pilot, were old friends from boarding school, so they’d been catching up most of the flight. Charlie tried to get Blake to talk about his new girl in the backseat, but Blake deflected the conversation. He could imagine Charlie’s curiosity as he hadn’t brought another woman to the island since…. He stopped that train of thought.

Every time Blake glanced behind him, Samantha looked miserable, the color drained from her face, eyes closed, head resting against the inside of the helicopter. He hoped she wouldn’t throw up. His sister, Avery, threw up in the family helicopter one year, on the way from Atlanta to Indigo Island. She had been young, but still. They’d all had to endure the rest of the flight with that nauseating smell permeating the helicopter’s cabin. This weekend was going to be challenging enough without starting it off all wrong.

He hoped he’d made a good choice. This had all been Marlene’s idea. She’d pulled the files on all the attractive single women who worked for the company and ran background checks on them all. Samantha hadn’t been included in the original batch, but after he’d seen her performance under fire at a meeting, he’d told Marlene to pull her file.

“I don’t really care which one it is, Marlene,” he remembered telling her. “I just need someone discreet, polite and capable of handling my family. No drama. I just want to fly to the island, make it through these blasted events, and leave in one piece with all my energy intact for the big merger talks.”

He’d barely looked at the headshots, well, not entirely true. He had lingered a bit over Samantha’s, but then he’d closed the file, determined to let Marlene handle the task. Only really, she hadn’t, not the way he’d initially planned. He hoped he didn’t regret his impulse. He still didn’t fully understand what had come over him, and why he had let, putting Samantha Jones’ file back on top.

He had promised himself he would be completely logical with relationships with women after the disaster that had been Jane, his long-term college girlfriend, who had nearly become his wife. She had been wrong for him in so many ways, yet how she’d wrapped him around her finger was still a mystery. None of his friends had liked Jane, in fact, they all urged him to break up with her all during college, but somehow she’d held him enthralled for five long years, until she’d broken his heart. No woman would ever be allowed that close to him again.

So Samantha had made first cut, and he’d then casually put her folder on top and said something about starting with her. He’d pretended to ignore Marlene’s piercing, questioning look. Blake now mulled over what he knew about her other than the obvious physical charms, which were proving to be more of a distraction than he had expected, but so far he knew she was prompt, and efficient. Her work reviews raved about her diligence, initiative and intellect. Her upbringing would make her fairly comfortable with his family’s old Southern money elegance. Yes, he’d chosen well. His mom would love Samantha’s blonde Audrey Hepburn look. His dad liked anybody his boys brought home so he wasn’t worried about fooling his old man.

Blake thought back to the moment Samantha froze on the rooftop near the helipad. Even with the oversized black-rimmed sunglasses covering half of her face, Blake had seen the terror wash over her. He’d been irritated by her fear, but there hadn’t been time to pick someone else. He just hoped she didn’t have any other phobias. At least she hadn’t made a fuss once he’d buckled her in the helicopter.

Now, he’d wished he had asked her about motion sickness. Maybe he’d send her back on the ferry after the weekend was over. Yes, that was a perfect idea, he thought. She didn’t need to be back as quickly as he did, and by Sunday afternoon, their act would be over. Everything would go according to his plan. Things always did for Blake Putnam. He made sure of it.
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Samantha felt her stomach lurch into her throat, and she opened her eyes to search for a barf bag but realized the helicopter was dropping and before she knew it, they’d landed on an orange helipad. Thank God, she thought.

The roar of the propellers faded away quickly and Blake hopped out of the front seat, climbed down and disappeared. The pilot climbed out and opened the door for her. Samantha sat frozen, not trusting her legs to be able to walk down even a couple steps.

“Wasn’t that a blast, Samantha?” the pilot asked, expertly unbuckling the safety harness while Sam sat motionless. “Did you see that huge pod of dolphins? Hey, you Ok?”

“No,” she answered, trying not to cry.

“Oh, no, here, let me help you,” the pilot said, climbing backwards down the stairs and half-carrying Samantha behind him.

Once back on solid ground, Samantha felt better. The helicopter pilot handed her a cold water bottle and Samantha gulped it hoping to settle her nerves and stomach. A white golf cart with a script P painted on the side in orange waited and their luggage had been loaded in the back.

“Ready to meet the family?” Blake said, impatiently looking at his watch.

“Oh, yes, I’ve never felt better. Thanks for asking,” Samantha said, glaring at him before finishing the water bottle.

“Maybe you should take something for your stomach before you travel,” Blake said.

“Maybe I will if I know how and when I’m going to travel,” she snapped before she could stop herself.

He stiffened.

“Next time you pick a file, you might want to mention the helipad.”

“Are you planning to snipe at me all weekend?”

“Nope,” she screwed the cap back on the bottle.

“Good,” Blake said, and turned away.

He walked to the golf cart, greeted the driver and climbed into the front seat, of course, leaving Samantha to walk over on shaky legs by herself. She made it, smiled at the driver and climbed into the back seat alone. She realized now how she’d underestimated the power of the weekend. She’d be miserable all weekend, not knowing what was coming next and expected to follow behind Blake like an obedient dog. She wouldn’t be able to handle his aloof and condescending personality through cocktails much less dinner. She’d mess up and be out of a job by Monday.


Six


Blake wished there was more than water in the bottle he was chugging as he sat next to the driver, with Samantha in the back seat of the golf cart. Soon he’d be dealing with his entire family, something he tried to avoid whenever possible. He loved them all, individually. In groups, well, they were overwhelming. Especially his two brothers, who were, by their choices, proving themselves to be as weak as his own father.

James already worked for Putnam Industries and was the heir apparent. Putnam Industries was one of the largest paper companies in the U.S. His family was responsible for more deforestation than he could swallow – and they continued to be despite the grave environmental warnings. Nearly four billion trees worldwide are cut down each year for paper. Those numbers disgusted Blake in a digital world, even as it made his family even wealthier. World consumption of paper had grown 400 percent in the last 40 years. Every board meeting Blake attended left him in despair.

“People still need paper, son,” his father Richard would tell him whenever he mentioned the trees. “Don’t be a tree hugger. You know we have a massive reforestation program. And Putnam Industries employs thousands. Without us, what would those people do for a living?”

Blah, blah, blah was all Blake heard. His grandfather had started the business back in 1898, and today it had grown to more than 60,000 employees, headquartered in Atlanta where everyone in his family still lived, except Blake. The company prided itself on being the largest producer of plastic lids and paper cups, manufacturing for fast-food giants like McDonald’s, Wendy’s, Subway and the rest. All Blake envisioned was the ever-expanding plastic garbage dump in the middle of the ocean, a dump with his family’s logo floating on top, choking everything in the seas.

As much as Blake was angry with his father and with how James was steering the business, Blake had loved his grandfather. He was such a visionary. Blake was certain his grandfather would have rolled the entire business into a model for the future, renewable paper or something, instead of the past. That’s what Blake would do with his genetics company. He would help people, help decode disease, provide individuals with answers. Save things, people, animals and plants, instead of killing trees and all that depended on them. His short-sighted and selfish family chose money over the earth, the familiar over innovation.

Blake also wished he could just drive himself somewhere, but no, he was back with his family and that meant being driven. And it meant being polite to the drivers like John who was driving the golf cart now. All the Putnam kids were grown and capable of driving themselves, but his family insisted on being driven around the estate. Some of the people who worked here had actually worked for Blake’s grandfather, too, and probably had a stronger backbone than any of the Putnam men, he thought.

“Thanks John,” Blake said as he pulled the golf cart up in front of the main entrance of the Putnam’s Indigo Island Plantation estate. Blake hoped Samantha would get over her motion sickness soon. He needed her making a good impression from the start, so he wouldn’t have any worries this weekend. And she looked much better when she smiled. A smile he hadn’t seen since they’d lifted off from the flight pad on top of his office building.

“We’re here, Samantha,” Blake said, and after hesitating, he stretched out his hand to help her from the cart. Her touch felt stirring. Her hand was small, and soft but the electricity was powerful, a current between them, even more intense than in his office. He found himself trying to see her eyes, her expression behind her sunglasses. Why had he let Marlene pick such a big pair? He had held her hand too long, he realized, and dropped it, breaking the connection.

“Welcome to the Putnam’s,” he said, realizing he had to be smoother than this.

He would have to touch her to appear normal, but when he touched her, he felt…. He stopped that train of thought.

“This is a house?” Samantha asked. “Your house?”

She gazed up at what was a replica of an original plantation house built at the turn of the century for one of the wealthy indigo farming families. At one point, the indigo plant grown to make dye had been a bigger crop on the island than oysters, Blake knew. But now, of course, Indigo Island’s biggest crop was its wealthy southern families and their second, or third, homes.

“It’s a replica of the plantation home that used to be here, one that was wiped out by a hurricane decades ago.”

She listened to him intently, and Blake, who loved history, continued.

“Mom researched the history and while it has all the finest of everything modern, she tried to make it seem like it has always been here. Of course the two wings on either side are contemporary,” Blake added.

“Of course,” Samantha said, and somehow, that two-word response left him feeling both spoiled and clueless. Two things he despised.

“Are you mocking me?” Blake asked, his voice hushed to a whisper, anger flowing through his veins replacing whatever positive energy had been there a moment before.

They were climbing the brick stairs up to the main wrap around porch. Samantha stopped and took off her sunglasses.

“Why would you think that?” She asked.

Blake stared down into her guileless eyes and had no idea what he’d been about to say.

“Blake,” his mother flung open the door. “You are finally here.”

She enveloped him in a hug, but he could see her attention immediately fixated on Samantha.

Even though his mom had never been the cuddly, play-on-the-floor-with-you type of mom, Blake respected her. Evalyn was elegant, refined and strong. The one in the family most like himself, Blake thought.

He kissed her on both cheeks.

“Now the family is all together,” she pulled away from him slightly and ran her slim fingers through her blonde hair, cut in a stylish bob.

“Are you going to introduce me?” She teased and smoothed the skirt of her floral cocktail dress and pink shoes. “We’ve all been taking bets on who would be skilled and intriguing enough to pull you out of a board meeting for a date, much less a second date or maybe even a third.”

Her eyes scanned Samantha intently.

“Mother, this is Samantha Jones,” he said, and exhaled as Sam’s face lit up with her signature smile, and she stepped forward to shake his mother’s hand.

“None of that,” she said, and quickly hugged Samantha. “So nice to meet you dear,” Evalyn said. “Please come inside you two. This afternoon heat is intolerable.”
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Samantha gave Mrs. Putnam her best fake smile and then felt guilty. She seemed so warm and nice. How did she end up with a son as cool as Blake? Samantha still wanted to give him a piece of her mind for not telling her about the wedding and the helicopter but, seeing how happy his mom was to see him made Samantha remember her role in this whole set-up. She was to be seen, to smile, and not to be heard. She didn’t matter aside from being a quiet, manageable presence so Blake didn’t have to answer uncomfortable questions.

She was not going to let this business opportunity pass, though. She was going to charm his family so much that he’d be begging to hear about her ancestry testing. If he’d just keep his hands off her so she could concentrate. Twice now he’d touched her, and she’d felt like a live wire. What was up with that? He was hot, but so not her type. Controlling and aloof.

He’d felt the chemistry too, she thought with a stab of smugness. He couldn’t let go of her fast enough. Good. She wanted to make him uncomfortable.

They followed his mother through the house. Samantha felt as if she were in a museum. She wanted to stop and look at everything, but Evalyn set a brisk pace, clearly with a destination in mind. Focus, Samantha reminded herself. Show Blake what she was made of.

They entered an opulent room where quite a few people were sitting in small groups or standing about in front of the floor to ceiling windows that looked out over the green, rolling lawn and the Atlantic beyond. Immediately Samantha could feel the hot stare of a man, who stood up when she entered. She quickly broke eye contact and without thinking, stepped closer to Blake.

While Blake introduced her to each of his siblings—the oldest James, his sister Avery and finally the baby, Denton – Samantha smiled and shook hands. They were all gorgeous just like Blake, tall, blonde with sparkling blue eyes. The boys all had what must be the Putnam build. Broad shoulders tapering to a thin waist.

Avery, the sister, was glowing from a hint of a suntan and also because it was her big weekend. But even as she chatted with Avery, oohing and aahing over her gigantic engagement ring, Samantha felt tingles on the back of her neck, and when she looked past Blake, to her left, she saw the man staring again. This time, he flashed her a big smile.

He stood alone, leaning against a white wall, at the edge of the circular entry area, taking in all of the introductions, but not participating. He was incredibly sexy, with dark brown hair, dark brown eyes and he was tall enough to be seen over the heads of all the Putnams. But who was he? And why was he staring at her?

“You are doing well,” Blake said, appearing next to her. “You’ve met almost all of my family. Just missing the old man.”

“They are all very nice, but none of them have dates.” Samantha said.

“Not true. James and Denton’s dates are walking the beach and Avery’s fiancé is over there, next to his brother Max,” he said, pointing to the man who had been staring at her.

Avery’s fiancé, and his brother, began heading toward them.

