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In your store:
Rocked by a Vampire - Vol. 1
I look like a typical hipster in my slim jeans, Converse, black vest, and checkered shirt.
She must see a stream of girls like me every day, who have flown across the country just to spend five minutes with Benjamin Marlowe.
What makes me any different from the rest? 
Gloria Robin, a young and talented rock musician, is contacted by Benjamin Marlowe, a legendary New York producer. Benjamin wants her to sing in a group. It's all going well, the group are nice and Gloria feels welcome. What's more, Benjamin is insanely charming! So everything is perfect, right? Too perfect! Because Benjamin is a vampire, he is 239 years old, and Joan, Kim, Alex and William, the members of the group, are all vampires too. 
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In your store:
Friends with Benefits : Lucy et Arthur - 1 (Season 2)
Lucy pushed her friend Chloe into the arms of the handsome Alistair, but she was a long way from imagining that she would end up falling for Arthur, Alistair’s twin. Wilder and more rebellious than his brother, but equally good looking, Arthur has a magnetic charm and raw sex appeal that completely overwhelm the young girl. She had only planned to stay in New York for three days before going back to London... but these three days may well be the kind that change a life forever!

Did you like Chloe and Alistair? Then you will love Lucy and Arthur, the heroes of the spin-off series to Eva Bennett’s successful saga!

Friends with Benefits: Lucy and Arthur - volume 1 of 3

***

Eva Mary Bennett was born in 1989 in New York. Her English mother is an opera singer and her American father was a rocker in his day. After excelling in communication and literary studies, she became a freelance journalist and works for a range of celebrity magazines. After the success of her series Friends with Benefits, this is her spin-off series, Friends with Benefits: Lucy and Arthur.
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In your store:
Vampire and Billionaire
The world is divided between mortals and vampires. Society seems to have adapted to the coexistence of the two species, but doubts persist.
One night, a big sedan comes careening down the road and runs over Héloïse, a 22-year old woman. The man who steps out is obviously in a hurry. He picks her up and carries her to the car. This man is Gabriel, a gorgeous, mysterious vampire. Héloïse is going to have to stay at his house until the next new moon, 27 days later.

Sienna Lloyd describes their sensual and fascinating relationship with eloquence. A troubling, enchanting book at the crossroads between Twilight and Fifty Shades of Grey!

[image: Vampire and Billionaire vol.1]
In your store:
Boxed Set: A Billionaire's Charms Parts 1-3
Mature content. Recommended for 17+ due to mature language and adult situations.
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In your store:
The Billionaire's Fantasies
Mature content. Recommended for 17+ due to mature language and adult situations.
[image: The Billionaire's Fantasies]

