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Plus size
April didn't
consider herself rich growing up, but her family was very wealthy.
While her parents indulged her by buying her everything she wanted,
something was missing from her life. She always felt that her
weight held her back from
achieving
her dreams and felt inferior to the other girls in school, who were
prettier and
thinner.






Her family
had enough money so that she never worried about anything. She
never even questioned why her mother left her father five years
ago, though she suspected now that her mother got wise to his
scheme and decided to
leave.










April felt
badly now for insisting she stay with him. She had alienated her
mother, and right now, she could have used a sympathetic shoulder
to cry on.










Everyone had
abandoned her. Her boyfriend of two years broke up with her. Her
friends turned their backs on her. April was alone and miserable.
As the spring semester wrapped up, April somehow managed to make it
through her finals and wondered what would happen next. During this
time, her weight spiraled out of control. She felt
helpless
and depressed.










Would she be
able to come back to school? Would she even have a place to live?
The lavish home she had known her whole life was locked up and
taped. It, and everything inside was to be auctioned off this
summer.










April sat on
the bed of her dorm room and looked out the window. Her roommate
Sylvia had already left. Sylvia had hardly said a word to her since
the news about her father came out. Of all of her friends, April
thought Sylvia had the best reason. Her father had been one of the
investors in the Edwards Fund, and he very likely lost a great deal
of money.










The day
outside was bright, far brighter than April felt. She let out a
long sigh. She had held off on calling her mother. She knew that
her mother would not turn her away, but she was also not sure how
she was going to get to her. She was across the country now, in
California.










While she
had managed to pick up her life, April doubted that she would be
able to spring for a plane ticket at the last
minute.


“You’re still
here,” a light voice said from April’s
doorway.










April turned
to see her sorority sister Chloe standing there. She was holding a
suitcase in one hand and a box under her other
arm.










“Yeah, I’m
not in any hurry to get anywhere,” April said. Chloe set her things
down at the doorway and walked over to Sylvia’s old bed. She sat
down and looked at April, measuring her
carefully.










April was
not sure what to make of it. She and Chloe were never close. Chloe
was a year her senior and a sweet girl, but the two of them had
almost nothing
in


common.










“It’s been
hard on you the last few weeks,” Chloe said at last. “Do you know
where you’re
going?”










April
shrugged her shoulders. “I’ll probably call my mom out in
California and see if I can join her out there.” Chloe frowned.
“That’s a long way to go for an ‘if you
can.’”










April
appreciated Chloe’s ability to quickly understand a situation; even
she did not understand all of the details behind it. It did not
help her though, and April let out another deep sigh before looking
out the window
again.


“You know,”
Chloe said, “I might have a solution for
you.”


April turned
back to face Chloe. A solution was just what she needed. “What’s
that?”










“My dad owns
a resort upstate. He always needs extra help for the summer, and it
pays really well. You also get to stay at the resort free, though
you’re staying in the servants quarters. It’s not too bad, as long
as you don’t mind spending your summer in a room about the size of
this dorm
room.”










April never
had to work a summer job. She was aware of the concept, but the
practice itself was alien to her. Still, the idea of getting a job
had a certain appeal. It meant that she did not have to depend on
her mother, and if her mother saw her trying to make an effort to
get past everything and be better for it, it might help the two of
them repair their
relationship.










If her
mother could help, she might even be willing to do it on more even
terms than April having to move somewhere
strange.


“Will it be a
problem, to get me a job I mean?” April
asked.










Chloe shook
her head. “My dad’s opinion is that anyone who can’t ask a few
simple questions about an investment probably deserves to lose
their money.” Chloe paused and gave April an apologetic look. “It’s
a harsh opinion. But it means that he’s not going to have anything
against helping you. Besides, nothing that happened had anything to
do with you. It was all your
father.”










April gave
Chloe the first real smile that she felt in weeks. “Thank you so
much. Whatever he needs me to do, I don’t care. I’ll even wash
toilets.”










Chloe
laughed. “It won’t be that bad. It’ll be hard work, but the resort
is beautiful, and staff always get two days off during the week, so
you’ll even get to enjoy some of
it.”










April did
not care about getting to enjoy the resort. For the first time
since the investigation into her father started, April was starting
to see the light at the end of a very dark tunnel. She even thought
it might not be a
train.










********










April had
never had the opportunity to visit Stuart Estates before. It was
far more upscale than anything her family would have afforded,
though she knew many of her father’s clients probably frequented
this resort. She wished she had gotten to see and enjoy it without
having to be an
employee.










Set in a
mountain valley, it featured a large manor house that hosted any
number of events, from conferences to weddings and family reunions.
Some of the upstairs rooms were still held as private rooms for
guests, though a majority of guest accommodations were in “cabins,”
buildings that had once served as guest houses or were built later
when the original property was
converted.










Still, April
thought that she would enjoy working here. The air was crisp and
clear. She was surrounded by beauty. It was tranquil, even if her
supervisor Henry Graven did promise that she would be far too busy
to take notice of what was around
them.






Mr. Graven
was a cold man, tall with pale skin and dark hair. April recognized
the name right away, and did her best not to cringe. He was one of
the people who lost their retirement money to her father’s scheme.
She could tell by the way that he looked at her; he knew who she
was. He would not be able to do anything overt, but if she gave him
any reason to fire her, he would not hesitate to take
it.










