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      I’m not an easy guy to get along with. Or so I’ve been told.

      

      Something about over-domineering, alpha-hole, and rich rubs people the wrong way.

      

      All good in the neighborhood. I’m not interested in relationships anyway.

      

      But unfortunately, thanks to my success, I need a new secretary.

      

      Or rather, I’m being forced to take on a new admin, and the conditions are clear—I’m not allowed to fire her for a year.

      

      Nothing like having rules sprung on you in your own company.

      

      So I hire a single mom with a pretty smile. Everyone likes her.

      

      Everyone but me. She’s got more fire than I expected.

      

      And no matter how abrasive or aloof I am, she presses harder against me.

      

      I’m falling for her stubborn nature and finding myself wanting to bend my rules of relationships to please her in any way I can.

      

      And then… she leaves. Quits without warning.

      

      Seems she has a secret.

      

      One an orphan like me can’t swallow without choking.

      

      My baby.
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      To everyone who loves springtime. My momma loves the greens, blues, and yellows, which feel like her personality to me. This book is for you.

      

      -Weston
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Ashton

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the two doe-eyed boys sitting across from my desk. I was guessing they were eighteen, twenty at best, barely out of diapers. One of them was moving his mouth, and words were coming out, but I wasn’t paying attention. I had lost interest about four minutes into the conversation. I sized them both up almost immediately and was unimpressed.

      They were wearing wrinkled shirts, and one actually had a stain on the collar. Their hair was too long and looked unkempt. They were everything I loathed in the business world. Hell, in any world. They just didn’t give a shit how they looked. I took pride in dressing well. When a person was dressed nicely, even if it was in cheap clothing, it showed they took some effort to present themselves in a decent manner.

      The boys across from me had likely rolled out of bed, picked up whatever was lying on the floor, and showed up in my office. They were trying to pitch me a product, which I had actually been interested in until they showed up. I was looking for a partnership with a company that could provide unique, high-quality accessories that would complement the tailored suits my company produced.

      If you wanted the best, you had to look the best. It was one of my taglines. These guys hadn’t even tried. It was insulting and irritating. They knew they were coming in to meet with me and they couldn’t be bothered to brush their hair?

      I held up a hand, waiting until the noise coming out of Tweedle Dee’s mouth ceased. “Let me stop you right there,” I said. “Have you brought these cufflinks you want me to sell in my shops?”

      “Yep, right here,” Tweedle Dee answered, reaching into the pocket of his jacket. Not a suit jacket but some Nike windbreaker thing. He leaned forward and put several cufflinks on my desk. They weren’t in packages or a pretty box. He was just carrying the damn things around like spare change.

      I picked up one of the flimsy metal accessories and held it in my hand. “Who produces these?”

      “We do,” one of them answered. I didn’t know which and I didn’t care.

      “I meant, do you have a manufacturer lined up?”

      He shook his head. “No, we make them. Like actually make them.” He sounded proud. I couldn’t understand why. He must have gotten a lot of participation trophies when he was younger.

      “You just got through telling me these are quality cufflinks that will complement the suits I sell in my shops. You’re telling me you make these? Do you make them in your mother’s basement?”

      “The garage,” Tweedle Dee replied with a cheesy grin on his face. “We’re just like you. Don’t you see?”

      “You’re nothing like me,” I snapped.

      “We’re entrepreneurs. We went to school together and were in a business class together. We came up with this idea for cufflinks that are high end, yet fashionable. It was a project we did for class and we got an A. We realized we were sitting on a goldmine.”

      I raised an eyebrow, holding up one of the ugliest, cheapest-looking cufflinks I had ever seen. “This is high end?”

      “It looks high end,” one of them said with a grin. “We want to give young men with an eye for fashion the appearance of feeling and looking wealthy while being fashionable. We don’t want to sell them too cheap but don’t want them to be too expensive.”

      The other one chimed in. “Affordable quality.”

      “This isn’t high-end anything,” I said, tossing the cufflink on my desk. “It’s cheap and gold plated, not even a good gold plating. This isn’t going to fool anyone into thinking it’s anything other than a cheap shitty-made accessory.”

      “The production cost is low, but we price them high. We’re making some killer profits.”

      “You’re already selling these?” I asked, very skeptical and wondering where the fools that were buying them were. I had a bridge or three to sell to these so-called customers.

      Dum shrugged. “We sold some to our dad and a couple of his buddies. We’re excited to take an idea and make it big. We’ve read about you and what you did. You have the third most successful tailored suit company in the country. You were once a young guy, just like us.”

      My eyebrow arched higher. “I didn’t know I had fallen over the hill.”

      “What I mean is, we’re younger versions of you. We got this idea and we’re going to be millionaires one day—just like you. We want to sell men’s accessories that would complement your suits. Cufflinks, tie clips, those little things that go in the front pocket.”

      I was sure this was a prank. Fucking Kyle had to be setting me up. There was no way in hell anyone that worked for me would ever let these dumbasses into my office. It was a joke. “The little things that go in the pocket,” I repeated, pushing the cufflinks back across the desk. “Let’s pretend this whole thing is real. Let’s pretend you guys actually want to sell something.”

      “But we do want to sell something. That’s why we’re here. We are proposing a, um, a partnership of sorts.”

      I smiled. “Of course, you are. Have you ever been in one of my shops? Do you know what I sell?”