Heather L. Powell

Take Me!
Under the Billionaire's Power

The Complete Series


1. The great departure
So, this is it. Terminal 1 at Paris Charles de Gaulle airport is crawling with people. My luggage has been checked in, and my heart starts to race as we head towards the departure lounge.
– Sol! Just think, in less than fifteen hours we'll be eating dinner at the kitchen table as usual, and you'll be sitting under a palm tree sipping coconut milk straight from the shell.
I smile at my father. He's acting proud to see me go, but I know he's sad, and I'm grateful to him for pretending. It's his way of showing his support.
A few steps away, my lifelong friend Robin, and my mum are wearing their funeral faces. No surprise there! The only person who is truly happy for me is Violaine, my best friend. I'm going to miss her so much. I watch her stride purposefully towards me, her long brown hair swinging gracefully with every step... She's so beautiful. I've often thought in the last few days that she should be going instead of me. She's made for adventure; much more than I am anyway, because, deep down, I'm scared to death at the idea of leaving everything behind.
A fraction of a second later, customs control is only a few meters away. We have all stopped talking: it's time to say goodbye. Although I feel the overwhelming sadness that comes with goodbyes, deep down underneath there is something else. I hardly dare admit it to myself, but I feel relieved. Mum's voice interrupts my guilty thoughts.
– Do you have everything you need? Your Aunt's number? And your phone..
– Mum! We've been over all that a hundred times already! Yes, I have Sabine's number, no, I haven't forgotten my toothbrush. I KNOW that I mustn't cross the road when the light's red, or talk to strangers, and...
As my mother listens to me, her eyes fill with tears. I bite my lip. In a few minutes time, I'll be flying off to the other side of the world. It's understandable that she's anxious. I wrap my arms around her and sigh:
– I'm sorry mum.
Then I squeeze her tight and say:
– You know, we can always talk to each other on Skype. The world's a tiny place now, mum. You won't even realize that I'm four thousand miles away.
Dad steps in and puts his arms around her, murmuring words that I can't quite hear, but that I know are kind and reassuring. I'm always impressed, and even a little envious, when I see the love my parents so plainly have for each other, while I barely feel capable of loving anyone. Naturally, that's when I turn to Robin, my lifelong friend, the person to whom I owe all my "first times" and, yes, THAT first time too!
I should be feeling really sad at the idea of being so far away from him, but on the contrary, I can't wait to at last put some distance between us. Robin is pale and quiet. His disapproval and sadness are etched deeply on his face. And I... well, I'm not feeling very much besides embarrassment.
– I think it's only just hit me that all this is real. You're leaving, Sol. You really are going.
– Robin, it's only for a year. It's going to fly by. And you might be able to come and see me at Christmas.
Sol, be honest with yourself, do you really want him to come and see you?
– Yes, no doubt. Oh! Goodbye, Sol. I'm missing you already. Come back soon. I love you.
The ambiguous kiss that he drops on the corner of my mouth is so gentle. My affection for him overwhelms me and, at the same time, fills me with sadness. His love is both reassuring and a burden.
– Bye Robin. Take care. Be happy. You're a wonderful man, don't you ever doubt that.
I don't know what else to say. Luckily, Violaine chooses this moment to kindly pull me away from him, with the characteristic abruptness that she always tries so hard to control.
– Well, old girl, it's time! If you don't go now, we're all going to start crying. Take care, enjoy yourself and call me as soon as you get there. I want to know everything!
– I see, you're trying to get rid of me!
– Of course! I can't wait to see what you're like in a year's time... or before, if I can find a way to come and see you!
And with a knowing wink, she pushes me firmly towards customs control.
– Goodbye old girl!
I just have time to throw a final glance at those I love, and then I'm gone. Curtains.
The line at customs control seems endless. I'm only just realizing now: before the end of the day, I'll be setting foot on Cat Island, in the Bahamas. A whole year in the sun. I'm going to have plenty to do according to dad's sister, Sab, who runs a guest house on the island. But I can't help thinking I'm making a huge mistake: taking a break from my degree in business studies at the age of twenty, when I'm doing so well, just to give myself time to think about my future. It's not like me at all. On the other hand, I feel like I've taken the wisest and most sensible decision of my life.
As I chew on a lock of hair -- a bad habit of mine -- I realize that: one, I'm really nervous about the new life ahead of me and, two, that it's my turn to go through customs. I look at the conveyor belt and my anxiety cranks up a notch: I always feel as though I'm sitting an exam when I go through airport security.
I'm conscientiously removing the things from my hand luggage -- books, magazines, laptop -- when I'm interrupted by a man's voice:
– You should take your laptop out of its case too. They're going to ask you to...
The voice is very deep: quiet but vibrant. Just as it occurs to me that whoever is on the receiving end of that voice is a very lucky person, it starts talking again:
– Miss…
I look up automatically and see an apparition standing in front of me. Six feet of flawless beauty. Hazel eyes with soft green flecks, a mass of brown hair falling in perfect waves on either side of a strong jaw, which curves into something like the most beautiful smile ever. And... that smile is aimed at me.
Unfortunately, my instinctive reaction is to flush crimson to the roots of my hair, muttering something incomprehensible while frantically searching my bag for I don't know what: nobody knows, especially not me, my brain has just switched off.
– I'm sorry, I meant your computer. You should take it out of the case, says the apparition with a kindness that, for some reason, I find intimidating.
Seriously, no-one should be allowed to smile like that without prior warning. I'm incapable of saying anything even the least bit intelligible, but I manage as best I can to remove my laptop from its darned case, which has never been less cooperative than it is now.
Mr Supernatural watches me quietly, smiling all the time, a glint of amusement shining in the depths of his eyes. He steps a little closer and whispers, almost laughing:
