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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




It was an indolent summer, the air thick with the perfume of jasmine and lilacs, the sun languid in the sky, its beams filtering through lavender petals to cast a royal hue on the tile of the patio. It was this that caused me to walk outside. I felt drawn to such beauty, desiring only to stand there and drink it in, encapsulate this glorious moment for all time in my thoughts.

So my hand on the metal door frame, I slid the glass panels left and stepped out barefoot onto the weather-warmed surface right into the path of the most God-created male specimen I’ve ever seen. He stood there shirtless, his skin gleaming with sweat, a seductive trail running down his neck, and I could only gape in awe that I, Liane Arnoult, was fortunate to be there right at that place in time.

But then my little brother, the lousy scamp, bumped into me from behind and sent me stumbling forward, my hands swinging outward, my feet flopping over each other right into a lounge chair where I collapsed diagonal in the most awkward position.

The God-creature leaned on his pool broom and eyed me, one hand clenched around the end of the metal pole, the other at his waist. And I, of course, said the first thing that came into my head. “You’re the pool boy?”

Cute pool boy. Nearby beach. Pretty girl. So okay, I was being conceited throwing myself into the mix with that description. But it struck me this was just like something out of that Miami crime scene TV show my mom watched.

His lips quirked and a light sparkled in his eye. “You’re the house guest?” he asked.

“Liane,” I offered. “House guest extraordinaire.” 

I decided to ignore my little brother, who at that moment was contemplating a head-first dive into the deep end of the pool. I could only think if he fell in it’d serve him right for not paying attention. Then again, perhaps I owed him because this thing of wonder was talking to me.

The God-creature smiled further. “I’ll bet,” he said. 

He began to sweep again with his pool broom, and slightly peeved he was now ignoring me, I pulled myself up and walked to his side. He paused again, tilting his head my direction. He smelled awesome, all sun-tanned and lotiony with that essence of male that makes a girl lose her mind. I was no exception to this rule, and, temporarily overcome, lost my train of thought. Then I remembered he was standing there and if I didn’t speak, I’d look like an idiot.

I moistened my lips. “I would bow and pay homage to your beauty, but I don’t think girls should worship pool boys.”

He gave a short laugh. “Not the pool boy. The son.”

I refocused my gaze. The son? This was their boy? That’s how they’d referred to him the night before. Our boy this. Our boy that. And I’d figured he was younger, probably short, and very spoiled. But no—

This was one time I was relieved to be wrong.

“Apollo Adderly,” he said.

Apollo? Seriously? I stared at him, taking in his sandy-blond hair and ocean blue eyes, then made a bow, my hands stretched out before me.

“It seems you are a god then,” I said. “My apologies.”

And he began to laugh.
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Whoever Liane was she was entertaining. He’d heard the god joke before—his name brought that out in people—but never in such a fashion to make it so palatable and amusing. Plus, she was cute. 

Apollo returned to his work and ignored the girl’s stares. However, it seemed she didn’t care for that so much because she circled into his view.

“Don’t your folks hire out?” she asked. Her long, brown ponytail swung back and forth between slender shoulders.

He didn’t cease cleaning this time, but continued moving along the edge of the pool, pushing the broom forward. “Sometimes. But today I volunteered.”

“Why? You like cleaning the pool?”

He contemplated what to say to that and some teasing side of him gave his reply. “It’s a great way to pick up pretty houseguests.”

The girl’s face brightened, and she wrinkled her nose, stretching the sprinkling of freckles which crisscrossed it. “Are you? Going to pick up the pretty houseguest, I mean?”

He gave a crooked smile. “Perhaps if she’s around about thirty minutes from now. Where would she like to be toted?”

The girl’s eyes flared a tad wider. “If you’re toting, it won’t matter because we’ll be together.”

He laughed again. What an incredible flirt. 

He’d been flirted with before, too. His parents renting out the guesthouse during the summer often brought in a wide assortment of people, some not so pleasant, others nice enough, but usually all with children. He’d learned to deal with whoever came, to be polite, and hide if they were particularly objectionable. But every now and then, some were better than others and worth some of his time.

He rounded the corner, extending the broom further toward the middle. “You might call off your little brother. The neighbors have a big dog.” He gave a nod toward the surrounding bushes. A big dog with a fierce bark. He’d encountered it more than once himself.

The girl fixed her gaze on the boy busy scaling the concrete wall. “Curtis, get down, or I’ll let whatever’s over there eat you alive.”

The boy, a good image of his sister only younger and male, glanced back at her and promptly hopped to the ground.

“Go bury yourself in the flowerbed or something,” she continued.

She switched her gaze to his face, and Apollo pulled back a laugh. “Curtis and Liane what?” he asked. She smiled, and his gaze was drawn to her mouth. She had nice lips. Strange that he’d notice that.

