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      I’m thinking it’s finally got to be my turn.

      

      I've got no man and no money. Nothing but a personality and a smile.

      

      But maybe that's enough this time.

      

      The richest guy in New York is looking for a secretary, and lucky for me, he’s young and as hot as sin.

      

      Too bad he’s an alpha asshole rich boy who’s stuck on himself. Nothing I do is right.

      

      Throw in a crazy ex and a father that can’t stand anything that breathes in his personal space, and I. Am. Out.

      

      He can find someone else to take notes and get his coffee.

      

      I’m fine being broke and single. I’ve gotten good at it.

      

      Besides, I’m not interested in a billionaire affair.

      

      Or am I already in too deep to leave?

      

      Sure as hell feels that way.
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            Chapter 1

          

          STEPHANIE

        

      

    

    
      My pulse thrummed in time with the loud, upbeat music. The smell of chlorine hung heavy in the air on this side of the gym, closest to the Olympic-sized pool. Stepping onto the fake terrain I would be pounding for the next hour, I checked out the swimmers slicing effortlessly through the water and a few women paddling off to one side.

      Three kinds of people frequented a gym. First were the ones taking their workouts seriously, rubbing their sweat-drenched bodies with tiny brightly colored towels and wearing fancy watches that measured how many calories they burned. Second were those girls hanging out in the pool. I was neither of those.

      I fell into the category of people who finally caved and joined their local fitness center because ten consecutive years of not going to the gym that day were adding up. The evidence was my horizontally challenged body. And yet, despite dragging my overweight ass in here day after day, I struggled to actually work out too hard once I got here.

      Who pays to sweat? It was absurd.

      Okay, maybe not absurd, but I was awarding myself points for having come here at least three times this week.

      Instead of joining the ranks of the dedicated gym rats, my best friend Tiana and I set the treadmills to low, jogged a little and used the time to catch up after work and do some people-watching.

      I jerked my head discreetly at a slender blond girl prancing by, neon pink yoga pants showcasing a butt I would never get by jogging at the speed I was.

      “How about her?” I asked Tiana, happy that my friend happened to share my affinity for gossiping about the better-looking girls at the gym and talking about the sexy guys working up buckets of sweat. “Do you think she’s hunting for a man or an even better body?”

      Tiana smirked, rolling her pretty olive eyes. “Definitely a man. Your body doesn’t care about what label you wear while working out.”

      “True.” I sighed, wiping away the few dots of sweat forming on the back of my neck. “I haven’t shopped for labels in so long I didn’t even notice she was wearing one.”

      “That’s why you have me.” She waggled her dark brows and set the controls on her treadmill to the warm-up cycle. “Well, for that, and to gently encourage you to start looking for a job that will allow you to shop for labels again.”

      “I don’t need labels,” I told her as I fiddled with my own controls. These damned buttons seemed to get more confusing every time we were here. “I thought I had you to help me grow my voluptuous figure by making me be the guinea pig for all your delectable creations.”

      “Rather voluptuous than skeletal.” She lectured authoritatively, sliding her eyes to mine. She sounded more like her mom with each passing day.

      If someone accused me of sounding anything like my mom, I would be majorly offended. In Tiana’s case, it wasn’t an insult to say. If anything, it was a huge compliment.

      Mrs. Jeffry, Tiana’s mom, was one of the best women you would ever meet. Hailing from the Mediterranean, she was a classic Greek beauty who was all about family, food and fun. Traits she shared with her gorgeous daughter.

      Tiana’s sleek black hair was piled into a messy bun high on her head. She didn’t give a damn how she looked while working out, but she didn’t have to. She would turn heads anywhere, even if she decided to go without a shower for a year or stop shaving completely. Not that she would, but hey… She was that kind of beautiful that she would probably get away with it.

      People would likely think she was starting some new trend.

      “But I can always stop experimenting on you. I have a recipe for a chocolate lava cake I was going to try out tonight, but I can always save the recipe and try it out on my family.” She shrugged, blinking innocently.

      “Don’t you dare!” Images of cutting into one of Tiana’s rich, perfectly fluffy cakes and watching the chocolate ooze out were already playing in my mind. Having a culinary grad as a housemate was fantastic unless you cared about piling on a few extra pounds—then it was a nightmare. “Let’s make a deal, you bake the cake and tomorrow, we’ll come an hour earlier.”

      She pursed her lips, moving them from side to side, considering. “We can’t tomorrow, but I’ll take you up on the extra hour next week.”

      “What’s wrong with doing it tomorrow?”

      Rolling her eyes, she lifted one perfectly manicured brow. “It’s your birthday tomorrow.”

      “So? We don’t have any plans.” To me, birthdays were like downing shots at a frat party or getting an STD test. Unavoidable, but there was really no reason to celebrate.

      Tiana shot me a look and blew out an exasperated sigh. “No plans you know about. I, however, have plans for us. We’re going out tomorrow night. Period.”

      “Oh, hell no.”

      “Yes,” she insisted. She hit the button to stop her machine so she could turn, plant her hands on her hips and give me a meaningful headshake. “We’re going out. We’re even getting you a new outfit. We’ll go shopping after this and have fun. The end.”

      “Could it be the middle?” I hedged, trying to negotiate, but I was fairly certain it was going to be useless. When she got that look in her eye, she tended to get what she wanted.

      “Nope,” she said. She grabbed her little green towel from its hook and hopped off the treadmill. “Let’s go shopping.”

      A quick shower later, we braved the after-work crush in the subway and made our way to the mall closest to our place. Bypassing the food court and the designer shops, our sneakers squeaked against the polished white tiles.

      Skillfully dodging our hurried fellow city dwellers, Tiana pulled me into a smaller, quiet boutique advertising a sale.

      “There.” She pointed at a dress on display in the corner of the shop. I had no idea how she spotted these things from outside. She was a master shopper. “You have to get that one.”

      “You want me,” I jabbed my index finger at my chest, my eyes widening, “to wear that?”

      Maybe she wasn’t so masterful after all. “You do realize the flotation devices on my chest are attached, right? I can’t wiggle into that and leave my boobs at home for the night.”

      “Really?” She clasped her hands over her mouth in mock surprise. “I never realized. I’m ever so sorry. Are you sure you can’t even let some air out of them?”

      Dropping her hands and the act, she laughed and tugged me over to the dressing room. “I know they’re attached. That’s the point. In that dress, they’re going to be front and center.”

      “Try front and everywhere,” I told her, turning a skeptical eye to the scrap of black material masquerading as a dress. “It would look great on you.”

      She sighed, walking over to run the lacy hem of the dress between her fingers. “It would, but it’s not my birthday. And it’s going to look better on you. I don’t have the curves to back it up. This dress deserves your curves.”

      A sales assistant appeared at her side, apparently having overheard what she said. The girl was dressed casually in a cashmere sweater, but she managed to look elegant at the same time with her hair pulled back into a twist.

      She put her finger to her chin and looked from the dress to me and back again, then started nodding. “You would fill this out beautifully.”

      My eyes wanted to roll so badly. I barely managed to suppress the urge. “You two need to learn that saying things like that could be hurtful to curvy girls who are a bit more self-conscious about it.”

      As for me, my thirty post-college pounds didn’t gain themselves, and I knew it. I took full responsibility for the extra weight. I was a stress eater. And with everything I’d been through since college, I was pretty much always stressed.

      I wasn’t altogether uncomfortable with it or about it, but I wouldn’t have minded losing just a few of those pounds. Hence, the gym joining. Now if only joining and spending time there would make the fat melt off, that would’ve been great.

      In the meantime, I was settling for taking the advice of all those crappy “love yourself the way you are” messages and at least trying to be healthy—Tiana’s chocolate lava cake excluded.

      I rifled through the clothes, finding the scrappy dress in my size and plucking it off. “I’ll give it a try, but I’m telling you the girls will not behave in it.”

      Tiana clapped happily five minutes later when I emerged from the dressing room. “The girls are totally behaving in it.”

      She circled me like I was a show pony on display. Deciding to play into it, I struck a pose with my hand on my hip and jutted it out. She laughed. “It’s perfect.”

      The sales assistant, who wasn’t wearing one of those handy name tags—no doubt it was too tacky for her—joined in on the scrutiny. “Gorgeous. Very sexy.”

      I looked down, narrowing my eyes.

      Where they apparently saw perfect and gorgeous and sexy, I saw pale skin bulging out of the clingy black material and bumps where there should never be bumps. The dress itself had all those qualities they mentioned, but me in it? Dressing room mirrors didn’t lie, unfortunately. And I didn’t see any of those things when I looked at myself in this dress.

      It was scooped in the front and dipped into my ample cleavage—not very bra friendly. In the back, the dress hung so low I wasn’t sure if moving incorrectly would show off my crack.

      A few helpful straps would help me conceal a bra to tame the girls, but there was nothing to be done about my wide ass or the thunder thighs the dress only covered a few inches of. “I think you both need to get your eyes checked.”

      Tiana pulled down on her charcoaled lower lid. “I wear contacts, remember? My vision’s perfect with these babies, just like that dress.”

      “Same here.” The sales assistant smiled kindly, her eyes flicking between my stubborn expression and Tiana’s. “I think I’m going to give you ladies a moment. I’ll be at the register if you need anything.”

      She disappeared behind displays of clothes and a second later, cranked up a radio somewhere. Tiana and I went a few rounds, which ended with me caving when she told me that the club we were going to was bound to be dark and any flaws I thought I had would be completely hidden.

      “You deserve to feel sexy on your birthday, and that dress is smoking,” she said. We argued as we approached the register to pay, the dress hanging over my arm.

      We were interrupted by the news coming over the radio when we got to the checkout counter. “Exciting news, sports fans. Businessman Jance Williams is in the process of acquiring the New York Yankees. The billionaire announced the purchase of the team in a press conference this morning. Yankees Manager, Ted Eriksson, has confirmed the sale. What do you think about this news? Phone lines are open right after this.”

      “That man owns everything.” I placed the dress carefully on the counter, digging around in my purse for my wallet. Fingers crossed my credit card lets me buy the dress.

      Mercifully, plastic was patient. I should be able to get away with one elaborate purchase this month.

      I wondered what it felt like to be Mr. Jance Williams, infamous New York billionaire. He probably never had to worry about his card declining. “He’s so fucking wealthy it’s not funny.”

      “True,” Tiana agreed. She tapped her lip thoughtfully, her eyes widening as she thought of something. “You should go work for him.”

      “As what? A secretary?” I had a fucking business degree, and yet I was working in a bookstore, surviving paycheck to paycheck. I was ready to stop living that way, but jobs weren’t exactly a dime a dozen in this city—despite what movies tried to make you believe. “I have no experience in anything that would mean a thing to him.”

      Tiana shrugged, taking my card from the sales assistant and handing hers over instead. “Working for him, even as a secretary, would be getting a foot in the door.”

      She slid it back over to me, adding. “The dress is for your birthday. I’m the one who wanted to go out, and I wanted to come shopping, so let me get it for you.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I was lucky to have a friend like her. Not because she bought me the dress, but because she knew me well enough to know that in these circumstances, I would be okay with it when I normally wouldn’t be.

      The gesture of goodwill, however, wasn’t enough to convince me that getting any one of my body parts into any door at Williams Inc. would turn out well for me. “Get my foot in the door only to get my butt stuck in it on the way out as he kicks me to the curb when he realizes I’m not a skilled secretary?”

      She was quiet for a second, and I thought she was going to give me a break and drop it before she turned to me. “When did you grow feathers?”

      “Excuse me?” I scrunched up my nose, trying to figure out what she was talking about.

      “I’ve never known you to be a chicken.”

      “Nope. Come on, don’t do that,” I objected. Scratch ever having been thankful she knew me so well. “You know I hate being called scared.”

      Tiana got her card back from the sales assistant and tucked her hands under her arms, miming flapping wings. “Chicken. Little chicken shit. Chicken, chicken.”

      “Fine. Damn. Okay, okay. I’m getting a job there. Never let it be said you don’t know what buttons to push.” Truth be told, I appreciated her pushing them. And she knew it.

      Linking my arm with hers, I picked up the bag the sales assistant put the dress in and walked out of the shop. Tiana’s brown eyes, flecked and swirled with green, met mine. “So this job you’re getting, any ideas on how?”

      “Who the fuck knows. I’ll figure it out on Monday.”  And come Monday, I would be figuring it out. I was done with just surviving. I wasn’t a damn tree, if I didn’t like where I was, I could leave. And I really, really didn’t like where I was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          JEREMIAH

        

      

    

    
      And that was why fucking at work was always a shitty idea.

      Jannie’s long legs stretched out for miles as she perched on my desk, leaning forward to give me a peek of the deep valley between her fake tits, framed as they were with locks of golden hair. “Is there anything else I can get for you before I go, Mr. Williams?”

      “Mr. Williams is my father,” I snapped, instantly feeling like a prick when her face fell at my harsh tone. Clicking out of the presentation I was working on, I powered down my computer and clasped the back of my neck. “Thank you, Jannie, but I’m wrapping it up for the day. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Are you sure?” she practically purred, running the fingers on her left hand over the silver chain around her neck and right down to dip between those creamy globes. “Perhaps a massage?”

      I shook my head, but Jannie kept coming toward me. My secretary was nothing if not determined. She lay one of her hands on my shoulder as she rounded my big wingback chair. I could feel her fingernails through the fabric of my suit.

      “It’s been such a long week for you, and it’s only Thursday. Let me loosen you up.” It would be so damn easy to say yes. To be weak just this one time. Okay, second time with her.

      But I knew better now. Sleeping with someone you had to work with was shit, especially if that person was literally one of the only three people on the planet who had unlimited access to you anytime, night or day.

      Jannie had keys to my office and my apartment. She had my personal number and knew the emergency code I used with my family to know when I really needed to take a call. I stood up abruptly when I felt her palms close on my shoulders, her fingers digging into my muscles.

      “You can leave, Jannie. I don’t need to loosen up.” Bullshit.

      I’d never needed to loosen up more. My shoulder blades ached, and my spine felt like it’d been fused straight. I wasn’t made for this suit-wearing shit.

      Jack grew up groomed for this life, not me. I was the younger brother. The corner office was never meant to be mine.

      Meant to be or not, it was mine now.

      I strode to the corner of Jack’s, no, my office, where two massive panels of glass met to create a nearly unobstructed view of the city that never slept. Thousands of people swarmed the streets and sidewalk below, so damn tiny from up here on the fortieth floor of Williams Towers.

      I felt rather than heard Jannie come up behind me. The telltale crack of her heels muted by the lush carpet beneath our feet. “Come on, Jer. We had so much fun together. We were good together. We can be again.”

      Shit. She wasn’t going to give up. She was more aggressive than usual today. Maybe the smell of fresh coffee wafting down the hall turned her on. I had to shut her down, pronto. “We hooked up one night three years ago at a retreat. Let’s not pretend it was more than it was.”

      In the reflection of the window, I saw Jannie pout before putting one of her hands on my bicep. “It was more than that. I felt it. Didn’t you?”

      “No.” Fuck, even I knew I was pulling a dick move by being so blunt with her. I didn’t feel too bad about it though. I had tried to let her down easy.

      The retreat we got together at was before I was working for my father’s company full time. Before Jack’s accident. Before everything changed.

      Now, I had to be careful. I’d been lectured about sexual harassment in the workplace time and time again. The press would have a fucking field day if I got charged. The headlines practically wrote themselves.

      Jer Williams: New York’s favorite player now Playing in a Boardroom near you.

      Billionaire bad boy Jeremiah W. still the worst.

      Jeremiah’s no Jack, the party’s only changed its venue.

      Hell no. I’d had enough of that shit to last a lifetime. I didn’t mind the media so much back in the day. It was an inescapable consequence of being born a Williams in New York City, but since Jack’s death… I was done with it.

      I was going to have to let Jannie go. That was the only way.

      She walked her fingers up my arm from my bicep, watching my jaw tighten in the window. “Somebody’s a tense boy. You’re only saying you didn’t feel it now because you’re stressed, baby. Let me help you relax. I can—”

      The door to my office hit the wall behind it. I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. There was only one person in this building who would make an entrance like that.

      Dad’s in the building.

      “The only thing you can do, young lady, is to pack your shit and get out. You’re fired,” he said to Jannie. His tone was measured, controlled and almost lazy, yet laced with quiet venom. Like a spitting cobra. “You have until eleven to get out of the building. Pick up your final check from human resources in the morning.”

      Jannie paled, going white as one of the sheets of paper lying in the printer on my desk. “Sir, let me expl—”

      My father reached for the knot on his tie, extending his neck first one way then the other. “No need to explain. The secretary coming on to the boss, I’ve seen it a thousand times. A million maybe. Unfortunately, pawing at my son right in front of me crossed the line.”

      Her hand fell from my arm, her mouth opening and closing soundlessly. She dared a glance at me, and seeing I wasn’t going to defend her, a choked sob escaped her throat. She rushed from the office.

      My dad sank onto the white leather couch in the corner, flicking his tie as he crossed an ankle over his knee. “That girl was going to cause trouble for you.”

      “I know, thanks for getting rid of her. I was just about to do it.”

      He nodded. “You haven’t had to deal with employee issues much yet. As you take on more responsibility, you’re going to have to learn how to rip off the Band-Aid and send them packing when the time comes.”

      “I can do that.” I didn’t want to, but I could.

      “Your brother didn’t like it much either, but such is life. When the going gets tough...”

      “The tough go drinking?” I suggested, trying to lighten the mood.

      My father chuckled, shaking his head. “The tough get the job done. Then they go drinking.”

      “Got it.” Opening my desk drawer, I pulled out a bottle of Peron and two tumblers. After pouring a few fingers into each one, I handed one tumbler to my father and settled on the couch across from him. “Since you’ve gotten the job done, I assumed you wanted the drink now.”

      “Thanks.” He held his glass up, tipped his head at me and drank down half of it in one swallow. “He would’ve been proud of you.”

      Rarely did I see my dad like this anymore. We didn’t often have the time or the inclination to relax, have heart to hearts or talk about Jack. “I haven’t really done much to be proud of.”

      I wasn’t fishing for compliments or trying to be modest. Everything I’d worked on since joining the company were long-term projects of Jack’s I’d inherited. I’d seen most of them through now, but I couldn’t take credit for simply building—literally in some cases—on the foundations my brother left behind.

      If I knew my dad though, he wasn’t here to help me with secretarial problems, to shoot the breeze or to reminisce. A minute later, he proved me right. “I don’t agree. You’ve shown some real growth in the last year or so. So much that I think you’re ready to face some new challenges.”

      “I am.” No hesitation, because I was ready. At least, I thought I was. They might’ve been my brother’s projects, but I learned a lot from finishing what he started. I felt like it was time for me to spread my wings. Flex my newfound business muscles, so to speak.

      “Good. I’m putting you in charge of the new mall acquisition in Times Square I mentioned at the last board meeting.”

      Fuck. I wasn’t ready to spread my wings that far. Also, it was too much of a heavyweight to test my new muscles out on. The mall was a sprawling complex currently belonging to one of our biggest competitors.

      Dad wanted it, but the owners didn’t want to let it go. Especially not to us.

      I took a swig of my drink, focusing on the smooth liquid and the way it warmed my insides on the way down. Not the harsh burn of cheapskate liquor, but the slow heat that didn’t knock your breath away.

      Lifting my eyes to my dad’s, as dark as my own, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was kidding with me. “Uh, Dad? Seriously? You want me to run point on that right now?”

      In another year or so, maybe I could’ve seen that happening. But an acquisition the size of this one to essentially cut my teeth on?

      Without so much as blinking, my dad answered. “Absolutely. Find a good team and get busy.”

      “Okay, but—”

      He finished off his drink and pushed to his feet, his dark stare fixed on the skyline and the setting sun outside before moving back to mine. “No buts. You’re ready for this, Jer. The stuff you don’t know yet, you’ll figure out, or you’ll get the right people on your team to deal with it.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.” I wouldn’t let him see how much this freaked me out. I didn’t even have a goddamn secretary. How the hell was I supposed to put a team together? And then what the fuck was my first move once I had a team?

      “I’ll leave you to it.” My father set his empty glass down nearly without a sound and gave me a final nod before leaving my office.

      “He’ll leave me to it. Just great.” I rubbed my hand up and down through the hair at the back of my head. Rolling my neck, I let my eyes drift to the ceiling as I thought.

      My first move would’ve been to get my secretary in here and ask her to get me anything she could on the mall and all the official paperwork from Dad’s office, but I didn’t have a secretary. Which also meant I needed to start interviewing for a new secretary.

      “Fuck.” Okay, I didn’t have a secretary, but I did have Neil. He would know what to do. He was Jack’s best friend, started with the company at the same time my brother did.

      A degree in business from Harvard, being both smart and savvy, and having impeccable taste in friends had earned him a position as one of my father’s top advisers at the ripe old age of thirty. The guy worked his way up from the bottom with Jack at lightning speed.

      He also happened to be half the reason either Jack or I made our way through school at all. If there was one place to start building a team, it was with Neil.

      “What’s up?” he asked, picking up his office phone on the first ring despite it being long past closing time.

      I gave him a quick update, causing him to blow out a long, low whistle when I was done. “That’s big, Jer. Congrats.”

      “First things first. I need a new secretary.”

      “Agreed,” he said. “Want me to make a few calls to the agencies we usually use?”

      “Yes, let’s start interviewing on Monday.”

      “You got it.”

      “Just make sure she’s unattractive and married, please. Something to help me not get my dick in another trap.”

      Neil laughed. He knew all about Jannie. “You, my friend, lead with your dick. You’ll always end up screaming uncle.”

      “At least I make sure they always scream my name in the end,” I deadpanned, then got serious again. “Monday, bud. I need to get this ball rolling. Just choose the one with the smallest rack and the biggest ring.”
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          STEPHANIE

        

      

    

    
      “Excuse me, honey.” I felt a tap on my shoulder. “Are you an angel, because you look divine.”

      Bursting out laughing, I pivoted to see which of my friends from work was playing the fool today.

      My laughter stopped abruptly when I turned to find it wasn’t a friend who had spoken at all, but what looked like a customer. An older, creepy looking customer who also didn’t look like he was kidding at all. I blurted out, “Oh, my god.”

      “Not him,” the man said, his eyes running down the length of my body slowly. “But I can make you call his name later if you want.”

      Then he winked at me. Like not the playful, cute wink some guys give. Or the devilish, sexy wink of others. Not even the sweet, “I made a funny” grandfatherly wink that would’ve suited this guy much better. But an exaggerated, completely unnecessary “I’m insinuating we’re going to go bang now” wink.

      Was that even what people his age called it, banging? Or was it shagging? Smashing? Urg.

      “I’m sorry, sir.” I smiled sweetly, just in case Tim, the bookstore manager, was still around. “I’m not religious.”

      He squinted at me like he couldn’t believe I didn’t get what he was really asking me. I ignored him. I didn’t want to make him feel bad. The old guy had balls for approaching a much younger woman.

      But getting hit on by Father Time wasn’t my thing. I didn’t feel bad enough to continue his flirtation. Even imagining what a night on the town with this guy would be like gave me the heebie-jeebies. It would be like a date with a crypt keeper. Eeeewww!

      Actually, come to think of it, he kind of looked like a crypt keeper. Slicked back hair, crooked, hooked nose, tufts of gray hair peeking out of his ears.

      He cleared his throat, his beady eyes caught on my boobs, even though they were covered fully by the uniform I was wearing at work. “How about I buy you dinner tonight, angel?”

      “I’m afraid I already have plans.” I wondered if adding grandpa like he had angel would be too insulting and decided against it. Grandpas were usually lovely people, I heard. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      Hurrying away, I left the older man standing near the display I was arranging in the window. Some or other new movie series based on novels was starting at the cinemas this weekend. Tim wanted the novels clearly visible from outside to draw in customers, but that would have to wait until Father Time over there got a move on.

      Jenny was in the bakery section of the store, munching on a donut while pouring over a fashion magazine open on the counter in front of her. We’d become good friends, having started at the bookstore within a month of each other.

      “I just got offered dinner by that vintage gentlemen over there.”

      She looked up from the magazine, a smile threatening on her lips. “Vintage, huh? That’s one way of saying it. I saw him watching you for a while, probably working up the nerve to talk to you. He’s not that old.”

      “Are you kidding? He could’ve gone to school with Cleopatra.”

      The smile she was trying to fight broke free, along with a giggle. “Yeah, but he’s not old enough to have played follow the leader with Moses.”

      “Or for the big bang to have been the sound of his cherry popping, but plenty old enough.” My eyes dropped to her magazine. “I bet those girls get hit on by the modern-day princes and kings, not the ones well past their best-before dates.”

      Jenny’s gaze followed mine to the scantily clad models advertising jeans and nudity in the spread she had the magazine open to. “I’m pretty sure they get hit on by the full spectrum.”

      “I could never look like them,” I lamented.

      Jenny laughed. “That’s because you’ve eaten this year. They haven’t.”

      “It’s not my fault food tastes as good as it does.”

      “It’s also nutritious and necessary to keep us alive,” Jenny pointed out. “Besides, you don’t need to look like them to be beautiful. You’re gorgeous. You just got hit on.”

      Smiling, I rolled my eyes. “By a guy who could’ve lived next door to Fred Flintstone. Is Tim still here? He asked me to keep an eye on things once he left?”

      “He gone for the day,” she told me, dangling something imaginary. “You’re in charge now. Here are the keys to the castle.”

      “Why thank you.” I pretended to take them and curtsied before heading to the manager’s office. The store was running damn slow today. We hadn’t made a single sale on my shift yet. It should pick up in a couple of hours, but I had some time before I would be needed out on the floor again.

      Deciding to take the time to do something productive, I pulled out my phone and opened my browser. If I was going to get a job at one of Mr. Williams’ businesses, I had to start looking for one.

      I promised Tiana I would do it, and I intended on keeping my promise. Even ahead of schedule. I was going to figure it all out on Monday. But now that I’d made the decision to at least try to get in at one of the biggest companies in the city, I was eager to get started.