– They're going to ask you to take your shoes off too.
And he confidently hands me a pair of those awful plastic slippers, adding:
– Here, so you don't get dirty.
I obey without a word, fumbling awkwardly as I put them on. Here I am, standing in front of the most attractive man on Earth, red as a lobster, my feet stuffed into disgusting plastic bags and a strand of chewed hair hanging limply across my cheek.
Well played, Sol. Your composure is a credit to you.
He goes on talking conversationally as if he hadn't noticed anything, I mean, as if the person standing in front of him were perfectly normal:
– I see you're going to the Bahamas. Is it your first time?
Instead of answering, I just nod my head like a terrified animal. Better and better.
– It's a beautiful place, you'll see. Are you on vacation? he asks curiously.
– N… no. I… for a year. I... a year, I squeak, in a voice I don't even recognize.
Solveig! Where did that voice come from? Seriously! Get a grip!
Just then, Mr Supernatural's luggage slides through the X-ray machine, saving me from making a fool of myself again. The Apparition heads towards the metal detector, endures the mandatory search and then calmly goes to the conveyor belt on the other side of the checkpoint to get his things together.
He's standing a few yards away now. As if the distance between us had stirred me out of my torpor, I gradually come back to my senses, furious with myself. But I don't have time to dwell on what’s just happened, because it's my turn to go through security. I notice that the woman searching me doesn't really have her mind on the job, she's too busy checking out my magnificent fellow passenger. I could be carrying a pump-action shotgun, she probably wouldn't even notice.
I go and stand next to him again. I would like to say something intelligent but nothing comes to mind. And when my things appear in front of me, lying carelessly in the plastic box, I just bundle them untidily into my bag, mortified by how I must look, but incapable of getting a hold of myself.
In my rush, I drop my magazine… which Mr Supernatural hurries to pick up with the quiet grace of a cat. The pleasant scent of his cologne drifts around me, sending me even further into a daze. As his eyes linger for a fraction of a second on the cover, he says:
– Miller White… that's a good choice of reading material, he specializes in the Caribbean. Have you seen the series of photos he took off Flamingo Bay?
– I… er…
Great. Another attack of catatonia.
If only he would stop smiling, I might be able to regain my composure... Right now, my whole being seems to be tangled into a weird state of awkward clumsiness. My heart's beating wildly and I'd give anything to be able to check myself over calmly in a mirror: rearrange my untidy curls, adjust my little white top and make sure there's nothing about me that might make me look silly somehow… Anything that would help me regain a semblance of self-assurance.
But luck is not on my side: his phone rings somewhere in his jacket. His eyes leave mine and, while he looks for the guilty object in his jacket, I'm able to observe him at leisure. Light-colored pants drape his hips admirably. Under his leather jacket -- the sensual smell of which drifts enticingly towards me -- I make out a spotless white shirt, worn with studied casualness. The leather boots on his feet complete the modern-day adventurer look.
I try not to think about my outfit, which is so unsophisticated in comparison. A little white top with lacy straps, black ballerinas, skinny jeans. The famous jeans that Violaine keeps saying look great on me. According to my friend, they show off what she calls my "maddening curves" better than anything else. But right now, all I can think of is what I call my plump curves, my pale skin and my terrifying... normality. Just for a second, I wish I were Violaine: sure of myself, witty, drop-dead beautiful.
When I come back to earth, Mr Supernatural shoots an annoyed glance at his telephone, stops smiling and sighs, saying:
– I'm sorry, but I have to answer this. Here's your magazine, I hope you enjoy the flight.
A second later, he is already far away.
Two hours later at departure gate 47 , the in-charge flight attendant announces that it's time to board the plane. This is it, I'm leaving...
Once in the plane, I've barely had the time to sit down when a hostess comes up to me:
– Miss Delacourt?
Surprised by her puzzled expression, I ask:
– Yes, is there a problem?
– Well… it seems that one of the passengers in first class... well... would you agree to change seats? You would be in first class...
The hostess isn't being very clear and it's obvious from the way she's speaking to me that I'm getting on her nerves. But I understand what she's asking and say:
– Very well, lead the way.
Hey! First class! It seems fate is smiling on me for a change.
I follow the hostess eagerly towards my new seat. She briefly shows me around my new quarters -- at this level of luxury, quarters is barely an exaggeration -- and I sit down, fiddling with the gadgets around me: a big TV screen with over five hundred films, video games and radio stations, high-definition headphones, an adjustable lamp, a cashmere throw.. It's all incredible. I glance at the four-star menu with barely-contained excitement, and observe happily that I have an indecent amount of leg room. Engrossed in exploring all these fastidious little details, I hardly notice that the plane is taking off.
A few minutes later, I hear the hostess nervously asking the man sitting next to me:
– Would you like anything else Mr Burton?
When I look up, my heat skips a beat: the man sitting next to me is no other than Mr Supernatural himself.
Barely raising his eyes from his book, he replies casually:
– A glass of Dom Pérignon, please. Two, if the young lady here would care to join me.
If the two pairs of eyes that turn towards me are anything to go by, I must be the young lady in question. I shake my head, half-dazed, and the hostess immediately takes it as a "yes". Squirming, she babbles:
– Very good, Mr Burton, I'll bring it right away.
So I'm not the only woman who can't function normally when he's around…
Another smile in my direction.
No, Solveig, this time you are not going to make a fool of yourself
– It looks like we're going to be travel companions... he says, in a quiet but knowing voice.
– Delacourt. Solveig.
– William Burton. I'm delighted to meet you. Is Dom Pérignon alright for you?
Ha, ha! is Dom Pérignon alright for me? Well, let me think…
– Yes, thank you, I smile.
– I believe you were going to talk to me about the photographer, Miller White, earlier? Are you familiar with his work?