“We’re all not so sure about him, but Avery is, so what are you going to do?” Blake said. “Mom’s tried to break them up for years, but it just made them closer. Let’s go get a drink.”

“Hey Blake, good to see you. I’m Mark, Avery’s fiancé,” the man said to Samantha reaching out to shake her hand.

“Nice to meet you,” Samantha said.

“And I’m Max,” he said, winking at Samantha and kissing the top of her hand. “You are gorgeous.”

Samantha blushed uncomfortably. Blake placed his hand on the small of her back. “We were just going for a walk,” he said. “See you both later,” he added, gently guiding Samantha away from the two men. His touch had made her stomach flip, and Samantha thought she saw Blake shoot a warning glance at Max, but she wasn’t sure. She did know she loved the feel of Blake’s hand on her back, it made her feel safe and protected. And his possessiveness gave her a bit of a thrill, which she shouldn’t even admit to she admonished herself sternly. She was his fake date. He was her boss. Hot but unattainable. And she didn’t want to attain him.

The minute they left the room, his hand dropped from her back, and Samantha wondered if she were imagining the chemistry, the possessiveness, but maybe he was thinking of her as his intellectual property for the weekend. No different than his laptop. That was deflating, but he could hardly let Max flirt with his date, Samantha realized. And she didn’t want him to flirt with her. Max had made her uncomfortable. She better avoid him.

Samantha nearly stumbled into Blake as she followed him through the house. She’d expected the house or hotel where the wedding was to be beautiful, but this was over the top amazing. They had entered a home beyond her wildest dreams, where dark wood floors, crystal chandeliers, and stark white walls were accented by huge arrangements of red and white roses in glass vases everywhere Samantha could see, in every room beyond the grand staircase in front of her.

They entered a room off the foyer that appeared to be a replica of a men’s drinking club from the turn of the century. Big leather chairs were arranged around oversized tables and a large wooden bar lined the back wall. The views out the front windows were directly to the ocean.

“This is gorgeous,” Samantha said. “The room, the view. I can’t wait to explore the island. We, I mean, I will have time, right?”

“Of course,” Blake said. “When we are not working.”

“Of course,” she echoed feeling like he was reminding her of her purpose, as if she could forget the whole reason she’d agreed to come on this crazy scheme.

“What can I get you?” Blake asked and headed behind the bar. “Bloody Point Bloody Mary?”

“What’s a Bloody Point?” Samantha asked.

“Son, you haven’t told her the family secret,” Blake’s father Richard said, as he walked into the room and wrapped Samantha up in a big hug. “Nice to meet you young lady. You are sure a beauty. Come here Blake. Give your old man a hug!”

Samantha watched as Blake’s dad hurried to hug his son. It was like foreshadowing, Samantha realized. Blake would look just like this man, 30 years from now, and it was an impressive sight. Blake’s father was slim with the same Putnam blue eyes but with gray hair instead of blonde. He was wearing white golf shorts and a bright orange golf shirt, the Putnam Industries colors. He looked fit, and happy and in the prime of his life.

“So my dear, have a seat and tell me all about yourself,” Richard said, settling into the oversized leather arm chair across from her while Blake finished making the drinks. “I hope you’re making me one, too, son.”

“Of course, dad,” Blake answered, “Tell her about Bloody Point.”

“Right. The history of this island is actually quite tragic,” Richard said as Blake placed a Bloody Mary glass in front of each of them and took a seat next to Samantha, sharing her chair. He was really putting on a show now, Samantha smiled but found it difficult to concentrate because she was distracted by Blake’s proximity. She felt the heat of his thigh through his khaki pants, and she felt a warm sensation deep inside. She took a big sip of her Bloody Mary, wondering if she could handle this at all.

“Bloody Point, the piece of land where we’re sitting but also the tip of the island right out there was named for the bloody ambush that took place back in 1781,” Richard said. “It was just after the Revolution and of course, as always, this island still kept her secrets, and her secret residents. In this case it was the Tory Loyalists – those folks loyal to the British and in most cases related to the first British Land Grantee Thomas Cowte back in 1707. For some reason these Tories got together and attacked Hilton Head’s Skull Creek Plantations in 1781.”

“What is with all these names, creepy,” Samantha blurted before she could stop herself, trying to focus on the story, and not on Blake.

“I know, it’s very rugged here on Indigo Island,” Richard said and took a big drink. “Well after the Tories attacked them, the Revolutionary War Patriots of Hilton Head formed the Bloody Legion and retaliated by attacking the homes on this island. Apparently these row boat skirmishes, as they were called, happened all during the Revolutionary War. Only that sound out there separated the Indigo Island Royal Militia from the Blood Legion of South Carolina over there on Hilton Head.”

“Ok dad, I’m sure Samantha’s not the history buff you and I are,” Blake said, his dimpled smile busting out.

“Actually, I am,” Samantha answered, noticing the approving nod sent her way by the elder Putnam. “I was a history major at Vanderbilt.”

“Beautiful and smart, too,” Richard said. “So how long have you two been an item?”

“About six months,” Blake said, smiling down at her and pressing his thigh more closely against hers. “Right Sam?”

“Right,” Samantha said, as her stomach fluttered. She didn’t have to fake her embarrassed giggle.

She took another drink of her Bloody Mary.

“Are you a tree hugger, too?” Richard asked, and Samantha felt Blake stiffen next to her.

“What do you mean, Mr. Putnam?” Samantha asked.

“My middle son here thinks our family business is killing the environment. He doesn’t believe our new policies are making any difference. That’s why he started his own thing,” Richard said.

Interesting, Samantha thought, but said, “Yes, I am concerned about the environment and all the toxins in our food and water and even in cosmetics. I guess I would consider myself a tree hugger, but I don’t want to imply anything against your business. I don’t know enough. I do know what Blake has started with the genetic testing business will be revolutionary, hopefully saving lives and improving the environment for future generations.”

“Well, young lady, you are very impressive for a tree hugger,” Richard said, his eyes twinkling. “You two seem well suited, and you know, Blake, your mother and I didn’t date for more than six months, if you can believe that! Now, 37 years later we’re still going strong,” Richard said. “When you know, you know. It just doesn’t work any other way. You two seem to know. I best go clean up or your mother will kill me. She’s been planning these wedding festivities for a year. Can’t say I’m sorry it’s finally here, it’s about to kill me. You two have my permission to elope.”

“Dad,” Blake said, but the older man just laughed and walked out of the room.

Samantha sank back into the cool, comfortable chair and stared out at the sparkling ocean just beyond the front porch, across the sandy beach. Blake stood up and carried their glasses over to the bar. She hadn’t really thought about the Putnam’s reaction to her, just about her not messing up.

“Sorry, my dad’s a romantic. You did great. Thanks for sticking up for me. You really don’t need to,” Blake said. His hands were stuffed into the pockets of his khakis, his white button down shirt wrinkled but sexy in an island life sort of way.

“Oh, I thought the battle info was very entertaining,” Samantha said, stretching her arms up above her head, before bursting into laughter. The Bloody Mary had gone straight to her head.

“You know what I’m talking about!” Blake said, a small smile escaping. “All of his conversations with me revolve around joining the family business or getting married. He does it every time. Any time I have a date, he tells me she’s the one.”

Samantha stood and walked to the window. She should be relieved that Blake’s dad wasn’t taking her seriously but for some reason, his words stung. She had believed his father when he said he noticed the chemistry between them. She felt it. Blake must be completely emotionless. How many other women had come here just like her? How many others did he use as dates so he could continue to feel nothing?

“Well, you don’t have to worry about me pressing the topic, right? That’s why I’m here. I’m here to do my job,” Samantha said. “I’m going to go walk on the beach if that’s ok, sir?”

“Alone?” Blake asked, but she had already left the room.
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Blake was relieved when Samantha left to walk the beach on her own. He cherished the opportunity to be alone in his favorite room in the home, but Samantha had seemed upset even though he had sat by her, made her a drink, even talked with her like a real date. Maybe he should walk with her though. His family would expect that.

He grabbed his suitcase from the foyer, quickly changed into his running gear. He jogged to the right, the direction he’d seen Samantha walk as she left the plantation. As he ran, he marveled at how she affected him. She was smart and kind, but she definitely had a confidence that wouldn’t allow people to walk on her. He admired that, but it made him a little uncomfortable. He needed her to follow the plan. Already his body was ignoring the plan. She was beautiful, but it was more than that. And whenever he touched her, his body kept ignoring that she was off limits. If she hadn’t been an employee….

She was, though. And he had to remember that at all times. Having separate bedrooms would definitely keep his libido at bay. He ran a little faster, surprised he hadn’t caught up to her yet. Maybe she was doing a little running of her own.

When he spotted Max and Samantha together on the beach, he was irritated. Max was wasting no time, typical. But when he saw Max touch Samantha’s face, he felt a burn of anger that was foreign to him. He saw Samantha pull away from Max, but Max leaned closer. Blake put on a burst of speed.


Seven


Samantha walked quickly down the beach, her shoes in her hand. The fresh air felt wonderful and the ability to walk along the deserted beach was heaven. Blake Putnam, however, was hell. How dare he be so dismissive to everything she said? He didn’t have all the answers. He couldn’t even hang out with his family and enjoy himself. He had a father and a mother who loved him. And siblings. All she had was her mother, still grieving and trying to make ends meet working as a receptionist for their local vet. Blake Putnam was definitely brilliant, and her boss, but he needed a lesson in humanity.

“Hey gorgeous,” someone jogged up behind her.

“Hello Max,” Samantha said, wishing she could be alone.

“At your service. And please tell me, what’s a catch like you doing with a cold bastard like Blake?” Max said matching her pace as they neared the tip of the island.

“What’s your problem with Blake?” Samantha asked, even though she’d been wondering the same thing.

“I asked you first, honey,” Max said, reaching over and brushing a stray hair from Samantha’s face.

Samantha smiled, realizing Judy’s ultra-hold hairspray had finally met its match in this hot humid island air. “Well, Blake and I –”

“There you are Samantha,” Blake said, appearing behind them, wearing jogging shorts and a tight T-shirt. He was amazingly fit, and Samantha’s heart raced to see him sweaty. He smelled amazing. It was all she could do to not bury her nose in his shirt like a laundry commercial. She laughed at the image, and her anger evaporated.

“Hey Blake. Jogging?” Samantha said. “What about your reputation as a desk jockey,” she teased, hoping to needle him. “I didn’t know you were one for jogging or fresh air.”

Challenging him was exciting.

“Oh sure you do sweetie,” he matched her mood, and she nearly bounced in excitement. “Sam’s just teasing Max. We jog most nights after work, don’t we?”

“Religiously,” she said. “Unless we have tantric yoga class. Have you tried that Max?” She had to bite her inner cheek to not laugh Blake’s face was so shocked. “It’s couple’s yoga, Max,” she sighed and stood closer to Blake.

Daringly she traced a finger down his arm. Solid muscle. A thrill shot through her. “It’s so magical. Almost like we’re circus performers, the way Blake holds me in the downward dog position.”

“For real?” Max laughed. “Blake’s as flexible as a steel beam. Yoga?”

“You’d be surprised what Blake can do,” Samantha leaned her whole body into him, and snaked her arm around his waist. “He can be amazingly flexible, but actually, our favorite thing to do is take long walks together, alone. See you around, Max.”

She turned around and laced her fingers through Blake’s and started to walk. Part of her was terrified of her audacity. Another part was entertained. She felt so alive baiting him like that. Throwing their non-existent relationship in Max’s face. And really what could Blake do? Still she held her breath, waiting for his reaction.

He didn’t say anything but walked with her. When she saw that Max had rounded a corner as he headed back to the house, Samantha dropped Blake’s hand and crossed her arms in front of her.

“Was he bothering you?” Blake asked.

“No, but you are,” Samantha said, taking a deep breath. She had to be careful, but this had to be said. “All I ask is that you treat me with kindness, ok? Nothing over the top, just common courtesy. Hold doors for me, be kind even when no one is watching, listen when I’m talking, be honest, tell me what’s going on, and in return I’ll make this weekend and the Daycon presentation a total success. And, what’s more, I will share my idea I’ve been working on for a while for a project that could blow Daycon away, and make Blake Genetics a lot of money. I’m ambitious Blake. You are too. I want you to respect me as a person.”

Blake turned away from Samantha, kicking sand with the toe of his running shoe.

“That’s quite a list,” he said, his voice tight. “Totally reasonable. Sure, I can do that, of course I can.”

He walked a few steps away from her, then circled back. His features were stiff as he faced her.

“I’m sorry, Samantha. I’m sorry. I’m tense here,” he smiled bitterly, and his expression was tighter than his voice, and Samantha felt like his obvious pain was stabbing her. “Tenser than I usually am. I don’t mean to be such an ass. But really? Tantric yoga?”

Samantha laughed but didn’t say anything. If he thought about it he would realize there were a lot worse things she could say this weekend to reveal the lie he was living.

“I have a hard enough time remembering our agreement, and you bring up tantric.”