      Tim’s desk was neat and organized, an old wooden thing that wobbled when you touched it. Careful not to disturb any of his stacks of papers or have the picture of his family fall over, I made myself at home.

      The chair creaked as I sat down in it, joining the occasional squeaks of the mostly ineffective overhead fan. I scrolled through my phone, my optimism and positivity taking a nosedive when I saw there were almost no vacancies listed on any of the company’s website pages.

      The only position I could find was personal secretary to Mr. Jeremiah Williams. Even though the ad had only been posted a couple of hours ago, it already had an intimidating amount of views. Wriggling my nose, I spotted Tim’s black-framed glasses lying next to his keyboard.

      I slipped them on just as Jenny walked into the small manager’s office. “Does this make me look like a secretary?”

      Jenny’s lips quirked into a smile as her eyes darted playfully around the room. “If I say yes, are there hidden cameras mounted in here? Are you trying to fulfill some kind of secretarial porn fantasy?”

      “No, but that is what it sounds like, isn’t it?” I let out a long huff, gently pulling the glasses from my face and placing them back exactly where I found them. “A four-year degree in business, losing the respect of my family, and now I’m going to help some rich boy make his dinner dates and babysit his calendar. I mean fuck. Really?”

      Jenny shrugged. “Life is what happens while we’re making other plans. As for that stuff with your family, they’ll come around. You’ve been unhappy and unfulfilled here since day one. If it takes helping the rich guy make dinner dates for a while for you to work your way up, is that really the worst thing?”

      Not the worst, no. Certainly not as bad as working here in the bookstore. At least working for Williams, there had to be opportunity for growth. The companies were big enough. At the bookstore, I would never go anywhere. I couldn’t. There was nowhere to go here.

      I shook my head and lowered my gaze back down to my phone. I knew Jeremiah Williams only by name. Though we’d both grown up in the city, we didn’t run in even almost the same circles.

      The Williams family was splattered across the local tabloids occasionally, but they weren’t celebrities or anything. People were interested in them because they were loaded and connected, but it wasn’t like there were websites tracking their moves or anything. Not that I knew of, anyway.

      From what little I remembered reading about Jeremiah over the years, he was the youngest of Jance Williams’s two sons. He was known to be a cocky, arrogant partier who hadn’t shown much interest in the business side of the Williams empire until his brother’s accident.

      Working for him wouldn’t be anything like the serious, corporate environment I wanted to work myself up in, but it was a start. Besides, how hard could managing his dates and making sure there was a VIP section cordoned off for him in clubs every night really be?

      As if sensing I had nearly made a decision, Jenny folded her arms over her apron making little bits of flour clinging to it fall to the floor. “What do you have to be afraid of, Stephanie?”

      Dang. That was the same thing Tiana had said. Was the universe trying to tell me something?

      “Nothing,” I answered immediately. She was right. I didn’t have anything to lose by applying for the position. After everything I’d been through, I could do this. “Fuck it, I’m doing it. No matter what.”
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      I woke up knowing I had a seriously hot dream and wishing I could remember it. Throwing my phone down on the bed after silencing my alarm, I covered my eyes with my forearm and tried to slow my breathing.

      I was horny as fuck, my cock harder than the imported tiles my bed stood on, and I couldn’t remember why. Frustrated, I ran my hands through my hair as vague glimmers of a girl doing the same thing in my dream came back to me.

      The sun had already risen outside, and judging by the way the light was shining through my tinted windows and lighting up the treetops in the park beyond, it was time to get up. I was fast losing the last faint memories of my dream, but not the raging fucking hard-on it caused.

      Damn, I could hammer nails with this thing. It throbbed and twitched like I needed to be reminded my dick demanded attention. Fuck it. I had enough time.

      Closing my eyes, I let my hand drift down to my nipple and let my imagination run wild. I ran my hand down my side, groaning as I cupped my balls. In my mind’s eye, it wasn’t my hand.

      Instead, I was picturing a woman with thick curves and soft skin sitting between my legs. My last girlfriend was a bird who didn’t know how to eat, cook or anything in between. She was a decent lay, but I was tired of feeling bones and being half afraid of snapping her in half if I fucked her good.

      No, what I was in the mood for was something to hang on to as my orgasm crashed through me. Someone I could pound into and feel hips instead of bone beneath me.

      I stroked my aching dick slowly, imaging a full set of tits swaying as the girl started pumping my cock. Flexing my legs, my toes curled when I tightened my grip.

      God, that felt good. The hand not wrapped around my shaft pinched a nipple and ran along my thigh until it was stroking just beneath my balls.

      Already, they were tight and heavy. I was going to enjoy the hell out of this jerk.

      A drop of pre-come seeped from my slit and using my thumb, I spread the liquid over the tip of my dick. Reaching into my nightstand, my fingers closed over a cylindrical bottle I knew was my lube. I squeezed a generous amount into my hand and moaned out loud when I started stroking again, the satiny gel allowing my hand to glide smoothly over my length.

      I increased my pace, my hips thrusting up to meet my hand. My breathing grew heavy. Low groans escaped as I felt the pressure building. The build-up was quick.

      The base of my spine exploded. I felt my entire body tense and my toes twist over each other. So close.

      A long, low moan escaped my parted lips. Feeling like a man suffering from voracious thirst discovering a waterfall, I bore down and fucked myself harder.

      I imagined the girl stroking my cock positioning her lush tits right over me, her voice breathy and needy as she said, “Come for me baby, come all over me.”

      I practically felt her warm, fleshy hip beneath my fingers as I squeezed down and held onto her until my orgasm ripped through me like a bolt of lightning. My cock pulsed in my hand, hot come hitting my chest in spurts.

      My muscles stiffened and quaked as I came so fucking hard. Letting out a last groan, my hips arched and bucked until I fell back on the bed.

      Breathing hard, I allowed myself a minute to recover before getting up to shower. Holy shit, that was good.

      If it was that good having a girl with curves in my bed just in my head, I was pretty sure the real thing would probably get me charged with kidnapping or something. No way I’d be able to let a woman like that out of bed for at least a few days.

      Pushing my fantasies out of my mind before I ended up in bed by myself for a few days like a fucking loser, I got dressed after my shower and shifted my focus to the day ahead.

      I still didn’t have a new secretary, but I trusted Neil was on it. What I needed to do was to start looking into this acquisition. Before I assembled a team, I needed to have my head wrapped around the basics.

      Once I was dressed, I headed to the kitchen and fixed a quick breakfast. Cereal and OJ, breakfast of champions. I carried my bowl to the living room and flicked on the news. This was one of the few parts of my routine that had remained the same after I took over for Jack at Williams Inc.

      Even when I lived to party and partied for a living, I was interested in current affairs and knowing what was going on in the world around me. I wasn’t a complete idiot, even then. I kept up with the Financial Times and all that shit, even if I would never admit it.

      The business minute was just ending when my phone buzzed in my pocket. Slipping it out, I grinned when I saw one of my best friend’s smug faces come up on the screen.

      Tanner and I became friends on the first day of first grade. He was playing baseball outside the school with his brother. The ball went wide, and Tanner dove to catch it, crashing right into me. He knocked me off my feet.

      As I sat there blinking and wondering what the hell just happened, his freckled face popped into my blurry line of vision and he extended his hand to help me up. I was in two minds at first. Fight him or accept his offer to help me up and let it go.

      In the end, it was the most random of things that made me take his hand instead of punching him in the face. Earlier that morning, I helped Jack stow away skis from a trip to Aspen we just returned from. In trying to reach a higher rack, I grazed my knuckles against the wall and promptly dropped the skis.

      With throbbing feet and bleeding knuckles, I ran away from a severely pissed off Jack. To be fair, he’d told me to leave the skis and let him pack that away while I focused on the scarves and mittens. Wanting to prove that I wasn’t only capable of stowing away the soft stuff like a girl, I ended up hurting myself and causing a nice crack right along the edge of Jack’s brand-new, favorite pair of skis.

      On any other day, I might’ve punched Tanner in the face. On that day, I just didn’t have it in me. I was a miserable, mopey six-year-old whose knuckles still hurt and was hobbling because my big toe was bruised. So I took his hand and let him yank me up off the grass, then dusted myself off and accepted his apology.

      Two decades later, and I’d never looked back. Or not often, at least. Sliding my thumb across the green bar on my screen, I raised the phone to my ear. “Tanner, what’s up man?”

      “I have good news, Jer.”

      Tanner’s definition of good news and mine differed drastically on occasion. “Yeah? What is it?”

      I heard him thank the doorman and step out of his building onto the busy sidewalk. Tanner’s apartment was almost directly across the park from mine. Vendors called out and horns blared, but he ignored them all. “There’s a new club opening in Manhattan tonight, and yours truly has tickets.”

      “Good for yours truly, but I’m not going.”

      “What?” I didn’t need to be able to see him to know he’d stopped and was running his hand through his shaggy light brown hair. “Why?”

      “How about because last time, we ended up half-naked with our pictures splashed all over the Times. A baseball player, a model, an e-sports champ and a billionaire walk into a bar… We sound like the beginning of a bad joke. I’m not into that again. Didn’t they have a shot of you with a feather boa?”

      Tanner chuckled. “They did. Good times.”

      “It was an epic night,” I agreed. “One that shall not be repeated. My dad will fuck me up good if I get myself into a situation like that right now.”

      “Shut up, he won’t,” Tanner argued, then yelled for someone to watch it. “You’re going. We haven’t all been out together for ages. We’ll lie low.”

      Lying low was difficult for us. In high school, Tanner and I became friends with Bart and Shawn. With Tanner now being a baseball player, Shawn a model, Bart an e-sportsman and me being, well, me, the media ate it up when we were all together.

      Still, Tanner was right. As close-knit as we were, the four of us hadn’t had time to hang out in too long. “Fine, damn it. I’ll go. I’ll be DD.”

      Tanner howled with laughter. “Lies. You’d never last as DD. No way. We’re walking, dude. Meet us at Shawn’s apartment. We’ll have a couple of drinks before we head out.”

      “I’ll be there.” I would just have to dig deep to find some of that self-restraint thing people were always talking about if I saw things were getting out of hand.

      Restraint wasn’t my thing. I believed in living life to the fullest. God knew how abruptly it could be yanked away from you. I was determined to make every second count. Balls to the wall all day, every day.

      Only, it wasn’t so straightforward these days. The carefree, party boy I used to be came out to play at night, but then left me feeling like shit in the morning. Add to that the pressures of now being my father’s only son and things got depressing.

      Fuck it. I could be who I was and who I had to be, no problem. All I had to do was avoid the damn photographers. Couldn’t be that hard. They didn’t follow me around. I just usually gave them prime opportunities walking out of a club. I wouldn’t do that tonight, that was all there was to it.

      Satisfied I wasn’t fucking up all the hard work I’d put in to “man up” as my father called it, I went back to my bedroom to grab shoes and a tie and got ready for work.

      When I opened my front door to leave, it wasn’t the usual faint scent of cleaning chemicals that hit my nostrils. I got punched in the nose by the smell of rotting flowers and pungent roses.

      My foot came down on something squishy and soft. What the fuck?

      Heaps of dead flowers and roses were strewn everywhere in the hallway. Gingerly, I lifted my foot and looked around for an explanation.

      I found it skewered to my door. A large knife protruded from the center of my door, a note written on pink stationery hanging from the blade.

      The paper ripped away from the knife easily when I tugged on it. A familiar scent wafted off the stationery. Feminine. Musk. Heavy. It brought back memories of feeling heels digging into my ass and sharp fingernails clawing at my shoulders while the party raged on right outside the coatroom door.

      Jannie. I knew the note was from her before I even read it. Sure enough, her loopy cursive scrawl was on the paper threatening to “get me good.”

      Crumpling the note in my fist, I locked up and tossed the paper in the trash basket while I waited for the elevator. I shook my head, mentally adding “get locks changed” to my to-do list for the day.

      Only in fucking New York.
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      Narrowing my eyes at my reflection, I studied my outfit in the mirror. I turned slowly, cringing when I realized again exactly how short this dress was. “I can’t wear this.”

      “You look great,” Tiana said, leaning forward over her dresser to slip a golden earring in. “So damn hot.”

      “You and I have very different definitions of the words great and hot. Do they mean something different in Greek?”

      She rolled her eyes and flipped me off, laughing as she reached for a tube of mascara. “Don’t take it from me, the dress speaks for itself. You’re going to be beating them away with a bat once we get there.”

      “I highly doubt it.” Tiana and I were getting ready to go clubbing for my birthday. Her bedroom was covered in discarded outfits, and every time I moved, I tripped over a pair of shoes.

      The antique wooden dresser she was leaning over was covered in tubes and tubs and makeup brushes. Hair product and perfume mixed in the air, creating that very unique girly smell you only ever get when two or more girls are getting ready in the same room.

      Lining her eyes with shimmery green, she shot me a look in the mirror and pursed her lips. “I’m serious. Girl, if I wasn’t into guys, I’d scissor kick with you.”

      “Really? Right now? Jeez.”

      She shrugged. “What? Hot is hot, and you’re scorching tonight.”

      I cast my eyes toward her full-length mirror again, wondering what it was she saw that I didn’t.  Even away from the nightmarish dressing room light, I saw bulges everywhere. My breasts looked like they were planning a jailbreak, and my hips were two miles wide.

      Tiana had blown out my long brown hair and given me some body cream that added a shimmer to my pale skin. That looked decent enough.

      I also took some extra time with my makeup, blending in some bluish hues with the dark eyeshadow to make my eyes pop. Tiana had some tricks for accentuating cheekbones she showed me.

      From the shoulders up, I looked good. It was the tight dress making me slightly unhappy with the way I looked.

      Tiana fastened a dainty watch and glanced down at it. “You done? We should get going.”

      Turning away from the mirror, I popped my lip gloss into my clutch and nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      “Your car or mine?” she asked on our way out of the apartment we shared.

      “Yours. Herbie finally bit the dust.”

      She stabbed the call button for the elevator. “No! I mean, we knew it was going to happen sooner or later, but I’m sorry anyway.”

      “Thanks.” Herbie, my 1986 Honda, gave me her all, but her time had apparently come to an end. “Earlier when I got home from work, she made a funny sputtering sound. When I tried to restart her, there was nothing.”

      “Damn. What are you going to do?” A low ding announced the arrival of the ancient elevator car in our building. We trudged inside and I, for one, sent up a quick prayer that the thing wouldn’t also call it quits on us before we got to the parking level.

      I lifted my shoulders and shook my head. “I haven’t got the money to get anything new right now, so I guess I’ll just have to make do without a car until I can save up enough to replace her.”

      Tiana nodded solemnly. “In the meantime, you’re welcome to use Barney if you need to.”

      Barney, Tiana’s Beetle, was at least two decades younger than my car. It should still have a good couple of years left in it. Between us, if we had one working car, I was sure we could make it work. “I’ll definitely take you up on that. Hoofing it to the bookshop isn’t that bad though.”

      “You won’t be at the bookshop much longer,” Tiana said confidently. “Is that secretary job at Williams Inc. in the towers downtown or at one of their other buildings?”

      “In the towers, but I haven’t got the job yet. I only sent in my application a few hours ago.” With a deep groan, the elevator doors slid open to deposit us in the darkened parking lot underneath our building.

      I waited for Tiana to unlock the Beetle before sliding into the passenger seat and buckling up. She navigated us out of the parking lot and eased into traffic, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. “The operative word in that sentence is yet. You don’t have the job yet, but you will.”

      “We’ll see on Monday.” I didn’t want to get my hopes up. Being overly optimistic wouldn’t get me anywhere, but I was hoping my business degree would give me a bit of an edge above the other applicants.

      “That we will,” Tiana said, following a turn to the Meatpacking District. “Other than Herbie giving up the ghost, how was your birthday so far?”

      “Same shit, different day.  No one remembered but you.”

      Her eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Parents didn’t call?”

      “Nope, but it’s really all good. You know how I feel about my birthday.”

      “True, but you know what you need tonight?”

      “What?”

      “Dick,” she announced without batting an eye. “You need to get laid.”

      I laughed. I had to love this girl. She had such an easy way of saying things. “Oh no, no no. That’s the last thing I need.”

      “I disagree. It’s your birthday. You need to celebrate, and what’s a better way of doing it than with a couple of orgasms?”

      “Um, how about with a couple of drinks?” I suggested. “Maybe some dancing?”

      She waved me off, turning into an overpriced parking structure I assumed was near where the club was. “Nah, let’s find the hottest bastard in the club. It’s time you play some ding-dong ditch.”

      “I’m guessing we’re not talking about the kids’ game.”

      “Nope. That was fun. This is better.” After circling the level we were driving on a few times, Tiana spotted an empty space and parked, winking when she caught my eye. “At least it’s better if you find a guy who knows what he’s doing.”

      “I’m too afraid to ask and morbidly curious all at the same time.” I rocked my head from side to side, then nodded. “Okay, curiosity wins. What’s this version of ding-dong ditch?”

      “You play with a target of your choice’s ding-dong, then you ditch. Simple enough, right?” She flashed me a sassy smile and got out of her car.

      “For you maybe, but I’m wearing a girdle.” Also known to me as a chubby choker or a passion killer, to name but a couple. “There’s no way I’m getting naked in front of anyone.”

      Leading me down a flight of concrete stairs with bright, fluorescent lights, she waggled her brows at me. “You were naked in front of me earlier.”

      Our heels clicked on the concrete on the way down, the sound drowned out as soon as we stepped onto the busy street. “Fine, I’m not getting naked in front of anyone with a ding-dong.”

      A guy walking past us gave me a strange look, then hurried past. Feeling my cheeks heat, I ducked my head behind my hair and focused on following Tiana. She stuck her tongue out at the guy’s back and nudged me with her hip.

      “Ignore him. His ding-dong is probably tiny. Lucky for you, I already have a plan to bypass the unfortunate underwear situation you’ve got going on.”

      “I’m not taking it off when we get to the club,” I warned her. I was wearing this awful rib- crushing thing for a reason.

      She rolled her eyes as we turned a corner. Almost as soon as we did, I saw a neon sign with two large men manning a velvet rope and a line outside that was growing by the second.

      “I wasn’t going to suggest you take it off inside the club.” We reached the back of the line and I slowed, thinking we would have to fall in line but Tiana kept going. “We’re going to liquor you and the hot bastard up good. You can take it off when you get back to our place, or his.”

      I snorted. “Fuck that. All the alcohol in the bar won’t be enough to make the poor guy forget the sounds I’ll make trying to get it off.”

      “You can just pretend you were warming up. Good?”

      “Hell no.” I laughed. Noticing she was headed right for the front of the line, I caught her arm. “I think we need to get behind all these people to get in.”

      “Not a chance.” She dragged me forward confidently. “I know the bouncer, I’ll get us in. You just decide what you want to drink once we get in so I can set my plan in motion.”

      “Have you heard a word I’ve said?”

      “Of course, I’m just not listening to you. Alcohol and darkness in there are your friends, embrace them. Cut loose a little, birthday girl.”

      “Alcohol is also going to make me feel more bloated than I already am. I might just do some dancing and go easy on the drinking.”

      “You get to be picky on what you drink because it’s your birthday, but you know as well as I do the cocktails have been calling your name all day.”

      “True.” I sighed. “They do have such sweet voices. So convincing. ‘Drink me, Steph. I’m sweet and tangy and made of such pretty colors.’”

      “That’s the spirit. Heed the call, girl.”

      We finally got to the front of the line. Tiana walked up to the bulkier of the two bouncers, resting a hand on his meaty forearm. “Hey, Dave. This is the friend I told you about. Steph. It’s her birthday today.”

      For a guy with practically no neck and muscles bigger than my torso, he had a pretty nice smile. Pitch black eyes met mine, sliding quickly to my cleavage and back up again with an appreciative gleam. “Happy birthday. Go on in. You ladies look amazing. I’m almost jealous I can’t be in there tonight to take my chances.”

      Tiana smiled flirtatiously and leaned in to whisper something in his ear.  I suppressed a giggle and turned my head away from them, giving her time to work her magic. No doubt Dave was on her long list of admirers.

      A group of men talking to the other bouncer caught my eye. The line in front of his rope was considerably shorter, and people in it were motioned inside after flashing their phones or giving him their names.

      One man was laughing with the bouncer, signing some kind of card. Three of his friends waited just on the inside of the velvet rope, wearing varying expressions of amusement as they watched the exchange.

      They stood out to me because even in the sea of beautiful people dressed to the nines around me, they made for an impressive sight. All four of them were tall, and each one was striking in his own way.

      The man talking to the bouncer had longish, light brown hair, chiseled features and an easy smile. Another one wore glasses with thick black frames that somehow added to his appeal instead of distracting from it.

      He was talking to a cocoa-skinned man who had to be either a model or an actor. And if he wasn’t, he should’ve been. He was gorgeous and looked like he was carved from stone.

      The last one, however, he was nothing short of breathtaking. Exactly my type, but not the type to go for girls like me usually. Dark hair curled slightly at the collar of an expensive looking black button-up shirt.

      He stood tall, with his shoulders open and his chin slightly lifted. There was an ease to his cocky, commanding posture I admired. He oozed confidence and power. Like he was holding the whole world in the palm of his hand.

      And yet, he still looked like he knew how to have fun. That was what set him apart from others I’d seen like him. The faint crinkles around his eyes and on his cheeks I could hardly make out at this distance, visible only for the tiny shadows they left on his face illuminated by the neon lights.

      As if he could feel me watching him, his eyes snapped suddenly to mine before I could shy away or avert my gaze. Instead of seeing repulsion or disinterest, there was a spark in the dark depths of his eyes I wasn’t expecting.

      I knew I should look away, but I didn’t. I just couldn’t. Until I heard Tiana’s voice behind me, breaking whatever spell was keeping me caught in his gaze. “Steph? Let’s go. Dave’s going to join us inside later for a drink to celebrate.”

      “Coming,” I said, tearing my eyes away from the mystery man.

      One corner of his mouth lifted just before I turned completely, followed by the sexiest wink I’d seen in a long time. Then I realized the direction my thought had taken and gave myself a mental talking to. Cut it out, Steph. How can a wink be sexy? Winks aren’t sexy. Or are they…?
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      “Good grief, Williams. You just eye-fucked that girl so hard, I feel like I walked in on you on a porn set. I’m a little turned on right now.”

      I smirked, watching the sway of the girl’s hips as she followed her friend inside before turning to Shawn. “If you walked in on me on a porn set, you’d be more than a little turned on. You’d be creaming your panties right about now.”

      “Maybe if I walked in on you and that chick on the porn set,” Bart chimed in, scratching the stubble on his chin. “But it would all be for her, not for you.”

      “Bullshit. I’m hot. And I think I would make an excellent porn star. I’ve got the goods.”

      “If you have to say you’ve got the goods, you don’t got the goods,” Shawn retorted, a teasing smile on his face.

      I laughingly flipped him off. “You know I’ve got the goods. You’ve seen me naked.”

      Shawn pressed the heels on his hands to his eyes, letting out a pained groan. “Don’t remind me of that. The memory still makes me want to cut my eyes out with a blunt butter knife. It’d be less painful than living with the knowledge I have.”

      Bart chuckled and patted Shawn’s shoulder. “The cost of sharing locker rooms, my friend. You should’ve gotten into e-sports with me. Everyone stays fully clothed behind the scenes.”

      “Yeah.” Tanner stepped into the conversation as we began to walk into the club. “But girls who look like those two don’t wait outside your non-existent locker rooms.”

      Bart started to object, but I narrowed my eyes and looked at Tanner. “You saw them? I thought you were playing nice with your number one fan.”

      “I got eyes in the back of my head. You should know that by now. Oh, and a hotness radar. That girl was fine.”

      “They were,” Shawn agreed. “Looks like Jer has dibs on the one though, and we’re not even inside yet.”

      Tanner shook his head sadly. “There was another one? Damn, I didn’t see her. You shouldn’t narrow your options this early in the night though, Jer. You don’t know what’s waiting for you in there.”

      I shrugged off their commentary when we entered the club. Conversation was near impossible anyway, with the music pounding so loudly I could feel the baseline in my blood.

      It didn’t matter what my knuckle-headed friends had to say about it. I wanted that girl. A memory of my fantasy from that morning played in my head. She was the perfect candidate to make some of those conjured-up fantasies reality.

      Besides, it wasn’t like I’d chosen my bride or anything. I wasn’t looking for anything long term, but I certainly wanted at least a dance with her. I could practically feel the way those shapely hips would move under my hands. Desperately wanted to feel those generous tits pressed into my chest.

      Shawn might’ve been a little turned on from that exchange out there, but I had to work at keeping my dick from going hard as the fucking steel in the exposed rafters of the club from just the sight of her.

      Thick brown hair, long enough to wrap around my fist or knot my hands into. Miles of pale, smooth skin covered the kinds of curves I literally dreamed about. By some twist of fantasy fate, she was even wearing a similar dress to what I’d imagined ripping off in my dream that morning.

      “Belvedere with a twist?” Tanner asked, mercifully interrupting my dirty thoughts before my straining zipper lost the battle it was fighting against my dick.

      I nodded. “Make it a double.”

      Tanner ordered our round and slapped a couple of bills down on the bar counter. The thing was translucent, made from plastic. The whole place had a new-agey feel I didn’t love, but the music was good, and the people were pretty.

      None more so than the girl from outside though. I stretched my neck, trying to see if I could find her. No such luck.

      Bodies were packed tightly on the dance floor, and the line at the bar was at least four deep. She and her friend weren’t tall. with this many people, it would be hard to find them. But I knew she was in here. It was only a matter of time.

      “Jeremiah Williams?” A voice cooed behind me. I could barely hear her above the music, but the hand on my arm confirmed there was a girl talking to me. “I’ve always wanted to meet you.”

      I turned to her, a forced grin already on my face. “I’m honored. I’m sure I’ve always wanted to meet you too.”

      Probably not. But I’d learned to deal with the attention of being recognized. Being a complete douchebag, though necessary sometimes, was something I avoided. It only spurred on arguments or posts on social media that perpetuated the briefest of exchanges.

      Not worth it.