“Arnoult. Isn’t it a great last name? We sound all French-ified. Of course, in school, teachers who don’t know us always say it with the ‘lt’ on the end, and that’s just wrong.”

“Well, Liane Arnoult,” he pronounced her last name carefully. “Where do you live when you’re not here talking to the pool boy?” He altered his grip on the broom.

“Tampa.”

“Tampa?” He halted yet one more time. At this rate, he’d never get done.

“What’s wrong with Tampa?” she asked.

“Well, nothing, but most people come from Texas, New York, or New England. We once had a family from Kansas. But Tampa’s just right over there. You can go to the beach on a quick drive.”

Her facial expression turned a bit peculiar. “Long story,” she said, her beautiful lips turned down. She held the unhappy look only a second before her smile reappeared. “But it gets me here with you, so no regrets.” 

He nodded and continued his way around the pool. No regrets. So there was a tale to be discovered about cute, little Liane Arnoult. Ordinarily he wouldn’t care why she was here, who she was with, or how long they’d stay. This business was his parents’ doing, and he’d learned to not ask questions. But—

He concentrated on completing the job then returned the broom to the pool equipment closet around the corner of the house. He spun around to find the girl at his side. He laid his hands on his hips.

“I’m ready now,” she said. “To be picked up. Just paste me to your chest.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Are you always so ... aggressive?”

“You like shy, timid girls better? Because if you do, I’ll work on it.”

He scooted past her to where he’d hung his shirt over the pool pump. Giving a quick swipe of his chest with the cloth, he put it back on. The girl gave a long sigh.

“I’m thinking,” he said, facing her, “that you’re fine like you are. I never have liked fakes.”

She stepped closer, her face tipped upwards, and for a brief second, he had the strongest impulse to kiss her. He blinked and inhaled. Where had that come from? He couldn’t afford to get involved with the houseguests. He’d have to watch himself around this one.

Yet her answer said that might be harder than he thought.

She clasped her hands behind her back and tilted her head a bit sideways. “That’s perfect because I do real the best.”
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I was overcome. He was not only god-like in my poor, pea brain; he was delectable and sublime as well. Both words I’d never thought I’d use on a human being, but there they were. Never a more perfect specimen of manhood had ever stood before me, and I think perhaps that knowledge influenced my thinking and thereby my behavior.

Okay, I know it did. I was being excessive. That’s what my mom always called it when I got this way. But honestly, it was partially his fault.

He eyed me, looking over my shoulder for a moment, then brought his gaze back. But not to my face, which was odd. His mouth curved into a crooked smile.

“Don’t move,” he said.

I had this brief fear that a spider was crawling on me. It’d be like a boy to let it sit there, breathing and contemplating scurrying down my neck, but somehow, I didn’t think Apollo god-boy would do that. I held still.

He picked at something in my hair and brought it down into my view laid out in his palm. “Lilacs,” he said. “Though they look good on you.”

I scrunched up one side of my face, the sun being in my eyes, and focused my boring browns on him. “In that case, I’ll change my name. You can call me Lilac instead.”

“Lilac Arnoult,” he commented. “A pretty name for a pretty face.”

I got all warm and toasty inside. Anytime a boy gives a girl a nickname and a compliment, especially if he’s as divine as this one was, it’s a good day.

“I think I’m flattered,” I said.

He smiled and dusted his palm. “Tell you what, Lilac, I have to go indoors for a few, but how ’bout you knock on the back entrance in about fifteen?”

“And you’ll let me in? Little ole me, poor, lonely houseguest?” The thought of going in the main house was pretty cool, especially if he was my escort.

“I thought you were house guest extraordinaire, and it seems to me, she’d be worthy of coming indoors.”

I grinned. “Okay.” 

I stepped to the side, and he pushed past me across the thick St. Augustine lawn. I waited until the last trace of his magnificence was gone, then turned and looked for my little brother.

“Curtis, I wasn’t being serious about digging holes in the flowerbeds,” I snapped. “Now, c’mon.”

I was always babysitting him. He was seven, and therefore, old enough to be a major annoyance to a seventeen-year-old. But really, I shouldn’t have been hard on him because he generally did what I asked. This time was no exception. He trailed after me to the guesthouse, scooting to a halt on the reed welcome mat to wipe his shoes. 

My mom looked up from her place at the kitchen island. “Back so soon?”

I’d been whining only thirty minutes ago from complete boredom, so she’d sent me outdoors. Go before I lose my mind, she’d said, and I’d complied.

“I’ve met an angel descended from heaven,” I said, raising one palm upward toward the ceiling.

She kinked her head to the left. “At the pool?”

“Cleaning the pool,” I said. “Why did no one tell me their son was divine?” I brought my arm back to my chest and crossed it over the other thereby giving myself a squeeze.