Her first
day was mostly a learning curve, of going from being the person
waited on to doing the waiting. Mr. Graven was grudgingly patient
as she learned, and she found the rest of the staff to be kind and
understanding. She did not think any of them knew about her
circumstances, and she was thankful for that. It was still a
stressful day, and she was happy to retire in the evening to her
room.










Her “room”
was one-half of a small cabin that April thought had probably been
a campground cabin at some point. Now it was fitted with lighting
and a small window unit to control heat and air. A bathroom had
also been built onto it, to be shared between the two units. It was
small, smaller than her dorm room had been, but it was comfortable,
brightly decorated, and most of all
private.










April lay on
her bed and thought about her day. It has been busy. Mr. Graven was
right. She had barely had time to notice the beautiful scenery
around her. She decided she would change that. She would give
herself a few days to get used to the job, and after that, she
would take brief moments in her day to just appreciate where she
was.










********










April knelt
down to wipe up the spilled coffee and gather up the shards of
china cups that were now scattered about the floor. She was still
getting used to carrying trays and keeping them balanced. Something
had brushed her thigh over her skirt – it was not a something, it
was a man’s hand, she was certain of that – and caused her to lose
her balance. Now, she was mortified as guests watched her fumbling
with the glass shards and spilt coffee, trying hard not to cut
herself.










When the
last piece was gathered and the last of the coffee sopped up, April
stood, careful not to tip her tray and spill any of the shards. As
she walked past a table, she felt a hand brush the top of her knee.
She glanced back to see an older man with short, thick grey hair
give her a wink. She quickly turned, trying to control her blush
and pushed through the swinging doors back into the kitchen
galley.










“Are you
okay?” Leah, one of the other girls on staff asked her as she set
down her tray of broken
cups.


“A guest is
getting grabby,” April said. She let out a sigh as she began to
move the shards into the collection bin set up for broken wares.
“It just caught me off guard, that’s
all.”


“You should
be more careful with your tray Miss Edwards.” Mr. Graven paused as
he walked past her. “You are lucky that you did not burn
anyone.”


“I’m sorry.
I’ll be more careful next time,” April
said.










She did not
look up to see Mr. Graven’s look, but she was sure it was one of
contempt. He walked on and she finished depositing the shards and
took her tray to be washed. Another tray of coffee was set up,
which Leah picked up to take out. April was relieved. She did not
want to have to go back out into the dining room right now, not
right on the heels of something so
embarrassing.










The rest of
the noonday brunch went by smoothly, and when April did have to go
back out, she was glad to see that guests paid her no more
attention than they did to any other member of
staff.










Slowly the
guests filed out of the dining hall and out to the veranda. It was
still raining lightly outside, but it would clear soon. The guests
would enjoy any number of outdoor festivities while the staff
prepared the indoor rooms for evening
festivities.










April moved
to her area of the dining room and began cleaning the tables.
Someone else would come behind to vacuum, but she wanted to make
sure that the floor was cleared of any large debris. As with
everything else, she was still getting accustomed to cleaning, and
the rest of the staff were done and cleared away as she still
worked, her mind turning over bits of half-remembered lyrics to
keep her moving at a steady
pace.










A hand moved
over the small of April’s back and along her buttock. She jumped
up, pushing into the bulk of someone behind her. April had not even
heard anyone come up on her. When she turned, she saw the same man
with the grabby hands from
brunch.


“You’re like
a little rabbit.” His voice was smooth as he spoke. His eyes were
even and demanding. April gripped the table and tried to put space
between them, only to have him close it again. “I do like hunting
rabbits.”










“I need to
finish my work.” April could not think of anything else to say. The
man’s hands moved to her waist and slowly up her sides to cup her
breasts.






Everything
happened at once then. The swinging door from the kitchen galley
opened. Mr. Graven walked out, followed by two other staff members.
The door from the veranda opened and an older woman walked in,
followed by two young men. April’s hand collided with the face of
the man accosting her with a loud slap propelled by the swing of
her arm. It resounded through the dining hall before the woman
began to scream
shrilly.










April tried
to wrestle control of her situation, but she could not. Mr. Graven
was upon the scene immediately, asking the man – Henry Worthington
as it turned out to April’s surprise and horror – if he were okay.
The woman screamed about a trollop hitting her husband. Mr.
Worthington began his explanation of how she had come onto him.
April tried to speak up, to give her side of the story, only to be
hushed by Mr. Graven or Mrs. Worthington screaming about lies. The
noise brought more guests from the veranda into the dining
room.










Mr. Graven
finally took hold of April’s arm, squeezing tightly and leading her
away. She tried to protest over his assurances to Mr. Worthington
that he would take care of the situation. He led her out into the
hall and spun her around hard, slamming her back against the wall
and knocking the air from her. Further down, guests poured out of
the dining room and into the hall, not wanting to miss the end of
the drama.










“I have been
very patient with you, but I will not have you accosting our
guests,” Mr. Graven kept his voice stern and
even.


“I didn’t do
anything wrong,” April
said.


“You slapped
one of the resorts most honored guests. You will go up to him and
you will
apologize.”


“I will not.
The man is a pig!” April said louder than she meant
to.