It was as if he’d lit a flare and was waving it in front of her. There it was, the attraction right out in the open. He was being honest, just as she’d asked, but was she ready for that? Samantha smiled to herself and continued to walk, not wanting to reveal her excitement or to make things harder for him. But he had noticed her as a woman. He did find her attractive. And now she was imagining him doing tantric yoga, and it was as absurd an image as it should have been.

“I’m glad you’re into saving the environment,” Blake said, breaking the silence as they walked side by side along the shore. “It’s important. To say that my family of origin’s business is part of the problem is an understatement. Do you understand why it’s so uncomfortable for me to be around them? They’re so unconscious about it.”

“Maybe, but I know if you stick to your beliefs and tell them what you know, with kindness, they’ll be a lot more receptive,” Samantha said. “Your dad is bristling because you’re shoving all the wrong in his face. Maybe you should give him some positive feedback too. I’m just saying, from experience, it’s a lot easier to trust you when you’re open and friendly.”
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Blake looked over at the beautiful blonde, who was his pretend date. She was smart, kind, and had shown him she wasn’t going to play dependent variable in his science experiment. She wasn’t proving to be as easily manipulated as he’d predicted. He needed her on his side this weekend. But what did she need from him now that they were here?

The realization shook Blake to the core. Samantha was in charge of how this weekend would turn out. She could choose to blow his cover at any moment. The reality caused him to stop.

“Blake? Something wrong?” Samantha said. “You have a weird look on your face.”

“No, no, everything is fine,” he said.

She was too perceptive. “By the way, I got a call from Bob Morrison with Daycon, and they are now expecting to have you in the meeting Monday,” Blake said, measuring his words, thoughts and ideas colliding in his brain.

“Wow, that’s great!” Samantha said. “I can’t believe they liked my ideas as much as you did.”

“They did. In fact, I was thinking if you are that adverse to helicopter rides, I could get you on the ferry tomorrow and fly you out of Hilton Head. You’d be back in Charlotte Saturday night with plenty of time to rest and prepare for the meeting.”

An egret flew above them as the sun sparkled on the sound. Blake had many fond memories of this island, and many fond memories of getting himself out of bad situations. This could be one of his best plays ever, he realized. Samantha was hard to keep at arm’s length, and they hadn’t even spent a day together.

“No, actually, I think it is good for me to experience everything here, with you. It will help me understand you better, represent you better when we do meet with Daycon. We haven’t even reviewed the presentation,” Samantha said. Blake noticed her blue eyes sparkling and a hint of a smile crossed her face.

“What about the helicopter ride? I know you hated that,” Blake said, frustrated she wasn’t agreeing to his new plan.

“Well, Charlie, your pilot, handed me a packet of motion sickness medicine to take before we head back, so I’m all set,” Samantha said. “Isn’t that great?”

“Great,” Blake said, trying to sound enthusiastic. “I guess we better get back to the plantation.”

“Yes, we’d better,” Samantha agreed, walking ahead of him along the shore.

They walked back in silence. Blake was happy that way, in silence, deep inside his own head. His heart sealed deep inside. She’d be staying, and he was glad about that, especially since he’d regained control. She knew now that he could ask her to leave the island at any moment.
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Samantha had enjoyed her walk on the beach, with and without Blake. She was surprised he was trying to get her to leave the island. It was like he’d been spooked by the teasing and the lack of control he had over her now that they’d arrived, and that made her feel a whole lot better. Samantha had even spotted a pod of dolphins and considered them a good luck sign. All in all, things were a lot better now than they had been this morning and afternoon.

Evalyn Putnam greeted them at the front door.

“Well there you two are. I’ve been looking for you. I thought you’d like to see your room for the weekend,” Mrs. Putnam said, ushering them inside.

“You mean rooms,” Blake said.

She smiled. “That heat just drives me crazy, but I guess it doesn’t bother you young people.”

Samantha followed Blake’s mother up the wide spiral stairway to the second floor, with Blake trailing behind. Samantha would have to talk to him about keeping up with her, she thought with a smile.

“Weddings always bring out the worst in folks,” Blake’s mom said as they neared the end of a long grand hall. “It’s an emotional time. Just keep your head down and let me know if you need anything, dear. Blake, why are you following so far behind, son? Your manners have become slack since you’ve moved up north.”

“Mother, I’m in Charlotte, I’m not even north of the Mason-Dixon line,” Blake said, catching up to them. “I’m just tired that’s all. Business, getting here, well, you know.”

“What I know is this is your sister’s most important life choice so you best be happy and supportive. I want to see you at your best, son,” Evalyn said, grabbing Blake by the arm and giving him a hug.

“Well kids, here’s your room,” Evalyn said as they reached the end of the long hall. “Blake is so old fashioned, I’ll declare. He wanted to make sure I gave you each your own room. But we’re all full. Last to arrive gets the last choice, I’m afraid. I thought you two would be OK sharing,” Evalyn added a conspiratorial wink to the end of her sentence and Samantha blushed. Blake’s face was drained of color.

While Samantha tried to figure out what to say, Mrs. Putnam had opened the door to the most luxurious bedroom Samantha had ever seen. Everything was white – white area rug, white comforter, white pillows, two white chairs facing toward the ocean in the corner by the window. Contrasted with the dark oak floors and the dark wood ceiling fan, the look was breathtaking.

Samantha had turned to tell Evalyn the room was beautiful, but she was gone. So was Blake.

Samantha noticed her suitcase had been unpacked and all of her clothes were hanging up, wrinkle free, in an elegant dark mahogany armoire. And, she noticed Blake’s clothes were hung next to hers.

“What’s this?” She stared at his clothes in dismay, but comforted herself with the knowledge that Blake would fix the room problem.
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Blake caught up with his mother before she made the stairs.

“Mom, I always have my own room.”

“Not this time.”

She’d never been so curt with him.

“I need my own room. I like privacy.”

“There are no other options Blake, period, every room is taken,” Evalyn said, her blue eyes icy with impatience. “I have enough to worry about this weekend without you acting like a reclusive baby. Privacy. Don’t tell me you and this Samantha haven’t fooled around. I’m not stupid. Women don’t attend weddings with men unless they are special, and unless they want to fool around. You said you’ve been dating for a while. I’m busy. Go get ready for the barbeque.”

“I just want my own room so I can work this weekend. I have an….”

“It’s your sister’s wedding, Blake, not a work retreat. And if you’re such a prude, find a couch to sleep on this weekend.”

“It’s not that,” he said, but his mom shook her head and walked away.

His hand gripped the banister. He could hardly tell his mom he needed his own room because Samantha could sue him for sexual harassment. He’d promised her separate rooms. He barely knew her. He felt the beginnings of a headache setting in and consciously tried to unclench his jaw. This weekend was getting out of control. He had to talk to Samantha, to explain, but he didn’t have an explanation.

“Hey Blake why aren’t you getting ready?” His younger brother, Denton, asked.

“Ah, well, Samantha’s using our room, and well, we’re running late, and I didn’t want to bother her, so could I use yours or is your date in there?” Blake asked.

“Sure man, go ahead,” Denton said. “Shelby has her own room. Make yourself at home. We’re the same size so just grab whatever you want to wear and come on down. Can’t wait to catch up!”

Denton was Blake’s favorite brother. While James always treated Blake as a second fiddle – another reason Blake would never join Putnam Industries, he’d always be second in line—Denton was full of respect for Blake and everything he’d accomplished. Blake hurried into his brother’s room. Maybe he could share Denton’s room for the weekend. No, he cut that thought short. His mom would discover his lie, not to mention his brothers. They’d mock him until they were all old enough to have entirely lost their memories.
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Blake hurried down the front stairs of the plantation, crossed the grass and found himself at the beach barbeque about fifteen minutes late. He hated being late and he could feel his jaw tense. He’d done his best, but this weekend was getting away from him.

He spotted his younger brother walking toward him and donned his happy family mask. It was the smile he put on for family and business.

“Hey Denton, thanks,” Blake said to his little brother who handed him an ice-cold beer from one of the white buckets filled with ice and beverages. Blake had showered and changed quickly, picking one of Denton’s light blue polo shirts, a navy blazer and a pair of khaki pants. He popped the cap off his beer, took a deep swallow and tried to relax. He owed Denton a genuine smile, he knew that much, and some conversation.

“Your Samantha sure is a looker,” Denton said, smiling at his big brother. He was a junior in college, still enjoying the fun, freedom and lack of pressure that college was. His big plans were to graduate and roll into the family business. Blake grimaced at the thought. Maybe he could change his mind, Blake thought but then shook his head. That was ridiculous. He’d never change his brother’s loyalty or brainwashing, or their grasp on the golden ticket. They’d never take the leap of faith Blake had.

“Thanks! Ah, yes, she is a nice girl,” Blake said.

“Nice? Really? You talk like you’re 80. She’s hot. And it’s great to see you bring your own date instead of ending up with one of those awful society girls from Atlanta that mom always sets you up with,” Denton said.

“Yes, much better than that,” Blake said. “Who’s your date?”

“Oh, Shelby, she’s a friend, a friend with benefits if you know what I mean,” Denton said, giving his brother an elbow to the side.

“Ah, yes, the good old days,” Blake said, remembering college. It seemed so long ago that he was carefree and enjoying life like his little brother. Had there ever been a time he’d been completely carefree, he wondered. He doubted it. He’d blocked out college since the breakup. College to Blake would always equate to a broken heart, a heart he’d never allow to be broken again. A heart buried so deep inside his businessman demeanor, Blake wasn’t sure if it was there anymore.

“Hey Sam!” Denton said as Samantha walked up to them. Denton gave her a kiss on the cheek while Blake held up his beer. “Cheers,” Blake said.

Denton looked at his older brother and shook his head. “Dude, give her a kiss at least.”

Blake leaned forward and planted an awkward kiss on Samantha’s cheek, her cheek was so soft. Something stirred inside him, almost uncurled as if it were alive, and the feeling was something he wanted to keep buried. Samantha looked beautiful. She’d curled her hair, the blonde waves fell softly over her shoulders. Her lips glistened a soft pink, and she was smiling.

“Outfit Two,” she whispered. “Admire the grey booties.”

He couldn’t believe she was joking with him. She should be yelling, glaring, something.

“Admired,” he said.

“Get a room you two,” Denton called out. “Oh wait, you have one,” he emphasized the last word and then laughed.

Blake winced at the reminder.

“What would you like to drink?” Blake said, hoping to have an excuse to put some distance between them.

“Beer is great, thanks,” Samantha said.

“I’ll get it, Blake. I’ve gotta grab Shelby, too,” Denton said.

Once he’d left them alone, Blake leaned forward and, before he could stop himself, whispered in her ear: “You look beautiful.”
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Her stomach flipped at the compliment, and an unexpected longing washed over her. She turned away from him just in time to see Denton and Shelby working their way over to them. She breathed in deeply and looked back at Blake. He was smiling down at her, his face glowing softly in the sunset-pink perfect light. She realized their shirts were the same color of baby blue, and she wondered if he had planned that. Around her, everything seemed to be perfection, but inside of her she felt in turmoil. He was getting to her, and he wasn’t even trying. Was she getting to him, too?

“Where did you go? Did you resolve the room?” Samantha asked needing to talk about it.

“I talked to my mother, but it seems the house really is full because of the wedding,” Blake said, finishing his beer before adding, “Don’t worry. I’ll figure it out. The room is yours.”

Samantha smiled. “I’m not worried Blake.”

She heard Blake release a big breath, a sigh of relief she supposed. She wouldn’t make the room situation tougher on him. It wasn’t his fault. And he was so handsome when he worried about her. She wondered what he would say if she just shrugged it off and said they could share? Relief or more distance? He was so hard for her to read.

“Shelby, what a lovely dress,” Samantha said, breaking the tension and electricity that had surrounded her and Blake. Shelby reminded Samantha of herself just a few short years ago, before her dad died. Eager to please, comfortable knowing that she was usually the cutest and maybe even the smartest girl at the picnic. Enjoying the attention of every man – and boy – in the room. Samantha wished she could regain that confidence, get a piece back of what she’d lost because of her dad’s decisions and Ryan. Perhaps this weekend would provide the spark.

“Thank you Samantha,” Shelby answered, spinning around in a twirl as the full skirt of her dress flared out and up around her tanned legs, almost high enough to show her underwear, or lack thereof, Samantha thought. “My mamma said I needed to do a lot of shopping to attend a Putnam wedding, and so we did. We tore up Atlanta.”

One of the wait staff rang a silver bell and called everyone to dinner.

“I hope I’m seated by you,” Shelby whispered in Samantha’s ear as they followed the Putnam brothers to the dinner table, “Not by her, James’ girlfriend.”

Samantha laughed. James’ girlfriend and Shelby had gone on a beach walk together, but it had been short-lived. Shelby told Samantha that Melissa was a snob.

“Thank god,” Shelby said, noting her placement on the other side of Blake from Samantha. “Blake, you don’t mind switching, do you?”

“I do mind, actually, and mom will be upset, so you just stay put,” Blake said.