      The woman who had approached me wasn’t bad-looking, but she seriously lacked the curves I wanted right now. She had nothing on the chick from outside.

      Her scarlet dress clung to her bony frame, stretching tight from hipbone to hipbone. I nearly shuddered imagining how those things would feel jutting into me. Matching lipstick was painted onto lips that had to have been enhanced somehow.

      She smiled, her grip on my arm tightening. “Well, aren’t you charming. Want to buy me a drink?”

      I shook my head, feigning regret over turning her down. “I promised the guys a boys’ night. Perhaps next time.”

      Tanner, overhearing what I said, rolled his eyes and made a crude motion with his hands. I ignored him, turning back to the woman. She took my brushoff like a champ, but I had a feeling she’d be back later. “I’ll hold you to it.”

      Shawn ordered a round of shots, including two extra for women who had approached him and Bart. We lifted them, clinked the glasses together and downed the clear liquid. One of the women shoved a lime in my mouth.

      I took it from her before she smashed it into my teeth and gave her what I hoped looked like a grateful, thank you grin instead of the aggravated look I wanted to shoot her way. Shawn noticed and wrapped his arm around her narrow waist, diverting her attention away from me.

      More women came up to us, pawing at us. Most of them knew exactly who I was and recognized some of the others. Which is why flying under the radar never worked for us.

      Quickly surveying the crowd around us, I made sure there were no camera phones aimed in our direction. It wouldn’t be the first time photos of us downing shots while drowning in a pack of women would make it onto the internet.

      The paparazzi weren’t the only ones we had to look out for to avoid being splashed all over the front pages. Determined to have a good time while still not breaking my promise to myself that I would not end up as tabloid fodder again, I pounded another shot and set my glass down on the bar.

      “I’m going to go out on the dance floor, see you fools later,” I shouted over the music.

      Bart nodded, but Tanner and Shawn were too busy grinding against women—their version of dancing—to take much notice of me. I set off into the throng of people on the dance floor, finally catching a glimpse of the girl from outside dancing right in the center with her friend.

      Her arms were raised over her head, her eyes closed. A sultry, sexy song started playing, and her movements slowed down.

      Entranced by the swing of her hair as it grazed her back and the way her voluptuous ass moved from side to side, I pushed my way through the crowd to get to her. The bodies were packed so tight it was slow going, but I finally managed to make my way to her.

      Not a subscriber to the idea that any girl on a dance floor wanted to be touched by a stranger, I danced around her until I was facing her. I gently lay a hand on her hip only to catch her attention before withdrawing it again.

      “I’ve been looking for you.” I leaned over, brushing her hair behind her ear so she would be able to hear me.

      Her eyes flew open, wide with surprise as they flashed in recognition. It remained to be seen whether it was because she knew who I was or simply because she recognized me from the line. A confused look crossed her features. “You have?”

      “I have.” I moved closer to her, moving my hips in time with hers. “Mind if join you for a dance?”

      She shrugged. “Can’t say no to someone who actually asks.”

      I was hoping for a little more enthusiasm, but it was refreshing that she wasn’t throwing herself at me. “I’ll take it.”

      Reaching for her hand, I swept her into my arms as soon as her palm touched mine. Her body felt exactly the way I knew it would pressed to mine. She was soft in all the rights places. Even with the smell of sweat and alcohol permeating the air, I could make out her sensual, salty-vanilla scent.

      Her hips moved with a mind of their own, and her body melded to mine as if it’d known me for years. Dancing with her was more carnal than my previous couple of hookups had been.

      Slipping my thigh between her legs, I drew her in close. Her breathing was as heavy as mine. And I doubted it was from our slow dancing.

      I felt her tentatively press herself onto my leg, driving me out of my mind with lust before withdrawing again. My hands slid past her hips, caressing the flesh exposed by her dress. I wanted to encourage her to keep grinding on my leg, whatever she needed.

      Jerking her forward, I pulled her flush against my body. My very ready, very wanting body. I felt rather than heard her sharp intake of breath when she felt me press against her stomach. Her step faltered. My arms closed around her waist to keep her steady.

      Her head tipped back slightly. She mouthed thanks but didn’t move her eyes away from mine. It was too dark to make out the exact color of her eyes, but they were light. Ice blue maybe, with what appeared to be a darker ring around her pupil and another around her iris.

      Her lips parted slightly, her tongue darting out to wet them. That tongue… with her body so close to mine, her scent in my nostrils and her warm skin under my hands, my mind easily slipped to what it would feel like to have that tongue circling my crown, licking my shaft.

      My dick twitched. I wanted this one. Bad. It was time to move. We could always come back to the dance floor for some more foreplay later. For now, I probably had to buy her a drink, learn her name. She didn’t look like the type of girl who was going to jump in the back of a cab with me without the formalities being observed.

      I bent my head, my lips brushing against her ear to ask if she wanted to go get a drink just as the song ended. It mixed into another, but it was like she couldn’t hear the new song.

      She went completely still, then smiled up at me, gave me a swift nod and turned around. She’s walking away?

      Wait a second. Holy shit. She was walking away from me. When was the last time that happened? I called out, “Wait!”

      Whether she heard me or not, I didn’t know. If she did, she ignored me and kept right on walking. I started moving through the crowd to follow her when suddenly a pair of hands encircled my hips.

      Darting a glance over my shoulder, I reached down to remove the offending hands and free myself. One of the girls from over at the bar before flashed me a smile and wink and plastered herself to my back.

      Before I could extricate myself from her surprisingly firm grasp, one of her friends appeared in front of me. She gave me a sultry smile, bringing her arms up to loop them around my neck.

      I reached for her hands, about to pry them free when two more girls caught my attention. They were standing on either side of me, also dancing close.

      I wasn’t going to get away from them. Fuck.

      Both girls who had their hands on me tightened their grip so much it was like they freaking sensed I was trying to make a break for it. Finally, I stopped trying.

      Never-fucking-mind. It was probably better that I didn’t get to the take the girl home anyway.
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          STEPHANIE

        

      

    

    
      Squeezing my way through what felt like a million people to get off the dance floor, I took a deep breath when the crowd finally deposited me near the bar. My cheeks were so hot I was pretty sure I was glowing, and it felt like oxygen wouldn’t reach my lungs.

      Some of it was probably because of the crush getting off the dance floor, the rest was definitely only attributable to that guy who came to dance with me. When I looked up to see the hot guy from outside in front of me, I thought I was hallucinating. Then I remembered I hadn’t even finished my second cocktail before going out onto the floor and I wasn’t sick, so the likelihood of it being a hallucination was low.

      I nearly fucking fainted when I came to that realization. He, Mr. Cool, Calm and Unaffected, came to dance with me. And then he definitely got affected. I felt his massive… affection sticking into my stomach.

      He wanted me to feel it, judging by the way he hauled me up against him. Okay, hauled was a strong word. Pulled? Besides, I wasn’t objecting.

      The guy was hotter up close than he had been when I saw him outside from afar. Like, next level hot. Warm, chocolatey eyes that became heated when he looked down at me. His dark hair was soft and silky when I briefly let my hands tangle into it while we were dancing. A light tan, or maybe it was just the way the lights made him look.

      And his body… Jeez. When he went to the gym, he didn’t muck around like I did. Clearly. I needed an ice-cold drink, possibly followed by an ice-cold shower or a date with my trusty vibrator after that damn dance.

      Weaving my way past tall, round tables and people swaying to the music as they tried to make conversation, I spotted Tiana at the bar.

      She wasn’t alone. No surprise there. She was talking to a guy who looked vaguely familiar, but then the hot guy from outside also sparked some recognition. I just couldn’t place either of them.

      School, probably.

      Laughing her head off, Tiana was bent slightly over with one arm resting on the bar counter, while the guy she was talking to had his head thrown back and was wiping the corner of his eye.

      I sidled up to them, sliding into a space next to Tiana. She turned when she saw me, catching her breath before motioning to the guy and leaning over to plug my ear with her thumb so she could talk to me.

      “This is Tanner. We had English class together years ago back at NYU.”

      Tanner extended a hand. His palm was slightly calloused against mine. Grinning, he leaned in as well. “Tiana was just learning English then. Man, we had some fun with her.”

      “Stephanie,” I replied. “Tell me more.”

      Tanner ordered a round of drinks and once they were delivered, jerked his head for us to follow him. We made our way to the back of the club, where he nodded at another beefy bouncer who dropped another velvet rope.

      Off to the side of the club, behind the rope, was a lounge area. It had plush couches and beanbag chairs, and unlike in the main hubbub, you could talk in here. I could still see the main floor behind us before we set off to find a table.

      Sneaking a glance over my shoulder, I saw the hot guy from earlier still on the dancefloor. He was surrounded by a pack of women. Wrapped up between three of them. That didn’t take long.

      I shrugged it off. It was probably for the best. Boys like him were trouble. They were too good looking, provided excellent distractions, but them and their ding-dongs would always end up ditching. And girls like me, who had trouble with completely no strings attached sex, would always be left wondering why.

      No. I had goals. I couldn’t afford any distractions right now.

      Squaring my shoulders, I put him behind me and grabbed a seat with Tanner and Tiana. They were squashed up together on a loveseat, still laughing and acting like long lost BFFs.

      “On our first day,” Tanner told me, a beer hanging loosely between his fingers, “Tiana here came into class and asked me if I was a douche.”

      “I did not say douche.” Tiana giggled, rolling her eyes.

      “Oh yeah?” Tanner raised a brow and took a pull of his beer, never breaking eye contact with her. “What did you say then?”

      “I can’t remember,” she said flippantly. A flush spread on her neck, telling me she did remember, and she probably did ask him if he knew he was a douche.

      Tanner’s eyes sparkled with amusement as he fought back a laugh. “You totally did, but let’s move on then. How about that class about colloquialisms? You asked the lecturer for a rubber.”

      Tiana laughed and hung her head, wagging her pointer finger up and down. “Now that, I can’t deny. I did do that.”

      “Do you remember when we went out for coffee and the waitress asked if we were going Dutch? You were so offended.” Tanner’s hand crept onto Tiana’s knee, and I saw him give it a squeeze.

      “I thought she was insinuating I didn’t shave or something.” Tiana shrugged, pressing the corners of her lips together to keep from smiling. “You guys were really no help at all.”

      “We were lots of help,” he objected, laughing again.

      I sipped my drink, some fancy cocktail that tasted like cherries and a headache tomorrow morning. Pushing aside the feeling that I was intruding on a date, I narrowed my eyes at Tiana. “You have to tell me why you asked him if he was a douche?”

      She flushed again, exhaling a resigned sigh. “Some guys outside told me douche meant tutor. Fucking assholes.”

      Tanner laughed, draping his arm around the back of their seat. “We have those assholes to thank for a beautiful friendship.”

      “If by beautiful friendship you mean a semester of you teasing me and feeding me incorrect words so I would embarrass myself, then yes. It was gorgeous.”

      He lifted his shoulders and winked a green eye. “We had to liven up that class somehow. That lecturer had the most monotonous voice ever, and zero sense of humor.”

      “This is true,” Tiana agreed, draining the last of her drink. “Should we go get another?”

      I held my palm over my glass and shook my head. “I’m going to head out as soon as I finish my last few sips. I have a bit of a stomach ache.”

      Tiana’s brow creased. “On no. You should have said something earlier. Let’s go home.”

      “No. You stay,” I said immediately. Tanner looked like someone kicked his puppy as soon as Tiana said the word home. He wanted to spend more time with her. I got it. I didn’t mind going home alone. I was feeling out of place, that was all.

      I wasn’t really feeling sick. “I’ll be fine again in the morning. Just too much of this sweet stuff, I think.”

      Raising my glass, I nodded at it. Tiana searched my eyes, then grabbed Tanner’s beer. “Fine. As long as you promise to call me if you don’t feel better soon, and we have one last drink for your birthday.”

      “It’s your birthday?” Tanner asked, jaw loosening. “Why didn’t you say anything? Hang on, we have to drink something just a little more special if we’re drinking to your birthday.”

      I started to protest, but it was too late. Tanner had already flagged down a scantily clad waitress circling the lounge. He ordered something by name, but I’d never heard of it.

      When the same waitress delivered three small glasses to our table, I learned they contained a top-shelf tequila. Tanner passed the shots around and raised his, smiling as warmly as though he’d known me his whole life.

      “Happy birthday, Stephanie. May this year be filled with good surprises, misadventures that turn into the best memories, and world-class orgasms.”

      My cheeks grew heated at the last wish, remembering how I’d been thinking about my vibrator less than an hour ago. Though I doubted he was referring to self-induced orgasms. Tiana peeled with laughter. “I’ll drink to that.”

      I nodded my agreement, more keen on the good surprises and best memories part of his birthday wish. Although, I definitely wouldn’t turn down a world-class orgasm if it came my way. “Cheers.”

      We sucked back our shots in unison. Usually, tequila took my breath away and made my mouth water. This stuff went down smooth as silk. “Thank you for the drink. I’d better get going.”

      “Remember, call me if you need anything,” Tiana said, standing up to hug me. “Anything at all.”

      Tanner also pulled me into a quick hug, patting my back as he wished me happy birthday again. “Let me know if you want me to set you up with someone to deliver those orgasms.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “Generous offer, but I’ll pass.”

      He looked genuinely crestfallen at my refusal. I liked him. I hoped Tiana would keep him around for a while. I hadn’t seen her laugh the way she did with him for a long time. I could tell he used to be a good friend to her.

      “Get home safe, okay?” he ordered, dragging a hand through light brown locks that fell almost to his shoulders. “Can I call you a car?”

      “No. I’ll grab a cab. Thanks.” Who calls a car?

      He squinted at me but nodded. “Okay. Just be safe.”

      After more goodbyes and be safes, I finally managed to get away from them. As I was getting into my cab, I saw hot guy pushing his way out of the club and come in my direction. Odd.

      Although, there was a line of cabs piling up behind mine. Maybe he was also headed home and not after me at all.

      The cab pulled away from the curb and my gaze caught on hot guy’s as we drove past. Damn, but he looked good with his hair slightly dampened and pushed back. I waved feebly, catching him putting one hand at the back of his neck and squinting after my cab before he got swallowed up by people and darkness as we drove away.

      I took a quick shower when I got home, exhausted from the week and my feet aching from the heels I wore. Pulling on a pair of underwear, I decided to skip pajamas in favor of crawling into my bed half-naked.

      The stupid girdle strangled my ribs all night, and I didn’t feel like being constricted by any more items of clothing tonight. My sheets were soft from too many washes, pale moonlight and ambient lighting from the city casting shadows in my small room.

      It barely fit my bed, bookshelf and dresser, but I couldn’t complain. Real estate in New York didn’t come cheaply, and our two bedroom was the best Tiana and I could afford. It’d been home for nearly a year, and we made it feel cozy enough.

      Lying in my bed, I closed my eyes and waited for sleep to drag me under to the symphony of city sounds coming up from the streets below. Only, images of hot guy played behind my eyelids and refused to leave and let me succumb to sleep.

      I remembered feeling his body against mine. Wondered if he looked the same after a vigorous fuck as he had when I left the club. That thought led me down the rabbit hole and landed me straight in my imagination, where he was fucking me with the same kind of sure rhythm he’d had on the dance floor.

      Heat and wetness pooled between my legs. If I moved even a little, I could feel the slickness gathered there, turning me on more. My nipples pebbled, brushing against the smooth sheets. I wished they were just a little rougher. Something that would stimulate my nipples instead of just sliding over them.

      My body begged for attention. I squirmed, causing the dull ache between my legs to intensify. My clit hardened, standing to attention. Begging for it. I imagined what it would feel like to have hot guy pushing inside me, his pubic bone brushing against my clit as he pounded into me.

      An involuntary moan fell from my lips. The picture in my head was so vivid, almost like he was really there.

      I knew he was well-endowed. I’d felt him against my stomach. I could practically feel him stretch me open, fucking me long and hard and good.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. I had to stop thinking about this. I would never get to sleep otherwise. Briefly contemplating getting out my trusty vibrator after all, I decided to just roll over and get some sleep.

      Tomorrow is a new day. With all the plans I had for the coming week, I better be well rested. A quick orgasm wasn’t going to satisfy this need. It would go away by tomorrow. For tonight, I just needed to focus on tomorrow and forget about fucking guys who were way out of my league.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          JEREMIAH

        

      

    

    
      “Drive, you stupid fuck.” I slammed my palm down on the soft leather of my steering wheel, sliding it into place to lean down on the horn. My brand new Aston Martin’s horn joined in with the rest of the impatient drivers sitting in traffic.

      My radio blared hard rock, drowning out the noise some. I leaned my head back on the buttery leather of the neck rest and jerked the wheel to the side. I had to get around this asshole driving like he was out for a Sunday afternoon cruise if I was ever going to get to work.

      “It’s Monday fucking morning, old man,” I said, not giving a fuck that the guy who was driving was probably not even that much older than me.

      Pressing down on the accelerator when I navigated to a faster-moving lane, I drove like a demon to get to work. I was late as fuck already, thanks to construction near my apartment. My morning was clogged with meetings. Neil called ten minutes ago to tell me the first guys on my calendar were already waiting.

      Ain’t no rest for the wicked. I sighed, wondering if it was possible to feel this drained and frustrated before you even got to work to start the week.

      My weekend started off nicely enough with the guys and dancing with that girl who, I wasn’t ashamed to admit, had already fueled a couple of my fantasies since Friday night. It went to shit after that though. First, she left, and even though I tried to stop her as soon as I spotted her making her way to the exit, she ignored me and waved goodbye from her cab.

      Then Bart, Shawn and I drank too much, and I woke up with a pounding headache. At least there was no lasting damage. Nothing on social media or the front page of us drinking tequila like it was the last night the stuff would be available.

      We lost Tanner early on. Apparently, he ran into some girl he knew from years ago. We stayed at the club for another few hours, then stumbled back home.

      Neil called me first thing in the morning. He was unsympathetic to my hangover and informed me we had work to do. I spent the rest of the weekend working with him to get interviews scheduled for secretaries to replace Jannie today and going over some of the stuff I would need to know before I got stuck into the mall project.

      The hours dragged by, and just when I thought I was finally going to get some peace and quiet, Neil left. But not before reminding me I had to get to my weekly golf game with my father and some of our investors.

      Honestly, I had no clue how my father did everything he did. I got to the golf course right in the nick of time. Dad was already there, looking fresh and rested as he sipped on a Bloody Mary and held court telling stories of his early days to the men who would make him richer before the day was out.

      Nothing phased him or slowed him down. The man was a machine. I knew for a fact he spent the weekend working too, yet it looked like he’d spent two weeks relaxing on a tropical island when I got to the course.

      Truth be told, I’d never coveted his lifestyle. Nor the way he’d groomed Jack from an early age to take over the companies. I just wanted to sleep in, eat out on the beach and fuck the day away. That life suited me just fine.

      But then Jack decided to go snowboarding. Thanks to his adventures and the death they led him too, that life of mine was gone.

      I was in Jack’s place now. The only Williams boy left. It forced me to be someone I wasn’t terribly interested in being. It used to be the two of us. Back then I had a choice. Not anymore. Now, I could see the box I had to fit into and I was being shoved in from all directions to just fucking fit.

      Traffic got heavier the closer I got to my office. My patience was being stretched to the limit. By the time I parked my car with an echoed squeal of the tires in the cavernous parking structure at my office, I was in a piss-poor mood.

      True to Neil’s word, there were people waiting on me in the conference room when the elevator doors slid open on my floor with more in the lobby. Opaque glass walls with the words Williams Inc: Executive Floors in curved metal lettering blocked off the office areas from that accessible to the public.

      A round reception desk with several sleek, black couches welcomed people to our floor. Massive windows behind the desk let in loads of natural light, a fun fact I learned and didn’t give a shit about when I got the tour of the office on my first day. The windows offered an impressive view of arguably the greatest city in the world—which I did care about.

      Arlene, our receptionist, pushed a pile of message cards across her desk when she heard my footsteps thud on the gleaming tiles. “Good morning, Mr. Williams. Busy day today. The phones have been ringing off the hook. These are the messages the callers specified as urgent. I’ll bring the rest by your office later. There are also—”

      I held my hand out to stop her. The woman was efficient as fuck, talked a million miles an hour and thankfully, was old enough to be my grandmother. But I really wasn’t in the mood to deal with all this shit right now.

      This was what secretaries were for. Oh wait, I don’t have one of those anymore.

      My sarcastic thought died in my head when Arlene gave me a sympathetic smile. “It’s going to be a rough one today.”

      “No shit,” I muttered, half expecting Arlene to berate me for my language. She was an institution at Williams Inc. Jack and I had grown up speaking to Arlene on the phone as the first line of defense for my father.

      She ignored my remark, motioning to a few people waiting for me. “I’ll send them in as soon as you’re settled. They’ve been waiting longest.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” I assured her. Walking through the crowd, I went to my office, closed the door and ignored all those people waiting for me. Some were here for meetings, like the ones Neil had in the conference room, but I was assuming the others were here for the interviews.

      I felt a dull headache building at the base of my skull. Making a decision on the fly, I grabbed my phone and put a call through to my father’s personal secretary. Like Arlene, Mary Jane was a stalwart and had been with my father for years.

      “Good morning, sir,” she answered crisply. In the background, I could hear people talking and phones ringing, but Mary Jane didn’t let anything rush her. “What can I do for you?”

      “Jeremiah. Not sir.” I corrected her for what felt like the millionth time. A losing battle, but I wasn’t going to stop fighting it. “You’ve probably heard Jannie’s gone. Interviews for her replacement are this morning. I’ve got a meeting scheduled and a hundred people out there waiting for me.”

      “I’ll handle it.” She said it without needing further explanation. She was fucking awesome at her job. “I’ll vet them, pass them along the chain of command where necessary, and you’ll only see the second-round interviews later today.”

      “Thank you, MJ. I really appreciate it.” For the first time this morning, I felt like I could breathe. Like MJ took a rock off my chest. “I owe you big time.”

      “Not in the least, sir. I’ll get it done.” She ended the call before I could correct her again.

      I knew I could trust Mary Jane with the task. Good. Fuck.

      Scrubbing my hands over the stubble I didn’t shave this morning, I sank into my wide wingback office chair. I took care of a few of the most urgent things I had to do before going to the meeting, having let Neil know to get started on the first one without me.

      A few minutes to myself was what I needed before I jumped into this crazy, hectic day. The pace of this lifestyle was insane. People born in suits probably didn’t realize it, but this shit wasn’t good for a person’s heart.

      The noise in my head died down knowing there weren’t so many people waiting on me anymore, and now I’d gotten the basics covered. I walked over to my window, hooking my thumbs in my pockets as I took in my view.

      I watched ant-sized people bustling around on the sidewalk below. Without warning, my mind drifted to wondering whether the thick-hipped girl from Friday night was down there somewhere.

      “Where are you, Cinderella?” I mumbled to my empty office, smiling as I allowed myself a minute to relax and remember her body melting into mine.

      The memory of her gave me a nice hard-on. A welcome change of pace for this shitty morning.

      Feeling slightly rejuvenated and more like myself, I turned away from my window and got to work.
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          STEPHANIE

        

      

    

    
      “Why is it always on the most important days everything goes wrong?” My voice wobbled when Tiana answered her phone. I wasn’t a crier. Crying fixed nothing, but I couldn’t help the few tears that leaked from my eyes when I plucked my broken heel out of the crack in the sidewalk.

      “What happened?” she asked. “You left less than an hour ago and everything was fine.”

      I limped to the wall closest to me, resting my back against it as I stood in my one remaining high heel. “Let’s see, I was rushing to get to the interview early. I got downtown with time to spare so I thought I would grab a small coffee and go over my notes. Some guy on a bike crashed into me, and I spilled coffee all over my shirt. While I was trying to salvage it, my hose got stuck on the trash can I was dropping the dirty napkins into and tore. To top it all off, I just stepped in a crack and my heel broke off.”

      My words came out in one long rush. When I was done, I was feeling less frazzled but was still out of breath, and the stark reality of missing my interview was setting in. So much for that plan.

      Tiana didn’t interrupt me, letting me get it all out. Calmly, she said, “Okay. This is what we’re going to do. Stay right where you are, send me your location. I’ll come get you. We’ll go get you new everything you need, and then you’ll go over to Williams Inc. and explain the situation. I’m sure they can reschedule your interview time.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but it couldn’t hurt to try. “I’m not sure what I did to get a friend like you, but I’m beyond grateful.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ve seen me through much worse. I’m getting in the elevator now, send me that location. Let’s take it one step at a time.”

      Tiana picked me up, arriving in record time. One step at a time, exactly as she’d said, we fixed my outfit first. When I was presentable again, she dropped me off right outside of Williams Tower.

      “Here.” She dug around in her purse, pulling out a tube of bright red gloss and handing it to me. “A woman can get a lot of strength from having a powerful color on her lips.”

      I smiled, taking the lip gloss she offered. “Thank you. You’re the best.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” she told me, placing both her hands on my shoulders. “Right, pep talk time. I know the morning has been crappy and challenging, but you’re here now. You’re not the first person in the history of the world who’s late for an interview, and you won’t be the last. Don’t let the time get in your way. You’re a brilliant, hard-working graduate, and they will be lucky to have you. Got it?”

      “Got it,” I repeated.

      She gave me an encouraging smile and squeezed my shoulders before letting go. “Good. Go get ’em, tiger.”

      “Grrr.” I formed a claw with my hand and pretended to swipe at the air before getting out of the car, feeling a hundred times better than I had when Tiana found me moping on that sidewalk. I can do this.

      Tiana laughed when I got out of her car and shot me a last thumbs up before being forced to move by the horns blaring behind her. I hurried to the revolving door leading into the intimidating office building and joined the horde of people making their way inside.

      Showtime, I thought when I made it through security and up to the forty-second floor. Risking a quick glance at my watch despite Tiana’s warning not to let the time get me down, I noticed I was now officially an hour late.

      Swallowing past a lump that knowledge formed in my throat, I forced my most confident smile onto my face and approached a woman standing near glass walls that must lead to the inner sanctum of the company. She was older, wore her graying hair in a severe bun, and held a clipboard in her hands.