Mr. Graven
pulled back his hand and aware of the crowd stopped himself. He
lowered his voice and leaned in closer to April. “You are fired, do
you understand? You will go to your cabin and pack your belongings.
I expect to see you gone from here within the
hour.”


April could
not say anything else. She turned and ran down the hall as tears
began to stream from her eyes, burning her cheeks in her shame and
embarrassment.










********










Nigel Conroy
knew two things very well. Henry Worthington was a misogynist and a
womanizer and the staff of Stuart would happily kiss the ground
that he walked on. He was certain that Worthington could have
murdered the poor girl and the staff supervisor would still have
found a way to claim she had fallen upon his knife or gun
herself.










He also had
a very good idea of who the girl was. He face was familiar, one he
knew he had seen recently on the news. If he was right, she had
been through enough. Being fired in front of all of the guests here
was the last thing she needed. As the crowd began to slowly
disperse, he took hold of the arm of another staff, a cute young
woman with short blonde
hair.


“I’m sorry,
but I wanted to ask you something before you had a chance to go
away,” Nigel said, releasing
her.


“It’s alright
sir,” the young woman said. “How can I help
you?”


“The girl
that just ran down the hall, what was her
name?”


The young
woman narrowed her eyes, and Nigel did not blame her. He sensed
protectiveness and found himself very much liking this young
woman.










“I don’t mean
any harm, but she didn’t deserve what happened, and I think you
know it. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen you here for a few seasons, so I
think you know what really happened. I just want to make sure
she’ll be
okay.”










The young
woman continued to eye him warily. Nigel did his best to project
his sincerity and she finally relaxed. “April Edwards. I can take
you to see her. We share the same
cabin.”


Nigel nodded
his head. “Thank you. If anyone says anything, just tell them I
pulled you aside to help me with an errand. I’ll vouch for you, I
promise.”










The young
woman did not say anything else. She simply turned and Nigel
understood he was expected to follow her. She led him through a
side door of the main estate house. The morning rain was now
stopped, and the humidity of the afternoon was quickly setting in.
She kept a brisk pace as she led him to the servant’s cabins and to
what he presumed to be her
own.










Nigel
stepped in to a small living area with a couch, chair, and
television and three doors that along the two adjacent and one
opposite
walls.


The young
woman turned to the left door and knocked gently. “April sweetie,
it’s Leah.”


“Please go
away, Leah. I don’t want to talk to anyone,” April’s muffled voice
came through the door, thick with her
tears.










Leah looked
back at Nigel but he nodded, waving his hand to urge her to
continue.


“April,
there’s a man here to see you,” Leah
said.


The door
swung open and April appeared, her face streaked with tears and
fire in her eyes. Nigel felt a great deal of respect for her
suddenly, and felt very badly for anyone that earned that ire. He
thought she could have a fiery temper, one she might not even be
aware of.










“I’ll gouge
out that bastard’s eyes if it’s him,” April said before her eyes
had a chance to survey the room. When they fell on Nigel, some of
the fire pulled back, though he noticed it did not withdraw
completely. “Who is
that?”


“He’s one of
the guests,” Leah said. “He wanted to make sure you were
okay.”


April stood
there and studied Nigel before turning back to her friend. “Tell
him I’ll be
fine.”










“Can I speak
to you for a few minutes?” Nigel took a step
forward.


Leah looked
from Nigel to April, and he could see the helplessness in her eyes.
She had duties to attend to and could not be playing referee
between them.


April sighed
and placed a hand on Leah’s shoulder. “It’s fine. You get back up
before you get into trouble
too.”


Leah
hesitated, looked between the two of them again. She finally
nodded. “You find me before you go,
okay?”










“I will.
Thank you.” April gave Leah a hug. She released her and Leah walked
past Nigel, giving him a careful look that he read very well. April
had a bad enough day, and he did not need to make it
worse.










As Leah
walked out of the cabin, Nigel turned his attention to the young
woman before him as she stepped out of her room. She wore only the
simple black dress common to all of the staff. The white apron had
been discarded somewhere, either in her room or thrown aside as she
fled the shameful
scene.


“You have a
good friend. Have the two of you known each other a long time?”
Nigel was curious about this young woman. The media had painted her
as the aloof princess of a sinister financial king, carefully
keeping herself out of the direct light of the media. He was not
seeing that here. He was seeing something vastly
different.










“Just a few
days. Leah is a real gem, though.” April tilted her head to one
side. “What are you doing
here?”


Nigel gave a
small laugh. “You’re not going to ask who I
am?”


April shook
her head. “I know who you are. Your face shows up in almost every
magazine, usually some story about a broken-hearted girl or a large
playboy
party.”


Nigel
brought his hand up to his chest and feigned injury. “You wound me.
But that’s fair enough. I won’t lie. I know who you are
too.”


April
frowned deeply. “Here to gloat
then?”










A sharp pain
stabbed through Nigel’s chest and he was surprised to feel it. He
was not sure why he felt so much sympathy for this young woman. She
was attractive. Her dark hair and bright, blue eyes would be enough
to captivate any man. Something else had drawn him in, however. He
just wished that he could put his finger on what it
was.


“No,” Nigel
said simply. “I really did want to make sure you were okay. Do you
know what you’re going to
do?”