The sun had set and the table was aglow with hundreds of white tea lights in glass holders. The bride and groom to be were seated at the other picnic table, with both sets of parents and a couple grandparents, leaving the other picnic table to the Putnam kids, their dates and a couple cousins.

“You smell good,” Blake said, leaning close to Samantha.

“You do too,” Samantha answered. “I think it’s the soap your mom has, it’s lavender and I love it.”

“Are you cold?” Blake asked, noticing the goose bumps covering Samantha’s arm.

“No, I’m fine,” Samantha said, still reeling from sitting this close to him.

“Here, allow me,” Blake said, standing as he removed his navy blazer and placed it tenderly around her shoulders. As she reached up to her shoulder to help, their hands touched. Samantha quickly pulled her hand away from his, but his touch felt magical, natural and special, all at the same time. He is just doing this, giving me his jacket, to make it look like we are dating. It’s ok, Samantha told herself. Calm down.

She also declined a second beer. Drinking could lower her guard, and she didn’t want to say something she shouldn’t in front of Blake’s family. She was determined to play her role well.

“Better?” Blake asked, taking his seat next to her again, sitting close enough their thighs were touching under the picnic table. Samantha wondered if he felt the current between them, or if he was trying to stay away from Shelby on the other side of him. That was probably all it was, she realized. But still. Even if Blake were a great actor, Samantha’s cheeks flushed because they were touching, and a wonderful warmth spread through her body.

“Thank you for being here,” Blake said.

Samantha’s stomach flipped again. She couldn’t believe the feelings rushing through her body, her instant attraction to her boss. She was panicked. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. Blake would be so angry with her. He was being polite and she was acting like a schoolgirl with a crush. She felt so ashamed. He was acting, being the perfect date in front of his family, and his brother who sat across the table from her. She was ridiculous.

“Blake,” Samantha said, breathless. “It’s my pleasure.” She was aware of the irony of her words, even as they tumbled out. Samantha tried to move her leg away from his under the table, but she couldn’t. Sitting on the end, she had nowhere to move, nowhere to go. And she wondered, why was he being this nice, this sexy? Was he over doing what she’d asked him to do earlier or deliberately trying to throw her off balance?

“Um, you guys, the toast?” Shelby said loudly enough the entire table turned to stare at the two of them. Samantha jumped.

“Who’s toasting?” Blake asked.

“We are, brother,” James said from the opposite end of the picnic table, grinning like a maniac in Blake’s direction.

“Dude, you got the emails? James sent them to you, right?” Denton asked from across the table.

“No, I don’t know what you’re talking about, James never sent me an email,” Blake said as James stood and began to recite a poem/rap to his sister.

“Your part’s next,” Denton said.

Blake looked at Samantha, his jaw tight. She realized he’d been set up by his older brother. Sibling rivalry. Maybe it was good she was an only. Blake could handle it though. She pulled him to her, holding his head close to hers.

“You’ve got this,” she said, her lips so close to his ear she could almost imagine they were brushing. “Just like a presentation at the office, only more fun. Remember when the meeting went way off topic and you just started telling the story behind your company? Your vision for what it could be and what it was becoming. You had the room in the palm of your hand. Imagine you’re closing the Daycon deal. Only this time, tell your sister the story behind the two of you. Tell her how special she is to you. Don’t worry about James’ script or the fact he didn’t copy you on an email. Give a speech your only sister deserves, straight from your heart,” she said, squeezing his hand for encouragement.

And that was all he needed. Something deep inside opened up and he expressed the deep love for his only sister, a love that had been there all along. Not only did Blake jump into the toast/rap, he added movement, regaling the audience with stories of when they were young, picking Avery up in his arms and spinning her around before turning the last of the toast over to his little brother. There wasn’t a dry eye on the beach.

Samantha beamed as he returned to the table. She loved seeing this side of Blake, a light-hearted brother who loved his sister. Genuine and unguarded, a type of man she would love to love. The exact man she would love to love, if he wasn’t so off limits. Her heart squeezed in disappointment.

“That was wonderful,” she said, leaning in close to him, their shoulders were touching now, and Samantha felt a connection to him like she’d never experienced before. It was like they were a team. She’d never felt that with Ryan. He’d been so competitive with her, always trying to do better than her on everything. Samantha couldn’t stop smiling.

“Yeah, thanks for the tips. It really helped, but don’t tell anyone at work about that little show,” Blake said, his eyes narrowing, a darkness crossed his face. He was serious. His mask was back.

Samantha leaned away from him, and said, “Of course not.”

“Bon appetite,” the waiter said, stepping in between them to place her dinner in front of her, breaking the awkward moment. “Please enjoy this low country boil.”

“It looks so yummy, don’t you think Blake?” Shelby declared and Blake turned to talk to her.

Samantha and Denton struck up their own friendly banter across the table, and the conversation was light and fun. The live oak trees with their hanging moss danced among the stars. The sky was among the most brilliantly starlite Samantha had ever seen. The taste of the low country sausage, shrimp and okra melted in her mouth. The candlelight twinkled and the gentle breeze blew off the sound. Frequent toasts and roasts interrupted the flow of the night while Mrs. Putnam kept reminding everyone the real rehearsal dinner would be the following evening at the club. And that rehearsal was mandatory, in front of the gazebo at Melrose Plantation at noon sharp tomorrow. No matter the hangovers.

For Samantha, even though the setting was magical, the dinner was the longest in her life, or so it seemed. As much as she enjoyed talking to his little brother, all she wanted to do was grab Blake and kiss him, to feel him kiss her, to have him to herself. To tell him it was ok to have fun, to be silly, to enjoy life. She couldn’t help but wonder why he reacted the way he did about his performance, what his dark side was all about. Finally, after desert was served and cleared, Mr. Putnam made one last toast and they were free.

“Come with me,” Blake said, pulling her from the table before either of them could say goodbye. Samantha worried that she had done something else to upset him, but all she did was talk with Denton through most of dinner. Nothing important, all surface chatter, just like he’d asked her to do with his family. She needed to remember she was OK here; it was her stage to set. Blake had brought her here under false pretenses, but now that she was here, she’d make him proud. Holding his hand as he led her toward the ocean made her both nervous and excited. She hoped she’d done everything right. She knew she’d find out as soon as they got to wherever Blake was taking her.

Blake held her hand and led her down the beach, far away from the glowing lights of their beach picnic to a dark area of the beach, where white crabs with one arm popped out at them in an eerie stance under the light of the glowing moon.

The tide was calm, waves gently rolling onto shore.

Blake slowed his pace, and Samantha let out a deep breath. She felt certain he was happy with her tonight, at least at this moment.

“It’s so beautiful on this island,” Samantha said as they walked the moonlit shore. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“It’s especially beautiful with you here,” he said.

Samantha’s heart skipped a beat, the warmth of his words combined with his hand around hers made her dizzy. She wanted to please this man, she wanted to kiss this man. “Don’t worry about your performance with your brothers, nobody will hear a thing about it, I promise,” she said, the words tumbling out before she realized it.

Blake dropped her hand and stood silently by her side, she could see the muscles in his jaw tighten.

Now she’d ruined everything, Samantha thought. Why did she bring that up? Ugh. She was sure he was going to send her home, put her on that stupid ferry he’d mentioned.

“I know,” he said finally. “I don’t really trust, but I’m starting to trust you,” he ran his fingers through his hair. “This weekend’s not going the way I planned.” Blake said, turning to face Samantha, a small smile working its way across his model-gorgeous face.

Samantha let out a breath she didn’t even know she was holding.

“That’s the beauty of it,” she said softly. “You need to not get your way more often.”

“That might be true,” he said, a hint of a smile touching his masculine lips. “It’s definitely best that I don’t get what I want now.”

“What’s that?” She asked breathlessly.

His hands loosely gripped her shoulders.

“I want to kiss you,” Blake answered in a low, deep voice, his eyes dark in the moonlight.

“I feel the same way,” Samantha said impulsively, even though she knew it couldn’t work between them.

Blake leaned down and gently pressed his lips against hers. The heat exploded from the center of her body, and she swayed backwards until Blake wrapped a strong arm around her waist.

He pulled away then, but still kept his arm around her. “You could really mess up my life.”

“I’m sorry,” she answered, breathless, aching for another kiss and letting his words wash over her, devoid of meaning.

When his mouth found hers this time it was with an intensity she felt throughout her body as his tongue parted her lips and began to explore, thrusting deeply, adding to her desire. He tasted spicy and salty, and Samantha gripped his broad shoulders, pulling him to her, feeling all of his hard body pressed close.

Blake wrapped Samantha’s long blonde hair around his hand, gently pulling her head backwards, moving his kiss to her neck as she moaned. He pulled her closer, sealing his mouth over hers once again, thrusting his tongue inside her as she felt him harden.

“Wait,” Blake said, ending the kiss but pulling Samantha to him, enveloping her in a strong embrace.

Samantha stepped back, rubbed her swollen lips, and looked up into his eyes, wanting him with every ounce of her being, but knowing this should never happen. This shouldn’t be happening. “Don’t worry, nobody will know about this either. I promise,” she said.

Samantha saw Blake take a deep breath, he seemed torn, but then she saw the control return to his face, his jaw tighten.

“I apologize. Kissing you, putting you in this situation was not my intention,” he said stiffly.

Back to the reason she was here, Samantha thought with a burst of resentment. He saw her as nothing more than a prop he could manipulate. She was a mannequin to dress, an assistant to help type his presentation, a hooker to kiss when he was lonely at night. All he wanted was an uncomplicated weekend. All she wanted was to get out of here, with some dignity left.

“You’re a good kisser,” she said, striving to keep her voice light. “But don’t worry. I won’t turn into a stalker.”

“Samantha,” he reached out for her, but she backed out of range.

“I’m tired,” she said. “Think I’ll turn in.”

Then she remembered about the bedroom situation, and slapped her hand over her mouth.

“Yes, we should get back to the house,” he said. “Thank you for all your efforts today, but you’re right. Tomorrow’s another long day of wedding stuff. And, we need to work on the Daycon presentation. After you.”

Well, that was awkward, Samantha thought, walking ahead of Blake back towards the beach picnic where candles were still glowing on the tables as the waiters worked to clean up, and back to the plantation house beyond.

One moment Blake was in the moment, the next, he became the unemotional, calculating boss everyone knew him to be at Blake Genetics. She was tired of it. She tried to remind herself to stay focus on the fact she would have the chance to present her project to him, that she still had his ear for another two days.

Right, Samantha thought, realizing how wrong she’d been about this whole situation. One touch, and she melted. How ridiculous. She was smarter than this. She needed to use her brains to get through the weekend. But now they were walking back to the plantation where they were assigned the same bedroom. That’s the worst thing that could have happened. What would they do?

“I’m going to sleep in the library. I should be able to wake up before anybody else, but I may need to come into the bedroom to get a change of clothes, if that’s ok,” Blake said as they walked up the steps of the porch.

“Of course, it’s your room, too,” Samantha said. “Why don’t you go get your things now and I’ll wait out here.”

“Good idea. I’ll knock on your door tomorrow around 9? Let’s try to get some work done in the morning,” Blake added, opening the door to the plantation. “Good night,” he said before disappearing inside.

Samantha let out a deep sigh and looked up into the cloudless sky. All she wanted to do was follow Blake up to their room.


Eight


Blake’s alarm beeped and he woke up with sunlight streaming into the library, still tired after a restless night’s sleep. The problem wasn’t the couch in the library. The problem was Samantha. His heart beat just a little faster every time he was near her. And last night, with the drinking and the champagne and the perfect moonlit sky, the moment he held her hand he couldn’t stop himself. Even though it hadn’t been in the plan, he’d had to taste her. Her lips had been as soft as he imagined, and breathing in the smell of her hair, letting his fingers slide through her silky tresses, had made him dizzy. The heat between them was intense. He’s been immediately aroused. Samantha made him feel alive.

He sat up, not wanting any of his family to find him sleeping on the couch. He had to stop thinking about her like that. She was a fake date. He was her boss. She had seemed more comfortable with the awkwardness of yesterday, and yet he had planned the whole weekend date idea, thinking a new wardrobe would be ample compensation for putting up with his family. Plus he’d seen she was ambitious at the meeting they’d attended. Ambitious, smart, quick to problem solve without the complications of a big ego. He’d known she’d jump at the chance to be a bigger part of the Daycon merger team. He was lucky to have her.

Now it was like he was caught up in her sexual spell, and even though she was nothing like Jane, he couldn’t let that happen. Instead of sleeping so he’d have a clear head to review the final details of the biggest deal of his life today, he’d continued to remember how she’d felt in his arms, warm and supple. Even the way she’d hummed under her breath when they’d been walking back to the house after their kiss had charmed him. He had wanted…what? He didn’t even know. He just felt different with her. Relaxed, letting his guard down. He wanted to not play his boss role. Not be in charge. Just be a man, only he didn’t remember who that man was anymore.