The genuine interest that he seems to have in the conversation is, I must say, very flattering. Oh! and I hadn't noticed before, but now I can hear a slight American accent in his voice: the final touch to this prodigy of perfection.
Whenever he leans towards me to tell me something, I catch a furtive whiff of the amber notes in his cologne, which smells amazing and stirs a strange sensation in me, as if I were melting inside. I pray that he doesn’t notice and answer as calmly as possible:
– I really like his work, yes.
Hey! it looks like I've got my wits back. Maybe the altitude has done me good.
So I go on, more confidently.
– I especially like the series he did in 2009 on Canada's coastlines. He has a great eye for color and he's the only photographer capable of portraying the Earth in a different light. His aerial photos show the red sand beaches, and how they’re threatened by erosion, from a completely new angle.
– But don't you think that his latest work is a bit unadventurous? he says, more as a statement than a question.
– No! Not at all… look at this, I retort enthusiastically, surprising myself with the strength of my conviction.
I open my magazine and show him the page with the photograph of Flamingo Bay; then I continue my speech, trying to ignore the effect of Mr Supernatural’s hand brushing against my skin.
– Who, before Miller White, managed to represent the beauty of nature so powerfully, and at the same time keep relatively abstract? Look how these roses stand out against the colors in the sand and the different shades of blue!
He seems amused by the intensity of my enthusiasm.
But our Champagne has arrived, interrupting our conversation. Mr Supernatural leans towards me slightly as he clinks his glass against mine. The slight tremble of my hand tells him only too clearly how disturbed I am by his surreal presence, but he's polite enough to ignore it.
– To these delicious hours with you; his penetrating gaze roots me to the spot.
As the wonderful drink slips down my throat, sending thousands of sparkling bubbles through my body, I wish I had the power to stop time.
A few seconds or one hour later -- I don't know which -- his voice brings me back down to earth (so to speak):
– I'm glad you mentioned the abstract nature of his work, because that's what I like about it the most. Have you ever heard of his abstract compositions using tree bark? he says mysteriously.
– No, never! What are they like? I thought I knew everything about Miller White...
– Everything about White?
He raises a mocking eyebrow that I don't understand, then goes on to talk about something else.
Nine hours later, I feel like we've only just left Paris when the hostess comes to ask us to fasten our seat belts for landing. Neither of us has slept a wink.
I'll stop monopolizing you now. What you're about to see through the window deserves your full attention.
There's something about the tone of his voice that's very intimidating, despite the warmth in it. I don't know how he does it, but I understand instinctively that disagreeing with him is out of the question. So I obediently take refuge against the port hole and, as I lose myself in contemplation of the turquoise coastline, I allow my thoughts to run free.
This man is charm personified. He already knows everything about me and I've learned nothing about him, so to speak, except that he's "in business" and that he isn't yet thirty years old. With charisma like that, I imagine it must be easy for him to find a travel companion to while away the hours. But I also feel there is a sort of "safe distance" between us: he doesn't answer direct questions, talks happily about what he likes, but never about what he is, and he can be both distant and warm. I wouldn't have liked to be the steward who, a moment ago, spilled a little coffee on my clothes.
When we touch down, my eyes are still fixed on the blue beyond the landing strip. I smile, thinking that I have a whole year to enjoy this wonderful place. I turn around to share my thoughts with Mr Supernatural, but just as I open my mouth to speak, I notice that everyone around me is already standing up. As for him, he's already disappeared.
Not even a goodbye.
I collapse inside. Of course, I should have expected it. I was nothing more than his in-flight entertainment.
What did you expect, Sol ?
I try to ignore the part of me that feels so intensely disappointed. Besides, the scenery waiting for me outside is a huge consolation.
Just as I stand up to leave, a small white card, lying on the empty seat next to me, catches my eye. Driven by an uncontrollable curiosity, and perfectly aware that it's none of my business, I pick it up. The front of the card is blank, but something is written across the back in very harmonious, very beautiful handwriting.
It says: "You're a very curious young lady. Who says this card is for you? Thank you for a wonderful time. W.B."
Then, at the very bottom of the card: "P.S. I hope you like surprises".
2. The end of the world
In the small plane that is taking me to Cat Island -- my final destination -- I'm still holding the card left behind by Mr Supernatural. The card was meant for me.
But I also understood, as I watched him board another, much more luxurious little plane than mine, that we would never see each other again. I fight down the panic that wells up inside me at the thought. What happened during the flight was so intense, yet so simple and natural, that the very idea of never feeling it again horrifies me. So I force myself as best I can to focus on what's going on around me, to stop myself losing it altogether.
Luckily, the scenery unfolding beneath me is breathtaking. Several thousand feet below, I see swirls of blue, green and turquoise in every single shade imaginable. The waves unfurling along the coral reef leave long fringes of foam along the shoreline, and I make the most of every second, fully aware of how extraordinarily lucky I am right now.
Barely a few minutes after setting foot on firm ground -- for good this time -- I catch sight of Sabine's blond hair as she jumps up and down to get my attention. I collect my luggage and head towards her. As soon as I'm within reach, she throws her arms around me.
Sabine is tiny. Her hair is always tousled, her skin as brown as a berry and her eyes reflect a very special blend of toughness and affection that make her who she is.
– Oh my god, Sol! You look lovely! You get prettier every year, she says, without even giving me time to say hello. With those shining eyes and pink cheeks, it's hard to imagine that you've just spent nine uncomfortable hours on a plane. And those jeans look... perfect on you. Where's the teenager I used to know?