April shook
her head. “I can’t go back down to New York. My face is still all
over the television. I guess I get to hope that the few days of pay
I have here is enough to fly me out to Los
Angeles.”


“You don’t
have anyone that can help you out?” Nigel felt very badly for her
now.










He knew from
the news reports that her father’s assets had all been seized. He
never imagined that it would leave her destitute. He wondered if
anyone had bothered to care about
that.


“I talked to
my mother. She’s working as a waitress and trying to get into
acting. She barely has enough money to pay her bills.” April
paused. “Why am I tell you
this?”










Why am I
about to do what I’m about to do? Nigel was glad to see that at
least both of them were behaving in ways they did not understand.
She had an excuse. She was under duress. He had no idea what his
excuse was, but he knew he would not be able to stop himself
now.










“Would you
like to spend the rest of the week here with me, as my guest?”
Nigel asked.


April’s look
of shock made him smile.
“What?”


Nigel took
in a deep breath and let it out. “I’m not sure why your supervisor
was so hard on you, but I’m sure that you did not have it coming. A
few broken cups is not worth risking a sexual harassment lawsuit.
You don’t have anywhere else to go right now. So, take a few days
to figure it
out.










Maybe you
and your mother will be able to work out something. In the
meantime, enjoy the resort as a guest where your old boss can’t
touch you. As for Mr. Worthington, have the best revenge you can
have on him.”


April
crossed her arms. “What’s
that?”


“Show him
that it had no ill effect on you. Show him that you’re over it and
moved on. People who do things like that; they thrive on knowing
the chaos they’ve
caused.”










Nigel
watched April carefully as she considered his proposal. She was
wary, and he did not blame her. He knew how quickly people in his
own circles could turn if the sensed weakness or unattractive
controversy. He did not expect that people in hers would be any
different.










She finally
uncrossed her arms and gave him a square look, setting her
shoulders even. “What’s the
catch?”










Nigel shook
his head. “No catch. You’ll have to stay with me, but I have one of
the luxury cabins, so you’ll have your own room. No expectations,
except that you’ll accompany me and keep me company. That’s
all.”










April
continued to study him carefully. Finally, her stance relaxed.
“Okay. I’ll accept your
invitation.”


Nigel
nodded. “Good. Do you have street
clothes?”


April
laughed. “Nothing worthy of a place like
this.”


“Then I’ll
add one more caveat to this deal. Allow me to take you into town
for a shopping
trip.”


April
nodded. Nigel sat down to wait for her to gather her things. This
was a quaint and small cabin. He wondered if she had a chance to
see the luxury guest cabins yet, and what she would make of
them.










********










April held
her shopping bags in her hand as she followed Nigel up the walkway
to the large cabin. Large picture windows dominated the façade,
glowing through their translucent white shades. He carried her
suitcase and occasionally made as though to be bearing too heavy of
a weight. She could only laugh at
that.










Nigel Conroy
the man was nothing like the man in so many magazine articles that
she and her sorority sisters read. She thought he could have his
arrogant side, and occasionally as he took her through the shops in
town, she saw it, typically, when he put down a dress or outfit
because he felt the price tag was too low. Mostly, he was normal,
if somewhat impulsive in taking her on as his
guest.


He opened
the door to the cabin and held it for her to walk
in.










It opened
immediately to the main room, open with a vaulted ceiling. A large
fireplace dominated it with a couch and two oversized chairs set in
front of it. A wide high definition television hung above the
fireplace and a full entertainment system sat to the left side.
Along the left wall stood a bar and to her right the room opened to
a dining room and a kitchen. April wondered if it saw use at all
and wondered at its
inclusion.










A stairway
led up in front of her, dividing the mysterious kitchen from the
rest of the downstairs. Nigel closed the door behind them and led
her up the stairs. To her right another large living area was set
up with balcony rails do that it looked down below them. Beyond it
was a hall with three doors. Nigel guided her to one and invited
her to set down her things. A double bed sat in this room and a
elegant dresser. She set her bags down beside the door as Nigel set
her suitcase down by the
dresser.










“There’s a
bathroom right across the hall from you. If you don’t like this
bed, you can try the one in the room next to you. My room is at the
end of the hall. I don’t know if you do your own laundry. If you
do, the French doors in the hall have a small washer and dryer
behind them. You can also set your laundry in the bins outside for
staff to pick up. It’s your choice, but I do my own
laundry.”










April
blinked her eyes. “You do your own laundry?” She tried to imagine
this man measuring out detergent and could not imagine
it.


“My
housekeeper at home taught me after I ruined my own clothes at
another resort. I’ve had bad luck with staff losing my
things.”










April
wondered if his items were lost or taken. Most of the staff here
were honest and hardworking, but she supposed that anyone could be
tempted to take something that belonged to someone famous. “I
suppose you cook
too.”


Nigel shook
his head. “No, that’s never a pretty sight. I hoped you did,
actually.”










April
laughed and shook her head. “My cooking is part of our sorority’s
hazing ritual.” She watched as he gave her a dubious look, tilting
his head to one side. “I’m serious. I once boiled the coating out
of a pan.”


Nigel leaned
against the doorframe, his look becoming quickly serious and
contemplative. “It’s not fair, you
know.”










“I know. I
have to be more careful with pots.” April wanted the levity. The
look in his eyes unsettled
her.