He stood up and stared out of the window. He’d missed the sunrise. When was the last time that had happened? He had to get himself under control, and shake off these unfamiliar feelings and this almost consuming desire to spend more time with Samantha. He even had the idiotic idea of trying to say things to make her laugh, just so that he could see her smile. He was lucky Samantha wasn’t falling under his spell, not that he had one to fall under. She was ambitious and smart enough to want to keep this whole fake date weekend to herself so she didn’t fall under the scrutiny of office gossips.

Deliberately Blake walked over to an oil portrait of his grandfather, Howard Putnam. While Blake viewed his own father as weak, because he’d given up his dreams of becoming a doctor so that he could step into the much larger shoes of his father and blindingly continuing to build a business that was killing the planet, he had the utmost respect for the founder of Putnam Industries. He tried to model himself after his grandfather. Howard Putnam had grown a business from nothing to one of the biggest in the Southeast. It was the right business for the right time, just like Blake’s genetic testing firm was now. What Blake liked the best was that when Howard Putnam spoke, everyone had listened. Blake learned everything he knew about discipline, control, management and keeping his emotions in check.

Howard Putnam hadn’t hired fools. He’d fired people who followed blindly. His grandfather had always reinvested in his business, been interested in the latest technologies. Blake’s own father Richard’s eyes and ears were closed to innovation and the reality of the damage Putnam Industries was doing. He had no long-term plans, besides handing over the keys to James. He ignored Blake’s pleas to invest in recycling efforts, and mocked his presentation about agri-pulp, a stand in for wood made from wheat, oat, barley and other crop stalks. Blake knew converting a paper mill to process wood pulp alternatives would cost tens of millions of dollars – but still, in the long run, it would be a win-win. Blake’s pleas fell on deaf ears. His brothers and now probably Avery’s husband would work for the company and collect an enormous bonus and salary each year for doing essentially nothing.

Blake was used to being on his own, making it on his own. He wasn’t tapping into his family wealth and settling like his brothers. His eldest brother James had gone off to college—Tulane, earned his degree and then immediately came back home and taken a job at Putnam Industries that had he not been a Putnam, he never would have qualified for. Where was the self-respect in that?


Nine


Samantha gazed out the bedroom window. She had never stayed in such a luxurious room, nor had such a spectacular view, but all she could think about was Blake. She ached for Blake with a need so raw, so primal she didn’t know how to deal with it. She was so confused. One moment Blake was the most engaging, most wonderful date in the world. A sexy, loving man with a sense of humor and their chemistry, oh my god. But then, he’d switch off, becoming the heartless, cold businessman who asked her here as a fake date to impress his parents. And she didn’t think he was doing it on purpose. It was almost as if he were as lost as she felt, and that made her heart ache even more for him.

Maybe because she was doing such a great job as his fake girlfriend she was losing her way. She was falling for the man she wanted him to be. She’d smiled and been charming all through dinner. She’d encouraged his toast, and entertained his younger brother all through the meal. She’d felt like she was really part of this event. She felt invested.

It had all started when they touched. Just thinking about his arm around her made her head swim again, and remembering their kiss made her stomach flip.

Here she was wrapped in a cocoon of luxury, in her own room of white comfort and dark wood, and yet all she could think of, all she wanted to think about, was the kiss she shared with Blake – and how he’d stopped it.

He felt the chemistry, he had to it was so strong the air around them became electric. And she felt his response during their kiss, she knew it. Why had he switched back into boss mode?

Stop daydreaming.

Samantha was a woman of action. She just wished she knew what action to take.

Samantha finished in the bathroom. She had just slipped on her grey booties when she heard a light tap on the door. Catching her breath in excitement, she opened the door.

“Great you’re awake,” Blake said. “And ready to work,” he said, noticing the laptop in her hand.

“Reporting for duty, Sir,” Samantha grinned and mock saluted.

His eyes opened in surprise, but she thought she saw a hint of a smile touch his lips. She had to fight not to lean in close.

“Is this Outfit Three I should be noticing?”

“Oops, caught,” Samantha felt herself blush a little, but she brazened it out. “These are boyfriend jeans. A bit of a bonus, Raymond slipped in as a favor, but I doubt it was gratis.”

“Boyfriend jeans,” he repeated as if he’d never heard the phrase. “I should give you more of my jeans. They look much better on you.”

He froze.

Samantha caught her breath.

“Why don’t you ah…,” she broke off then tried again. “Get ready. I’ll go get us some coffee, and we can get to work. Where do you want to work?”

“Up here’s great. By the window.”

“On the floor?”

“I am a circus yogi.”

Samantha laughed. “I’ll leave you to it then. Remember. Be one with your breath.”

She left her laptop on the bed and lightly ran down the stairs.
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Blake couldn’t help himself. He walked out into the hall so he could watch her leave. He loved the way she moved, so light and quick. Graceful.

Fake date. Not real. Employee. He reminded himself, stripping off his clothes so he could take a shower. A very cold shower, but a quick one. He had work to do. He rushed, but even he had to admit to himself that it was because he wanted to see Samantha again. She had smelled of flowers and sea air, and it had pierced him on a level he didn’t even know he had. And the simple jeans and T-shirt. Why had he ordered such formal clothes from Andrea’s? He wished he could just say to hell with the wedding and….

He turned off the shower and realized he hadn’t brought his clothes in with him. Awkward. She really made him lose his head. He quickly shaved and brushed his teeth, hoping to beat her back, but imaging how he would feel if the situation were reversed, and she walked into the room with just a towel, made it difficult to leave the room as quickly as he’d planned as his anatomy was not cooperating.

When he opened the door, she was sitting on the floor at the foot of the bed. Her long legs were stretched out in front of her. She was gorgeous.

“Ready to get to work?” she asked. “Oh,” she spotted him with just the towel wrapped around his lean waist. “Not quite.”

“The staff is efficient as ever,” he said drily. “You are back more quickly than I anticipated.”

Blake went to the armoire, quickly picked some clothes and hurried back to the bathroom to get dressed.

“How do you take your coffee?” She asked as he reemerged.

With you.

“Black.”

All he could think about was grabbing her and throwing her on the bed, kissing her everywhere. “What are you working on?”

“My secret project. Can I tell you about it? I’ve figured out how we can utilize our DNA testing protocols direct to consumer. It’s the new hottest thing, Blake, and I really think we could be at the forefront,” Samantha said, her enthusiasm sparkling all over her face.

“Tell me more,” Blake said and perched on the corner of the bed. He was certain if he sat down next to her on the floor, he wouldn’t be able to keep his mind on her presentation.

“Well, Mr. Putnam, here’s how it would work. You, Mr. Consumer, would start by ordering your DNA kit from our online portal,” Samantha said. She turned her computer to face him and revealed a slide that showed him the branding she’d developed as well as a simple, consumer-friendly interface. Blake was accustomed to the scientific, business applications of his model – he’d never considered direct to consumer.

“Then, we’d ship them a really cool DNA collection kit. They spit into it, return it to us in the prepaid package and we reveal the results online. We can have pages of enlightening information about where the individual came from, all the different ancestry found. It could be revolutionary. The next step will be the medical side of DNA testing. Giving consumers access to their risk of diseases like cancer, diabetes, Parkinson’s and the like. Right now, it looks like the FDA is blocking that application from happening, unfortunately. Shouldn’t each person have the right to know their genetically programmed future and maybe be able to do something about it?”

Blake was stunned. Yes, of course. This was the way to close the Daycon deal, and much, much more. He’d been so focused on the business to business aspects of genetics, within the scientific community. He’d been blind to the true empowerment opportunities. Samantha was brilliant, and beautiful. It took every ounce of control to stay perched on the side of the bed. He wanted to reach down and pull her to him.

“How long have you been working on this, Samantha?” Blake asked. He spoke slowly, trying to keep control.

“Well, don’t worry, it was during weekends and weekdays after work. I didn’t slack on any of my other projects. It’s just that I think this could be transformative for us,” Samantha said. “I’ve always been into ancestry. I told you, I’m a history buff.”

Blake allowed a smile to cross his face, and Samantha smiled in return.

“So?” she said.

“Samantha, I love it. Can we share the new direction of Blake Genetics with Daycon?” Blake asked.

“Of course, oh my gosh!” Samantha said, jumping up and giving Blake a high-five. “You like it!”

“Like it? I think I’m beginning to love it!” Blake said as someone knocked on the door.

Samantha hurried over to open it, revealing Evalyn.

“Just making sure you are both awake. How was your night?” she asked, winking again.

Samantha blushed, so Blake answered, “Fine Mother. We’ll see you down at breakfast.”

“Sorry, she throws me off with those winks,” Samantha said, once Blake had closed the door.

You throw me off, Blake thought. “Can I see the deck again before we go down for breakfast? I loved that presentation Samantha. Everything about it is perfect.”

Just like you.
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Samantha glowed. Blake loved the DNA project. During breakfast they’d sat next to each other at the kitchen table, talking about her project, Blake added ideas and expanded on the presentation even more. As far as work was concerned, they were clicking. And that was the most important thing, Samantha reminded herself. But Blake sure did look amazing in his navy shorts and white polo. The current between them pulsed stronger than ever, and she wondered how they’d be able to keep their relationship business only. She wanted that, right?

[image: *]*

Evalyn had scheduled the rehearsal for noon, to beat the afternoon heat, and to assure her sons would not stay up too late partying the night before as she’d told them all during the beach barbeque. But it was still hot and muggy. So there they were, assembled in the front row of white folding chairs, in the too-bright sunshine, grumpy, just trying to make it through and onto the next event. Blake included. He was pretending to listen to what Denton was saying, but was actually tuning everything out.

“Everyone, please, I just need your attention for a brief moment,” screamed the tiny brunette woman standing just outside the gazebo. Between the wind, the waves, and the Putnams, nobody could hear a word she was saying. The Putnams and the wedding party had gathered on the lawn in front of the Melrose Inn, another gorgeous replica of a southern plantation home complete with a rose garden and the white ocean-front gazebo where Avery would be married the next day.

Suddenly a man pulled up in a golf cart. He jumped out of the cart and held a bullhorn up to his lips.

“Hey, y’all listen up. My name is Steve and I’m the general manager of the club. If you need anything, come see me. But not until you give this lady the attention she deserves,” Steve said, finishing his bullhorn aided speech.

“Really, a bullhorn?” Blake said loudly, but was quickly shushed by the rest of the wedding party.

“Let’s just get through this,” Denton mumbled. “My hangover needs to get this whole thing we’re doing now over with.”

Blake smiled, noting his little brother had no idea what he was saying, and then resumed searching the crowd again for Samantha. Sure, she doesn’t have a role in this, he reasoned, but she should at least show up.

She’d excused herself after breakfast, and told him she’d see him at the rehearsal. Once the wedding party had finally settled into the folding chairs arranged on the lawn, Blake could finally see Samantha standing to the side of the gazebo. She looked beautiful, yet all she was wearing were khaki shorts, sandals and a white cotton top. She looked better than any woman here.

Control, he reminded himself, and tried to focus on the wedding planner’s directions. But he couldn’t hear a word the woman was saying. The wind was howling off the sound, carrying her words away with it.

This was torture. All of it. He just needed to get over Samantha. He was thinking about her too much. Last night was a mistake, an alcohol fueled moment that would never happen again. They were a perfect business team. That was all. Well, it wasn’t all, but it needed to be enough.
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Samantha stood next to the gazebo and she could hear everything, Amy, the wedding planner, was saying. Why didn’t the Putnams just stand up from their seats on the lawn and move closer? she wondered. Spoiled, that’s what they were, all of them.

“Do you need help?” Samantha asked Amy.

Amy was Samantha’s age or younger, a beautiful thin brunette with impossibly large breasts. Trying to garner the attention of all the Putnams seemed to be impossible. They were standing outside, at the edge of a huge seawall, facing the majestic Melrose Plantation, a traditional Southern-style yellow beauty now an Inn and Club for Indigo Island members and guests. The white lattice gazebo would be the backdrop for Avery and Mark’s vows. It was a gorgeous setting, and would be perfect as long as the wind stopped by tomorrow afternoon, Samantha thought.

“I wish they would all come closer,” Amy said.

“Y’all listen up, now!” Steve yelled into the bullhorn. “We’re going to move this rehearsal inside the Inn. Head into the owner’s club and we’ll take it from there.”

Now we decide to move inside, Samantha thought, after every last strand of her hair had been whipped around and tangled by the wind. It had felt good though, being out in this tempest, unable to talk to him. She was so confused. One minute they were brainstorming business, the next staring hungrily at each other, almost unable to speak. She’d nearly kissed him this morning. When he’d walked out of the bathroom with just the towel, she hadn’t been able to breathe.

How was she going to be able to work with all this desire swirling around? It was more than desire, she admitted to herself for the first time. Their kisses last night had been magical, leaving her breathless and wanting more. She had felt things inside, deep inside, sensations that she’d never felt before. She closed her eyes for a moment and turned away from the wedding party who had begun walking across the lawn towards the inn. She needed to keep to the agreement for both of them. She needed her job far more than she needed a man.