Sabine spins me around, laughing gaily:
– I'm so pleased you're here. You've no idea how much I've been looking forward to it.
Her happiness is contagious. I kiss her enthusiastically on both cheeks and say excitedly:
– Sab! What a wonderful place…
– Oh, just wait! You ain't seen nothing yet! Come on!
I give her all the latest news of the family as we skirt around a stretch of beach lined with little restaurants, towards a sort of miniature harbor. We step onto a jetty with a boat moored to it; the boat, how can I put it, really doesn't inspire much confidence. Unfortunately, Sabine looks straight at it and says proudly:
– Let me introduce you to the Axolotl, Sol. My faithful Axolotl.
Seeing my confusion, she adds jauntily:
– Don't look like that, you're going to have to learn to use it you know. It’s in much better condition than you might think. Careful!
Of course, I almost fall over as I step onto the deck. I really don't have a good feeling about this boat. Sabine seems to find the look on my face amusing, but she knows what she's doing and her self-assurance is reassuring. We've barely loaded my luggage on to the boat when she starts up the engine and asks me to untie the mooring ropes (which, fortunately, I manage to do without difficulty). Then we're off! I must admit that this unexpected ride along the Cat Island shoreline is absolutely breathtaking.
– Look, you can already see Hannah Beach.
– Sab, wouldn't it be easier to use a... car?
– Easier? You can tell you've never been to Cat Island before. When you see the state of the roads, you'll see what I mean. But things are changing, thank god! Believe it or not, we have a benefactor.
I hear a touch of sarcasm in her voice and I'm intrigued.
– A benefactor?
– Yeah, a guy who's spending a fortune on cleaning up the island. In my opinion, all that generosity is a bit suspicious. Anyway, we're not going to start talking politics, you'll be hearing about it all soon enough. Look, there, to the right, you can seen the house.
I look at my aunt. She's a real Robinson Crusoe type, tiny and all curves. I feel like a giant next to her, although at five foot five I'm not particularly tall. Her face is burnt by the sun and her shaggy, shoulder-length hair, which is naturally brown, is sun-bleached and tousled by the wind. She's wearing a long, blue tunic and frayed capri pants, which show off legs that are incredibly muscular for a woman of her age. Our eyes are very similar, they run in the family: big, blue and almost too pale. I like her strange beauty, which is both masculine and feminine.
A few minutes later, I recognize Sab's big, beautiful house, which I've often seen in photos. It's built in the colonial style and its whiteness is dazzling. Opposite us, there's a huge covered terrace built out over the beach and surrounded by palm trees. When we get to the little jetty in front of the house, Sabine turns to me and, laughing, says:
– Can you explain to me why you're not in the water yet? You make the most of your afternoon, sweetheart, I'll take care of your bags. We'll eat whenever you're ready.
– Sab, I'm here for a year. I've plenty of time. Show me the house, I've been dying to see it for ages..
– Oh well, in that case, let's go! But I'm afraid you might be a little disappointed. Come on, I'll show you around.
Disappointed? How could I be disappointed?
We walk up the beach in silence, as I take in one amazement after another. The sand is as soft as silk, and as warm as if it had just come out of the oven. The sun would probably be too hot if it weren't for the warm breeze that makes everything feel so pleasant! Even my hair, which I can feel fluttering around my face, seems happy! On the other hand, if I’m not careful, my fair skin, which is covered in hundreds of little freckles, and my pale eyes will suffer agonies. Nevertheless, in this heat, all I can think about is slipping into a skirt, a swimming costume and a pair of sandals.
After leaving the beach, we pass beneath a catwalk leading to a series of doors: the guest rooms. Close up, I begin to see what Sab meant earlier: as I walk along, I notice that the white paint on the railings is peeling a little and the cushions on the chairs on the terrace are getting old. As we move further along the little white-wood gallery, I see patches of rust here and there.
But no, I'm not disappointed.
My bedroom, which is on the ground floor, looks out over the beach on one side and the dunes on the other. I open the French doors and step into a small, private sitting room. What more could I want? It's even better than I imagined. A few dozen yards away, the long turquoise strip of sea makes me want to scream with joy.
– Sab?
– Yes?
– I think I will go for a swim after all…
– That's better! Join me on the terrace when you've finished!
In less than two seconds, I've put on my swimming costume and my sandals, grabbed a towel, and I'm dashing straight from my terrace to the sea. The water at the shoreline is so warm that I shiver with content. I let myself slip onto my back, staring into space, my head too full of everything I've seen to be able to think about anything else.
When I go back up to the house, the soft smell of grilled seafood fills the air. Sab has really done things properly: two magnificent grilled lobsters, coated in butter and garlic, are waiting for us. But I don't have time to think about them, as my aunt gets straight to the point:
– Sol, you haven't seen everything yet, but I think you've understood that it's not an easy job here...
– You mean looking after the house?
– The house and the bar! It costs a fortune getting anything done here, and good workers are hard to find. They prefer the big hotels and holiday camps.
I'm only just beginning to understand the trouble she's in... and at last it occurs to me to ask something that I should have thought about much sooner: how am I going to be able to help you, Sabine, since I don't know anything about anything?
A knot forms in my stomach as I realize that I really have left, that I've dropped out of university, abandoned Robin -- who only ever wanted to make me happy -- and left everyone I love thousands of miles behind me.
Sab must have noticed my discomfort, since she immediately changes the subject.
– Sweetheart, you haven't slept for hours. You should go and lie down now. We'll talk about this disastrous situation another time. I'm sorry I've spoiled your first day at Hannah Beach.
– Sab, you haven't spoiled anything. I came here to help you, you know that. But yes, I think I'll go take a little nap.