      I joined a few people milling around her, listening as she assigned them numbers and told them to take a seat while I waited my turn. When her strict, pale blue eyes slid to mine, I took a deep breath and prayed to the interview gods that I wasn’t too late.

      “Stephanie Donavan. I had an appointment a little earlier, but you won’t believe the morning I had. Is there any chance I could please move into a later slot? I don’t mind waiting, even if it takes all day.”

      Her eyes snapped to her clipboard and then to her watch. “Your appointment was a full hour ago, Ms. Donavan. I’m afraid we can’t tolerate lateness in our employees. Not even in the potential ones. I’m sorry, but our day is fully booked. Do apply again next time, perhaps once you’ve invested in a functioning watch.”

      What a bitch. I pushed the snide thought aside and tried again, despite having been quite obviously dismissed. “I promise you I’m a very punctual person. I was in the area half an hour early. All I wanted was a quick coffee to go over my notes so I could ensure I was properly prepared and wouldn’t waste anyone’s time.”

      “Like you’re doing now?” She looked at me down the bridge of her nose, even though she was shorter than me.

      “I don’t mean to waste your time, ma’am,” I said politely. Her shoulders relaxed somewhat and the tight line her lips were pressed into eased up a smidge. Politeness and professionalism would slay this beast. “I truly apologize for the inconvenience I’ve caused by arriving late. I assure you I’m ordinarily extremely punctual. However, I thought it best not to arrive with a stained shirt, a torn hose and a broken heel. I looked positively dreadful.”

      “That does sound like quite the run of bad luck.”

      “It really was.” I nodded. “I just knew that if I showed up looking like that, I would have even less of a chance at landing such a coveted position than if I arrived late.”

      “How do I know you’re not lying about all this? You look perfectly put together now?”

      I paused. All my ruined gear was in the trash at the shop Tiana and I raided. Then I remembered the selfies she made me take to commemorate how an awful day could turn into an awesome one. Rummaging through my purse, I pulled out my phone and clicked into my gallery, turning the screen to her.

      “My best friend had to come save me,” I admitted honestly. What was the harm at this point? “We took the pictures because this is such a big day for me. She thought we needed something to look back on when the time comes we can laugh about it.”

      The woman scrolled through the photos, her eyebrows pinching close together. “I have to agree with you, you did look rather dreadful.”

      She handed the phone back to me, her gaze running up and down the length of my body. “You’ve recovered very well. I can respect a girl who starts out like that, puts herself back together and then doesn’t take no for an answer.”

      “Does that mean you’ll forgive me and possibly give me a second chance, Ms…?”

      “Orson.  Mary Jane Orson. I work for Mr. Williams Senior. If you get the job, you and I will end up coordinating schedules often.”

      “I’m excellent at scheduling.” Or at least I was pretty sure I could be. “It would be an honor to work with you.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “That’s very sweet of you to say.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m being honest. I could learn a lot from a woman who’s survived a place like this working directly for the Commander in Chief.” I was angling for flattery, but it wasn’t a lie. “I don’t know how you do it, even this building scares me a little.”

      I probably shouldn’t have admitted it to her, but I was rolling with the honesty approach that seemed to be working with her. Mary Jane chuckled and glanced at her watch again.

      “It is a little scary, but you’ll get used to it. Let me tell you what, young lady. You’ve managed to impress me enough that I’m willing to go out on a limb for you and reschedule your interview. Mr. Colman is conducting the interviews this morning. It’s nearly lunchtime, but he might have a few minutes free before lunch if he finishes the interview he’s conducting at the moment in as good time as he’s been making this morning.”

      “I will love you until the end of time if you can make that happen.”

      Mary Jane chuckled again. “Polite, sweet and humorous. I would be able to work with you, but you don’t need to make any declarations of love. I’m merely doing my job.”

      She hurried off as soon as a tall girl who looked like she might need clothes sizes in the minuses came striding in through the inner door. The girl flashed me a haughty smile, like she was sure she was going to be the one hired, then took off down the hallway to the elevators.

      Mary Jane was back a second later. “Follow me, please.”

      I did as she asked, letting her lead me past numerous closed doors and down a wide hallway to the corner of the building. The doors were spaced far apart, hinting at huge offices behind them. I didn’t know who Mr. Colman was, but he had to be pretty important to be up in one of the corners.

      To my surprise, the man who waited for us in the doorway of the office where Mary Jane left me was young. I’d been expecting someone much older, but this dude couldn’t be more than very early thirties if that. He was tall and willowy, with big blue eyes and freckles. He looked like the quintessential best friend or brother. I liked him immediately.

      “Neil Colman.” He extended his hand and gave mine a firm shake. “Come on in. MJ didn’t tell me much, just that you were running late, but you showed promise nonetheless. Her words, not mine.”

      A warm feeling of confidence spread through my tummy at hearing her praise. She thought I showed promise. I was definitely chalking that up as score one for the home team.

      “Stephanie Donavan. Mary Jane was very kind to allow me to reschedule.”

      “Kind isn’t usually a word people use to describe MJ. Tell me, Ms. Donavan, what did you do to convince our fearless gatekeeper to let you pass when you committed the cardinal sin of tardiness?”

      “I owned up to my sin, took responsibility for it,” I started solemnly. Amusement sparked in Neil’s blue eyes, so I carried on with the metaphor he started. “I confessed fully, took her into my confidence and convinced her I would never fall prey to that same sin again.”

      He chuckled softly. “Other than telling her the truth about what happened and making her believe it was a one-time thing, which even getting her to listen is a feat in and of itself, why does she think you have potential?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. I was just polite, honest and I showed her pictures to prove I would’ve been worse off coming in looking the way I did than being late.”

      “You must’ve looked terrible if she actually agreed. I swear that woman was born with a stopwatch in her hand. Guard your soul if you don’t make the correct time.”

      “I did look pretty terrible.” This was the most laid-back interview I’d ever had. Neil was so easy to talk to. He made me feel like we’d been friends for years.

      He held out his hand, curling his fingers in a “gimme” motion. I pulled out my phone and handed it over without him needing to tell me what he wanted. We hit it off that well.

      We talked for a few more minutes, and though Neil was kind, he was also meticulous about getting information from me. I could tell he was working with a very specific list in mind. Jeremiah Williams had to be quite demanding in what he expected from a secretary.

      It had to be time for lunch by now, and my stomach was growling all the way through the interview. I just hoped Neil couldn’t hear it.

      He walked me to his office door when we were done. “Look, let me level with you. I’m going to okay you to go through to the next round of interviews, so you can hang around and have lunch with the groups while you wait for round two, or you go out and be back later. When you see Jeremiah this afternoon, if he’s not interested in hiring you, come talk to me. The guy can be a little prickly, but he’s a good guy. Good luck, Stephanie. I’ll see you later.”

      Nervous butterflies swirled around in my stomach as I headed for lunch in my group. I’m going through to an interview with Jeremiah Williams himself.

      I was nervous as shit, wracking my brains for any information I could remember having read about the guy, but I was coming up empty. All I knew was between my studies, my own family drama and his, I hadn’t seen him in the media much recently. I couldn’t even remember what he looked like.

      Before I got to that portion of the day, however, it was time for lunch. I was put in a group with two other girls, one who thought the sun shone right out of where it doesn’t actually shine and one who was mousy and quiet.

      A guy got put in with us too, a super proper guy on a super high horse. Dear Lord. What kind of candidates were all interviewing for this position?
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      “You know you can meet all of these people in the second round of interviews in less than an hour, right?” Neil asked, walking into the canteen beside me.

      I hadn’t been planning on having lunch with the groups, but then I thought dropping in on them could be fun. Weed out the people who got flustered at me right from the outset. Two birds, one stone.

      I smirked, sniffing the air in the staff canteen and pleasantly surprised by the aromas. “I know, but where’s the fun in the expected?”

      “I’m all for fun,” Neil argued. The man did love himself a good time when he was away from the office. “But you’ll scare them away like this, and there are some great options.”

      “They don’t belong here if they scare that easily.” Might be doing some of them a favor.

      The canteen was set up with tables seating four to six people at each table. Mary Jane and Arlene divided the second-round candidates into groups and staggered their meal times to give me some time to get through the rounds immediately after lunch before they were all done.

      As always, the two had done a brilliant job. Some candidates were already finished with their lunch and were now just chatting while others were still waiting in line to dish up. Scanning the room, I realized there were way more people who made it to the second round than I’d hoped there would be.

      Men and women dressed in vastly different interpretations of professional occupied the room. The men mostly wore suits, but then there were a few who opted for jeans and button-down shirts and one guy who was wearing cargo pants. Pass.

      I didn’t even have to talk to him to know he wasn’t going to hit the mark. If I started a company, sure. Shorts and T-shirts for everyone if you weren’t in meetings or seeing investors. But this wasn’t my company.

      My old man would have a coronary if I pitched at the investors meeting with a guy wearing sandals or jeans. I mentally eliminated a few more men on similar grounds.

      A girl wearing half a dress walked past me, her skirt so short I don’t know how she was going to sit down without exposing herself. Hard pass.

      There were several candidates I would fuck at a club but wasn’t willing to work with for a day in my life. Just looking at them made alarm sirens go off in my head. I didn’t want a repeat of Jannie. She was and still is a nightmare.

      Neil stood next to me, watching my appraisal. “There are some interesting looking ones, huh?”

      “What happened to ugly and married only?”

      “Couldn’t get it past the board,” Neil said, only half-joking. “Something about discriminatory practices being frowned upon.”

      “Fuck discrimination. Young, beautiful single girls shouldn’t work for young, beautiful single men. Or vice versa, for that matter. It’s not good for productivity.”

      “Firstly, never let HR hear you say fuck discrimination.” Neil was teasing, even though he knew exactly what I meant. “Secondly, you should be fine then. It’s the ruggedly handsome men like myself who would have problems.”

      I shot him a glare, scratching the tip of my nose with my middle finger to get my point across. “Let’s go meet some of these people, shall we?”

      Neil shrugged. “I met most of them, but sure. Let’s go. Hey, you know how when you pass a car wreck people know they shouldn’t look, but they always do?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Watching you with these candidates is going to be like that.” He was borderline gleeful about the prospect. “I can’t wait.”

      Neil was like a second big brother to me growing up. More so now that Jack was gone. Times like these reminded me exactly why.

      We approached the first group, and Neil introduced me. He couldn’t remember all the candidates’ names so he stepped back. The bastard was really only going to watch.

      “Mr. Williams,” a buxom redhead crooned. “It’s so nice to meet you. Would you mind signing this napkin for me? My mom loves you.”

      Her mom? She was younger than I was. Pass.

      Another girl at her table sat up a little straighter, pushing her breasts out until they were straining against her shirt. I didn’t know if she realized it, but her nipples were rock hard. “Jeremiah, lovely of you to come to lunch.”

      What was this? A Sunday afternoon get together? Pass.

      Two guys sat at their table, both of them in decent suits. Their handshakes were firm, but as soon as the first one opened his mouth, he dropped off my list. “Dude, awesome to meet you. It’s always been a bit of a fantasy of mine to grab some shots with you and your crew.”

      My crew? No. Just… no.

      The last guy didn’t blow it as badly until he started coughing and wouldn’t stop. Loud, painful sounding coughs. I was sympathetic at first. “Flu?”

      “Nah, it’s the city, sir. I’m having trouble adjusting to the obscene amount of pollution in the air. Did you know that…” I stopped listening.

      That was a no.

      Neil and I moved from group to group, chatting to various people. Most of the conversations were as miserable as they had been at that first table. I turned to Neil about halfway through. “What the fuck were you thinking with these people?”

      “Their resumes all meet the job description. You should have seen the ones who didn’t make it this far.”

      A shudder traveled down my spine when a woman wearing a bright pink jumpsuit seated at the last table we chatted to, licked her lips when she caught my eye. “No, I’d really rather not. Where are the normal people?”

      “They’re here,” he replied. “Few and far between, but here. You know, maybe they’re the normal ones, and you’re the different one.”

      “You’re making fun of me? Right now?” I groaned, hesitating before we hit the last few tables. I hadn’t even started the formal interviews yet, and I was already sick of it.

      Neil nodded enthusiastically, tugging at his red tie. “It’s called payback, Williams. For so many things.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Loud and proud baby.”

      “That’s a disturbing visual.”

      He pointed at two girls balancing food on their noses. “More disturbing than that?”

      “No way.” I shook my head, watching in dumbstruck awe as one flipped a small piece of salmon from her nose straight into her mouth and smiled proudly. “Holy shit. She’s better at that than any dog I’ve seen.”

      “So many hidden talents among the youth,” Neil mused jokingly. “Who knows? Maybe it’s the next big thing.”

      “Thank god you don’t work in research and development.”

      “Always something to be thankful for,” he sing-songed happily. “You can always be your own secretary? Talk in a different accent every day, throw dramatic fits one day and be all uptight the next.”

      “Or maybe you should be my bitch,” I suggested.

      Neil scowled. “Not funny.”

      “No? I thought it was.”

      “Let’s get these miserable groups done with so I can go back upstairs and do my actual work,” Neil said. “I’m done being your bitch for today.”

      “Oh, but there’s always tomorrow.” I rubbed my palms together and gave him an evil grin. “What? Can’t take the tables turning on who’s making fun of who?”

      “You know I can,” he retorted, his attention drawn to the last table. “Let’s go over there, I really liked that girl. She’s funny, and she’s totally real. None of this phony shit.”

      That peaked my interest. We sat down at the last table. I looked up with an easy grin on my face, wanting to come off as approachable to this candidate Neil thought might be the one. Only, when my eyes lifted, my grin froze.

      She was the one, alright. The one I’d completed a jerk-off hattrick to just this morning in the shower. “What are you doing here?”

      Her eyes were as wide as mine. As I’d suspected, they were light blue with rings of almost indigo in them. Fucking beautiful. Her dark hair was pulled back today, hanging in a sleek ponytail down her back.

      Skimpy little black dress hopefully intact at home for me to rip off some other time, she’d opted for a navy pencil skirt, a white shirt that didn’t show nearly enough skin for my liking and a neat jacket. “I’m here to interview for the secretarial position. You?”

      If it wasn’t for the people around us, I would’ve given her the job there and then. She looked up at Neil. It pissed me off that she would look to him when I was right there to ask. He stepped forward. “This is Jeremiah Williams.”

      Her lips formed an O, but no sound came out. I was as completely drawn to her as I had been on Friday night. And what were the odds of her being one of the candidates to interview for the one position on my staff? There were millions of people in this city.

      I leaned forward, not able to totally ignore the urge to be closer to her. “And you are…”

      My father appeared in the doorway of the canteen directly behind her, his eyes laser like pinpricks on me. Fuck. What am I doing?

      I had to pull back. I couldn’t be friendly with her. She was interviewing for a position as my secretary. I was the billionaire’s son. I had nothing to offer her but a job, not to any of these lowly half-educated people.

      “And you are delighted to meet me, I’m sure,” I said, changing course completely from where I was going with that sentence. “What makes you think you’re qualified for this job?”

      “What makes you think I’m not?” she retorted. Feisty. I could see why Neil liked her.

      Of course, feisty was something I had to find away from this building—not in it. I raised a brow at her. “Well firstly, because that jacket still has a piece of lint from the shop on the lapel. I don’t need my secretary ‘borrowing’ clothes from shops to look the part.”

      Her jaw loosened. “I...”

      I held up my hand, letting the asshole in me flow freely. “Secondly, because you interrupted me. Thirdly, you’re not wearing any makeup. My secretary is the face of my office, yours won’t do.”

      Eyebrows shooting up to her hair, she pushed her plate away, got up and left. Damn it, that went way too far.

      I liked her face just fine. More than liked, she was stunning. What the hell did I just say?

      Without stopping to think about it, I got up and went after her. “Come back, please. Interview at least.”

      She spun around, anger blazing in those big, round eyes. “What the fuck was that?”

      “It was me being a rich bastard,” I answered honestly. “It happens from time to time.”

      “Not to me,” she spat and turned to leave again.

      “I want your name, at least,” I called after her. My heart hammered in my chest when she stopped, her back still to me.

      Waiting for her answer, I sucked in a deep breath and didn’t release it right away. Please just give me your name.
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      What an utter asshole. “Nunya. Nunya business, rich bastard. Have a nice life.”

      I flipped him off and stomped my way to the parking garage where Tiana was going to meet me. Mr. Rich Bastard glared after me, looking like he was in two minds about chasing me down. I sped up to lose him before he got any ideas.

      I didn’t want or need him following me. He was a douchebag of the highest order. Thank god I didn’t go home with him at the club. What a nightmare that would’ve been.

      My heels clicked against his fancy tiled floors, gleaming like they were scrubbed every morning. I rolled my eyes. The floors were probably scrubbed every morning, by more people whose clothes and faces weren’t good enough for that snobbish bastard.

      Half-way to the parking garage, I changed my mind about telling Tiana I was done and meeting her at our pre-arranged spot. Stewing in my anger over his ridiculously pompous insults was only going to end badly.

      I was tempted to take Tiana’s red lipstick and scribble curses on Jeremiah’s glass walls. His father’s walls. Whatever. I didn’t know who the building belonged to, but it was named after their family, so it had to be theirs.

      Baseball wasn’t my sport, but if Mr. Williams bought the Yankees, I would become the most vocal supporter of any team playing against them. Fuck ’em all. Take that, Mr. Rich Bastard.

      I found a sign that directed me to the lobby and followed it, crossing the large, open space and pushing my way out through the revolving doors I’d entered through earlier. It was embarrassing how optimistic and excited I was coming in here just this morning. I couldn’t wait to put this little error in judgment behind me and move on.

      With that in mind, I spent my last twenty dollars to grab a cab and get to my real job. It wasn’t exciting, and god only knew I was ready to stop living the way I was, but not at the expense of my dignity or my soul.

      I wasn’t scheduled for a shift at the bookstore, but there was usually one I could pick up. Tim looked up when I opened the door, surprise crossing his features. “Steph. I thought you took the day off.”

      “I did, but it turns out it wasn’t necessary.”

      He narrowed his eyes, taking in my outfit. “Not that you don’t look great, but you know we have a uniform. Why the suit?”

      “I went for an interview.” Tim wasn’t the owner of the bookstore, only the manager. He wouldn’t get me in trouble for knowing I was out searching for a new job.

      “How did it go?”

      “It didn’t.”

      Tim made a rolling motion with his hand. “Give me something to go on here. Did you get the job?”

      “Nope.”

      The door opened again, and I jumped. For a fraction of a second, I tensed, immediately wondering if Mr. Rich Bastard had followed me. I relaxed when I saw it was our usual delivery guys.

      “Hey, Steph.” Brent waved, lifting his ballcap off his head and wiping his brow. He frowned at me. “Bit overdressed for the store, aren’t ya?”

      “I am, but whatever.”

      “She went for an interview,” Tim informed him, taking the clip with the delivery note from Brent to sign.

      Brent leaned on the countertop, leaving his co-worker, a new guy called Jake to wrestle with their box laden trolley. “You get the job?”

      “I just asked her that,” Tim said, signing the note and passing the clipboard back to Brent. His eyes slid back to mine. “You didn’t get the job?”

      “I didn’t,” I confirmed.

      “Why not?” Brent asked, directing Jake to the storage room in the back. Once he pointed out which door, his attention turned back to me. Looked like poor Jake was doing all the heavy lifting himself today.

      I wrapped my ponytail around the elastic band already in my hair and snapped another off my wrist to fasten my hair in a bun. If we were going to be unpacking this order, I didn’t want my hair getting in the way.

      I shrugged, choosing to forgo the details and stick to the basics. “The guy I was going to be working for is a prick. I don’t want to work for a prick.”

      Tim laughed. “Uh, I’m a prick.”

      “But you’re my prick.” I smiled.

      Tim’s chin dropped to his chest while Brent’s brows shot up. Even Jake snorted with laughter in the back. It dawned on me then what I’d said. “Wait. No. That came out wrong.”

      The guys laughed so hard Brent had to smack Tim on the back when he started coughing. “You should look into having that filter installed on your mouth.”

      Tim’s words were sputtered between choked breaths. It was a running joke around the store that I needed a filter. I spoke my mind too bluntly and too often for more sensitive listeners.

      I snorted. “No way. I call it like I see it. You and I have an understanding. I don’t think that guy understands a thing outside of his silver-spoon world. He can shove the damn thing up his ass as far as I’m concerned. He’s a bastard.”

      “I don’t even want to know.” Brent laughed at my colorful description and picked his clipboard up from the counter. “Glad you’ll be sticking around for a while though. Things are more interesting when you’re around. See you guys.”

      “See you.” Tim and I waved them off, then Tim swept his arm in the direction of the storage room. “Want to get to it? The authors of those books are coming in to do a reading and signing this weekend.”

      “Oh, the excitement.” I rolled my eyes, winking at Tim when we both started laughing. The owner of the store always got overly excited when authors came.

      “I know. I don’t know how I’ll sleep until then.” We walked into the back and started hauling out the boxes, setting up two separate displays for the two authors who would be coming in.

      The shift went by fast. Tim and I stayed busy, but we had both displays completely set up and all the ads in the windows by the time we were done. Tiana was waiting for me at home, two glasses of red wine sitting on the coffee table in front of her.

      She grabbed the remote when I walked in, muting one of her reality dating shows. Sitting up on her knees, she reached for the glasses and took one for herself and passed one off to me. “How was the interview? What’s the Jeremiah Williams like in person?”

      “The Jeremiah Williams is a complete and total dickwad. I didn’t even stay for the interview. Met the man over lunch and decided my integrity was more important to me than being his secretary.”

      Tiana frowned, the corners of her mouth turning down. “You didn’t even do the interview?”

      “I didn’t.”

      I watched as a shadow crept into her olive green eyes. She was less than happy with me. “Why the hell not? You would’ve been great!”

      “No, the guy’s a dick. Dicks aren’t worthy of greatness.” The words slipped out before I thought them through. Again. The corners of Tiana’s mouth quirked up. “You know what I mean.”

      “Sure, but seriously. So what if he’s a dick? You’re not applying to for a position as his wife, you’re applying for a job. Go back, like tomorrow. It’s still a great opportunity.”

      “Seriously?” I sipped my wine, looking at her over the rim. “He’s a giant ass.”

      My phone beeped with an incoming text. I reached over to where I’d plopped it down on the floor beside the couch I was on and fished around until my fingers closed around my plastic case. About to silence it and convince Tiana why it would be a bad idea for me to go back to Williams Towers, I glanced down to check who it was. My eyes widened in surprise.

      The text was illuminated on my lock screen. It came from a number I didn’t have, but the name of the sender was right there at the end of the message. Neil Colman.

      Stephanie, please come back and talk to me. Tomorrow morning, 9 a.m. Kind regards, Neil Colman.

      “What the fuck?” I muttered. He said to come back and talk to him if Jeremiah wasn’t interested, but he heard and saw what happened between us. Why was he still contacting me?

      “What?” Tiana asked, leaning over to take a peek at my phone. “Who’s Neil Colman?”

      I thought back to our conversation and how easy Neil was to talk to. Maybe I could get a position as his secretary instead. Fine, I would go. On the off chance I would be interested in what he had to say. “I guess he’s the reason I’m going back to Doucheville tomorrow morning.”
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      Keeping things professional didn’t mean I had to be an asshole. “Let’s start over. Jeremiah Williams, it’s nice to meet you.”

      I smiled at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, then dropped the act because I realized “let’s start over” would remind her of the start we actually had. Fat chance she forgot it.

      A frustrated growl ripped free from my chest. I shoved my hands through my hair, smoothed it and adjusted my tie. The executive bathroom at my office was empty—thank god. I checked the stalls before embarking on this foolish mission.

      I knew Neil invited the girl to come back. After the second round of interviews yesterday, he was convinced she was the best candidate for the job.

      I, on the other hand, just wanted the chance to prove I wasn’t only the rich bastard she’d seen at lunch. Why I had this compulsion, I didn’t know. I was that guy more often than I cared to think about, yet I never felt bad about it after. Until now.

      First time for everything. I sighed, forcing my tabloid-ready smile to my lips. “Jeremiah Williams, please have a seat.”

      My voice reverberated around the empty bathroom, sounding insincere and full of shit even to my own ears. No way she would buy that. If she did, maybe Neil was wrong about her anyway.

      The low hum of the unforgiving lights kept me company as I tried to think of a new plan. In the back of my mind, I also still wondered why the fuck I needed a plan at all. Insulting people wasn’t something I thought twice about. So why couldn’t I stop thinking about the hurt in her eyes and the angry, indignant set of her shoulders as she walked away from me?

      I thought back to the interviews I endured after she left. Candidate after candidate left me questioning what little faith I had in humanity. Across the board, they were more interested in me, my family, press coverage and events than they were about the job they were here to interview for.

      One guy seemed promising until I had him type up some memos I had sitting on my desk. I thought a practical test would be the quickest way to determine if he really was up to the task after he answered my questions relatively to my satisfaction.

      Then he typed “whorehouse” instead of “warehouse” and despite my giving him three chances to catch his mistake before sending the memo off, he failed to see the problem. Thankfully, I’d given him my email address to send the thing too. Else I would’ve had some explaining to do.

      “Jeremiah Williams.” I pulled my shoulders back and stood up straighter. “Thank you for coming back in. We’re going to work well together.”

      Stop being so fucking forward. I just couldn’t help it. There was this need clawing at me to let her know that in the end, she was going to be mine, my secretary.

      The bathroom door banged open, the sound traveling around the empty stalls. Neil strode in. His eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed in confusion when he saw me standing there. “Dude? What are you doing?”

      “Fuck knows,” I admitted.

      He came to stand next to me, turning to face me and resting his hip on the counter, arms crossed. “What’s going on with you?”

      “I fucked up.”

      His head tilted questioningly. He always had been a good listener. “How?”

      “That girl from yesterday, I’ve seen her before. I went out with Tanner and the guys on Friday, and she was there. We danced. It was fucking hot. I wanted to take her home, but she ran off. When I saw her again, she was waving at me from the back of a cab.”