But still, if she closed her eyes and ran her tongue over her lips, she could taste him, feel his breath on her cheek. She needed to stop daydreaming. He was her boss. She wasn’t allowed to think anything more about him, no matter how handsome he was.


Ten


Samantha was excited about the rehearsal dinner, mostly because of the dress she’d selected – or rather Blake had selected with Raymond for her – to wear. She loved the way the bright blue silk cocktail dress made her eyes look a more intense, Pacific Ocean blue. The lace and silk gown fit her perfectly, like an extra layer of skin. Raymond had exclaimed that it was made for her. Samantha had never worn a dress this expensive, this stunning before. This dress will give me the confidence to play my role, Samantha told herself.

Standing in front of the full-length mirror in the bathroom of her suite, she spun around and admired the back of the dress, cut to show much of her back. She was checking herself out in the mirror as Blake barged through the door.

“Oh God, sorry,” he stammered, backing up quickly. “The door was open. I thought you were downstairs already.”

“My fault,” Samantha said, quickly. “I was just finishing up.”

Blake had returned from a round of golf, Samantha realized. He smelled like sweat and grass and ocean spray. She felt her heart leap, despite her lectures to herself. If he were really her boyfriend, she could walk across the room and press her body against him.

“You look gorgeous,” Blake said, his eyes locked with hers.

“Thank you,” Samantha said, a blush working its way up her neck.

“About last night –” they both said, in unison, and started laughing.

“Blake, listen, that kiss, I can’t stop thinking about it,” Samantha said. “But I know this is for work. I’m ok faking it, it’s just that, well, I feel something, I feel a lot of things when I’m with you.”

“I can’t stop thinking about it either,” Blake said and entered the room and closed the door behind him.

Samantha walked toward him slowly. This was crazy, wasn’t it? He couldn’t possibly be interested in her more than an employee or maybe someone to mess around with for a convenient weekend. He was Blake Putnam and she was Samantha Jones.

Blake stepped closer to her, close enough she could feel his breath down the back of her neck, giving her chills. “You make me feel things, no matter how much I try not to,” Blake said, reaching up and brushing a strand of hair away from her face. “I was not expecting this. This was not part of the plan.”

“I know. I don’t think you tried to trick me about this.”

He had tricked her about the wedding though, but his confusion about the attraction between them seemed real. He seemed as unable to stop his reaction as she was.

“I know you’re worried because I’m your boss, but I would never, ever use this against you, no matter what happens or doesn’t happen between us.”

His hand reached up to cup her cheek.

“Look, I’m shaking. I can’t stop thinking about you, about touching all of you. God, I bought you all these clothes and now all I want to do is undress you.”

Samantha’s nipples hardened beneath the silk dress and her breath caught in her throat. Blake leaned down and gently pressed his lips against hers, and she could smell his manliness, smell his sweat and desire. Blake’s hand gently brushed against each nipple and Samantha shuddered. When Blake’s tongue began to push against her lips, Samantha opened her mouth, welcoming him in, teasing him with her tongue, too.

Blake wrapped both arms around her waist and, as they remained locked in a kiss, he propelled her backwards and up against the bathroom counter.

“Oh Blake,” Samantha said, as Blake pressed his erection against her.

“I really, really want you,” he said in a low deep voice.

Samantha leaned forward, her breathing heavy, a moan escaping her lips before Blake wrapped his arms around her again and bit her lower lip.

“Oh my god,” she said, a shudder overtaking her.

All she wanted was him, to take off the dress and have him insider her.

But Blake pulled away from their kiss, gently pressing her cheek against his strong, hard chest. Holding her close to him, where she could hear his heart beating loudly in his chest.

“Not like this,” he murmured against her hair. “Not rushed. We have to get to the rehearsal dinner,” he said, his voice tight. “I want our time together to be special. You go on down for cocktails.”

Samantha wanted to object, to wait for him, but maybe it would be easier to make small talk with his family instead of walking into the room with him and pretending that she had any control over her body or her reaction to him. Her center clenched with desire, remembering how he’d touched her, and kissed her, bringing her to the brink of orgasm even though both of them still had their clothes on.

Imagine how he could make her feel later. She went to reapply her lipstick and smiled at her red, puffy lips, knowing they didn’t really need any lipstick to give them the “just-kissed” look.

Oh, Sam, she asked herself, what have you gotten yourself into?

[image: *]*

Blake needed a long, cold shower. Somehow he’d managed to pull himself away from Samantha just in time. What he’d wanted to do was rip the gorgeous dress off her body, pick her up and put her on top of the bathroom counter, palm her perfect breasts in his hands and watch her blue eyes darken as he thrust inside her, deep inside her. But he knew his being her boss complicated things, and that he had to stick to his promise of a platonic weekend if she wanted. He wouldn’t push her. He shouldn’t be wanting her at all, but Blake realized it was too late to ignore his desire.

He splashed aftershave on his face, and smiled as he looked down at the white marble countertop. He imagined Samantha sitting there just a few moments before, naked after he pulled the blue silk dress from her body – shaking his head, he walked into his bedroom, closing the bathroom door behind him.

They’d reconnect tonight, and he could hardly wait. Checking his tie in the bedroom mirror, he nodded at his reflection and steeled himself for the festivities of the evening. As he reached the bottom of the main staircase, he scanned the crowd for Samantha. There were only 30 people invited to the rehearsal dinner, he remembered, so it shouldn’t be hard to spot Samantha. He looked again, taking in the crowd, but she was nowhere.

“A martini sir?” asked a waiter carrying a silver tray.

“Yes, thank you,” Blake answered, surprised when the waiter handed him his favorite drink, the exact way he liked it: double stuffed blue cheese olives, dirty and up.

And then he spotted his sister, grinning at him from the corner of the grand foyer.

Avery hurried across the room to hug him.

“You look gorgeous big sis,” Blake said, kissing Avery on the cheek and stepping back to admire her yellow silk dress. Her cheeks were flushed and Blake realized, just then, how happy she was.

“Thanks little brother,” she answered. “I ordered you a drink, I hope I got it right. I really like Samantha, by the way. I hope Mark is growing on you.”

Blake took a big sip of his martini, allowing the searing liquid to coat his throat, giving him time to answer. “Sis, if you’re happy, I’m happy. And Mark seems to make you happy so he’s welcome, just another part of the family,” Blake answered, measuring his words.

“He’s joining Putnam Enterprises!” Avery confided. “He’s so excited. He’ll be right under James!”

Of course he would, Blake thought, taking another big drink of his martini. Mark would be married to his sister tomorrow, and then, he’d have a job for life. Not because he was the smartest, or the most skilled, or the most qualified – no it would be simply because he was family. Blake wanted to change the subject before he said something he’d regret.

“Avery, have you seen Samantha? I haven’t spotted her since I came down,” Blake said.

“Oh, last I saw she was in the library,” Avery answered. “I’m so glad you’re happy for me, Blake! Your opinion means a lot.”

“Cheers,” Blake said, kissing his sister on the cheek and happy that for once he hadn’t shared his opinion.

He placed his empty glass on a passing waiter’s tray. “Another please. I’ll be in the library.”

“Yes, sir,” the waiter said.

Blake walked in the door of the library, and froze.

Samantha, wearing the elegant blue dress, that he hoped to peel off her delectable body later tonight was backed into the corner of his father’s library, talking intimately with Mark’s brother, Max, the same guy who had tried to flirt with her before on the beach. Blake didn’t care if they were about to be family, all he cared about was Sam, and she looked uncomfortable.

Max had her pinned against the bookcase, and she had to crane her neck to look up at him. She was leaning away from him, and he was talking to her intensely.

“Blake,” she said, and he caught the note of relief in her voice. “I thought women were supposed to take ages to get ready, not men.”

Max had backed off enough so that she could slip past him. She linked her fingers with his, and when the waiter joined them and handed Blake the drink he’d ordered, she stole it, took a sip, her eyes smiling into his.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

Blake pulled her close and gave her a soft kiss on the lips.

“Was he bothering you?” Blake asked, narrowing his eyes at Max, who leaned against the books and smiled at them.

“It’s nothing,” she handed his drink back.

“Do you want one?”

“Exactly like that,” Samantha told the waiter.

“Have mine,” he whispered in her ear. “Let’s go outside. I want to be alone with you.”

Blake looked into her beautiful blue eyes, and softened. He looked away from Max and focused on Samantha. “You do look beautiful. I just, I don’t trust Mark’s brother or his family.”

“Blake, you do trust me though,” she led him back into the larger room. “I was just having a conversation with him. He flirts, but not my type.”

“What’s your type?” He asked curiously.

“Evolving,” Samantha said, relaxing enough to tease him.

She took the martini off the waiter’s tray as he paused in front of her.

“Olive?” She asked him, as she put one in her mouth and stood on tip toe so he could eat the other one on the stick.

Blake never did public displays of affection. Ever. He’d even told her that, but he caught the olive between his lips and with his free hand pulled her in tight to his body so that she could feel what she did to him. Samantha sighed into his mouth, and moved against him, so that his erection pressed into her belly.

“Things have changed, Sam,” Blake said. “Forget the business deal. I want to be together.”

She pulled away. “What do you mean forget the…?” She whispered.

“Dinner is served,” the waiter hovered by his elbow.

Blake bit back a curse. “Samantha, wait,” he called out.

She was already crossing the room following the others into the grand dining room. He practically had to run to catch up to her. He looked down at her. Her expression was unreadable, but she bit down on her full bottom lip. Even that was sexy, Blake thought. She looked tense, but he didn’t know why. He debated what to do. There was distance between them. He traced a finger down her bare arm and covered her small hand with his. She smiled up at him and flipped her wrist so that they were holding hands.

“We could just make a run for it,” he whispered in her ear.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

He stopped walking right on the threshold. “Try me.”

Samantha looked at his expression, and he could tell she was uncertain.

“Blake, it’s your sister’s wedding weekend. It’s why we’re here.”

She squeezed his hand and then let him go.
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As they walked into the grand dining room – and it was grand, bigger than any room Samantha had ever had dined in before, including restaurants – all she could feel, all she could sense was the pressure of Blake’s hand on the small of her back. It made her feel cared for, a part of something, and she hadn’t felt like that in a long time, but what did he mean, forget the business deal. Did he expect her to quit her job now and date him? Is that what he thought?

She squared her shoulders. She wanted to whirl around and demand an answer right now, but Avery smiled and waved at her, and then said something to her fiancé, who then looked at them.

She smiled back. She’d get through the dinner somehow and then before she’d get lost in his kisses, she wanted to know exactly what Blake was thinking.

She didn’t trust herself with words, so she simply smiled at his entire family as they entered the room. The warmth of his hand, which had now settled on her waist, seemed to ignite a fire that flared through her blood stream. He was touching her in front of his entire family and the wedding party. That must mean something, but Samantha couldn’t analyze anything anymore as her attention was focused on imagining Blake’s chest without his dress shirt. She was fueled by lust and longing. She turned to look at Blake, wearing a perfectly fitted European cut suit, navy blue, white shirt, navy tie with tiny light blue dots – she realized suddenly, his tie perfectly matched her dress. She imagined his broad shoulders, his perfect six-pack—

“Hello you two,” Blake’s dad said, interrupting her fantasy.

“Hello Mr. Putnam,” Samantha said, giving Blake’s dad a kiss on the cheek.

“Tonight you two are split up, I’m afraid. But no worries, this evening should be over in a couple of hours,” Mr. Putnam said, extending his arm. “Samantha, allow me to escort you to your table.”

Blake shot a look at Samantha, and she could tell he was about to say something, but she jumped in.

“That’s fine. That’s how it should be. I’m sure there is a table for family, Blake,” Samantha said, squeezing his hand. She felt him relax, just by reassuring him that she would be ok.

“Yes, of course,” Blake said. “Thank you, Dad.” Blake motioned for his dad and Samantha to go ahead of him, and he shot Samantha a knowing grin.

Samantha was sure Blake’s dad could tell how attracted she was to his son, that her excitement, and anticipation, was obvious to everybody in the room. But she focused on small talk as Richard Putnam escorted her to a table filled with “the others”, non-family members including, unfortunately, Mark’s brother, Max, whom Samantha was seated beside.

“Here you are dear,” Richard Putnam said, pulling out her chair for her. The dining room was gorgeous, filled with red and white roses, exquisite candelabras, china place settings ringed with silver and white, crystal stemware and silver flatware all sparkling in the dim light. Everything was perfect, except for the fact that she would have to endure Max with his caustic comments about Blake coupled with his intense flirting.

“Thank you so much, Richard,” Samantha said giving Blake’s dad a hug as he deposited her at her seat while subtly moving her chair away from Max. She knew Blake would be furious about who she was sitting next to, but would he hold it against her again?

“Well, look who’s here,” Max said, his speech already slurred by the cocktails at the reception. “Miss Icy Hot, that’s who.”

Samantha couldn’t decide what to say to him, realizing the best response would be to ignore him. Instead she looked around the large circular table and smiled at all the other “others”. Unfortunately, Shelby was seated at the next table over, another table of others. She’d hoped the younger girl would carry the conversation. From the looks of her own table, Samantha looked to be the one who was expected to carry the conversation at this one.