“I’m serious.
It’s fine that the Feds want to make sure your father pays back the
money that he’s taken. That’s good. They can’t take away his
ability to care for the people he’s responsible for. That punishes
you for something you didn’t
do.”










April
swallowed hard. She did not like the look in Nigel’s eyes right
now. It made her want to probe and want to understand the depth of
empathy that he had in this moment. She did not want to do that. He
was being nice to do this for her, but she did not want to
complicate things any more than they were already complicated for
her.


“Right,”
Nigel pushed himself from the doorframe. “You’ve had a busy day, so
I’ll let you rest. I’ll wake you up in the morning and we can go
and enjoy brunch and some horseback riding if you
like.”


“Horseback
riding would be nice,” April said. “Thank you
again.”


Nigel smiled
as he turned to the hall. “Thank you for accepting my
invitation.”










********










The young
boy stood in front of the blazing fire, his eyes picking up the
orange flames, reflecting them back to the world. Tears streamed
down his soot-covered face and when he coughed, he sounded
congested and full of smoke. Inside, in the flames, was everything
he ever knew and understood to be love, compassion, and order. He
could not understand what was happening, or why Nana uttered
apologies as she tried to clean the soot from his
face.










April sat up
in bed and took in a deep breath. Vivid dreams did not come on
often, but when they did, they always left her feeling strange, as
though she were coming back into her own body. It was, she thought,
the effect of her mind moving from its dream reality back into the
real world.


The dream
bothered her, and as her day played back in her mind and she
remembered where she was, she understood
why.










She had
found the story by chance. Her ex-boyfriend had a playboy magazine
sitting on his bed, and she flipped through to the life story of
Nigel Conroy, as promised on the cover, while he played on his game
console. When Nigel was five years old, his mother had set fire to
their home. She had drugged her husband and her son’s nanny. She
spread kerosene through the house, then over herself and her
husband, lighting the both of them on
fire.










As the fire
spread, Nigel’s cries somehow managed to wake the groggy nanny, who
stumbled out of the inferno, holding the crying
child.


The image in
her dream was an image from the magazine article, a picture that
had been taken of the boy as he stood watching the inferno that had
been his home. He said in the interview for the article that he did
not really remember the day, but it still influenced his
life.










His mother
suffered from mental illness, untreated because both her family and
his father had considered the idea of mental illness to be
shameful, something that others faced, not them. Nigel had
inherited his father’s fortune, and when he was old enough to
decide a direction for it, created a foundation to encourage the
treatment and de-stigmatization of mental
illness.


How could
she have forgotten such a terrible, tragic story? April put her
head in her hands and began
crying.










********










April
followed Nigel up to the main estate house, where brunch waited for
them. She wondered what Mr. Graven would make of her being there,
or Leah for that matter. She thought about Chloe, who had gotten
her the job to begin with. She hoped that Chloe was not told about
what had happened. She hated to think that she would be made to
regret helping
her.


Brunch was a
pleasant affair, full of conversation. They sat at a large table
with other resort guests and engaged in polite
conversation.










A few of the
people at her table knew who April was, but none of them seemed to
think her situation warranted more than a passing acknowledgement.
She was happy for that. She noticed a glare from Mr. Graven. When
he attempted to come to the table, Nigel rose and pulled him aside
quickly. April did not know what was said exactly, only that it
began with, “before you embarrass
yourself.”










After
brunch, they followed the other guests out to the veranda. There
was no rain today, and the early afternoon was quickly growing
warm. April followed Nigel through the crowd of people as he walked
the direction of the
stables.


Mr.
Worthington backed up, separating her from Nigel and almost causing
April to run into him. He turned, startled, and gave her a kindly
smile. “My apologies miss. My son was just clowning around as boys
are want to
do.”










“That’s okay,
Mr. Worthington,” April said
carefully.


Mr.
Worthington blinked his eyes and gave April a broader smile. “Well,
I’m afraid you have me at a loss. You know me, but I don’t know
you.”


April
smiled, feeling strange and light. After the huge scene the day
before, he did not even recognize her face. She supposed that in
the world Mr. Worthington inhabited, it was impossible that a woman
who was a servant the day before could be a guest
today.










She supposed
he had never seen
Cinderella.


“I’m afraid
I’ll have to leave it that way,” April said. She glided past Mr.
Worthington before he could stay anything else. Nigel had stopped
and turned. He was now waiting on her, his look quickly becoming
confused as she walked up to
him.


“What
happened?” he
asked.


“I just
bumped into Mr. Worthington,” April said and decided to laugh. “He
didn’t even recognize
me.”


Nigel
blinked his eyes and tilted his head. April continued on to the
steps that led down from the
veranda.










The stables
were ahead, and she wanted to smell the fresh hay and the horses.
Mr. Worthington did not think enough of the day to even realize she
and the servant he tried to molest were the same
person.


If he could
not be bothered, she supposed she did not need to either. The
thought of putting the incident behind her lightened her step.
After weeks of being remembered, a single moment of being forgotten
was bliss.










********










Nigel’s
horse bucked and he pulled up on the reigns to gain control again,
watching the young woman who laughed, carefree on the back of her
own. She pulled up on the reigns and turned her horse so that she
could twist in her saddle to look at him. This time yesterday, she
was in tears. Now, she could have been a completely different
person. Nigel supposed in a way, she was. All she needed was a
glass slipper and they could have been a prince and princess in a
fairy tale.