      Nodding slowly as he processed what I said, he shrugged. “Right. Well, I get wanting to take her home. If I met her in a club, I probably would’ve wanted the same thing.”

      There wasn’t a doubt in my mind he would’ve gone after her too. The thought made shards of jealousy prick my gut. If anyone here was getting her under him, it was me. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a pissing contest to see who had dibs on the sexy girl. That, I would’ve won hands down.

      This was business… and Neil was the one with the fancy degree and actual experience. “I’m sensing a but coming.”

      He snorted a laugh under his breath. “But your dick isn’t what’s up right now. At least, I hope not.”

      I smirked but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t right now, but it certainly had been a few times for this girl over the course of the last few days.

      Neil rolled his eyes and turned to the mirror to straighten his tie, keeping his gaze on mine. “What’s up right now is that she has a solid resume and a great sense of humor. She didn’t freak out when she met you at the club or saw you yesterday, which means that unlike at least half the other candidates, she was here for the job and not for you. What she lacks in secretarial experience she makes up for with a business degree from NYU and great recommendations from previous employers.”

      “And she’s sexy as fuck,” I pointed out, unable to help myself. Damn it. I really had to get it together.

      Neil’s jaw clenched, and he gave me a pointed look in the mirror. “This is business, not personal. You need a secretary, and you need one urgently. We should’ve kicked off on that mall project on Saturday. Instead, we’ve been busy with this shit.”

      “Dad fired Jannie, not me.” Not that I was absolved from responsibility, but surely, he could cut me some slack. I wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger on her just before dumping this massive project into my lap.

      Neil lifted a brow. “So? The replacement process has already taken a day longer than it had to have. I could’ve had one of our regular temps over by Saturday morning no problem.”

      “Then why didn’t you?” This was the first I was hearing of it.

      “Because it’s better for you to start someone fresh at the beginning of this project than having to train someone to take over halfway through. We could’ve done it, but I thought we’d be done with hiring a new permanent secretary yesterday afternoon.”

      “All the nutjobs in the city showed up,” I grumbled.

      Neil nodded. “We got rid of most of them before the second round. The nutjobs that were left over showed some potential, yet the one girl who really could’ve worked, you insulted and scared away.”

      “But you got her to come back, right?”

      “Yes.” He glanced down at his watch. “She should be here within the next few minutes or so.”

      “Good, then send her in when she gets here.” Mild amount of regret over how I’d treated her yesterday aside, wallowing wasn’t me. Neither was standing around bathrooms and practicing introductions in the mirror.

      Now that I thought about it, it was downright ridiculous. Yes, I was a dick to this girl, and yes, my dick wanted inside her, but I couldn’t let that distract from my more pressing need: a decent fucking secretary who wouldn’t book whorehouses instead of warehouses on my first official own project.

      I had to get my head back in the game. Brother.

      I turned away from the mirror and stalked out of the bathroom. Neil would do as I asked and send her to me when she arrived, that much I was sure of.

      Clicking my office door shut behind me, I dropped down in my chair and massaged my temples. Three years and I was still trying to adjust to this new life. I wanted to be better, and I knew I would have to work at it, but holy fuck… I heaved a sigh and swiveled my chair around to look out the window as I waited for her to arrive.

      Neil ushered her in a few minutes later, the sound of my door opening and the murmur of their voices interrupting my brief reverie. Shutting the door on that line of thought, I stood up and turned to greet them.

      Neil made the introductions. “Stephanie Donavan, this is Jeremiah Williams. Jeremiah, meet Stephanie.”

      I stepped forward to shake her hand. “Thank you for taking the time to come in this morning, Ms. Donavan. Please, have a seat. Would you like something to drink?”

      Skepticism clear in her eyes and practically painted onto each of her features, she took my hand and gave it a firm shake, maintaining eye contact at all times. Someone taught her well.

      “A coffee would be great, thank you,” she replied, dropping my hand and smoothing her skirt as she stepped back.

      God, she looked good. Just because I’d solemnly sworn to myself to keep things professional and convince her to come on board despite showing her my mile-wide asshole streak didn’t mean I was blind.

      Dressed in a pale blue pencil skirt with a matching short jacket and a white ruffled blouse, her eyes popped like lapis lazuli in the sun. Her long, smooth neck was exposed with her dark hair pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck.

      The skirt showed off the curve of her hip to her thigh, and the jacket accentuated her full breasts, one button fastened right underneath them. Working with her without ogling her or giving in to my baser instincts and pursuing her was going to be a challenge. But I could handle it.

      “Coffee it is.” I looked to Neil, who scowled but nodded and said goodbye before closing the door behind him. “It will be right in.”

      “Figures you wouldn’t make your own coffee,” she mused under her breath, so softly I almost missed it. She smiled sweetly and lowered herself into the chair I offered, crossing her legs at the ankles.

      I ignored her comment, though it nearly killed me to do it. Professional, Jer. Don’t get sucked in.

      Resting my ass on my desk, I reached over and opened the file Neil gave me earlier with her application in it. “I see you have a business degree from NYU. Why are you applying for a secretarial position?”

      Her chin lifted slightly like she was summoning the strength to answer the question. “Positions in your company are difficult to come by. I think I could learn a lot from being here, and I’m willing to work my way up.”

      “Is it your intention to resign as my secretary, if you get the job, as soon as something else in the company opens up?” I knew I was being strong with her instead of easing her into the interview, but at least I was totally professional at the same time.

      I wanted her to go through the interview, even if she made the alpha in my chest rouse to sit up and take notice. Something about her brought it out in me.

      She studied me carefully, seeming to be weighing me up as I was doing to her. “No. I’m a loyal employee. I believe I would be able to put my degree to good use working for you, and if something else eventually comes my way, I wouldn’t simply up and leave.”

      Good answer. I guarded my expression, however. Couldn’t have her thinking she had this job in the bag already. We were just getting started. “You may be required to work long hours here. Come in early, stay late. That kind of thing. Is that something you’d be willing to do?”

      “Yes. Working late is better than hanging out in clubs at night. You wouldn’t believe the kind of characters you come across in those places nowadays. They turn out so differently than what one might expect.”

      My lips wanted so badly to hike up. A little sarcastic, but funny and so beautiful it hurt. Even if I couldn’t have her, I still wanted to be around her. She would be a breath of fresh air around this stuffy office. Maybe that was why we met at that club—because it was meant to be.

      She waited for me to react, gently biting the inside of her lower lip. I could only just see it from the tiny indent it made under the corner of her mouth.

      Just looking at her mouth threatened to distract me from my being on my best behavior. She seemed totally oblivious to the effect she had on me, how hard she made it for me to concentrate on work. It didn’t look like she had any damn clue how beautiful she was.

      It was a shame. If no man had ever made that startlingly clear to her, I should drop to my knees and grovel for her forgiveness on behalf of the male species. Of course, I didn’t do it. I wouldn’t get to be the man who showed her once and for all how incredibly gorgeous she was.

      I could be the man she worked for though if I played my cards right. I just had to keep from saying the things sitting right on the tip of my tongue.

      “Yes, people you meet in clubs do tend to surprise you in the stark light of day, don’t they? Moving on, what are your expectations for this job?”
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      “My expectations?” I repeated, blinking hard to swallow the answer I wanted to give him. I doubted he wanted to hear what I expected from him with the way he was looking at me.

      His demeanor was entirely cool and professional, the exact opposite from the heat of Friday and the cocky bastard from lunch. His eyes though, they gave him away. They were hungry on mine, starving even. It looked like he wanted to eat me.

      How a good-looking, rich man like him was turned on by me, I didn’t know. What I did know was that I was turned on by him too, which wasn’t a good sign.

      Maybe I should convince Neil to hire me as his secretary instead. Now that would work. Neil looked like someone I could learn a lot from. We got on well, and he hadn’t once looked at me like he wanted me for dessert.

      But Neil wasn’t hiring. Bummer.

      Jeremiah smirked knowingly like he could hear the thoughts running through my mind. “Yes. I’d like to see whether what you are looking for out of this job is what it’s offering. Wouldn’t want you resigning in a week because it doesn’t live up to your expectations.”

      I lifted a brow, choosing not to focus on thinking what I wished he was offering. “Does that mean I’ve got the job if my expectations line up?”

      “Not so fast.” Another line I wouldn’t mind hearing from him under totally different circumstances. Sigh. If I did get the job, I was going to have to buy new batteries for my vibrator before I started and possibly spend the weekend getting him out of my system. No way would I be able to concentrate on work with this persistent need between my legs. “Let’s get through the rest of the interview first, how’s that?”

      Stupid hormones. I hadn’t felt this affected by a man in years, if ever. My body just had to go and choose this dick, both literally and figuratively, to be attracted to. Figured.

      I nodded. “In that case, I expect this job will challenge me. At least at the beginning. I welcome that about it. I also expect to work hard in a professional, fast-paced environment, and I expect respect from my colleagues.”

      “It will be all that and more.” His eyes slid to a mountain of papers on his desk. “My office is starting a new project. This week, actually. There won’t be any time for myself or anyone else here to hold your hand or ease you into anything.”

      “I’m not interested in hand-holding.”

      One of his brows started lifting suggestively, but he caught it and schooled his expression. I recalled reading once how tall, dark and mysterious he was. He wasn’t that mysterious to me. I didn’t know what it was, but I could read him somewhat. Somehow.

      “Good,” he said, leaning back on his desk and sliding his fingers into his pockets, thumbs hooked on the outside. It caused the front panel of his trousers to stretch a little tighter. I tried not to look, but it was right there. He was standing, and I was sitting, I couldn’t not see the bulge right in front of me.

      It didn’t look like he was hard or anything, just well-endowed or hiding a roll of his cash in his pants. My tongue darted out without my say so, wetting my lips.

      A rush of heat bloomed between my legs. I wanted that. Too bad it was attached to a man like him, who also happened to be my boss potentially.

      “Because the long hours I mentioned earlier are likely to start immediately. Basically, you’d be required to be at my beck and call at all times. Especially in the next few months.”

      Like a cartoon devil on the run only to notice he was headed for a cliff, my mind screeched to a halt at his words. I could practically taste the trail of dust being kicked up by my thoughts or hear the cartoon train hit the wall. “Wait a second. Let’s just back up. I’m nobody’s beck and call girl.”

      Specifically, not the call girl part. I wanted this job. Well, a job at this company, but not like that. There were plenty of bimbos around yesterday who happily would’ve complied with that requirement. I wasn’t one of them.

      As I was about to continue my rebuttal, he told me what the salary would be to ensure I was properly compensated for my trouble. He cocked his head, dark eyes intent on mine. “We take good care of our employees. It’s one of my father’s philosophies and why there generally aren’t so many positions available with the company for one its size. That’s the cash component, there are benefits as well that human resources will discuss with you.”

      And just like that, I shut up. That kind of money would change a lot of things for me. Surely, he didn’t mean beck and call girl in the real call girl kind of way. There were laws against that, right?

      “If you think it’ll work, I’m in,” I told him, a part of me already starting to wonder if it would be worth getting Herbie fixed or if it was time to invest in a new car. And my student loans, I would be able to—

      “Excellent.” He interrupted my spending of the money I hadn’t earned yet. “Have dinner with me tonight, we’ll continue to talk then.”

      “No.” The word jumped out of my mouth. He looked taken aback but then gave me a swift nod to continue. “I don’t mix business with pleasure.”

      “Well, what if they could be one and the same?” Jeremiah asked after pausing for a minute, curiosity in his eyes.

      I got up to go. There was nothing for me here. Okay, a very generous salary. But it looked like my first instincts about him and the call girl he was looking for were right. And I wouldn’t be that for anyone. Not even for him.

      I laughed, shaking my head at myself. People didn’t pay straight-up secretaries that kind of money. “You’re looking for a slut, not a secretary.” I walked to the door, looking back at him over my shoulder. “Good luck with that. Please ask Neil not to call me again. Unless he’s looking for someone new, that is.”

      He crossed his office in a few long strides, placing his palm on the door to keep it shut before I even realized what was happening. My hand stilled on the doorjamb. Jeremiah was a foot away from me, maybe two.

      This close up and in the light, I could see the different shards of gold and chocolate flecks that made up his expressive eyes. They weren’t merely dark or brown, they were a myriad of different shades—like a makeup artist’s natural palette.

      He seemed bigger now too, taller. Wider. More like the sculpted, muscular man I’d danced with on Friday night than the handsome playboy of the last two days.

      The scent I remembered from when I was pressed against him at the club lingered around him now. Stronger and not diluted by the faint hint of tequila as it had been, catching a whiff of it was like being injected by the world’s most powerful aphrodisiac. It triggered all those memories for me of how I’d felt in his arms, what his thigh felt like pressed against my center.

      I took a small step back. Being that close to him was only going to get me in trouble. As I stepped back, Jeremiah gave his head a subtle, almost imperceptible shake and a determined edge crept into his eyes.

      “Forget I said anything, okay Stephanie?” His voice was rougher now, more compelling. Power and control radiated from him in a way it only could if that kind of thing was your birthright, as it was his.

      Shit. I should’ve bolted when I had the chance. Now, my feet were rooted to his plush carpet, and my fingers refused to tighten around the doorjamb. I was going to hear him out.

      “Forget you said what?” I said, summoning every ounce of inner nonchalance I could. Do not give in to him.

      “You’ve got the skills I’m interested in, for my secretary.” He emphasized the last word, then shifted so his arm grazed mine and his body faced mine directly. Caging me in effortlessly and without having to raise so much as a finger. He didn’t have to. I was held in place by the sudden dominance in his stance.

      “But understand that if we’d have danced longer, or you’d stayed at the club, this would’ve been an awkward day for both of us.”

      My mouth dried up. All the moisture in my body was flowing south. It was completely unreasonable what my traitorous body was doing to me. At least there were corners of my mind still functioning, barely. “Yeah? How’s that?”

      The corner of his full mouth pulled up into a smirk and a dark brow lifted. “Because you’d have spent the weekend moaning my name.”

      “Hmm…  Pretty confident I was interested in your skills, aren’t you? Provided you even have any.”

      He shrugged. “Too bad for you. You’ll never know now. But let’s just say I’m more than ‘pretty confident’ you were interested and one hundred percent certain my ears would still have been ringing from hearing you scream my name all weekend.”

      “I’ve already gone from moaning to screaming have I?” Thank god I had a decent amount of sassiness to fall back on no matter what my situation. I squeezed my thighs together, hoping he didn’t notice the effect he had on me.

      “Moaning, screaming, begging, pleading with a deity for relief. I’m sure we would’ve covered the full range.”

      Good lord. I had to get out of here. Dirty talk was a bit of a weakness for me, and with that mouth… No, I wasn’t going to hang around for him to describe our hypothetical naughty weekend any longer. That wouldn’t end well for me.

      Finally managing to convince my fingers to listen to me, I twisted the doorjamb and pulled it open. “Goodbye, Mr. Williams. I’ll have my answer for you by Monday.”
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      My office phone lay in its cradle with my mobile right next to it. Both of them rang incessantly, but never with the call I wanted to receive. I sat back in my chair, dragging my palms over my stubble and released a deep breath.

      Outside my vast office windows, time seemed to be progressing normally. Midday sun streamed in, its heat mercifully thwarted by the tint on the windows. The air was already muggy when I arrived at the crack of dawn this morning, by now it had to be so much worse.

      Inside the office though, it felt like time was standing still. Monday felt like an awfully long time to have to wait to hear back from Stephanie about whether or not she wanted to take the job. I really hoped she would call sooner but forty-nine hours after her interview, because apparently I was counting them, and I hadn’t heard a peep from her yet.

      I hated myself for wanting the phone to ring so badly, to hear her voice saying she would take the job. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t glancing at both phones every few minutes to check whether I somehow missed her call.

      I was worse than a teenage girl waiting to hear back about a date or an actor desperate to hear about an audition. Granted, I didn’t actually know how either of those people felt in those situations because I’d never been a teenage girl or an actor, but I was guessing I was worse.

      It was pathetic, but I couldn’t help myself. Hope spread in my chest every time my phone started ringing, only to be doused with each call because it wasn’t from her. It was a vicious cycle—which made me beyond grateful I didn’t feel like this often. Or never had before, actually. I hoped I would never feel it again.

      Neil had her contact details. As did my human resources department, along with her job application forms. With a snap of my fingers, I could have her phone number, address and whatever else I wanted. I had half a mind to just get her details and call her myself. This waiting game wasn’t working for me.

      On the other hand, calling her when she said she would think it through and let us know her decision by Monday was a mistake. I knew it all the way to my bones. She wasn’t the kind of girl I could sweet talk into giving me the answer I wanted today. Which was exactly why I wanted her so damn bad.

      Well, one of the reasons. I shut that thought down immediately.

      No, a phone call or even popping in to see her, which I’d also considered numerous times, would only result in me having to start the interview process all over again. Stephanie definitely wouldn’t put up with that kind of thing.

      As it was, I didn’t think her accepting our offer was a sure thing. And that was a foreign feeling. This particular acceptance wasn’t merely a formality as they often tended to be. Despite the salary we offered, the benefits and the fact that she obviously really wanted the job, between the club and lunch, I’d fucked up. And she called me on it.

      It left me with the feeling that she had integrity, and not the “everything has a price” kind. Real honest-to-god integrity. Combine that with her feisty nature, and she may well turn me down. Again. Fuck.

      Reasoning with myself to just let it go and wait for Monday to come didn’t work, neither did throwing myself into work. We were already starting with the preliminaries on the mall project, and while I was meticulous about every detail, my concentration also suffered every time I had to do something my secretary would usually do for me.

      Because it reminded me of that damn call that wasn’t coming. Of the one girl I wanted to be working with me on this who, unlike every other woman in Manhattan, was making me wait. It was infuriating. And intoxicating.

      “Snap out of it,” I muttered, rolling my chair forward and wiggling my mouse to awaken my computer. Again. I’d repeated the process several times this morning.

      I rubbed my eyes, willing the number of unread emails waiting for my attention to somehow become less. The bold letters sitting in the top left-hand corner of my screen, however, did no such thing. Instead, the complete opposite was happening. The number was stubbornly climbing every time I blinked.

      “Just get it done,” I mumbled as I started clicking on the ones marked as urgent.  With both Neil and I having rolled up our sleeves to get started on the acquisition of the mall, things were happening fast.

      Within an hour, there were more than twenty documents queued for my signature. Most of them were menial, but a couple required the scrutiny of the legal team before I could sign them. I shelved those still to be signed and added a reminder to myself to discuss them with legal.

      The entire process took at least double the time it used to take me when Jannie was still around.

      Where the hell was a secretary when you needed her? Frustrated, I glanced at my phones again. Deathly silence met my glare.

      Then, as if bending under the sheer pressure of my will, my mobile started ringing. I grabbed for it, trying not to feel disappointed when I saw Shawn’s smiling face looking up at me from the screen. Shaking my head, I ordered myself to let it fucking go.

      I slid my thumb across my screen and pressed the phone to my ear determined to actually let it go this time. “What’s going on, man?”

      “Lucky’s has a pizza and beer night going on later, we’re going. Don’t even try to give me any shitty excuses about work. Seven good for you?”

      “I would never give a shitty excuse. I don’t even know what a shitty excuse is. Mine are always excellent.”

      Shawn chuckled. In the background, I could hear someone call for him followed by a flurry of activity. “Whatever you say, but for the record, you’ve come up with some doozies in your time. Would love to give you some examples, but I’ve gotta go. Work calls my name. See you at seven?”

      “See you then.” I gave him my answer without hesitation. The argument about the merits of my excuses could come later.

      We ended the call, and I leaned back in my chair, grateful for the distraction. A chilled night out with the guys was exactly what I needed. Whatever hateful obsession I developed about waiting for Stephanie’s call, they would pull me out of it.

      Resolute to actually start getting stuff done, I turned back to my work. It was just before seven by the time I surfaced again. Contrary to how my day started, it ended up having been moderately productive. I was getting better at wading through the corporate jargon and surprised myself when I realized a lot of what I had to do was starting to come naturally.

      As much as this wasn’t my world, I was learning how to navigate it, and it felt good. I still felt mostly like a fraud, but I was a Williams, and business was in my blood. In my case, it was simply buried beneath many layers of wanting to drink, party and fuck instead.

      After I shut down for the day, I freed my neck from the confines of my tie and left both it and the jacket in my car. Much better.

      Lucky’s was a dive bar across town. It wasn’t a place frequented by any of the socialites or business partners I tried to avoid when relaxing and for that, I loved it. Plus, the drinks were cheap, and the food was fried and good. Much more my speed than the cafés, bistros and fancy restaurants uptown, downtown and around town I spent so much time in.

      Shawn and Bart were already seated when I walked in, but Tanner wasn’t anywhere to be seen yet. I glanced down at my watch, an oversized timepiece that had belonged to my grandfather and was ostentatious, but I never took it off anyway.

      “Only twenty minutes late,” I remarked, sliding into the booth next to Bart. “Which means I’m in under the wire and Tanner gets the food.”

      Shawn grinned and slid the pitcher of beer across the scuffed wooden table to me, along with a glass that still had small droplets of water on it from a recent wash. “I love that rule. Helps keep your tardy asses from making me wait four hours every night.”

      “Tardy?” Bart echoed in mock disbelief, staring at Shawn over the thick rims of his glasses. “I’m never late. In fact, I came up with the ‘half an hour leeway or you buy’ rule.”

      Shawn lifted his shoulders and shot Bart a ‘what can you do’ look. “Hey, I’m just saying I got here first tonight.”

      “Tonight,” Bart insisted, reaching for the pitcher when I was done and refilling his drink.

      Lucky’s was a typical darkened, low-ceilinged bar that still smelled faintly of tobacco and probably hadn’t been redecorated since it opened. Somewhere along the nineteen thirties, if I had to guess.

      The booths were covered in thick, red fabric with cigarette burns and stuffing peeking through them and along the stapled edges. The only hints of the age we were in were the flat screens mounted above the bar, the register and the sound system playing classic rock music.

      Tanner dropped into the seat next to Shawn and reached for the pitcher immediately. “Are we arguing about the rules again?”

      “No, we’re arguing about whose watch kept time better today.” I looked between Bart and Shawn. “Apparently, it was Shawn’s.”

      Tanner rolled his eyes and downed half a glass of beer, wiped his mouth with his forearm and grinned. “Well done, Shawn. You win… nothing. We’ve never been more proud.”

      “I win free pizza,” Shawn corrected with a smug smile. If I’d heard this exact argument once, I’d heard it a thousand times.

      It was the same one we’d been having since high school. Shawn and Bart were sticklers for punctuality, while Tanner and I tended to see set times more as guidelines. It was the cause of many detention sessions for us, and of course of having to bribe Bart and Shawn for notes and class information.

      Professionally, we were both on point with being on time. It wasn’t like one of Tanner’s games or my meetings could start without us, but in our personal lives, it was just part of who we were.

      The easy banter with the boys, and being able to be myself, was something I appreciated now more than ever. These weren’t the rich, high-class snobs I spent time with at work or while out with contacts or investors. They were my high school friends. With them, I could relax and get back to myself.

      Tanner’s voice interrupted my thoughts, pulling me back to the present where they were getting caught up with the events of the week. “What’s new with you, Jer? How’s that project coming?”

      “It’s starting to take shape,” I told them, sipping my beer as I filled them in. “It would’ve been going a lot faster if I had a secretary.”

      “What happened to Jannie?” Bart asked.

      “The old man gave her the boot,” Shawn told him, signaling the waitress for another pitcher of beer when he picked ours up to realize it was nearly empty. “Caught her trying to help out with more than work-related tasks.”

      “Not one of my finest moments,” I admitted. “Remind me never to give in to retreat temptation again.”

      “Ahh, retreat sex,” Shawn said reminiscently. “It never ends well, but damn it’s good in the moment.”

      I nodded my agreement. “True that, but it always comes back to bite you in the ass.”

      “That’s why I stick to fans and cheerleaders,” Tanner said, then frowned and shrugged. “Come to think of it, it’s kind of the same with the cheerleaders.”

      “Fucking where you work then, in general, is a bad idea,” Bart concluded. “All agreed?”

      Beer sloshed over the sides of our glasses as we smashed them together over the center of the table and voiced our agreement. Shawn chugged his beer, and the empty glass made a dull sound when he set it down hard on the table, sliding his dark eyes to mine.

      “If Jannie’s gone, you should probably get a straight guy or an old, married woman to replace her. MJ can hook you up, I’m sure she’s got contacts.”

      “If she does, she didn’t offer any of them up for the job.” The waitress delivered our next pitcher and lingered, trying to capture our attention by leaning over the table to slowly wipe up the spilled beer with her cleavage in all our faces, but no one took the bait.

      Another rule at Lucky’s and places like it. We didn’t come here to score. We came to hang out. Occasionally, one of us got sidetracked, but we mostly stuck to our guns on that one. I peered around her tits—admittedly not before sneaking a peek at what didn’t appear to be a bad set—and focused my attention on the guys.

      “The interviews were fucking miserable. You wouldn’t believe some of the shit they came up with.”

      The waitress straightened up, hovering until Bart smiled and told her we didn’t need anything else right away. With a huff we ignored, she took off, and Bart snapped his gaze to mine. “Did you manage to find someone?”

      My mind flashed on Stephanie, recalling the hitch in her breath when I leaned closer to her after her interview and the way her soft hips felt under my palms when we were dancing. “We did, but she’s playing hard to get.”

      “Imagine that.” Tanner laughed, his eyes wide. “A woman playing hard to get with you. It must be driving you nuts.”

      “It’s not.”

      My denial didn’t mean a thing to these guys though. They saw right through me.

      I refilled my beer and smirked, holding up both hands and motioning with my pointer and middle fingers for them to bring it, challenging them. “Do your worst.”

      And so the teasing started. I didn’t let it get to me, reveling instead in being able to be this carefree and relaxed in any aspect of my life nowadays. Besides, I dished out my fair share of quips and comments, I could take getting it back for once.
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      “Same shit, different day huh?” Tim remarked as he breezed past me into the store, briefly pausing to cast an eye over the display I was setting up at the entrance. “Looks good though, Steph. I like it.”