First, she’d need to put Max in his place.

“Look Max, you’re a great guy, I’m sure,” Samantha said, as soon as Max and his entire body began to lean toward her. “But I’m here with Blake. I know you want to respect that. Blake is Avery’s brother, soon to be your in-law.”

“Look Sam,” Max said, still slurring his words. “I’m nothing to the Putnams and neither are you. You might think Blake likes you, but he’s just using you. That guy doesn’t “like” anybody, not even his own family. Ask them.”

The room rang out with the clinking of forks on crystal, and the words “toast” “a toast”.

Samantha tried to turn in her chair, to face the front of the room where Avery and her wedding party were seated, trying to turn her back on Max, trying to block out the words ringing in her ears. She knew how Blake felt, she’d experienced the passion of their embrace. She knew Blake wanted to end up in bed with her, and she wanted the same thing and more. The more part, well, that’s what Max was trying to make her doubt. Even as she could feel him leaning towards her, even as she felt his breath on her back, she forced herself to ignore him and listened to the toast.

“To Avery and Mark, may they enjoy the best of everything!” Denton said, his broad smile lighting up the front of the room. Samantha glanced over to the table next to her and watched as Shelby beamed. Those two were cute together, she thought. She wondered what people thought of her and Blake. They all knew she was seven years his junior, and that she worked for him. She hoped they didn’t hold it against her.

She realized she was thinking about Blake as if they were in a relationship, not on a make-believe weekend.

Blake stood to offer a toast, and Samantha felt his eyes connect with hers from across the room. “A toast, to my favorite sister, Avery. I hope you find happiness and a lifelong connection. Some relationships, no matter how they begin, are simply meant to be.”

Samantha felt his words inside her body, as if he was whispering into her ear, not projecting his toast across three tables.

“Mark, you know our family had our early doubts about you.” Blake said, pausing as uncomfortable laughter erupted in the room. “But you make Avery happy and as long as you continue to do that, the Putnams welcome you into our family. Cheers.”

“Asshole,” Max said, loud enough for Samantha’s entire table, and the adjoining table to hear.

“Max,” Samantha said, turning to glare at him. “That was a wonderful toast.”

Before she knew what was happening, Max was clinging his wine glass with his desert spoon.

“I’d like to follow that warm toast with one of my own,” Max slurred, standing up, almost spilling his half-empty glass of red wine on Samantha’s head. “When my brother started getting serious about a Putnam, I told him he was crazy. That family will eat you alive, I said. But Avery’s a nice enough girl, so what’s a guy to do? It’s hard to find that, right Samantha? A real man who isn’t just using you for a date? Well, cheers and good luck to the couple or couples!”

Samantha dropped her head, staring at her food. This was humiliating, she thought, unsure of what to say or do. She was sure of one thing, “You’re awful, Max,” she said in a low voice.

“What did you say Miss Icy Hot?” Max leered at her. “At least I’m not an asshole, I’m the only non-asshole here. In fact, you are an asshole, too. A gold digging asshole.”

The ugliness of Max’s words were sinking in, her humiliation deepened. She wanted to leave, but wasn’t sure she could make her legs do it. Blake bore down on the table. Samantha sighed in relief that he wasn’t just abandoning her.

Blake grabbed Max by both lapels, holding his face close to his own.

“You don’t talk to Sam that way. You don’t know her. You never will. You don’t know me or my family.”

Max struggled, then Blake released him. Max threw an awkward punch, but Blake countered and sent Max soaring backwards, where he sprawled on the plush dining room carpet. Blake leaned over him.

“Don’t insult Samantha and don’t try to strike at me with an insulting toast at my sister’s wedding. Get out or I’ll throw you out.”

Max sat up and sneered.

“You think you’re so…,”

Blake reached down to grab Max again, but both Denton and James were at his side, restraining him. “That’s enough Blake,” Denton said. “You made your point.”

“Get out of here, Max,” Denton said. “For good, or you’ll be dealing with all three of us.” And the three brothers stood together as Max, holding his face, hurried out of the room.

At the front table, Richard Putnam clinked his glass and said, “Please, everyone, this is my daughter and Mark’s evening. Let’s not allow this incident to ruin anything. Carry on.”

James and Denton walked back to the front as Blake took Max’s seat next to Samantha. Her head was in her hands, shame and shock mingled together. She noticed the sound of dinner party chatter was returning to the room. And then she felt him next to her, her body responded immediately, feeling better simply by his nearness.

“Sam, it’s ok,” Blake said in a low voice, his head next to hers.

His hand smoothed over her back.

“Please, Sam look at me.”

She dropped her hands from her face and stared into his blue eyes. She could see his jaw was tense with worry. He ran his thumbs along her cheekbone.

“Max has always disliked me. We knew each other in school. I’m sorry it spilled over to you.”

She caught his right hand and kissed his knuckles.

“Do they hurt?”

“A little,” he said ruefully. “Out of practice.”

Her eyes filled with tears, tears she didn’t want to spill in public, not during Avery’s special night.

“Come on,” Blake said, pulling her to standing and then tucking her into him, folding her tightly into his side. She could feel his powerful bicep holding them together.

Together they walked through the impressive foyer and out into the beautiful Low Country night, full moon twinkling off the calm waters of the sound, the red and white striped lighthouse of Hilton Head Island visible in the distance.

Samantha had dried her tears with Blake’s handkerchief. They stood side by side on the wrap around porch, simply breathing in the night air, each of them lost in thought. There were words, possibly hard words to hear, but words that had to be said.


Eleven


“Blake,” Samantha spoke, knowing the words had to be said. “What did you mean the deal’s off?”

“What?” He sounded far away.

“In the library. You said the deal was off. Did you mean that if you and I have a…,” Samantha broke off because he hadn’t offered a relationship had he?

“If we,” she took a deep breath. She was an adult. She wanted to try for a relationship with Blake and keep her career at Blake Genetics. She had to be able to stand up for herself.

“You said you wanted me. Is that for just tonight on the island, or did you want to date, see where it goes?”

She had his attention now.

“Why would you think I would sleep with you only once?”

His hands were on her shoulders. He smiled.

“You have seriously underestimated your power over me.”

“But what about the merger talks and my job? If we date, you don’t expect me to leave Blake Genetics.”

“No.”

“But?”

“But nothing. It might be awkward sometimes, but we’ll deal with anything like that together. I knew I was right to pull your file. I picked you over Marlene’s first choice. I knew I shouldn’t give in to my impulse, but there was something about you,” he shook his head and smiled, self-deprecating. “There is something about you. I couldn’t…I can’t resist.”

Samantha stood on her tip toes.

“Then don’t.”
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Blake stared down into her gorgeous, expressive eyes. Next to him on the porch, stood a woman different from any woman he’d ever known. She was smart, independent, an asset to his business, a history buff, and gorgeous. Everything he’d given up trying to find. He could even imagine letting her into his tightly guarded, very controlled life. He wanted that, he realized. He wanted her to change his life.

He pulled her close to him and briefly kissed her. Then he closed his eyes, and let his forehead rest against hers. He could feel emotion wash over him, every time she was close to him, and he no longer was sure he wanted to fight it.

“Well,” Samantha said, pressing kisses down his face until her lips were millimeters from his. “I guess we need to go back inside and join the festivities.”

“I’d rather stay here next to you,” Blake said, breathing her in. “I’m sorry for what Max said. It’s not true.”

“Which part?” Samantha asked, looking up into his eyes, loving the man she saw there, the crinkles next to his eyes, his slight smile he saved only for special moments, like this.

“The part when he said you were just a date. That’s what you were supposed to be. We were supposed to be faking it, but I can’t. Not with you. It’s probably the reason I pulled your file in the first place. I had planned on using you to just get through the weekend as quickly and easily as possible, and now I can’t stop thinking about you. I’ve been attracted to you since the moment I saw you in that meeting. I want you. I want to protect you. I don’t want us to end.”

“Oh Blake,” Samantha said, as Blake leaned down to kiss her, placing a firm hand behind her neck and gently brushing her lips with his. Samantha pushed her lips into his, wanting him, all of him.

Blake struggled to break off the kiss. “But you’re right, Sam, we have to go back inside. God this is hard.”

“Yes, it is,” Samantha said, smiling while placing her hand on his erection, visible through his suit pants.

“That’s what you do to me,” Blake said.

Her fingers traced his length, and he groaned against her lips.

“You are supposed to be helping me.”

“I am very helpful. Do you want to see what you do to me?” She asked playfully.

The front door opened and Blake’s mother appeared. “Dear, I hope I’m not intruding but we really need you back at the family table Blake. It isn’t right without you, son,” Evalyn said, firmly, more of a directive than a request, as she returned inside.

“You heard the woman,” Blake said, holding the door open for Sam. “After you. And, I’ll be after you later.”
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Shelby hurried to Samantha’s side as soon as she rejoined her table. Max’s place setting had been cleared, as had his chair. All traces of him, and the incident had been removed by the efficient staff.

“Are you ok?” Shelby asked, hugging Samantha around the shoulders.

“Yes, I’m fine, just embarrassed,” Samantha said.

“Don’t be. Everyone thought he was a jerk, and now we all know he is a jerk,” Shelby said. “He’s just jealous of you and Blake. You two are so perfect together. Oopsie, I’ve gotta go eat.”

The rest of the rehearsal dinner seemed to last forever, at least for Samantha, who could not wait to be in Blake’s arms again. She barely touched the prime rib and potatoes, even though the meal tasted fabulous. Her stomach clenched at the thought of his hands on her body.

Finally, when the last toast was delivered and the bride and groom thanked everyone again, the dinner was over. Blake appeared as Samantha was standing up, wishing her table mates a good evening.

“Hello, gorgeous,” he whispered in her ear. “Come with me.”

Blake maneuvered the two of them through the dinner crowd and out the front door, making impressive time. Samantha noticed the bruise forming on his right hand, the spot where he made contact with Max’s face, but she didn’t mention it. She wanted tonight to be about just the two of them. Once they were outside, Blake hurried them down the stairs, leading her to a golf cart parked in the circular drive.

“For once, no driver,” he said, looking as happy as Samantha had ever seen him. He looked carefree and completely irresistible. “Climb in.”

Samantha slid into the passenger seat, and Blake hopped into the driver’s seat, and quickly, they were driving along a cart path bordering the ocean. It was another perfect moonlit evening, with a bit of a chill in the air.

Blake noticed her goose bumps. He stopped the cart, took off his dinner jacket and wrapped it around Samantha. The coat was huge, warm and smelled just like his cologne.

“Where are we headed?” Samantha asked.

“To a place where we can have a little privacy. Trust me, do you?” Blake asked.

“Yes,” Samantha answered, swallowing hard, anticipation and desire were building inside her, consuming her thoughts and words.

Blake shot her a devious grin as they rounded a corner and the Melrose Inn came into sight. Samantha looked at him, but didn’t say a word, not trusting herself. This was where the wedding would take place tomorrow, outside near the gazebo. But why were they here now?

Pulling the golf cart into a parking spot, Blake walked around to her side of the cart and offered his hand. She took it, and instantly, the connection zinged through her. They climbed the stairs to the grand inn, and walked inside to the front desk. Samantha admired the wide hardwood floors, the huge floral arrangement greeting visitors. The Melrose Inn felt at the once steeped in history, and very modern.

“Enjoy your stay, Mr. and Mrs. Putnam,” the hotel clerk said, handing Blake a key with a wink. Samantha blushed and looked away, as Blake took her hand and led her to the main staircase.

“We don’t even have luggage,” Samantha whispered, embarrassed. She was excited to be here, to be with Blake, but at the same time, she felt a bit like a hooker, walking into a hotel late at night, grabbing a room for a hookup.

“Relax,” Blake said as the reached the top of the stairs. Samantha followed him down a long hallway, and stopped when they reached the room at the end. He put the key in the door, and then stepped aside to allow Samantha to walk in first.

The room was a suite, with a direct view of the ocean, the moon framed in the center of the sliding glass doors that led out to their private terrace. Candles were lit throughout the sitting area and a dozen long-stemmed roses in a crystal vase adorned the coffee table.

“Oh, Blake, this is beautiful,” Samantha said, shrugging off his suit jacket and hanging it on the back of the desk chair. She crossed the room and slid open the door to the outdoor porch, noticing the gazebo below and then the ocean beyond. Blake came up behind her and pulled her into him. Samantha could feel his need, and she trembled with desire.

Blake began kissing her neck, gently, and then, quickly spun her around to face him. His lips found hers, pressing hard, parting her lips with his tongue, his need as apparent as her own. She wrapped her arms around his neck, lost in him, in this moment, feeling dizzy and excited, smelling Blake’s masculine scent and feeling his strong arms around her.

Samantha’s lips parted allowing Blake’s tongue inside. She heard Blake moan, as he held their kiss but bent down and scooped her up into his arms.

She’d never been carried literally by a man or carried away with desire, he could have taken her anywhere and she would have gone. Where he took her was to the bedroom of their suite, to a bed covered with red rose petals. He gently placed her in the center of the bed, her blue dress a beautiful contrast to the red rose petals surrounding her.