“You
shouldn’t look so serious,” April said. “Horseback riding is
supposed to be
fun.”


“There’s fun,
and then there’s slapping my horse’s rump and startling him,” Nigel
said, but he found her smile to be
infectious.










April
shrugged her shoulders. “You were riding like an old man. I just
wanted to see if you really knew how to ride.” Nigel took in a
breath and nodded his head, recognizing the challenge. “I know how
to ride, my dear. I took my first lesson at ten years
old.”


“Seven,”
April gave him a smug
look.


“I still have
you on years riding,” Nigel said. He was only about six years older
than April was, but his pride was wounded
now.










They
continued their ride along the forest trail and up the mountain. It
was beautiful here, and being out here among the natural beauty
seemed to have a good effect on April. Nigel was not sure that he
understood why her encounter with Mr. Worthington had left her in
such a good mood, but it was nice to see that the forest around
them was keeping it in
place.










They reached
the water trough for the horses and dismounted, tying their reigns
off on the poles there so the horses could drink and relax. This
stop in the ride was along the ridge of the mountain that the horse
trail wound. It offered a nice view of the valley and the estate
below, and Nigel was happy to see that few others were taking
advantage of the stables today. Most were heading out to the
cricket grounds or down to the
lake.










Nigel turned
to look at April, and saw that she was watching him. The look in
her eyes was deep and sympathetic. He wondered at it, but was not
sure what to ask her. Perhaps she was feeling badly about spooking
his horse.


“This is
really nice,” April said. She turned and looked back over the
valley below them. “I really do appreciate you doing this for
me.”


Nigel
stepped up to her and took her hand in his. She did not pull away,
and he held it tighter. As they looked over the valley, she talked
about horseback riding in the boroughs outside of New York City and
spending her entire weekend learning how to care for the
horses.










It was, she
admitted to him, the only chore she ever learned to do, and one
that she always
loved.


With her
face in profile to him, Nigel could see that she was deeper in her
thoughts than her words expressed. Was she remembering the good
times with her father and mother, or was it just her father? He
realized he had no idea how long her mother had been in Los
Angeles. It could have been weeks or years. He had the feeling from
how she had talked about her prospects of getting there that they
two of them were not very
close.










April turned
to face him, and Nigel found himself caught by her eyes. They were
deep and contemplative while bright, catching the sky above them.
Nigel brought his hand up to her face, cupping her cheek. He did
not think about what he was doing. He simply leaned forward to kiss
her.










********


Nigel’s kiss
was soft and careful, and it moved through April’s body quickly,
drawing her free hand up to his shoulders. Between her legs, she
felt warm and alive. Nigel released her hand and moved his arm
around her body, pressing her body closer to him. She could feel
him hard against her and her own desire flared, surprising, and
delighting
her.










He broke
away and looked down into her eyes. April wanted his kiss again,
and with a flush realized that she wanted more. She imagined their
bodies entwined together here along the mountain ridge, where other
riders could come upon them at any moment. The idea tingling and
warmth between her legs grow and she reached up to kiss him again,
finding him responsive and
welcoming.










Nigel
brought his hand down from her face to her breast and cupped it
gently. April wrapped her arms around his neck, running her fingers
through Nigel’s brown hair and lacing it through her fingers. He
squeezed her breast and held her firm against him. April wanted
him. She wanted to feel his hands caress her body, to feel him deep
inside her. Her body ached and screamed its want, and as the
pounding of hooves came up the mountain trail, she could not pull
away from him.










They broke
their kiss as another pair of riders came up to the trough. April
flushed again and looked from Nigel to the
newcomers.


“That must be
some view,” the woman said as she dismounted her horse. She tied it
off next to Nigel’s own and looked at her partner. “Do you think we
can take a look over the ridge
too?”


April
stifled her laugh and took Nigel’s hand, guiding him back to the
horses. As they untied theirs from the trough, the new couple moved
over to the ridge, sitting on the stone
bench.










April
mounted her horse and waited for Nigel to join her. She considered
heading back, but she wanted to push up the mountain. Yes, she
wanted Nigel, and she thought if she told him she wanted to go back
to his cabin now that he would. She also understood that part of
that want came from moments like this, riding together and enjoying
each other’s
company.


She could
let it build. They continued up the mountain trail, passing the new
couple as the man put his arm around his companion. April supposed
that the view really was romantic. She hoped there would be other
such views on their way
up.










They rode
for another hour, and April could feel the heat of the day working
into her body. A stream snaked along the slope of the mountain,
coming close to the trail and skirting away from time to time. She
thought about the hour, and how nice it would be to have a shower
before they went up to the estate house for dinner. When she made
the suggestion to Nigel that they head back, he was reluctant at
first, until she mentioned showers. The look in his eye brought a
new tingle between April’s
thighs.










As they made
their way back down the mountain, they passed the couple that had
come up to the water trough. They exchanged waves and continued on,
stopping only briefly at the trough to allow the horses to get
water. April’s mind kept turning to the shower waiting for them,
and she did not want to stop any longer than necessary. She thought
of water on her skin and Nigel caressing her body and grew
impatient to be
back.