I have no idea what time it is when I turn up, still half asleep, in the wing where Sab has her apartment. When she sees me, she stands up, smiling.
– Someone I know needs a coffee.
I stretch.
– With pleasure. What time is it?
– Almost nine o'clock. It's surprising. When people first get here, they usually wake up at dawn on the first day. I thought you'd be out swimming when I got up.
Sure, I didn't sleep a wink yesterday on the plane.
Suddenly, memories of my amazing journey rush back into my head. I think about William Burton and smile. Even just thinking about him makes me feel more alive. Sabine seems to notice too, as she says:
– It's nice to see you smiling, young lady. I hope you're on form because we have a lot to do today. First of all, I have to show you how to use the Axolotl. Then we need to go shopping because we're expecting two new guests this afternoon. Then we'll take care of the bar, which opens at 6 .3  0 and closes, well... it closes when all the customers have gone.
Sabine hands me a cup of coffee and smiles:
– There you go sweetheart, welcome to the Bahamas! I still can't believe your mother let you come.
Uh-oh, we're treading on thin ice here. Too early in the morning.
I refuse to be drawn into the conversation.
– Well I'm here, as you can see. And I can't wait to get to work. Where should we start? A boating lesson?
Sabine nods.
– As you wish. Let's go!
But we're stopped in our tracks by a man's voice:
– Excuse me, I'm looking for Miss Delacourt.
Sabine and I look at each other, surprised, and then I stammer:
– Yes… I'm Solveig Delacourt.
The stranger smiles at me and continues:
– Well then, I have a parcel for you.
– A parcel… For me? Are you sure?
– No doubt about it Miss, he says, handing me a big, heavy white envelope that has nothing, absolutely nothing, written on it.
Then he says:
– Your parcel is quite big so, if you don't mind, I'll let you take a look at that letter while I go get it out of the van.
Sabine is just as surprised as I am. I don't know what to say. Who, apart from my parents, knows my new address? I'm sure I haven't given it to anyone.… My aunt looks on amused as I open the letter that goes with the mysterious parcel. It's thick and contains several documents. I sit down in a chair to look at it, spreading everything out on my knees.
First, there’s a card. When I open it, I can see that it's a picture of Cat Island. But it's surrounded by incomprehensible little crosses and signs. Who could have sent me this? Then, a second envelope. I take out a photograph that I recognize straightaway. My stomach flips: Miller White. I notice that it's numbered on the back... and signed.
Okay, it's time to panic now. 
Next to me, Sabine's eyes open wide but she doesn't dare ask any questions. My heart is racing. This photo must be worth a fortune and I don't need to read the little white card in the envelope with it to know where it came from. My blood is pounding furiously in my temples and when I turn the card over, my hand trembles slightly.
On the back, in that beautiful handwriting that I've seen before, it says:
"I know you'll love Cat Island just as much as I do. I thought you might like this photo. I'll leave it to you to find out which beach it is. I've put a few clues on the card to help you, but there's an extra clue with this letter."
With this letter? I search through the envelope for another piece of paper but its empty. I look at Sabine as if she might have the answer to my questions. I must look completely stupefied because she bursts out laughing:
– Don't you want to look at your mysterious parcel?
Right, the parcel, I'd forgotten about that…
The delivery man is waiting for us behind the house. Standing near the door, I notice a sumptuous scooter made out of wood. I didn't know such things existed. Despite my confusion, I think that the delivery man must be very well off to be able to buy himself something like that.
– Here you are Miss.
Eh? What? Here's what?
The deliveryman points at the scooter.
– Would you sign here please.
– Excuse me, there must be a mistake.
– If you are Solveig Delacourt, then I assure you there’s no mistake. This delivery is for you.
"I hope you like surprises." I remember now the P.S. at the bottom of the card, on the plane. Well, this is certainly a surprise. But I'm not sure I like it.
A few seconds later, the delivery man has gone, leaving us face to face with the luxurious solar-powered bike. There is a set of instructions and a helmet with it, but I'm too taken aback to look at those right now.
Sabine's voice brings me back down to earth:
– Well! You've certainly landed on our little island with a bang! Do you have many admirers like that? Let me know and I'll have a hangar built right away to store all your gifts!
I blush, but my Aunt's banter helps me to put things into perspective. More than anything else, I'm grateful to her for not asking any questions.
– Solveig, we have a lot of work to do today. Perhaps we could deal with your supersonic ride a little later?
– You're right, Sab, let's go. Just let me get dressed and I'll be with you in ten minutes.
In the shower, I try to put my feelings in order, but it's not that easy since they're complex and multi-layered, sometimes tangled and often contradictory. After a few minutes, I've reached four conclusions.
One.
The frivolous young girl in me is a little too happy for her own good.
Two.
The extravagance of the gifts makes me uncomfortable. They're too much. Too expensive. Too flashy. Too.. intrusive.
Three.
How did he find my address? Does he live on the island? Did he ask someone to spy on me? Why hasn't he told me how I can get in touch with him? These questions are unsettling.
Four.
A treasure map, for heaven's sake! Isn't that the most romantic thing that anyone has ever given me? Okay, that frivolous young girl in me is getting carried away.
3. Who are you ?
Four days have gone by since the strange delivery from William Burton. An eternity. I've tried not to attach too much importance to it, but I can't get it out of my mind. All my thoughts and movements feel blurred: I see his face everywhere, all the time, and just thinking about his hand brushing against mine throws me into a delicious daze. I swear I'm really trying to get things into perspective, but nothing works. I always go back to thinking about those brown eyes, the amber-scented cologne and that smile.
If the message I've just received is anything to go by, Violaine certainly isn't going to help me step back from it all. I'm wondering if I should have told her about it in the first place.
Of course you should have, otherwise what are best friends for?