      I stepped back, narrowing my eyes as I surveyed my handiwork. “Me too. Do you think it needs more height? I think it needs more height.”

      Tim chuckled, shaking his head. “You’re the queen of the display. I would just have put the books in piles on the table. I’m useless at displays, I bow down to your expertise.”

      “Oh, I know,” I deadpanned, twirling out of his reach when he reached out and pretended that he was going to shove me. “I was here the day before opening weekend for the last installment of… what was it again? Oh yeah, no one would remember because you couldn’t even see the title of the book.”

      Tim laughed and scrunched up his face, sticking his tongue out at me. “At least I made the display, someone had to do it.”

      “You unpacked the boxes,” Jenny piped up from the bakery section, looking up while busily wiping down the counter. “There’s a difference between unpacking boxes and setting up a display.”

      Tim threw his hands up in defeat, trying and failing to hide his smile. “Enough of you two ganging up on me. I’ll never do another display for as long as I live now, which means you two have just been awarded lifelong display duty.”

      “Pass,” Jenny said quickly, chuckling. “I’m already on lifelong pastry duty, I don’t need display duty too.”

      “I’ll take it,” I told Tim, putting on my best game show contestant enthusiasm.

      He formed a gun with his fingers and pretended to fire it off. “Sold! To the lady in black.”

      Jenny and I both looked down, both wearing black clothes. We started laughing just as Tim huffed a deep breath. “I can never win with you two.”

      “But we love you,” I sing-songed as he ducked into his office. He shot me a grin over his shoulder and shook his head like he was disappointed in both of us. I knew better though, he enjoyed our joking around as much as I did.

      “Got any big plans for the weekend?” Jenny asked, stacking the pastries from that morning on top of the display case to make way for the fresh ones. The Friday afternoon after-work crowd loved to spoil themselves with a fresh pastry when they came in.

      I shook my head, squinting at the display I was busy with and tilting my head from side to side as I contemplated what was missing on it. Something was definitely missing. “No big plans, other than doing as little as humanly possible. There’s a fun run around Governor’s Island tomorrow Tiana and I were thinking of checking out, though god only knows what’s fun about running.”

      “Amen sister,” Jenny agreed enthusiastically. “The only time I run is when something is chasing me, and it seems really, really dangerous.”

      I laughed and nodded along with her. “Would you believe it was my idea to go? I don’t know what got into me when I suggested it.”

      “That Tiana would chase you and can be really, really dangerous?” an amused voice piped up behind me.

      I turned to face my best friend, finding her standing with her hands planted on her hips and that slave driver smile she sometimes got in the gym on her face. “Please, you’re harmless.”

      “But I can withhold baked treats and awesome meals.” She knew she had me there.

      Even Jenny shuddered and shook her head. “Looks like you’re running, Steph.”

      “Looks like it,” I conceded and pointed at my display. “Something’s off with it, what does it need?”

      Tiana rounded the display table, used to my perfectionist nature when it came to work. She tapped her chin, moving her pursed lips from one side to the other. “Let’s see, you’ve got the movie posters and cutouts, you’ve got the stock set out and the bottom display novels facing the window. Does it strike you as a little boring though?”

      I snapped my fingers. “That’s it. There’s nothing wrong, it’s just really fucking boring.”

      “Need any help glamming it up?” she offered, dropping her messenger bag to the floor at the register and returning to my side.

      “Sure.” Tiana and I worked well together creatively. Building displays was one part of this job I actually enjoyed, creating a new table with books to catch the eye of customers as they walked in. It was an outlet for me. Doing it with Tiana would only make it more fun. “Where do you want to start?”

      She walked around the table slowly and eyed it critically, looking at the titles of the books for inspiration. “How about if we move the cutouts to tell a story of their own? Draw attention that way too?”

      “It could work,” I told her, then I remembered some props I had in the back from another display a few weeks ago. “I think I’ve got just the thing. Give me a minute.”

      I headed to the back, digging around the boxes in the storeroom for the props. After a few false starts, my hands were full of dust from old stock, but I finally hit pay dirt. Balancing the box on my hip, I closed the storeroom door and inhaled deeply.

      This far back in the store, between shelves and shelves of fiction novels and so close to the storeroom, the old book smell was far more noticeable than it was out front where you only caught a whiff of books between the smells that came in off the street and Jenny’s baked goodies. The smell of books was the other part of my job I loved, it was satisfying.

      Too bad I would have to be satisfied with only loving those two things about the job I would be doing for the foreseeable future. But hey, some people loved nothing about their jobs. At least I had two things I didn’t mind coming in for.

      Tiana was posing the movie character cut-outs when I got back, placing a magician and a cowboy in a compromising position. I laughed out loud, feeling the tension of the week melting from my shoulders. “I don’t think Tim’s going to let us keep them that way.”

      “Then Tim needs to have his sense of humor checked.”

      “I heard that,” Tim called from his office. “I don’t know what you guys are doing out there, but it better be family-friendly.”

      “Of course, it is,” I replied over my shoulder, giggling as we moved the characters back into a more respectable position. “Do you think the cowboy’s lasso will be able to restrain the wizard enough he wouldn’t be able to free himself?”

      Tiana shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe you can convince the authors of the novels to do a collaboration to solve the mystery.”

      “Or maybe I should write the book myself, magicians versus cowboys. There has to be a market for that, right?”

      Jenny laughed, and Tiana shook her head. “Speaking of new possible career paths, have you decided whether or not you’re taking the job with Williams yet?”

      I sighed. Neither Tiana nor Jenny were going to like my answer. “I’m going to turn it down. I still have to make it official, but it’s the right thing to do.”

      “The right thing to do?” Tiana repeated, setting the cowboy back on his stand to fix me with a glare that meant business. “How is it possibly the right thing to do?”

      “If you were there, you would’ve understood. The sexual tension in that room when I interviewed with Jeremiah was too much, and that was just an interview. Imagine what it would be like if I had to work late alone with him in the office. I just don’t think it would be a good idea for me right now.”

      “Not a good idea for you right now?” Tiana repeated again, slower, disbelievingly. “Are you freaking kidding me?”

      “Nope. Look, I know you’re just trying to be supportive and all, but I can keep looking for another job. I don’t think this is the one for me.”

      “It’s exactly the one for you,” Tiana exclaimed, flipping her dark hair over her shoulder and folding her arms. “You’re a strong woman, Steph. Please think about what you’re turning down here.”

      “A one-way ticket to getting frisky with my boss and being fired for sexual harassment?”

      She sighed, shaking her head. “No, because you’re strong enough to put him in his place if he pushes. Think of the money, Steph. That kind of salary doesn’t come along every day. It’s a way for you to get out of this place and have something to put on your resume that will open doors for you later.”

      “Provided I open my legs for him now?”

      “What?” she said. “No. Never. You’d be able to handle him, I know it. I understand if he makes it not worth it for you, but I wish you would reconsider. It seems like such a shame to throw an opportunity like this away over one guy.”

      “A guy that will be my boss if I take the job,” I reminded her. It wasn’t like I didn’t want the job. I wanted it, all right. I wanted it and the perks that came with it, but unfortunately, I also wanted the boss. “I can’t risk it.”

      “Yes, you can, because if anyone would be able to keep things above board and professional, then it’s you. But it’s your choice.” She turned her wrist to look down at her watch. “I have to get back to work. Just think about it, okay?”

      “Okay,” I promised, waving as she shouldered her bag and took off. I tapped my finger to my lips as I turned my attention back to the half-arranged display, trying my best to get back into the frame of mind I had just minutes ago.

      My decision was made. I was turning down the job, accepting lifelong display duty at the store and in the meantime, I would look for another job. That was the plan. Wasn’t it?

      It was, I decided firmly. Then why haven’t you phoned and turned them down yet?

      Urg. I was so sure I made the right choice, but what if I hadn’t? What if I was throwing away the opportunity of a lifetime, to change my life, over nothing? And why were all the ‘what ifs’ suddenly screaming so loudly in my mind?
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          JEREMIAH

        

      

    

    
      The golf course stretched out ahead of me, a stark green reminder of the hours I was about to spend walking after a little white ball I didn’t give a shit about. I understood golf was an important game for networking and all that, but I had never learned to enjoy it.

      Inwardly, I rolled my eyes at what blasphemy that statement would be considered as by all the men out on this course with me today. They played every Sunday, religiously. If I wanted to see them come after me with pitchforks and fire, I would tell them what I really thought of their boring game and their fancy country club.

      The place was old world, over-the-top grand. Built and operated to keep the plebs and ordinary folk out, the club was surrounded by mile-high triple thick walls with state-of-the-art security and a jungle’s worth of plants around the perimeter so the high-end members wouldn’t feel boxed in.

      Though with the kind of money floating around this place, I had no doubt many of the members probably ought to have been boxed in and locked up in a federal penitentiary years ago. There were the men like my father, institutions in the city who paid the thousands in membership fees from the coins in his back pocket, then there were the others. The ones hanging on in this economy by the skin of their teeth. Those were the ones who often resorted to doing underhanded deals just so they were able to keep frequenting places like this.

      Fuck only knew why. When I was a kid, Jack and I enjoyed coming here. The sheer opulence was lost on us, common in our world. The vast grounds, the fountains and the fact children weren’t often allowed and when they were, were kept far away from the adults that was the fun part.

      As I grew older, I came to realize just how long and wide the sticks were the members had shoved up their asses. They didn’t even hold or carry their own umbrellas to shield them from the harsh sun.

      They sat in their luxury golf carts waiting their turn and then relied on their caddies to lug their gear into place, ready their oversized golf bags and return to the cart to usher them to the tee while holding their umbrellas and spritzing them with canisters of water.

      Neil hopped out of the cart we were in with my father, selected his club and positioned his feet, waving away the caddy who was trying to keep him in the shade of an enormous blue umbrella. At least I had an ally out here when he played with us.

      Squaring his shoulders, he took a couple of practice swings before bringing his driver home. We were quiet watching the little ball fly through the sky, always observant of the decorum on the course. Fun, fun, fun.

      “Good shot, Neil,” My father praised, going through the motions with the caddy as he readied himself for his own shot. “Tell me, boys, how’s our latest acquisition coming along? You’ve had a week. What updates have you got for me?”

      Neil looked at me and I nodded, giving him the silent go-ahead. He launched into detail about what we started on and listed what we had planned for the week ahead. The guy was like a walking, talking progress report.

      My father listened carefully, nodding and directing questions at both of us until he was satisfied we were on top of it. With the appropriate pauses for the game to continue, it took about an hour before dear old dad was convinced we were on the right track.

      Neil turned to me then, pulling out clubs and sliding them back into his bag until he was happy with his selection. “How’s the hiring process going, Jer? Any luck yet?”

      “Not yet.” I was readying my own club. I moved my hips with my shoulders, just like I’d been taught about as soon as I could walk and followed through before answering him. “I’m waiting to hear back from Stephanie Donavan. She said she would give us an answer by tomorrow.”

      Neil frowned, pushing his sunglasses to the tip of his nose to look at me over them. “Seriously? Did you tell her about the health insurance benefits and the gym membership?”

      I bit back my eye roll. “I did. I gave her the full offer we discussed and the dummy paperwork from human resources to demonstrate the package. She still didn’t bite.”

      “Maybe she’s the dummy then,” my father mused. “Who is this woman?”

      “A girl Neil and I both interviewed to replace my secretary,” I told him.

      He narrowed his dark eyes, a stormy expression crossing his features. “You haven’t taken care of that yet?”

      “We’re working on it,” I assured him. “But the interview process didn’t turn up as many viable candidates as we were hoping for.”

      My dad sighed, leaning his elbow on his club like he was doing some kind of photoshoot for Golf Weekly as he took a deep sip from a bottle of water handed to him by his caddy.  “Public advertisements for positions with us always bring the crazies out of the woodwork. Why didn’t you use … our agency?”

      Clicking his fingers together, he clearly forgot the name of the agency. Neil helped him out. “Executive Placements didn’t have anyone suitable for us right away. Only temps. We thought it prudent to conduct interviews for a permanent secretary now, before Jer has to train someone in the middle of the project.”

      “I understand that, but I hope you two know what you’re doing.  You cannot afford to fall behind on this acquisition. We’ll lose the deal like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Why are you waiting on just this one woman? Surely there were others who were capable.”

      “Perhaps,” I said. “We made the offer to this one first because both Neil and I think she’s perfect for the job. Can’t make another offer while we’re waiting for her answer. But we won’t fall behind on the project, we’ve got it covered.”

      “I hope so.” Dad lined up for his next shot.

      Neil leaned onto his own club, looking between my father and me. “I must admit, I hope she takes the job. She’s the perfect fit, and she stood out head and shoulders above the other applicants. Her motivations also weren’t only limited to getting Jer into bed.”

      Unfortunately. I sure as hell wanted to get her into bed.

      Who got hard during an interview? Me. When the interview was with Stephanie Donavan. Just because I wouldn’t be able to fuck her if she took the job didn’t mean I wanted her any less. Or that she wanted me any less, judging by her behavior when the interview was over.

      The sexual tension in my office on that day was so thick, I swore I could smell sex in the air for hours after she left. I didn’t care what she said. I could see in her eyes, in every little move she made how turned on she was.

      That spark of heat in her eyes, the flush on her cheeks, the way her lips parted ever so slightly. All those telltale signs played in my mind over and over again. I even caught her clenching her thighs together once or twice. Those delicious memories made their appearance in my fantasies more than once over the last few days.

      Working with her, if she accepted the offer, was going to be a bitch. But damn was I going to enjoy getting to see those little reactions every day. Neither Neil nor my father needed to know about that part of why I wanted her as my secretary so bad I was willing to give her almost a whole week to think it over.

      “Most women are motivated to get men like us into bed,” my father said flippantly. Neil and I exchanged a look, but we kept our mouths shut. There was absolutely no point in interrupting him when he parted with these archaic pearls of wisdom. We’d learned from experience to let him get it out so we could move on sooner.

      “It doesn’t matter that she stood out head and shoulders above the rest as a secretary. Eventually, she’s going to want to get both her head and her shoulders beneath your desk with her mouth wrapped around your cock. Never let that happen if she’s a good one. If she’s not...” he shrugged.

      “Damn,” I muttered under my breath, low enough that only Neil would be able to hear me. He nodded, turning away from my dad and me to regain his composure. “Thanks for the tip, Dad.”

      He really did have foul things to say about people sometimes. Completely oblivious or simply ignoring the sarcasm in my voice, he tipped his hat at me. “No problem, son. Which one of the applicants was she? I was there that day during lunch, wasn’t I? Perhaps I’ll remember her.”

      “Uh, dark hair. She was wearing a skirt and jacket.” I kept my description purposefully vague, not wanting him to be able to say anything foul about her in particular. Especially not if he was in one of his “women are only after one thing” moods.

      The last thing I felt like was listening to his judgmental ass prattle on about her or women in general for that matter. Neil, however, added one key part of her description I’d avoided. “She was the one running away from Jer before lunch ended. Smart girl.”

      “Oh, right,” my father nodded. “The fat, poor girl.”

      “What?” I sputtered, dropping the open bottle of water I was holding on the grass. “You can’t say that.”

      He looked up me, genuinely puzzled. “Why not? It’s true.”

      “Firstly, because she’s not fat,” I started, feeling rage and some kind of drive to defend her building in my stomach. “She’s fucking gorgeous. And secondly, her financial status has nothing to do with us. Plus, there’s no way you could know.”

      Red hot shame spread through my limbs when I recalled the words I’d said to her myself that day. Neil, having gone pale at my dad’s words, had the good sense to shut up. Finally. He must’ve realized why I kept my description of her so brief.

      “One learns to tell these things from nothing more than a glance, Jeremiah,” my father said dismissively. “That girl was trying to look the part, but  you simply can’t fake class or style.”

      “Christ.” I ran my hand through my hair, gripping it at the nape of my neck. My father was a judgmental ass, I was the first to admit it, but this was beyond foul. “You can’t go around saying stuff like that about people. She looked perfectly presentable for her interview and had way more class than most of your friends’ socialite daughters.”

      The problem was that dad’s wealth went to his head a long time ago, and now he didn’t have compassion for people who weren’t family or close family friends. The rest of the world was viewed from the ivory tower he locked himself in, which he thought gave him the right to say whatever the hell he wanted.

      “As for her being fucking gorgeous,” he continued, completely ignoring my objections, “I suppose if one likes the bigger boned girls, she might be attractive. But gorgeous is pushing it. Fucking gorgeous? I taught you better than that, Jer.”

      He taught me better than that? I shook my head incredulously, struggling to comprehend the pure bullshit he was spewing all over me. I felt like I needed a two-hour long shower. I was about to jump in again, but Neil shut me down with a barely perceptible shake of his head.

      I hated to let my father’s comments stand, but Neil was right. Trying to defend her honor was only going to encourage him to keep saying horrible things about her. Swallowing that realization down stung more than the time Tanner and I accidentally crawled through nettles.

      “Let’s agree to disagree, Dad.” I set up to take my turn and turned my back to him, studying the course with more scrutiny than was necessary. We resumed our game, but Neil was quiet, and I was distracted by thoughts of Stephanie.

      I didn’t give a rat’s ass what my father or men like him had to say about her. She was fucking gorgeous. Stunning. Who, in their right minds, could want skin and bones when there were women with actual bodies out there?

      As skilled a businessman as my father still was, that had to be it. He wasn’t in his right mind anymore. Not about this.
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          STEPHANIE

        

      

    

    
      “Would you stop pacing and just call him already?” Tiana asked, sitting cross-legged on my bed and clearly getting annoyed by my nerves.

      It was deadline-day for my decision. Monday morning. And I still wasn’t sure if I knew what the right thing to do was. I’d been pacing the length of my bedroom floor for an hour, but I couldn’t bring myself to make the call.

      “The carpet can handle it,” I snapped, staring down at the phone in my hand. “But if you can’t, then leave. You don’t have to watch me. This lamb can lead herself to the slaughter, thank you very much.”

      Tiana threw her hands up in frustration. “I’m finding it hard to feel sorry for the lamb when the slaughter comes with health insurance, a nice salary bump, and all those other perks in those papers you brought home.”

      She motioned to the stack of paperwork lying on the bed beside her, the Williams Inc logo embossed onto the top of every page. I cringed when I looked at it, wondering if I was supposed to frame it or something. “God, even their stationery is intimidating.”

      “In a good way,” Tiana said. She grabbed the sheet on top and held it up. “Just look at that. One call and you could be working for a company who can afford paper more expensive per sheet than most of the jewelry we buy online.”

      “Then you see the problem.” Damn. Why was my voice so squeaky? I cleared my throat, trying to get a hold of my nerves. “What happens if I accidentally print something wrong and I have to redo it? You can’t make mistakes with paper like that, Tee.”

      She rolled her eyes to the ceiling, then dropped them to mine. “I hardly think they care about reprints. Mr. Williams is a billionaire. Not a millionaire, a billionaire.”

      “Probably because he doesn’t employ people who make mistakes when they print onto paper like that.” I flopped onto the bed next to Tiana, letting my phone fall to the mattress. “What am I doing thinking I could be a secretary to Jeremiah Williams? I have no clue what people like his secretary even do. Except that they probably don’t do him, which is the other problem.”

      “Have you even remembered any of the headlines about him back in the day?” she asked. “The guy has done half of the damn city. And you’ll figure out what to do once you get there, I’m sure.”

      The reminder about those long-forgotten headlines made an unreasonable stab of jealousy pierce through me. “And if I don’t want to be part of that half of the city?”

      “Stop lying.” She wadded up a piece of paper on my nightstand and threw it playfully at my chest. “Isn’t that the problem? That you do want to be part of that half of the city? Besides, we’ve covered this. Strong, resistant woman with panties of steel, remember?”

      “Shut up.” I scrunched my face at her. She knew she was right, I didn’t have to admit to being wrong. “I know I said the panties of steel thing yesterday when we talked about this, but they’re not really made of steel. They could just walk themselves right out of his office if he gets too close to me.”

      “So buy a portable perimeter alarm.”

      I giggled. Like an actual, nervous giggle. So not me. “And what? Set it to go off if Jeremiah gets within touching distance?”

      “Maybe more if he’s as tall as you say. You don’t want him to be able to reach your panties before the alarm goes off.” She laughed, laying back on the bed with me. “Also, you might need to wait until your first paycheck before you buy the thing. I don’t know much about gadgets, but that could get expensive.”

      I groaned, throwing my arm across my eyes. “If only it was that easy. I’m pretty sure my brain would interpret the alarm as the go signal. Seriously, that man does things to me.”

      “No,” Tiana corrected. “You wish he would do things to you.”

      With a louder groan, I rolled off the bed. “Exactly, which is why this is a bad idea. If I really had panties made of steel, maybe. Without them, I’m doomed.”

      “Doomed might be a strong word in this context,” Tiana said, lips pulling into a grin. “Fucked would be much more accurate.”

      “Metaphorically?” I asked hopefully.

      She laughed again and shook her head. “Whichever way you want it to be.”

      “Why couldn’t he just be old? Or really ugly? Or just like every other guy who’s hot, but you can look at him and be like ‘well, I would’ve done you if things were different’?”

      “He could be like that,” she said. “All you have to do is look at him and think ‘well, I would’ve done you if things were different.’ Simple as that. Problem solved, now call the rich bastard and tell him you’ll take the job.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re pushy?”

      Tiana pressed her lips together, her eyes shining with amusement. “You know, I have this one friend who tells me that all the time. She’s about your height. Name’s Stephanie. Oh wait, that’s you. Call him, distracting me isn’t going to work.”

      “But I can keep trying.” I pointed out the window. “Is that Superman?”

      She shrugged, keeping her eyes on mine. “Unless it’s Super-Orgasm man, he’s not getting an ounce of my attention until you’ve made that call.”

      I thought back to her friend Tanner’s wishes for my birthday. “You happen to know someone I think might be Super-Orgasm man, or thinks he is, or knows him at least. Why don’t you go call him while I deal with this?”

      “Not a chance, young lady. We’re doing this. What kind of friend would I be if I abandoned you in your hour of need to go chasing orgasms?”

      “A satisfied one?” I offered, smiling. “And I’m a year younger than you. You can hardly call me young lady.”

      “Younger by a minute or a decade is still younger. Now listen to the old, wise person in the room and make that call.”

      “Older doesn’t mean wiser,” I said. Taking a deep breath, I grabbed my phone from my bed and unlocked it, hitting dial before I could change my mind again. “You better hope I don’t get fired for a misprint on the expensive paper and start saving for a perimeter alarm or a chastity belt.”

      She shot me a thumbs up and waited with bated breath as the phone rang. After the first three rings, there was one long ring, and after another half ring suddenly I was connected. “Neil Colman speaking.”

      “Neil?” I asked, pulling the phone away from my ear to double check the number I dialed. “I’m so sorry, I meant to call Mr. Williams’ office. This is Stephanie Donavan speaking.”

      “Stephanie.” His voice warmed, reminding me instantly of why I felt so at ease with him. With only one word spoken over the phone, I felt some of the knots in my stomach unwind. “I was hoping we would hear from you today.”

      “Yeah.” Damn it. The mouse was back in my vocal cords. Nervously clearing my throat again, I said, “I’m not sure how I got through to you. I dialed Mr. Williams’ office. I’m so sorry I bothered you, let me let you go and try again.”

      “It’s not your fault, Steph,” he told me cheerfully. He sounded really happy to hear from me. “Is it okay if I call you Steph?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Wonderful,” he said. From what little interaction I had so far with both him and Jeremiah, I noticed they spoke differently than other guys I knew. Their language was more refined, more mature. They pulled off saying words like “wonderful” and “excellent” out loud while most would say “great” or “awesome” or something similar.

      And they didn’t even sound that pompous or douchey doing it. Has to be the money.

      “Jeremiah was in a meeting earlier, so his calls got forwarded to me. Hang on a second, let me patch you through,” he said, then paused. “Before I let you go, please tell me you’re calling with good news?”

      I didn’t know. Was I? Since they made the offer, I assumed it was good that I was calling to take it. But I still had time to change my mind. As did they. God, what if all this was some giant prank?

      Pull yourself together, Steph. My spiraling thoughts were becoming downright ridiculous.

      “I’m not sure. That depends on Mr. Williams,” I said. For all I knew, Jeremiah didn’t even really want me to take the job. I still wasn’t convinced he was clear on the slut/secretary line or even of its existence.

      “I see.” Neil sounded understanding. “Well, I’m glad you called. Let me patch you through. I hope to see you soon, Steph.”

      “You too,” I replied honestly. I liked Neil. A part of me hoped I would get to work with him a lot. That would sure make things a lot less complicated.

      The phone started ringing again, the strange, long ring repeating. There was a brief pause, and then Jeremiah’s smooth, deep voice was in my ear. “I didn’t think you would call.”
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          JEREMIAH

        

      

    

    
      She fucking called. Hell yeah!

      I was this close to fist bumping the air.  All morning, I’d been on edge. I was thrilled to finally be on the phone with her.

      Sitting in my Monday morning meeting with some of the other execs, I lost count of the times I looked at my watch or checked my phone.

      Now I only hoped she was calling for the right reasons. “Have you got an answer for me?”

      Silence greeted me on the other end of the line. Neil texted me to give me the heads up he was putting through a call from her, but she hadn’t said a word to me yet. “Stephanie? Hello? Are you there?”

      I heard what sounded like a sigh or perhaps a scuffle for the phone, then her sweet voice came on. “Hi, Mr. Williams. Sorry about that, bad connection.”

      Did that even happen anymore? “No problem. I was starting to wonder if you were going to call. I’m glad you did.”

      “You are?” She sounded dubious. What the hell?

      “I am,” I said. “I believe you promised me an answer this morning, so what’s it going to be?”

      There was another awkward pause during which silence reigned. I wondered about the connection. Maybe she was right, and it was bad. “Stephanie?”

      “I’m here,” she said. Her voice was higher on the phone, sounded breathier.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine.” She answered quickly, sounding more like herself again. And what are you, an expert on the inflection of Stephanie Donavan’s voice?