When they
made it back down to the stables, the hands there took the horses
from them, removing their tack and rubbing them down gently. They
made their way across the estate grounds to the guest cabins, and
April looked at Nigel. She could tell that he had something on his
mind, and she wanted to be through it before they reached the
cabin.


“Is something
the matter?” April
asked.










She could
not think of any other way to get conversation
starting.


Nigel looked
at her and gave her a gentle smile. “It was a beautiful ride, but
I’m afraid I was a bit,” he paused and looked up to find the words
he needed,
“presumptuous.”










April took
in a deep breath and nodded her head. Oh, to get him to see how
much she wanted that kiss. She did not want to come across as
someone easy, or who was trying to get something from him, but she
knew exactly what she wanted from the rest of her
evening.


“I told you I
wasn’t going to make any demands, and here I am crossing that
line.” Nigel placed his hands in his pockets. “It’s not fair to
you.”


April
twisted up her lips in thought and nodded again. “It’s not.” When
he snapped his head to her, she gave him a smile. “Well, it
wouldn’t be if I weren’t receptive to
it.”










Nigel
narrowed his eyes and gave her a smile. He took her hand and picked
up his pace. When they reached his cabin, he opened the door and
she walked inside. When he closed the door behind them, his arms
were around her body, pulling her back against him. April sighed
and eased her stance so that she could feel his hardness pressing
against her.


“I want you
so badly I can taste it,” Nigel whispered into her ear. He nibbled
the lobe
gently.










April turned
around in his arms and brought her hands up to his shoulders. He
pulled her tighter against him and April rose up to kiss him again.
His tongue moved between her lips and danced with hers. She could
taste his desire in his breath and wanted to drown in it. She
brought her hands around to the collar of his shirt and slowly
worked her way down his
buttons.










When he
broke the kiss, Nigel lifted April’s shirt above her head,
discarding it to the side and shedding his own. He moved his hands
down to her waist and unbuttoned her shorts, pushing them down her
body. He started to kneel, and a panic filled
April.


“I’m sweaty
from the ride,” April said. She wanted what his kneeling offered,
but she wanted it to be
perfect.










Nigel stood.
“Then let’s have that
shower.”


He pushed
down her shorts and underwear in one motion. April slipped out of
her shoes and her clothing, releasing the catch of her bra behind
her back and dropping that as well. She was naked before Nigel, and
as his eyes took in her body, she shuddered, nervous. Would he find
her pleasing?










“You are
beautiful.” Nigel placed his hands at her waist and pulled her to
him again. He kissed her deeply and then released her, gesturing
her to walk up the stairs. He guided her back to his bedroom with
its oversized king bed dominating the room, and then to the
bathroom
beyond.










A large
garden tub stood at one end of the bathroom. Next to it was a
double size shower with stone tiling. April stepped up to it, and
twisted the knobs on either side to start the water. Nigel stepped
up behind her and she could feel him, naked now, pressing against
her. She stepped into the shower and he
followed.










Nigel took a
large sponge and poured soap on it, lathering it in the stream of
water that sprinkled over them. He brought it to April’s body and
caressed, leaving the soapy lather behind to be quickly washed away
by the water. He moved along her chest, her arms, and her torso
before moving down between and down her legs. When he finished, his
lips were there, at her sex taking it
in.










April gasped
and pressed her hands to the wall to support herself. His mouth was
magic there, drawing her desire out of her and building it into a
wave to crash over her body. She shivered as her body counted every
bead of water that struck
her.


When he
stood, April took the sponge from him, lathering it again, and
running it across his shoulders, down his torso, and up his back.
She brought it down to clean his manhood carefully and knelt,
kissing what was now clean and hard softly before washing his legs,
stroking down and then up along them
gently.










When she was
through, she wanted to take him into her mouth, but he took hold of
her arms and pulled her up. He kissed her and brought her leg up,
pressing himself between her
thighs.










She welcomed
the feel of him hard and firm as he penetrated her. April wanted to
feel him deeper, and when he brought her other leg up, she wrapped
them around his body. He held her thighs and thrust deeper into her
and she felt alive and desirous. She kissed him passionately as he
pressed her against the wall, seeking the depth of her, joining
with her in their shared passion. When he pulsed into her, April
took hold of his hair, gripping it between her fingers, as he
pushed still deeper into
her.










When he was
spent, he lowered her legs gently. April found them wobbly and
weak, and stood under the warmth of the water, letting it pour
energy back into them. Nigel kissed her again and pulled away,
smiling as he dipped his head under the stream of water to wash his
hair.










“I like
showers,” April said. She brought her own head under the showerhead
and hoped that the water would mask her embarrassment over saying
something so silly. Nigel looked at her. “They can be very nice,
when the company
is.”










A
playfulness moved through April and she tilted her head to one side
as she reached for shampoo. “I tried to be very nice and you
stopped me.”


Nigel
laughed. “I didn’t think that good girls were supposed to do that.”
April’s mind turned and spun at his teasing. “I’m in a shower with
a man I just met yesterday. How good of a girl can I
be?”










April’s
breath caught at the look in Nigel’s eyes. It was both dark and
desirous, and empathetic and sincere. She had no way to respond to
it, and no word for the feeling it drew up inside her. She wanted
to throw her arms around him and run away screaming at the same
time. Overcome by her fear and desire, she could only stand there,
her hands at her head, ready to massage shampoo into her
scalp.