My mom’s face cleared, and she smiled. “Is he? I haven’t seen him myself.”

“He’s like ...” I searched for an apt description. “He’s that first blob of whipped topping on an ice cream sundae, the one with the right amount of fudge mixed in.”

“I see. So blinded by him, you came indoors?” She was joking, of course.

I crossed in front of her, heading for the bedrooms. There were two in the guesthouse, and unfortunately, that meant I shared a room and a bed with my brother.

“I want to change. He’s invited me into the inner sanctum,” I called. “I have to match up to his beauty.”

She gave no reply, but I could imagine she was tickled.

I shed myself of the shorts and t-shirt I had on and donned a sun dress in cornflower blue and a pair of strappy sandals. I reemerged, glancing at the time on the clock in the kitchen. I had five minutes to blow still.

“He’s renamed me,” I said.

My mom, who had returned to her contemplation of the view out the window, probably deciding on a plant species in the garden, lifted her gaze. “Renamed you? Something is wrong with Liane?”

“No. At least, he didn’t say there was. But I had flowers in my hair – those lilacs by the pool. And so he’s going to call me that.”

“Lilac. That’s very pretty.”

“He said that, too,” I continued.

She patted the cushion at her side, a gesture I knew meant “come here,” and so I obeyed. The cushion depressed beneath my bottom, and I slanted against her.

She ran a hand through my hair, draping it over my shoulders. “A handsome boy who told my daughter she was pretty. I could have told her that, but I know it wouldn’t be the same. Well, and if you make friends with him, that’s very nice, but remember we’re only here for a little while.”

She’d try to put a damper on my fun? Yeah. I got it. It was what mothers do. I mean, I didn’t know this guy from the next and had no reason to believe he’d be nice to me. But I had hopes he would because otherwise I was stuck here for fourteen more days wishing I could be anywhere else.

“Just passing the time,” I said to her.

She leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I understand.”

But I wasn’t sure she did. She’d sprung this vacation on me and Curtis only a week ago and acted all funny about it. 

“It’ll be good for us to get away,” she’d said. “We never go anywhere and this place came recommended.”

Then I’d found out the truth—Dad—and it hadn’t sat so well since.

I laid my qualms aside and refocused on Apollo. Right now, he was way more interesting, and I had all these suspicions in me about him. Good ones. I stood and walked to the door. 

My little brother looked up at me.

“Nope. You stay here,” I said. “I have an appointment to worship the sun and would like to keep it alone.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Apollo paused inside the back entrance to allow his eyes to adjust to the darkened interior of the main house then crossed left through a small sitting area and from there into a hallway leading to the bedrooms. Passing his own, he entered his parents’ room instead. Looking across the European-style furniture, he met the eyes of his mom where she reclined on a beige couch.

She set her magazine upside-down across her lap. “Uh oh,” she said. “I recognize that look.”

“What look?” he asked. “I can’t want to talk to you?”

She tucked a stray lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “That depends on what you want to talk about, and I’m betting it’s a certain very attractive teenage girl staying in the guesthouse.”

“You should have warned me,” he said.

“Warned you? Why? Does she bite?”

“Almost.”

His mom’s expression became a cross between curiosity and amusement. He brushed it off. “I’m taking a shower, then I promised to let her in. I thought I’d warn you because I have no idea what she’ll say or do.”

“That bad, huh?” she asked. “If that’s the case, why let her in?”

He leaned on one hip. “I haven’t figured that out yet, except she makes me laugh.” He turned on one heel and headed back into the hall. 

However, his mother called out to him. “Why don’t you ask her to the bonfire? You’re supposed to bring a date.”

He spun back around and peered in at her. “I said she makes me laugh, not that I wanted to date her.”

His mom was laughing silently, however, her eyes lit. “Just a suggestion.”

He continued on his way. Ask her to the bonfire? She was cute, yes, and strangely appealing, but there was no point in taking it beyond that because come two weeks from now, she’d go home, and he’d still be here.

But all through his shower, he couldn’t get the girl’s determination and open-eyed gaze out of his head or the idea that she’d solve his bonfire-date problem. Yet asking her would mean ribbing from his mom and uncertainty on Friday about how she would behave. 

He tucked the idea into the corner of his thoughts, dressed, and wandered back into the foyer. As he expected, a knock came immediately. Lilac would be punctual. He swung the thick mahogany door inward and took in the girl’s smiling face.

“The altar of worship,” she said. “I thought I should dress up for the occasion.” She’d switched from the shorts and shirt she’d had on by the pool to a sundress and sandals. “Plus, I ditched my little brother.”

He made no comment, and she narrowed her gaze. “Here’s where you tell me I look nice.”

He laughed once. “You look nice, and I appreciate the change of clothing, but you looked nice before.”
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