      Ordering myself to cut it out with the internal running commentary, I rested my butt on my desk and stared out at the slightly smoggy blue sky above the city skyline. “Good to hear. You’re calling with your answer?”

      “I am,” she said hesitating. Why did this conversation feel so awkward today?

      “And?” I prompted when she got quiet again. “Have you made the right decision?”

      “Depends on your opinion of what’s right.” The words rushed out of her, and I could almost feel the regret that she couldn’t take them back. I, for one, didn’t regret them at all.

      There she is. That was the girl whose call I’d been waiting for, the spirited one who spoke her mind. “My opinion is what’s right.”

      “Is that what it’s going to be like working for you? Do you honestly believe you’re always right?”

      My heart rate sped up. “Is that your way of saying yes to working for me?”

      She sighed. More sounds of a scuffle filtered through my phone, like someone was trying to grab her phone or something. She let out a little huff and then said the words I’d been waiting to hear. “Yes, that’s my way of saying I’ll come work for you. As your secretary.”

      She emphasized the last word. I smirked, trying to stop myself from getting hard at the memory of how she’d looked calling me out on wanting a slut instead. So confident, so real. “I got that part. Secretary. You’ve got yourself a deal. Welcome to Williams Inc Stephanie Donavan.”

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice lower. Less certain. Shit. She’d made the call, but I could tell she was still wondering if it was the right thing to have done. Which meant my job wasn’t done yet. Getting her on board wasn’t going to be my biggest hurdle, keeping her here might be.

      Usually, human resources took care of orientation for new hires. In this case, I was going to make an exception. “Are you still able to start immediately?”

      “I am,” she said, followed by a quiet exhale. “Do you need me to come in this morning?”

      Fuck, I needed her to have started last week. Never mind coming in this morning. Sliding my eyes to the large round industrial looking clock that hung behind my door, I realized my next meeting started in ten minutes. I wouldn’t be out of the conference room again for hours.

      “No, not today.” Surely I could survive one more day without a secretary. “Tomorrow morning will be fine.”

      Sounding relieved, she said, “Tomorrow morning it is. What time should I be there?”

      A great question. I didn’t know what time human resources usually started their orientation, but since I intended on getting her set up myself, it was going to have to be early. “Could you be here by seven?”

      “Sure.”

      I pulled up my calendar on my computer with one hand, cradling the phone between my shoulder and my ear while I made a note to remind myself to figure out exactly what happened during employee orientation.

      After blocking out two hours in the morning, which was already eating into other things I had scheduled, I started playing around with my calendar to see how I could reschedule my other tasks. Thank god I would have a secretary again in less than twenty-four hours.

      “Okay. When you get here at seven, come to my office. I’ll give you a tour of the building and get you set up with all your passwords before everyone else arrives. We should be able to get through the basics before I have to get going again.”

      She was quiet for a beat, then asked hesitantly, “Are you sure it’s wise if we’re in your office all alone?”

      Was I sure? No. I wanted to spend time with her, and I wanted to be the one to welcome her to the company. Show her I appreciated her coming to work for me after all, despite her reservations. That was why I wanted to get her set up myself.

      Being alone with her, however, probably wasn’t wise. “It’ll be fine. Neil will be here too, in his own office, but in the building. He’s always here early.”

      Pausing, she seemed to be considering my request. “I know it’s going to happen that we’ll be alone, I just wonder if that’s the way we should start this… relationship. Are you sure there’s no HR department I should report to or something?”

      “There is one.” Of course. At my last count, Williams Inc had over two thousand employees. Probably more. Without human resources managing them all, we’d implode in a week. “You don’t have to report to them though. I’ll get you set up for now. My secretary’s desk has been unmanned for over a week. I can’t afford to lose another day.”

      Which was also true.

      Stephanie was walking into a shit storm. She was going to have to hit the ground running. Something told me she was more than capable of doing it, hence the reason I hired her, but I would have to walk her through some of the things she would have to get on top of immediately.

      Things for her to get on top of that weren’t me, of course. Unfortunately. Damn it.

      “I guess I understand that.” She was sounding less apprehensive than she had since I’d picked up the phone. Playing it cool and keeping things professional was soothing her doubts, I realized.

      Was she really that worried about my motives for hiring her? “Happy to hear it.”

      A curt knock sounded at my door, signaling I was just about out of time. Neil popped his head in, tapped his watch with his pointer finger and mouthed “Time.”

      I nodded, holding up one finger to tell him I needed another minute. “I have to get to my next meeting. If you have any questions, please make a note of them, and we can go through it all in the morning.”

      “I’ll do that, thanks.” A beat of silence passed between us. “I’ll see you in the morning then.”

      “See you in the morning.” I hung up the phone, staying perched on my desk. I had to get to that meeting with Neil in another few minutes, but before I went, there were a few things I needed to arrange.

      Like the fact I had no idea how to set up Stephanie’s passwords or to give her access to the files she would need. I promised her I would do it, but first I had to put in a call to IT.

      I found the extension for the IT department programmed into my phone, though I didn’t remember ever calling them before. On the second ring, an enthusiastic ten-year-old answered the phone. “Mr. Williams, what can we help you with?”

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t really ten, but he sure as shit sounded it. Why was it that all the tech guys were getting younger and younger?

      Ten or not, I needed him to work his techie magic. “I need you to set up a user account for my new secretary. She starts tomorrow, so I’ll need all the passwords and whatever else she might need by this afternoon.”

      “Sure thing, sir,” the guy said, clearly confused. He cleared his throat. “We’ll walk her through it all when she comes down with Bettie from HR when she clocks in. I can send you the details, but—”

      “She won’t be coming down with Bettie,” I interrupted. “I’ll be getting her set up myself.”

      “Oh.” His shock wore off quickly when he realized I was still waiting for his answer. “Of course, sir. No problem. I’ll get her details from human resources and send you everything she’ll need by this afternoon.”

      Good man. “Thank you.”

      His surprise wasn’t lost on me. What I was doing was highly unusual, to say the least. And all because I wanted to spend time with my new secretary. What the fuck was I really doing here?

      The techie’s reaction to my plan should’ve brought me to my senses, but it didn’t. If anyone asked, as she had, I could justify my actions seamlessly. I needed her to start right away, and I wanted to set her mind at ease for coming to work here despite the club and my behavior over lunch.

      Justifying it to myself, however, wasn’t that easy. I was getting too invested in her, and I was already kicking myself for it.

      But I couldn’t help it. That laugh of hers, that body, they were kryptonite to me. A weakness, but also an addiction. Kicking it now would’ve been best before it crawled out of infancy and into a full-fledged problem, but I wasn’t ready to do it.

      I wanted that kryptonite with everything in me. For the first time in my life, I was going to embrace a potential weakness, welcome it with open arms.

      Having her walking into those open arms would’ve been first prize, but at least she was going to be around. That counted for something, even if it did mean shelving what I wanted from her and having to make peace with looking and not touching.

      I wasn’t looking forward to that. It was going to be an exercise in restraint. A challenge. But for some reason, I welcomed it. It was a welcome change from the usual for me. Maybe not welcome, but a change I found myself intrigued by.

      Fuck the usual, I thought as I buttoned my jacket and walked out of my office to meet Neil. Bring on the kryptonite.
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      “Pass.” I pushed the floral print maxi dress in front of me to the side. Sighing, I tightened the towel knotted around my chest and moved on to the next outfit hanging in my closet. “Pass.”

      The bohemian skirt I wouldn’t have blinked an eye to wear to the bookstore got shoved to the side too, no longer work-appropriate. I doubted people who worked in buildings as tall as Williams Tower, on that side of town, for men worth more money than I knew how many zeroes to add to the number wore floral or bohemian outfits.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have much in the way of business clothes that would qualify as appropriate to wear to my new job. I’d already been in twice, so my two best “professional looks” were off the table. I didn’t expect either Jeremiah or Neil to remember what a lowly potential secretary was wearing for her interviews, but I would know I wore them last week and I couldn’t do it.

      Outside my windows, the city was waking up, and the sounds were shifting from early, lazy, to the usual weekday rush. Blaring horns were becoming more regular, louder. The low beeps of a truck backing up somewhere close by reminded me there were people already working.

      I glanced at the clock on my nightstand. It was still early, but I really did need to get a move on. After passing on several more outfits, I grabbed a black dress and decided it would have to do. It was soft from too many washes, but I knew it looked good.

      It was long enough and had a high enough neckline to be deemed professionally acceptable. Paired with the right shoes and accessories, I didn’t think anyone would notice I got it for promoting top shelf scotch at an Uptown event one night.

      Over the last year, Tiana and I had been trying to make extra money to be able to afford a girls’ spa weekend. We picked up every after-hours gig we could, including promotional stuff for a company that let us keep the dresses afterward.

      The dress fit me well, I decided once I completed a couple of turns in the mirror. Settling for wearing it, I found a pair of red heels and shoved those in my purse, to be swapped out for the plain black pumps I wore now once I got to work.

      I added a couple of bracelets and a long silver chain around my neck, then nodded at my reflection. It wasn’t going to get any better than that until I could afford some new stuff.

      Proud of myself for managing to make something work, I headed for the kitchen to brew a cup of coffee. If I didn’t have at least a few hits of caffeine before I left, I would be a zombie when I got there.

      Tiana was still fast asleep, as I would’ve been if my new boss hadn’t decided to be an early riser. I had pulled myself out of bed by five thirty so I could make it to the office on time looking semi-decent.

      I enjoyed the quiet, breathing in the fresh smell of the coffee as it brewed and absently staring out of our kitchen window at the other early-birds already out on the sidewalk. It was warm in the kitchen, the early morning sunlight warm and bright.

      Startled when the coffee brewed, I jumped slightly and got out a cup and a thermos to transfer the coffee to later. A quick look at my watch told me I had just about enough time to gulp down a few sips before I had to leave.

      When I was done, I transferred the rest of my coffee to the thermos, but then I left it behind. I knew my luck. If I took it with me, I would end up spilling it all over myself on the way there. Arriving late—again—or with coffee stains on my dress would look incredibly unprofessional.

      I gave the thermos a last, yearning glance on my way out the door, then turned my focus to my commute to my new office. This time, I was determined to arrive at Williams Tower with heels and clothes intact.

      I avoided stepping on any cracks, being crashed into by messengers and joined my fellow city dwellers in a busy but uneventful commute to work. The smell of street vendors making breakfast made me realize I had no nourishment to sustain me for the morning, but I was going to have to live without food. I was too nervous to eat.

      Surely I had enough reserves for my body to feed off of until lunchtime. See, that was why I kept the extra pounds on. I smiled to myself. I knew they would come in handy sometime.

      The coffee shops and trucks were harder to ignore than the food—until I remembered how awful things ended for me the last time I thought there was enough time for me to grab a coffee on the way to this particular building.

      I arrived at Williams Towers in the midst of a swarm of other employees, all of whom had key cards to swipe themselves into the imposing building. I entered using the same revolving doors I used for my interviews and then waited for a security guard to clear me for the executive floors.

      Thankfully, I’d left myself plenty of time for this process, and I was still ten minutes early by the time I stepped off the elevator on the fortieth floor. I smoothed my dress when the digital ding announced my arrival at my destination, prepared to face yet another snooty receptionist before being allowed back into the inner-sanctum where I knew Jeremiah’s office was.

      To my surprise, it wasn’t a snooty receptionist waiting for me when I turned the corner. It was Jeremiah Williams himself.

      “Wonders never cease,” I muttered to myself under my breath, pausing to take a deep breath before I went to him.

      He hadn’t seen me yet, standing with his back to the hallway while looking out of a huge window off the reception area. His feet were planted apart, his hands in his pockets. I could see the material of his jacket stretch in the hollow between his broad shoulders.

      His posture was open, confident, relaxed. A king in his castle surveying his kingdom. Which I suppose in a way, he was.

      Well, not King yet. But certainly, a prince. Not even a prince, but the prince now. The Williams family was as close to royalty as it got in this city.

      When he turned around, the corners of his lips were pulled up into a slight smile. For just a fraction of a second, he almost looked mischievous. Like the twenty-something he was. Then it was gone as he started striding toward me, extending his hand. Arrogant billionaire firmly back in place.

      Still, I couldn’t help but notice how hot he was. It really was unfair that he could look like that, be worth an obscene amount of money and be my boss.

      Some people had all the luck. Of course, I was pretty damn lucky myself. Having landed this job when I did.

      His brown eyes were deep somehow, as striking as I remembered them to be. In the days since I saw him last, I convinced myself that he wasn’t really as hot as he was in my memory. But I’d been wrong.

      In the soft morning light, wearing a power suit that must’ve been tailored for him from the way it fit him like a glove, he was gorgeous.

      Bone structure that could’ve made angels weep, dark hair styled so it fell over his forehead just a little, it was easy to see why the women of New York were obsessed with the guy. And now he was focused completely on me.

      A rush of heat spread through me. So not the time, Steph.

      I took his offered hand and pumped it firmly just once before I let go, trying not to notice how warm and smooth his hand felt in mine. How his long fingers wrapped perfectly around my hand, making me wonder what else he could do with those fingers.

      Jeez. Cool it, girl.

      If I didn’t watch it, I was going to melt into a Steph-sized puddle of desire. Giving myself a mental shake, I managed to find my voice. “Good morning, Mr. Williams.”

      “Ms. Donavan,” he replied. His voice was rich with that cultured timbre I wasn’t used to hearing from guys his age. He stepped away from me, sweeping out his arm in the direction of the hallway opposite from where his office was. He turned his wrist to check an enormous watch. “You’re awfully punctual.”

      I was taken aback that he acknowledged my punctuality. Didn’t bosses usually only notice when you were late? In my experience, that was definitely the case.

      “So are you.” I wanted to bury my face in my hands and kick myself with both legs for saying it, but it was already out.

      It didn’t look like he minded though. If anything, the small smile I’d seen earlier returned and his eyes lit with amusement when I risked a quick glance up at him. “Touché. If you’ll follow me, we can get started with your tour.”

      “You’re the boss.” For fuck’s sake, what was wrong with my mouth? Every sassy thing I thought just popped out around him. A regular thing for me, but did it have to happen around my new employer all the damn time.

      A breath of air that might’ve been a chuckle escaped him, but by the time I looked at him, there were no signs of laughter. “I guess I am. Listen, before we get started, I wanted to talk to you.”

      My eyes widened. Not even ten minutes on the job and my mouth had already landed me in trouble. “Okay.”

      He stopped in the middle of the nearly deserted hallway, just before another set of turnstiles that led through opaque glass walls. “I know we’re keeping things professional and all that, but with the amount of time we’re going to be spending together, I don’t think it would be inappropriate to refer to each other by our first names. That okay with you?”

      I was prepared with an apology about my runaway mouth, which died on my lips when I realized he hadn’t wanted to talk about that at all. Referring to him as Mr. Williams was an archaic tradition I wasn’t really comfortable with anyway. But calling my boss by his first name hinted at a familiarity I wasn’t sure I should have with him. Not under our circumstances.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      He nodded. “You’ll come to find that people who work on the same teams here are more informal than they are with those they don’t work directly with. Since we’re working directly together, there’s nothing strange about it. Unless you’re not comfortable with it, of course.”

      “No, no that’s fine,” I told him, a little dazed by the knowledge that I was going to be working on a team with the Jeremiah Williams. There was a difference for me between working for him, as I was, and working with him, as he obviously thought of us as doing.

      “Excellent.” He flashed me a smile and extracted a keycard from his pocket, swiping it across an electronic pad and motioning for me to precede him through the turnstiles. “Now that’s settled, let’s start the tour.”

      “Let’s.” I caught a glimpse of us walking beside each other in the gleaming reflection of one of the walls as he started pointing things out to me. It was disconcerting to see what I looked like beside him, in my outfit that cost less than a hundred bucks when his suit probably cost thousands.

      I pushed my insecurity aside when we stepped into a large, circular area filled with different kinds of coffee machines, strange pod-like things, and scattered couches and beanbags. My jaw loosened. “What’s this?”

      “The staff break room,” he answered, standing a bit straighter. “We upgraded the building’s interior last year. It seemed fitting to bring the staff areas into the correct century.”

      “Wow.” I was impressed. I’d heard of places like this at companies, of course. I just never thought I would be working for one of those companies.

      Being awed by my new workplace didn’t end there. This was a multi-million dollar company. It was modern, luxurious and classy.

      Clean lines, stainless steel, glass, laminate flooring and plush carpets ruled the space. The conference rooms Jeremiah showed me were equipped with state-of-the-art electronics, and when he informed me of what phone and laptop the company would be issuing me with, my jaw actually dropped.

      “This place is incredible,” I said, following him back to his office.

      “Glad you said yes yet?” he asked, entering through a door just down the hall from his office.

      “Definitely,” I replied distractedly, instantly drawn to the massive windows off one side of this office. The entire back wall was a window, which let in plenty of natural light. It was much smaller than his, unsurprisingly, but comfortable with a large desk in the center, a small seating area, and even its own small coffee station. “Who does this belong to?”

      Jeremiah shrugged. “You.”

      I had been staring out of the window, imagining what it must be like getting to work every morning to a view like this when he said it. I felt my eyes stretch open and my eyebrows raise. “Excuse me? I thought I heard you say this was mine.”

      “Seems like your ears are fine then, because that’s exactly what I said,” he said cheerfully, watching me transition through several stages of shock, awe, surprise and finally, glee. This is fucking awesome.

      I couldn’t wait to send Tiana pictures of my office. I owed her big time for pushing me into making that call when I was so close to passing on this opportunity. This was a real office. Not a desk, not a workstation, but an office. And it was all mine.

      Drinks were going to have to be on me for the next year.

      “Ready for the last part of your orientation before you get thrown into the deep end by yourself?” Jeremiah asked after giving me a minute to process that this was really mine.

      “Absolutely.” I was nervous about the work before, but now I knew where I would be doing it, excitement was quickly replacing the nerves. “Lead the way, boss.”

      He reached for the door he was leaning in the doorway of and twisted the knob. I recognized the office adjacent to mine immediately. It was his. My office was attached to his. Well, that was… a potential disaster. Which somehow, I was okay with.

      I was floating on air, finally feeling like I’d achieved something with my degree. After all I went through to get the damn thing. Nothing was going to bring me down right now.

      “Your login passwords and your credentials,” Jeremiah said, bringing my attention back to him.

      He was standing behind his massive desk holding out an embossed, heavy envelope. I took it from him, my eyes catching on a picture of his brother on his desk.

      It was hidden from view by his computer screen from the side of his office I was on for the interview, but I could see it clearly now. He followed my gaze.

      “That’s Jack.” His voice got quieter. “My late brother. A snowboarding accident, three years ago.”

      “I know.” It was all over the place back when it happened. In papers, in the news, on the internet. You couldn’t escape Jack Williams’ death if you tried.

      For the first time since meeting him, I felt like he was human. The way he cut his eyes away from the picture so quickly, staring out his own expansive windows instead. His posture had changed. He was tense now, his spine stiff. The column of his throat moved up and down like he was trying to swallow down bitter memories of a difficult time.

      When it happened, I remembered the entire city mourning a man some had seen grow before their very eyes in newspapers and in the tabloids. Others mourned for the eligible bachelor the city lost, while many speculated about whether bad boy Jeremiah was ready to start training to accept the keys to the castle when the time came.

      I never thought much about Jack as a brother, a son. People sent condolences to the family on social media, in interviews with journalists and by placing flowers and cards outside Jack’s brownstone, but how many people really thought of him as a person? Thought of his family as human, people who hurt.

      Looking at Jeremiah now, I realized he was very much human. Just like I was. He just happened to be dripping in money.
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      “Yeah, I suppose you’d have to have been dead yourself to have missed the news just after it happened,” I responded to Stephanie, surprising myself by not shutting down the topic of Jack’s death immediately.

      She nodded, but I didn’t feel any of the false pity or sympathy from her as I usually did when anyone brought up that time of my life. “It was a bit of a circus, wasn’t it?”

      I chuckled, waiting for the resentment or the melancholy I usually felt when thinking about Jack to surface. Strangely, it wasn’t there. I arched a brow, lowering my chin as I turned to look at Stephanie. “A bit? It was more like a full-on carnival.”

      She smiled, tilting her head as she acquiesced. “That’s a pretty accurate description. I remember wondering if he really even could’ve known all the people who were coming out as his ‘good friends’ to give interviews.”

      “And all the girls who were devastated over the loss of their love.” I smiled, remembering how every second women in the state came out declaring she’d been in a secret relationship with him.

      “I’d forgotten about that,” Stephanie said. “Was any of it true?”

      I shook my head, thinking back to a conversation Jack and I had shortly before he went on that trip. Some magazine had both of us on their “most eligible” list, and we drank beer and stated all the qualities that made us very much ineligible. “He would’ve thought it was hilarious hearing all it.”

      “Yeah?” Stephanie was sitting on the arm of the couch in my office, her lips pulled into a soft smile.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, leaning against my desk. “Making fun of all the ways the tabloids got it wrong was one of his hobbies.”

      “You’ve gotta laugh about it I guess, to keep sane. It has to be better than the alternative.”

      I very nearly gawked at her. She was exactly right, though very few people would’ve put it together that well, that fast. “That’s what we used to say. I miss that about him, the way he looked at the world.”

      When I was younger, aggravated by the lies the press told about my family or me, Jack was the one who pointed out the funny, the downright ridiculous and the amusing about their stories. As I learned to let it roll off of me, to not give a fuck, he was also the one who stressed how important it was we stayed in touch with what people were saying about us.

      “If he turned that into a hobby, I bet there’s a lot more you miss about him,” Stephanie said, gently prodding me to keep talking. And so I did. I told her about some of the things I missed, the exploits we used to get up to that never made it to the press.

      I was surprised with myself for talking so openly about my brother with a borderline stranger. Even with my father, we barely spoke a word of it after Jack was buried. He was laid to rest beside our mother, who died when we were young.

      My dad and I stayed at the gravesite a little longer than the rest of the people who attended his funeral, saying our quiet goodbyes. At the wake, we listened to stories shared about him by his friends and business acquaintances, but we didn’t join in the reminiscing.

      After that day, we only mentioned him in passing sometimes. It felt good to talk about him, think back on the good memories. So much of the time I only resented him for leaving me to this life—where I had to fill Jack’s shoes.

      Stephanie listened to my memories, sweet and kind. We laughed at our misadventures, and as I’d come to expect from her, inserted bits of her own humor into her comments.

      “It’s not easy to lose the people we love.” She spoke when I fell silent, really thinking about my brother for the first time in a long time.

      I sensed from the way the humor in her eyes fell to the wayside that she spoke from experience. “Who was it for you?”

      “No one died,” she said quietly, her eyes turning down. She played with the hem of her dress, twisting it around her fingers before lifting those ice blue eyes back to mine. “They’re alive, but I lost my parents a couple of years ago.”

      I frowned, not quite understanding. “Are they sick or something?”

      She shook her head, her gaze darting to the skyline behind me as though she couldn’t say what she had to while looking at me. “They abandoned me because I wasn’t like them. I haven’t heard from them since.”

      “What happened?” It was my turn to listen now, and as another surprise, I actually wanted to hear what she had to say. I wanted to know what happened to her, how she was still so sassy and full of life when I could see the weight of her parents’ abandonment weighing heavily on her shoulders.

      She shrugged, still not quite meeting my eyes. “I come from a family of strict rule followers. I’m an only child, but my parents, their siblings and my cousins, they’ve all got these massive sticks up their asses.”

      I gave a little snort of laughter, which earned me a smile before she continued. “None of them ever put a toe out of line. I’m not exaggerating when I say they have bathroom breaks scheduled.”

      “Sounds tedious.” I knew a little something about having a family member like that. MJ could account for every second of my father’s day. I got the feeling her story was about to take a darker turn though, it had to given how she’d started it.

      She nodded. “Tedious is one word to describe it, I suppose. Oppressive, boring, predictable, mundane. There are some more words for you.”

      I wouldn’t say it out loud, but Stephanie didn’t strike me as fitting that mold at all. Since the moment I met her, she surprised me, kept me on my toes. “Thank you. At least now I know I shouldn’t get you a thesaurus for your birthday.”

      She flashed me a dry smile. “Nope, I’ve got one of those. Pretty sure when I was born there was a dictionary, a thesaurus and the consolidated works of the greatest philosophers of our time in my nursery.”

      “Your parents are studious then?”

      Stephanie raised her eyebrows. “Pretentious is what I prefer to call it, but whatever you want to call it, it doesn’t change that neither of them ever wasted time reading me a book they didn’t think would further me somehow.”

      “So no ‘Cat in a Hat’ for you?”

      “Dr. Seuss actually has many developmental—” She cut herself off, pursing her lips. “Dr. Seuss, yes. Fairytales? They had no use for those.”

      “Don’t those also have moral lessons and whatnot?” I tried to think back to what our nanny used to tell us when she read to us, but I never really paid much attention to her.

      Stephanie nodded. “Yes, but there are other ways to teach kids those lessons in my parents’ view. Fairytales are way too fluffy and enjoyable for them.”

      “They sound like a delight.”

      She sighed. “They’re lovely people unless you don’t meet their standards or fit their mold.”

      “And you didn’t?”

      She tapped her nose with her pointer finger. “Well done. I didn’t.”

      “But you have a degree in business from NYU. What rules could you possibly have broken that were so heinous they abandoned you?”

      “It’s not the degree, it was the way I got it.” Her blue eyes grew as she started shaking her head. “Wow that came out very wrong. Not the way I got it—I got it the way everyone else does. I studied and passed all the exams.”

      “What was their problem then?”

      Exhaling deeply, her jaw turned hard. Talking about this was difficult for her. “Their problem was that in high school and more so in college, I realized there was more to life than following their very set rules. You could say I discovered not following the rules was way more fun.”

      “You and I are very much in agreement on that one.” In a way, Steph’s story reminded me very much of my own. I was the wild child too, the one who stepped outside the box.

      Fuck, it was still hard for me to breathe in this box I’d been stuffed into after Jack’s death. “Life starts at the edge of what’s expected for you.”