“You can be
as good as you want to be,” Nigel
said.


He brought
shampoo up to his own head and closed his eyes as he worked it
through his hair. April swallowed hard and washed her own as well.
When he opened his eyes again, the depth of emotion had passed.
April suppressed a shiver and wondered once again at this
man.










He was a
playboy. This week and this affair was one of many he had, one of
many that he would
have.


Some small
part of her mind tried to challenge that, and April quashed it
quickly as she rinsed her hair and turned off her side of the
shower.


This was
just an affair, just like any other Nigel Conroy had. He was taking
a young woman he saw in distress and helping her through it the
only way he knew how to. She bore him no ill will for that. In
fact, April thought the world could use a few more
Nigels.










********










The dining
hall was lit brightly tonight, and a string quartet played Vivaldi
as guests entered. Nigel led April to a table for two and they sat
down, waiting patiently for a server to come by. Evening meals were
meant to be more intimate, but the menu was still a general fare
for all guests, a choice of steak, chicken, or fish, with either
rice or potatoes and summer
vegetables.










April
decided that she would have the fish and rice while Nigel ordered a
steak and requested a bottle of wine to be brought out to
them.


April
spotted Leah among the servers and gave her a small wave. She did
not want to embarrass Nigel, and while she thought he would
understand her wanting to say hello to her friend, she knew that
the other guests would consider the gesture to be gauche at
best.










Leah gave
her a small and excited wave, looking from April to Nigel and back.
She mouthed, “wow” as she poured water for another table, and moved
to another. April gave an innocent shrug and
smiled.


Nigel looked
over his shoulder and back to April, smiling. “I think you’ve
inspired new dreams in the female
staff.”










April
laughed. “If only it were that easy for romance.” She paused and
thought about her last two days. “I’m not even sure how this
happened.”


Nigel
reached under the table and brushed April’s knee lightly. She could
see he wanted to say something, but before he could, a man walked
up to the table. Nigel withdrew his hand casually and looked up at
the newcomer.










It took
April a moment to register who the man was, and panic filled her.
This was Chloe’s father, and she could imagine the story told to
him, and the reprimand her friend received. April had never met
Michael Stuart, when she was hired on, she only worked with Mr.
Graven, but she understood him to be a shrewd and clever
businessman.










“Mr. Conroy,
it is always a pleasure to have you here at the Estate.” Mr. Stuart
turned his attention to April and gave her a broad smile. “Ms.
Edwards, it is good to see that you’re enjoying your stay with Mr.
Conroy. My daughter sends her
regards.”










April
relaxed at the tone in Mr. Stuart’s voice. Whatever story had
gotten to his ears, it was either not believed, or countered,
perhaps by Chloe herself. April made a note to herself. If she
could not find her friend this summer, she would do so during the
school year – assuming she was able to get back down to New York
City to attend the university. “Thank you. Please tell Chloe I said
hello.”










Mr. Stuart
nodded his head. “I will. She’s enjoying a nice trip in Europe
right now. She’s spending the summer studying there as part of a
fellowship. I will be sure to let her know when I talk to her. The
both of you enjoy your
evening.”










He walked
away from the table and over to another. April looked to Nigel to
see him smiling
wisely.


“What?” she
asked.


“You looked
like a deer caught in headlights for a moment there,” Nigel
said.


“The whole
reason that I had a job here is because Chloe convinced her father
to hire me. I was afraid that the worst of what happened reached
him.”


Nigel shook
his head. The server brought their wine and poured a glass for each
of them.










When she
left, leaving the bottle on the table between them, Nigel spoke. “I
doubt anyone would have dared saying anything to him. The whole
situation would have had him asking too many questions and probably
getting other people not you fired. He probably wouldn’t do
anything to Worthington, though he should, but there are limits to
what even Mr. Stuart can
do.”










April sipped
her wine. She had not thought about just how precarious of a
position that Mr. Graven really was in with how he had fired her
and why. It occurred to her that she could file a complaint, but
she realized she did not want to. Mr. Graven seemed to really care
about his staff. His attitude toward her did not mask
that.










She doubted
the scene would have played out quite the same way if it had been
anyone else. The situation may have been hushed. The girl may even
have been reassigned to other duties while Mr. Worthington was
here. She thought that other things aggravated the situation, and
while it was not right for Mr. Graven to hold her accountable for
her father’s actions; it was not worth him losing his job
over.










“You’re a
good person,” Nigel
said.


April
blushed, wondering if he read her mind, or if he just understood
the situation itself. “Thank
you.”


“I mean it,
you are.” Nigel sipped his wine. “Anyway, I’m glad that you
accepted my
invitation.”


“I am
too.”










They enjoyed
their dinner together, using time to chat and get to know each
other a little better. That tiny voice April’s head tried to ask
her if that was the kind of conversation that playboys engaged in,
and she refused to answer. Her life was complicated, very
complicated. She did not need to complicate someone else’s as
well.










After
dinner, they wandered the estate house, seeing what festivities
were taking place tonight. A company was holding an important
shareholder meeting in one of the conference rooms. Both of them
thought that was too boring to
enjoy.


