From: Violaine.Bort@gmail.com

To: Sol.delacourt@gmx.com

Subject: Hey there, sailor!

 

Hey, you! I'm waiting to hear from you. Don't pretend you forgot to tell me about Mr Supernatural! I KNOW YOU.

I miss you,

Violaine

P.S. I'll envy you until the day I die, but thanks for the photos.



An e-mail from Violaine, whatever it says, always makes me sparkle with happiness.


From: Sol.delacourt@gmx.com

To: Violaine.Bort@gmail.com

Subject: Re: Hey there, sailor!

 

Nothing new at sunny Hannah Beach. I don't see any point in talking about that man who, if you must know, is conspicuously absent. And if you would only stop mentioning him every other minute, I'd have forgotten him altogether by now.

Lots of love and Bahamian kisses,

Sol



I click on "send" but I've barely had time to look at the messages from my other friends when I receive the following pithy reply:


From: Violaine.Bort@gmail.com

To: Sol.delacourt@gmx.com

Subject: LIES!!!!!!!!

 

I know you can't think about anything else. You wouldn't be normal if you could. Tonight, at 5 pm your time, I want to see you on Skype. No excuses accepted.

V.



I sigh. She's right of course. If I didn't have so much to do, it would no doubt become an obsession and I'd feel even more stupid. Oh, what the hell, I need to get it off my chest.


From: Sol.delacourt@gmx.com

To: Violaine.Bort@gmail.com

Subject: If you really want to know…

 

I don't know what's worse: the uncomfortable feeling that I was being... watched? Not hearing from him for four days? Or feeling like a teenager drooling over a movie star, in other words, drooling over someone who is out of reach, mysterious, superior and distant?