“Samantha,” Blake said, standing and staring down at her with an intensity, a longing that made her crazy.

Samantha needed him on top of her, needed to feel him inside her. She writhed on the bed of rose petals, feeling the silky softness under her arms and back while reaching towards Blake. “Please,” she moaned.

Finally, Blake climbed onto the bed, lying on his side next to her. Samantha reached for him, trying to pull him on top of her, but he resisted. “Shh, let’s take this slowly,” he said, his eyes dark and wanting.

She sucked in a big gulp of air as Blake reached over and slid one strap of her dress off her shoulder followed by the other. He trailed his fingers lightly across the top of her collarbone, up her neck and up to her lips. Samantha wanted to scream, she reached down, reaching for his belt, but Blake grabbed her hand and placed it flat on the bed.

“No,” Blake commanded. “I want to touch all of you first.”

Samantha’s head swam, but she did as Blake instructed keeping her hands pressed against the rose petals as he slowly unzipped the side of her dress, pushing the fabric aside to reveal her left breast, as her nipples hardened.

“Gorgeous,” he murmured, cupping her breast, rolling her nipple between his fingers.

Samantha arched her back, reaching for him, but Blake said, “No,” grabbing both of her wrists in his left hand, holding them together above her head.

“If you don’t behave, I’m going to need to tie you up,” Blake said, kissing her ear, her neck and her exposed breasts while holding her arms tight.

“Oh my God,” Samantha cried, squirming in place, trying to control the growing urge inside, the need, wetness flowed soaking her underwear. She was losing control and she didn’t care.

Blake released her arms and in a quick movement, slid her dress down her body and all the way off. She was naked, exposed except for her underwear. And he was fully dressed, except for his suit coat. She couldn’t find a way to ask him to undress, she couldn’t form a thought. She’d become a ball of need.

“I dreamed you would be this beautiful, this sexy,” he said, climbing back on the bed, slipping a finger under the lace of her underwear. “And now I’m going to taste you.” Blake pulled her panties off quickly. Samantha gasped, her hips bucking as Blake’s expertise took her over the edge, his lips sucked on her nipples, and moved down to her sex. She pulled his hair, reached for his shoulders and grabbed bunches of his shirt, until he inserted one finger inside her and she screamed, her orgasm rolling through her body.

Samantha shuddered, and writhed on the bed, having just experienced the best orgasm of her life, rose petals attaching to parts of her body now slick with sweat. “Blake, please, I want you inside me,” she moaned, it was something she’d never desired more in her life.
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Blake couldn’t believe how turned on Samantha made him. She was so hot, with perfect breasts and tiny waist. He rose and stood at the side of the bed, still watching her writhe with pleasure. Her eyes were closed, a small smile formed over her heart-shaped lips.

Blake yanked off his tie, tossing it to the ground, removed his belt, and grabbed the condom out of his pocket, tossing it on the bed. His shirt and pants were joined by his boxers and socks in a heap on the floor. He tried to calm his breathing, to regain control of himself, of his emotions. He wanted Samantha with a fervor he’d never felt before, a desire so strong he wondered if it could ever be satisfied.

Finally, she opened her eyes and looked up at him. “Please,” she said again.

“Since you asked so nicely,” Blake said, climbing onto the bed, and finally laying on top of her, their naked bodies fitting perfectly together, the heat between them a fire.

“I knew you’d have an eight-pack,” Samantha murmured, lying beneath him, but moving her hand appreciatively across his chest. “You are the perfect man, Mr. Putnam.”

“No, not perfect, but hopefully just right for you,” Blake answered, beginning to move his hips, his erection growing even harder, his need almost overwhelming. He began to glide his member over her sensitive sex, and she reached out and grabbed his shoulders, bringing her legs up and wrapping them around his waist.

“Please,” she begged, but Blake wanted to tease her, to push her over the edge again, so he controlled himself, rubbing against her with his hips and his erection, leaving her whimpering.

“Come again,” Blake said, “Do you feel me? Let yourself go.” Blake could feel her shaking beneath him, he could feel her pelvis thrusting upward, wanting him inside, and even though he wasn’t, it was enough to send her over the edge and she screamed.

“Oh my god,” she said, “I can’t take anymore.”

Blake reached for the condom and quickly pulled it on.

“Shh, baby, I’m here,” Blake said, rubbing her cheek, pushing her hair off of her face until she looked up at him, her pupils huge with desire. “Let’s do this together.”

Blake stared down into Samantha’s eyes as he thrust inside her, slowly pushing into her, thrusting again, her tightness forcing him to moan. “God Sam you feel so good.”

“You’re so big,” Samantha said and Blake swelled with pride. Nobody had made him feel like this in bed. This was what it was about, he realized, lowering his head and kissing one of her nipples, teasing her again. She writhed and moaned beneath him as he thrust deeper inside.

Blake pulled out halfway, causing Samantha to wrap her legs around him, trying to pull him back in. “Ok, I’ll give you it all,” Blake growled, pushing and thrusting completely inside her, as deep as he could go, rocking his hips, causing his erection to fill her fully, completely.

They climaxed together, with Samantha shouting his name as he exploded inside her, and then collapsed on top of her, drenched in sweat, his muscles beginning to relax as he regained control.

Finally, when his breathing had almost returned to normal, Blake wanted to make sure Samantha was ok. She had a folded rose petal crushed against her stomach. Her long blonde hair was wild, and tangled, and she looked like a dream, a dream he never imagined he’d live.

Blake pulled her close to him, and they spooned, each of them breathing a bit easier as time went by. He couldn’t believe how great it made him feel, to hold her this way. Sure the sex was amazing, but this, this was something more. This was something he’d never felt before. Usually, he’d want to get out as soon as sex was over. He didn’t want to lose control to anyone, he didn’t need complications in his life.

But Samantha was more than a complication. She could become a permanent part of his life, his real life, he realized. He wouldn’t lose his edge if he cared for this woman. No, he could still be a strong man, a successful entrepreneur, and have someone by his side, as long as that someone was Samantha.

But did she feel the same way?

“Samantha?”

“Hmm,” she said, rolling over to face him, a rose petal stuck to her cheek.

“How was it?” Blake asked, worry, an unfamiliar emotion, flooded his brain.

“That was the best thing that ever happened to me,” Samantha said, staring intently into his eyes. “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me Blake.”

Samantha sat up next to him, pulling a throw around herself, a shy move Blake found adorable after all they’d just done together.

“How about some champagne?” Blake asked, sliding off the bed and returning from the other room with an iced bucket with Veuve Cliquot.

“Sounds great, just let me go freshen up,” Samantha said.

“You’ll find some clothes to put on in the closet,” Blake said as Samantha made her way towards the bathroom and the walk-in closet. “I had them sent over from the house, just in case.”

“Wow, you’re amazing,” Samantha said, turning to give him her signature smile.

Blake felt a lightness, a carefree feeling, he hadn’t felt since he was a child.


Twelve


After sharing half a bottle of champagne on the balcony, enjoying the moonlight, Samantha had suggested they’d need to get some sleep for the wedding the following afternoon. How they’d managed to have sex again, before turning in, she wasn’t sure, because she didn’t think it was possible for her to have that many orgasms in one night. But she did.

Blake was an amazing lover, and he had such a strong, hard body, she loved the feel of all of him. This morning, they’d had breakfast brought to their suite. She’d changed into the jogging clothes he’d brought over from her room and had decided to run back to the plantation, hoping she could have an enjoyable morning run, and that it would give them a chance to each return to the Putnam Plantation alone. Maybe nobody had noticed they’d spent the night out, she hoped. By the time she returned from her jog, nobody was milling around the first floor so she was able to make it up to their room without talking to anyone.

With a couple hours before she needed to get ready for the wedding, she decided to take a shower and a quick nap. She opened the door to the bathroom and walked in on a naked Blake, just out of the shower.

“Oh good, it’s you,” he said, his eyes narrowing as he walked towards her, locking the bathroom door behind her. “I was hoping you’d join me for a shower.”
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The weather was perfect for an early evening wedding. Samantha, dressed in her baby blue Oscar de la Renta and dripping in diamonds, as Shelby noted, sat next to Shelby in the back of the Putnam family section and beamed at Blake, handsome in his tux, standing between his two brothers as the groomsmen. Max had left the island, so only Avery’s brothers stood up for Mark. He seemed fine with it, though. Maybe Max was a jerk to him, too, Samantha realized.

Avery glided down the aisle escorted by both her mom and dad. She looked beautiful in a simple white gown, with a thin diamond studded tiara holding her delicate veil. The string quartet played the wedding march, and Samantha and Shelby stood and held hands as Avery walked by.

“I can’t wait to be a bride,” Shelby said, leaning in close to Samantha.

Samantha, who had dreamed of all the details of becoming a bride in her scrapbooks and on Pintrest, suddenly realized her dreams might come true. She turned to look at Blake. He was smiling at her, his blue eyes communicating the secrets and the passion they shared.

“Me too,” Samantha said to Shelby.

The wedding reception took place on the lawn of the Melrose Inn, and Samantha and Blake were inseparable. At one point, Blake suggested they make a break for the suite, visible from where they were standing, but Samantha knew that would be wrong.

“I just want to rip that gown off of your body,” Blake whispered, sending shivers down her spine.

“Behave, Mr. Putnam. Do you know how much you spent on this little gown?” Samantha teased. “Besides, your family needs you here today. We have plenty of time for that once we get back to Charlotte. Don’t we?” Samantha asked. Worry had crept into her voice, she knew, as she thought about how everything could change once they were away from this island.

“We do. You’ll help me close the Daycon deal next week, we’ll pitch them on the direct to consumer DNA testing which will of course close the deal. We’ll celebrate by taking a trip somewhere fabulous, getting to know each other even better,” Blake answered, pulling her into an embrace. “And I can’t wait for that.”

“Hello you two,” Richard Putnam said walking up to them.

Samantha gave him a kiss on the cheek as his son clapped him on the back. “How’s it going Dad?” Blake asked.

“It’s great Son. Beautiful wedding. Life is as it should be but I still wish you were down here, with us, in the business. I miss you, that’s all,” Richard said.

“That’s the best thing I’ve ever heard a dad say to his son,” Samantha said, while Blake smiled.

“He’s just sentimental. Besides, you’ve got James, Dad. And Denton soon enough. I’d just be in the way,” Blake said.

“Son, there will always be room for you. We could make you and James co-presidents eventually,” Richard said.

Samantha realized there might be a stronger sibling rivalry between Blake and James than she’d thought. She knew Blake would never be number two to anyone. Maybe that was the real reason he’d started his own company, Samantha thought.

“Dad, I love you, but I’m happy making my own way,” Blake said, and Samantha’s heart warmed as he expressed love to his dad.

“I know Son. And I know I’m loyal. Loyal to a fault, as your mom would say. But there isn’t anything weak about that. It’s a character trait that’s served me well. Blake thinks I’m soft, Samantha. You see, I was raised by an egotistical, distant, control freak who for some reason, Blake decided to emulate.”

“Dad, Grandfather was amazing, look what he built,” Blake said, crossing his arms. Samantha saw him as a boy, stubborn, confident.

“Yes, he did create Putnam Industries and grew it through his cold, ruthless management style. That worked for him, but not for me. I’ve quadrupled the size of the business, and continue to do so with heart, Blake, and hard work, and loyalty to family. They can go together quite well,” Richard said, taking a big sip of his martini. “There are many different ways to operate in life, and in business. Some ways enhance your life and the people you care about, some make you seem cold and detached. Life’s too short, Son. Excuse me.”

Samantha was puzzled by Blake’s seeming resistance to his dad’s way of living, of being. When in fact, Samantha knew if Blake allowed himself, he could be just like his father. She’d begun to see glimpses of that kindness, that loyalty already.

“Conversations with him always end that way,” Blake said, taking a sip of his drink. “I just don’t agree with my family’s business, about what they’re doing to the environment. And I don’t agree about the nepotism, that will continue now again with Avery’s husband. It’s not merit based, it’s embarrassing.” Blake didn’t mention it, but now she knew he never would be comfortable reporting to James.

“Well, it’s good you are out of that business then. You shouldn’t be there if you don’t believe in it. But they do. Maybe they’ll change, but maybe they won’t. All you can do is live your truth. Your dad is right, you have all of those wonderful traits inside you. You are a warm, caring man. Just like your dad. Let everybody at Blake Genetics see that side of you. You’ll be even more successful, you’ll help even more people and maybe you’ll be able to change the family business someday.”

Blake stared out at the sound. Samantha was afraid she’d upset him, but she knew his true nature was in there. He was funny, and warm, he could connect emotionally with people. She’d help him, if he’d let her.

“Well, alright then, I guess I need your help,” he said, and turned and pulled her close to him, breathing in her sweet lavender scent. Blake leaned forward, pressing his lips against hers, a brief tender kiss with a promise of much more to come.

“Glad to be of service, boss,” Samantha said with a smile.

The End
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