      She nodded her agreement. “Turns out, not following the rules also means you don’t study as many hours as what’s expected of you.”

      I could see she was getting to the painful part now. There was a shadow in her eyes and her shoulders hunched like she was trying to make herself smaller. Wrapping my fingers around the end of my desk, I tightened my grip, bracing myself.

      “My grades started slipping. I didn’t do so well. I still graduated when I was supposed to, but my antics in the years between leaving home and graduation were too much for them. They dropped out of my life completely. They told me it was my fault, and they refused to put up with a child who disrespected them by shirking their values.”

      “And they just walked away?” I white-knuckled the table. I didn’t understand how parents could walk away from such a special girl. Whether or not she got into trouble, she was smart and driven, funny, witty and completely authentic. Her own person all the way. Who walked away from someone like that?

      Smiling sadly, she closed her eyes for a second instead of nodding. “They did. I haven’t seen or heard from them since.”

      When she opened her eyes, there was a vulnerability in them that made me feel like someone punched me in the gut. Along with that, I suddenly realized how intimate this conversation had gotten. Shit. Not good.

      I caught sight of the clock behind my office door again, shocked when I saw the time. We spent more than an hour talking. Pushing up off my desk, I went to grab the files I needed for my next meeting. “We’ve got work that needs to be done. I should get to my meeting.”

      She glanced down at her watch and jumped up, apparently as startled by the time as I was. “Absolutely.”

      Grabbing the envelope with her credentials I gave her earlier, she walked to the door between our offices. I walked with her to her desk, making sure she had what she needed to get started. “You should find everything you need to access all our systems in that envelope. If you have any trouble, call the IT department. Their extension is in there as well.”

      “Thanks, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      I knocked twice on her desk and turned to leave. “I sent you an e-mail with everything I need done today. As soon as you’re logged onto everything, it should come through. If you need anything else though, just give me a call.”

      “I’ll do that, or I could wait until you come back. I should manage until then.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll be attending meetings just about the rest of the day. Take an hour for lunch whenever you want, I only ask you give me a heads-up first.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” She smiled, sinking into the cream leather office chair I had brought up for her. Turning it from side to side, she wiggled and tried to hide her widening smile.

      Get the fuck out of here, Williams. You have work to do. I chided myself when I realized I could very easily spend another hour just watching her get settled in.
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          STEPHANIE

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, secretary,” Jeremiah said, popping his head into my office as he did every morning when he got to work.

      I lifted my hand in a small wave, smiling. Ever since the slut/secretary comment, he seemed to enjoy putting a slight emphasis on the word secretary. “Good morning, boss.”

      One corner of his lips kicked up, and he rested his shoulder against my doorframe. “Any fires I need to know about before I go in there this morning?”

      “Not a one,” I assured him, enjoying the bit of playfulness between us. One week into my new job and Jeremiah and I were settling into a comfortable routing, our morning exchanges being part of it. I was getting adjusted to working for him, though I didn’t think I would ever get adjusted to how he gave me something to appreciate every morning.

      This morning, it was his forearms. His navy blue shirt was rolled up to just below his elbows, the color setting off his lightly tanned skin perfectly. I still had to ask him how he managed to look tanned when he spent so many hours at the office.

      Sinewy muscle roped from his large hands and disappeared under his sleeves, a few noticeable veins joining in on the ripple of the muscle when he moved. Having a morning hit of eye candy every weekday was a definite pro to having such a sexy boss.

      Not that I spent a lot of time contemplating his sexiness. Who me? Never.

      The judgmental part of my subconscious harrumphed and rolled her eyes at the part that was wiping drool from the corner of her mouth. Jeremiah cut my inner war short when he smiled, flashing his brilliant pearly whites. “If you go get coffee from the break room, snag me a hazelnut cappuccino from the machine, would you?”

      I snapped my fingers to my forehead in a quick mock salute. “You got it.”

      Who would’ve thought the cocky billionaire from the papers, the man who commanded boardrooms as soon as he walked into them—my subconscious might’ve drooled a little the first time I witnessed the control he exuded when he was in action—would have a weakness for flavored coffee? I certainly wouldn’t have guessed it.

      It gave me a thrill to learn these tiny details about him, something to hang onto when the asshole in him came out to play. Which did happen from time to time.

      “Thank you,” he said with much more enthusiasm than was necessary. “I’ll be in my office all morning.”

      “I know, I keep your calendar.” I teased him lightly. I couldn’t help it. Our relationship was strictly professional on both ends, but we got along surprisingly well.

      “Oh, yeah.” He snapped his fingers, shooting me a quick wink. “I knew I was forgetting something.”

      “Ha ha,” I replied, standing up from my chair to go get our coffees when he went into his office. I loved that damn chair. It was like heaven to my back and butt. Like sitting on a cloud. No matter how many hours I spent sitting in it, I never tired of it.

      Aisha, one of the other girls who worked on my floor, was in the break room when I got there. She smiled when she saw me, sliding over in front of the coffee machine to make space for me beside her.

      The machine was a favorite among the people on my floor. It made everything from sweet tea to hot chocolate, to filter and flavored coffees. It was glorious.

      “How’re you doing over there at the boss man’s office?” Aisha asked, waiting for the machine to fill her cup with her selection. The strong, bitter smell and the color of it told me it was espresso.

      “Still going well,” I said, motioning to her cup. “Another late night?”

      She nodded, a flush rising on her cheeks. “It was, but it was so worth it.”

      I laughed, cocking my hip against the counter the machine stood on to get comfortable. Aisha started seeing a new guy recently, and it was adorable how in love she was. “Details, woman. I need details.”

      She opened her mouth to start talking when the door banged open, and Josh, a flamboyant, fabulous guy who was one of the architects on Jeremiah’s mall project walked in. He swept his eyes from me to Aisha and back again. “I smell gossip. What did I miss?”

      “Aisha had another late night with her lover last night. She was just going to tell me about it.”

      Josh clapped his hands together and looked like he was about to start jumping up and down with excitement. “I knew now was the perfect time to come get some coffee. Don’t let me interrupt you, sweetheart. Tell us all about how he—”

      Aisha giggled, clapping her hand over his mouth. “I definitely don’t want to hear the end of that sentence. I’m not telling you anything about how he did anything if you’re going to do your Josh thing and turn it all dirty.”

      “Are we not getting the dirty details?” He feigned innocence but winked at me. “Maybe we should talk about Stephanie’s love life instead then. Steph would give me all the juicy details, wouldn’t you?”

      I shrugged, shaking my head. “I don’t have any juicy details to tell, so you’re stuck with Aisha for now.”

      He sighed, chuckling. “Fine then. I’m waiting for the clean details, Aisha. Time to spill the beans.”

      Laughing and shaking her head at Josh’s playful exuberance, she told us all about her date the night before. I watched the two of them, thankful to have people like them working on my floor.

      I started chatting with them on the day I started, but it felt like we’d known each other much longer than a week. The same could be said for most of the other people I was getting to know at work. I got along with everyone I met here, which had surprised me at first.

      Neil popped in a few days after I started and told me everyone liked me. He attributed it to my “sweet nature” and “sense of humor.” I thought it was because I wasn’t as snotty as Jeremiah’s previous secretary had apparently been.

      I talked to Josh and Aisha for a couple of minutes, then went to take Jeremiah his coffee. He was on the phone when I entered and motioned for me to set the cup down on his desk. I noticed his chair was angled so he would be able to see the view at least a little in his periphery.

      It wasn’t the first time I noticed it. The man seemed to love staring out at the city and the bright blue sky. Not that I could blame him. I did the exact same thing in my office.

      I was doing just that the following day, looking out my window while coordinating deliveries for construction material with one of the contractors Jeremiah was working with. Then, I heard the voice of the one person in the company I knew didn’t like me.

      Jeremiah’s father. “Is he in?”

      “Please hold,” I hurriedly told the contractor, then muted the phone and turned to face the titan in the flesh. I hadn’t been formally introduced to him, but he didn’t seem interested in knowing who I was aside from being the gatekeeper to Jeremiah’s office.

      “Mr. Williams.” I greeted him, pulling up Jeremiah’s schedule on my computer even though I knew it by heart. “He is in. I’m not sure if he can take a meeting though, let me check.”

      To my surprise, the man nodded curtly and started firing off orders to the older woman standing behind him. Mary Jane, or MJ, was as feared and well-known in this building as Jance Williams was.

      After noticing the contractor hung up, I put in a quick call to Jeremiah, anxious for being in such close proximity to his father. The man was larger than life. He started out as an oil mogul and built the company from the ground up, expanding into just about every industry there was.

      It was impressive but intimidating as all hell when he was staring at you. His eyes were the same color as Jer’s, but where Jer’s were warm and often filled with amusement once you got to know him, Jance’s were frigid and seemed to look right through you.

      “Your father’s here. Do you have a minute for him?” I asked Jer when he answered his office line.

      He sighed heavily. “Sure, it doesn’t really matter whether I do or not. Send him in.”

      I set the phone down and cleared my throat. “He’ll see you now, Mr. Williams.”

      “About time,” Jance muttered and strode past me, firmly shutting Jer’s office door behind him. MJ was gone when I looked up again, presumably back to their corner of the castle.

      Really not up to hanging around when Jance was close by, I opted to take my lunch break to escape him. Hopefully, he would be gone when I got back. The man made me seriously uncomfortable.

      I fished my phone out of my purse and returned a text from Tiana. She asked earlier if I was free for lunch, and we quickly arranged to meet at a coffee shop down the road.

      Giving Jeremiah the heads-up he asked for whenever I take off for lunch, I typed out a quick email and hit send, grabbing my purse in the same movement. Tiana got to the coffee shop minutes after I did. The restaurant she was doing work experience at for her degree wasn’t far away.

      We ordered our lunch, then got a table in the crowded place where we got caught up. Since I started at Williams Inc, we didn’t see much of each other. I was out early in the morning, while Tiana’s shifts tended to start over or even after lunch and kept her out until well after I was in bed.

      She sipped on her water, swallowing a bite of her sandwich. “So, week one down. How’s the rich bastard?”

      “Surprisingly, not as much of a bastard as I thought at first.”

      Tilting her head, she narrowed her eyes a bit and tore another bite out of her lunch, motioning for me to keep talking. “I actually kind of like working for Jeremiah.”

      “Jeremiah, huh?” She lifted a brow, questions filling her eyes.

      I shook my head hard. “It’s not like that, I swear. He just thought first names would make it easier since we spend so much time together.”

      “Riiiight,” Tiana said. “Speaking of spending so much time together, has he been behaving himself? I know you were worried about it.”

      “Surprisingly, he’s been totally professional. He’s keeping things strictly business between us. He hasn’t even made one comment that’s made me uncomfortable.”

      What I didn’t tell her was that I caught him watching me every now and then from his office or when he thought I wouldn’t notice. The reason I didn’t tell her was because I didn’t mind him watching me. In fact, I was starting to want him to look at me. To notice me. Given I nearly turned the job down worrying about him, how twisted was it that I was slightly disappointed he was behaving so well?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          JEREMIAH

        

      

    

    
      “Come in,” I called out when I heard a tentative knock on my inner office door. Stephanie. It had to be her since that was the door that led to her office.

      She walked in, looking hot as hell in a tight black skirt and a top that showed all her curves. It was light blue with a paisley print and hugged the curve between her chest and her hip in a way that made me want to rest my hand there.

      Although it didn’t show any cleavage, it did offer a hint of what was underneath for how it fit her. Damn, I really shouldn’t have been noticing these details about her. Not anymore. I kept waiting to be immune to her, but it hadn’t happened yet.

      “I have your messages from yesterday.” She was holding a tablet in front of her. “Want me to walk you through them?”

      “Just give me a sec.” I finished responding to a couple of emails and then tented my fingers, placing my elbows on my desk and nodded for her to continue. “Make it quick.”

      Her head jerked back a fraction of an inch at my harsh tone, her eyes narrowing as if she was trying not to flinch, squared her shoulders and started firing off messages. As she scrolled through them, mercifully summarizing most, I rolled my head and tried to loosen the tension in my shoulders.

      I ducked out early with my father yesterday. Our meeting didn’t go as well as I was expecting it to, and so I wasn’t in the best mood.

      In fact, I was in a terrible mood. The sky outside was dark and gray, which suited me fine. It was perfect, actually. A literal representation of the thundercloud I felt following me around all day.

      I should’ve known the second my father just showed up at my office in the middle of the day to brace for storm Jance, but it caught me off-guard this time. Partially because the only person I was focused on and completely aware of in this building these days was the girl standing in front of me now, her soft dark hair pulled back into a ponytail that swayed gently as she scrolled and made notes.

      If I was as keenly aware of my father as I usually was, I might’ve seen the tongue lashing I got coming from a mile away. Dearest dad had high expectations of me, and even though I was doing my best, he came by to tell me it wasn’t good enough.

      Among other things, he called me lazy, unmotivated and told me to work harder. Apparently, the mall project wasn’t moving as fast as it could’ve been—fuck the fact that we were actually ahead of schedule—and then he proceeded to ream me for employing Stephanie.

      He didn’t know her at all, but he had only bad things to say about her. She didn’t look the part for the image I wanted to portray for my office, she was rude, she was too curt on the phone, she’d made him wait. On and on.

      When I defended her, he waved me off and told me point blank he wanted me to replace her. I pointed out that would make the project even slower, at which point he shrugged and told me it wouldn’t make much of a difference for the pace we were working at anyway.

      I wasn’t planning on replacing Stephanie at all, despite my dad’s insistence. I didn’t give a fuck what he thought if I was being honest. Stephanie was doing a good job, that was all that mattered to me.

      There also wasn’t much more I could do project-wise. The negotiations were progressing faster than I expected them to. At the moment, no one involved was dragging their feet on anything.

      My dad was insane if he thought anyone could’ve made it happen faster, and I knew it. It didn’t improve my mood though, knowing he was full of shit.

      Stephanie cleared her throat to get my attention, blinking as she waited for me to say something. I hadn’t heard half of the damn messages I missed while out with my father. I nodded curtly to her.

      “You can go now. I don’t need anything else.” I dismissed her, not even trying not to be rude about it. I wasn’t in the mood to humor anyone, as fucked up as that might make me. I just wanted to get the hell out of the damn office.

      It felt like I was suffocating in here today. Shooting a wistful glance out the window over my shoulder, I wished I could be out there. I used to spend so much time outside. Nowadays, I was lucky if I got out in the sun once a week for the dreaded golf game.

      A very big part of me, a part I thought was silenced for the uselessness of that line of thinking, wanted nothing more than to walk the fuck out. For good. Very few people knew I had more going for me than just this godforsaken place. Back when I thought this would be Jack’s kingdom, I started carving out a life for myself elsewhere.

      A life I missed more than I ever let myself think about. I could walk out of this building and never look back. I probably wouldn’t, but I could. And it was fucking tempting right now.

      “What’s crawled up your ass and died?” Stephanie asked. I hadn’t even realized she hadn’t left. Her eyes were blazing, her hands on her hips as she glared at me.

      I felt my brows jump. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. You’re being an ass,” she said, scowling at me.

      I rose from my chair. “I am, am I?”

      “You are,” she insisted firmly, her fingers digging into her voluptuous hips like it was taking everything she had to keep them on her instead of wrapping them around my neck and strangling the life out of me. “You’re acting like that typical alpha, bad boy, jerky mold the tabloids cast you in.”

      My nostrils flared. I took a step closer to her. Two. “You can’t speak to me that way.”

      “You can’t speak to me the way you just did either. Where does that leave us?” Her chest was heaving in anger.

      To her credit, she didn’t back away from me as I advanced. Instead, she seemed to have sensed I threw down the gauntlet and stepped forward to accept the challenge. I smirked at her. “Not sure where it leaves you, but I am an alpha. And I never said I wasn’t the bad boy or the jerk the press made me out to be.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “If the shoe fits, I guess you’ve gotta wear it.”

      “Guess so.” I took another step toward her, my own breathing coming hard and fast as I thought of the audacity of this girl—my secretary, of all people—calling me out like this.

      She met me halfway, the tops of her ears and cheeks flushed. An inferno blazed in her eyes. Man, was she pissed.

      Good, at least I’m not the only one. A rogue thought flashed in my mind. Why was it so satisfying to see the rage burning in my chest firing into me from her eyes?

      Her lips parted, undoubtedly to give me another piece of her mind. The movement drew my attention down to that plump mouth, my gaze fixed on the fiery red it was painted.

      Without warning, I hiked my arm around her waist. It fit perfectly in that curve I saw her shirt showcase earlier. I yanked her against me and snapped my eyes to hers. She still didn’t back down.

      Her hands flew to my chest and bunched the material of my shirt between her fingers. I didn’t know if she was trying to pull me closer or push me away, but I was willing to bet on pulling me closer when she leaned into me the tiniest bit.

      That was all the assent I needed. I wound my fingers around the nape of her neck and kept her flush against my body with my arm around her waist, bending my head to crush her lips beneath my own.

      All the tension between us turned to passion. The inferno from her eyes seemed to explode from both of us, consuming us. Razing our inhibitions and this week of playing fucking professional to the ground, melting the facades we put up to convince ourselves we hadn’t felt exactly the same thing for each other in that club.

      I kissed her hard, but she kept up. She gave as good as she got, her hands wandering all over me. Feeling her fingers grip me, trace up and down my sides and over my arms set my skin on fire despite the shirt I was still wearing.

      Groaning, I lifted her against me and walked back until I hit my desk. I positioned her between my legs and set her down, devouring her. My one hand stayed on that luscious fucking hip I’d been dreaming of feeling against me, while the other joined hers in exploring.

      I felt a cold, hard plastic nub and realized it was the top button of her shirt. In a flash, I had it undone. She didn’t stop me, so I reached for the next one.

      As undone and consumed as I was, Stephanie’s tongue plunged into my mouth and stroked at mine. One of her busy hands dropped to my belt buckle, and she brazenly started to undo it. This is what I’m fucking talking about.

      A girl who wanted as much as I did and was as unforgiving about taking it. None of this shy, coy shit. Straightforward fucking desire. My cock swelled, straining against my zipper.

      Her fingers were on the metal pull of the zipper, her skirt bunched around her waist and our bodies mashed so closely together I could feel the heat radiating from her center.

      This was so fucking happening. I reached into my back pocket, knowing I had a condom in my wallet. Stephanie started pulling down on my zipper when suddenly there was a loud knock on my door.

      Steph and I both froze, then broke apart so fast it was like a wire snapping under tension. She jumped off my desk and hurried to do up her buttons while I adjusted myself and sat down behind the desk to hide the very obvious evidence of what we’d been doing seconds before.

      “Come in,” I called when I thought it was safe.

      It was Neil. He eyed us both, then turned his attention to me. “I need you Jer. Right now. Something urgent’s come up. Sorry bro, but it can’t wait.”

      “Then let’s go,” I said. I took my jacket from the hook behind my chair and slid it on as I walked to the door. When I reached it, I paused briefly to look back at Stephanie. “Excuse me.”

      I left her standing there in my office, looking like she’d just been fucked with her hair all mussed and her lips bee-stung. Breathing hard.

      Damn, she was fucking gorgeous. Sexier than I’d ever seen her. Whatever Neil needed me for, I hoped like hell for his sake it was worth leaving a girl like her standing alone after what could’ve just happened between us.
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      “What the hell was that?” I asked the furniture in Jeremiah’s office as the door slammed shut behind him. I blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of the last few minutes. I had no idea what came over me.

      It was pure craziness, that’s what it was. Madness at expert level.

      “Fuck, you’re an idiot.” I cursed myself loudly and sank into the white leather couch in his office. I couldn’t believe I’d let him, or his stupid, wildly freaking tantalizing kiss get into or go to my head. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

      How did I allow it to get that out of hand? One second, I was so damn angry with him I felt like I could throttle him with my bare hands and the next well… The next there were a whole bunch of things I wanted to do to him with my bare hands, none of which was to throttle him anymore.

      I felt hot and heavy, ready to screw the rich bastard’s brains out. My brains though, now that I was capable of stringing a coherent thought together again—somewhat—were not impressed with me. It should never have happened.

      My body, however, didn’t agree with my brain. While I was doing all I could to convince myself it was a dumb, one-time mistake, my cheeks burned, and there was an unprecedented ache between my thighs. My entire body was on fire for him. I fanned my cheeks, hoping the rest of me would cool down as they did.

      Cold water was what I really needed, but I didn’t want to leave his office for the bathroom yet. I knew I was completely disheveled and I didn’t want anyone seeing me leaving his office that way. Office gossip was as rampant here as anywhere. If someone saw me emerging in this state, I would’ve bet the farm the entire building would have us sleeping together before we closed up shop for the day.

      Men had it so much easier when it came to hiding this kind of thing. Tuck away the erection, brush fingers through hair, and they were as good as gold. None of this having to redo hair, wipe away smudged makeup, get rid of the just-fucked flush crap.

      When he’d left, Jeremiah looked as calm and put together as ever—despite the raging hard-on I knew he had had just seconds before storming out the door with barely a second glance at me. And he’d been as into our mind-blowing kiss as I was.

      I knew this because I felt his hardness pressed into my panties, onto my stomach while he kissed me like a man possessed. From the feel of things, the man was fucking huge down there. He would, of course, be hung like a goddamn horse.

      All wouldn’t be right in the world if something about Jeremiah was average or mediocre. I was learning to accept that, much as I hated him for it.

      And how on earth had he managed to get himself under control so fast? I was still panting, my body still ached with unsatisfied need, and he’d been gone at least two minutes.

      Probably because he has more experience than you with forbidden office trysts, a snooty voice inside me whispered. I heard rumors about him and his ex-secretary from the people on our floor. Some people thought they might’ve hooked up once, while others swore it happened on the regular.

      “Shut up,” I muttered to my racing thoughts. I pressed my palms to my temples, trying to regain control of my mind.

      It spun and splintered under the perfect pressure of his lips on mine, completely overtaken by how good it felt to be kissed by him. His kiss was as undulating and intoxicating as he was. Firm and confident. My heart was still beating overtime from the mere memory of it.

      I touched my lips absently, running my tongue over them. They felt different somehow, tasted like him. Of mint and hazelnut and man. I rolled my eyes at myself for even thinking he tasted like a man. I mean, what did men even taste like?

      Like him? I ventured a meek, mental guess. I couldn’t think of any other word to describe it, so man it would have to be. He might’ve been a self-professed alpha bad boy, but he kissed like a freaking superstar. No wonder women got sucked in by that shit if all guys like him kissed that way. Not that I’d ever met a guy like him, but surely...

      I got flustered just thinking about what fucking him would be like if kissing him was that intense. Which was why I really had to stop thinking about it. Unfortunately, the way his body felt against mine left me little choice but to wonder what it might be like. Incredible, probably. The stuff erotica and porn were made of, possibly.

      Or it would be a total disappointment. I didn’t really think it would be, but I had to stop imagining it as the best sex I’d never had.

      Because it’s not going to happen, I reminded myself. When that knock came on his office door and Neil burst in, I was ready to yell at him or order him away. Now I was beyond thankful for the interruption. Jeremiah and I would’ve made a mistake there would’ve been no coming back from if it hadn’t been for Neil.

      Catching sight of myself in the reflection of his large window, I realized my blouse was still half-undone. I began buttoning it up when someone else burst into his office—this time without knocking.

      The new arrival was a tall, statuesque red-haired woman wearing a dress and nail polish to match. Her eyes were wide as she scanned the room, looking more than a little wild. She was beautiful in that untouchable, porcelain looking way, but she was way off base if she thought she could just invite herself in here.

      I had no idea who she was, but she had to go. “Excuse me, this is a private office. I’m afraid you’re going to have to leave.”

      Her gaze zeroed in on me, furious, then she threw her head back and laughed as if she couldn’t believe what she’d heard. Manically and loud. “Me? I have to leave? You’re the interloper here, you whore. You leave.”

      “Whore?” Who the hell did this woman think she was? I took a deep breath, planting my hands on my hips. She had another thing coming if she thought calling me names was going to get me to back down. “Look, I don’t know who you are, but if you don’t leave right now, I’m calling security to remove you. You shouldn’t be in here. I don’t know how you got in, but I’m sure security will be very interested in finding out.”

      I started for the phone on Jeremiah’s desk when the crazy lady practically dove onto me. I caught her moving just in time to step out of the way and jump to the other side of the desk. Away from the phone, but at least I was out of her reach.

      “Who am I?” she roared. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m Stephanie, Mr. Williams’s secretary.” I hoped it would calm her down to just hear me talking.

      It didn’t.

      She let out a shriek that hurt my eardrums and flung herself around the desk, chasing me around it. What the hell was wrong with her?

      Her dress billowed behind her as we rounded the desk time and time again. When she couldn’t catch me, she finally grabbed the photo of Jack on Jeremiah’s desk and hurled it at me.

      I was too shocked to do anything but duck before the frame shattered against the far wall of the office. It flew right by my ear. I backed away, wondering how I was going to hail security. Clearly, she was unhinged.

      Jeremiah told me about a panic button in each office, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember where he said it was. Focus, Steph. Think. Remember.

      “You call yourself his secretary?” the woman yelled, so shrill it was a wonder the windows didn’t shatter. She was no laughing matter though. If I’d ever seen anyone look murderous, it was her. “You’re not his fucking secretary, I am. Jannie. Ask anyone. This office next door is mine, and so is the man who occupies this one!”

      Ah, crap. The ex-secretary. What she was saying made no sense, since she was fired weeks before I started, but at least now I knew who I was dealing with. A shiver ran down my spine. There was something wrong with this woman, and somehow, I was in her crosshairs.

      I held up my hands, showing her I meant no harm. “I think there’s been some kind of mistake, I—”

      She cut me off, pointing a finger at me as she screamed. Her words made my skin crawl. Not because what she said was more terrifying than a variety of threats people used jokingly every day, but because of the way she looked when she said it.

      This was no empty threat. She was dead. Fucking. Serious. “You better watch your back, bitch. There’s been no mistake. Jeremiah will chew you up and spit you out when he’s done with you. And if he doesn’t, I will.”
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