Have I answered your questions properly, inspector?

Sol

P.S.

- I can't do tonight, I really am too busy. Tomorrow?

- Of the three, the card is by far my favorite gift: I never thought I'd ever have a treasure map.

- Don't suggest I contact him myself, I've already thought about it. The very idea that he might tell me to get lost terrifies me. So, no.



This time, I close my laptop firmly. I have a mountain of work waiting for me at the house. I've been thinking for hours about how to create a reliable accounting system for both the guest house and the bar, which don't operate in the same way. Sabine has a lot of things going for her, but I know now for sure that business savvy isn't one of them.
– Sol, do you have a minute?
Speak of the devil! Sabine is standing in front of what serves as my desk during the day: a little table in a corner of the bar, which looks out over the beach.
– Yes.
– I want to run something by you. Even though you have no choice in the matter, you have to say yes.
– Yes.
She laughs.
– At least wait until I tell you what I'm planning! I'd like to throw a party.
– A party, in whose honor?
– Well, yours, says my aunt, hesitantly.
– Oh! Sab, I don't know if…
– Too late, you just said yes, she interrupts mischievously.
Then she adds, more seriously:
– Listen, I'm worried you're going to get bored working here all on your own. You need to meet some new people, and I'd like to introduce you to my friends.
I sigh. It's so kind of her.
– In that case, I give in. Thank you. What can I do to help?
– Well… I've already sort of taken the lead… the party's tonight.
– Tonight? But...
– Don't worry, everything's under control. We just need to decorate the room a little and get the food ready. We've got the whole afternoon to do that.
– But… and…
Oh my god!
My whole body freezes. I would recognize the man standing in the doorway among a thousand. Curly brown hair, about six feet tall, perhaps a little more, broad shoulders rakishly squeezed into a white T-shirt... and that smile.
In front of me, Sabine has spun round towards the door. I watch her face crumble in surprise, and that's nothing compared to her expression when she hears me say the name of our unexpected visitor. But she immediately pulls herself together, clears her throat and says:
– Sol, I have some errands to run. I'll see you back here around three? Take the afternoon off, it's your day today.
And without waiting for me to reply, she hurries out of the room.
Trying to ignore the state of my clothes and hair, I stand up to greet William. I do my best to appear casual.
– Hello, what a surprise, I say, trying to act cool.
– Hello Solveig. So this is where you live. Do you like it here? he replies calmly, smiling all the time.
My god, he's so handsome…
– Yes, Mr Burton, I like it here a lot. Cat Island is beautiful. Would you like a drink?
William moves towards me with feline grace and sits on the chair just opposite me, his greeny-brown eyes locked onto mine with such intensity that I almost have to look away. I sit down sharply, trying to ignore the uncontrollable feverishness that takes hold of me and makes me so vulnerable whenever he's around. So deliciously vulnerable. I hear him reply in his beautifully deep and calm voice:
– No thank you. I just wanted to.. say hello.
Hey Sol, weren't you supposed to be annoyed with this guy?
– Solveig?
– Sorry. I... my mind was on something else. Would you like something to drink? I say, in a sort of daze.
He smiles, teasing ever-so slightly.
– The answer's still no, thank you.
But the conversation is far from being as easy as it was the last time: silence settles between us. I have so much to say to him but everything feels tangled up inside my head. All I can think of is this:
– You shouldn't have. The scooter, I mean.
I spoke rather more sharply than I intended. I regret it straight away when I see his handsome face suddenly darken.
– I hoped you would like it. Apparently I was wrong, he says, frowning.
– No! Well… yes. Oh, that's not what I mean, I say, blushing in confusion.
His silence urges me on.
– It's just that… I felt, I don't know… like I was being watched. How did you find my address?
– Watched? No, of course not. As for your address, well, let's just say I have my ways and means. I didn't think you would be offended, he says, looking genuinely surprised.
– And… all those gifts? Why?
– Don't you like them?
– I do. How could I not be flattered by such thoughtfulness. But that's not the point! They're worth a fortune. I can't accept them.
– Yes, you can, he insists. I bought that photo by White on an impulse, and it's been lying around in a box for years. Seeing how much you like him, it seemed only natural to give it to you. As for the scooter, I wasn't going to give you a map of hidden treasure without making sure you could get around the island comfortably!
Yes, if you put it like that, it's obvious.
His lightheartedness and humor win me over. He's like a child talking about a game. My resentment fades and I feel myself softening towards him.
– Thank you for the card. I can't wait to explore, I say with sincerity. Can we consider the scooter a loan?
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