      “Suits,” Dum quickly answered with a bright smile on his face. He was acting as if he’d won a prize.

      “Tailored suits. Suits that men save for months to buy because they are that good. Suits that fit any man, regardless of his height or weight, and make him look good. If I were to put these cufflinks on one of my suits, it would cheapen the look. It would make them look like clowns. Those cufflinks are a joke and a bad one at that.”

      They both looked shock.

      “What?” one of them asked. “But you have to know we’re trying. I mean, didn’t someone give you a chance when you were first getting started?”

      “No. You can go. Take your cufflinks and leave.”

      “But, we—”

      I shook my head, using my menacing looks to drive home my point. “Have a nice day.”

      There was some sputtering and grumbling, and then they were on their way out. They bitched the whole way. I picked up the office phone, hit the button for Kyle Dobbins, and waited. “Get in here now,” I snapped and slammed the phone down.

      “What the hell was that about?” Kyle asked as he walked into my office.

      “Who the fuck set that up? Was that you? Are you trying to get me back for that hooker I sent to your house?”

      He grinned. “I’m not sure I’m going to get you back for that necessarily. She wasn’t a hooker. She was a call girl. A very pretty call girl. My mom thought it was funny.”

      I couldn’t help but smirk. I enjoyed a good joke as much as the next guy, but I did not think wasting my time was funny. “Who were they?” I asked.

      “Who were who?”

      “Those two dipshits that just left my office. Did you hire them to fuck with me?”

      He winced, taking a seat. “No, it wasn’t me. What were they trying to peddle?”

      “But you know who it was?” I questioned, seeing the look of regret on his face.

      He slowly nodded. “I do.”

      “They were two punk kids, hoping to make a quick buck by selling overpriced garbage. They had the audacity to compare themselves to me and ask me to let them sell their shit in my shops. As if I would ever let my name be associated with that crap.”

      The grimace on his face told me I was not going to like what he had to say. “I’m sorry. I was hoping it would be something better. It was explained as being something better.”

      “Explained by who?”

      He looked pained. “Cheryl.”

      I was confused. “My secretary?”

      He nodded. “The boys are her nephews.”

      My jaw clenched as I stared him down. I liked Kyle. In the grand scheme of things, he was probably the only friend I had, and I knew I wasn’t a great friend. I was a dick. I knew it and I couldn’t quite bring myself to care. I kept everyone at arm’s length. Letting people in was dangerous. I had been alone my entire life and had no intention of opening up to anyone—not even Kyle.

      “So now I’m running a charity,” I growled and rose from my desk. I walked around and headed for the door.

      “Ashton, wait,” Kyle said, following behind me.

      “Cheryl, pack up your things,” I said, staring at my secretary who was staring up at me with a shocked expression. “I no longer need your services.”

      “What?” she gasped.

      “Ashton,” Kyle said.

      “Get. Out. Now.”

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered, tears springing to her eyes.

      “Let me explain it to you. I’m not a charity. I don’t mix business with family.” I didn’t have any family, but that wasn’t the point. “You cost me thirty minutes. That was my money you tossed about because you used your position as my secretary to get your nephews into a meeting. You don’t get to decide who I meet with. I do. You tried to pull a fast one. I can’t have people working for me that I don’t trust. Get out.”

      I turned and walked back into my office with Kyle right behind me. “Ashton, that was harsh,” he said, closing the door.

      I turned to face him. “What’s harsh is a couple of kids getting in here and trying to get me to help them cheat people. I’m not about to put the name I worked very hard to build on a pile of shit. That’s what they offered—shit. She knew they had shit. I’m guessing they’ve been rejected from everywhere else. No one, not even fucking Walmart, would sell that shit, especially not at the price point they are shooting for.”

      He let out a long breath. “Let’s grab some lunch.”

      “I don’t want lunch.”

      “Ashton, I need to talk to you and I’m hungry. You seem a little cranky. I think you could eat as well.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I don’t think you are.”

      I put a hand on my hip. “Kyle, I don’t want to eat.”

      “I’m asking you to do this one thing. I don’t ask anything of you. I haven’t asked you for anything in three years. This is an easy one.”

      He was being dramatic. Kyle wasn’t usually the dramatic type. I tried to remember he was really my only friend. “Fine. I need to tell—”

      He smirked. “Yeah, you just fired your secretary. It’s all on you now.”

      “Shit.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll meet you at the door. I need to grab my phone.”

      I nodded before going to my desk and transferring my calls straight to voicemail. I probably should have thought a little harder about firing her before I had a replacement. I was pissed and reacted. I hated people using me. I had busted my ass for years to get where I was at. My company was the result of my blood, sweat, and tears. Kyle had helped and owned a small stake in the company, but I was the one who had sacrificed for the better part of my life.

      Remembering to be kind to others was not something that came easily to me. I knew most people thought I was an asshole. I was. I had learned the hard way how cruel the world could be. It made me a stronger person. I didn’t believe anyone should be coddled. If I survived, so could the rest of the world.

      I grabbed my phone and walked out of my office. Cheryl was sobbing as she tossed things into a box. I didn’t stop to say a word. I walked to the front door and found Kyle flirting with the main receptionist who managed the front of the business.

      “Ready, or would you rather have lunch with someone else?” I asked dryly.

      “Nope. Let’s go.”

    

  







            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    






Willow

        

      

    

    
      I saw the two older gentlemen come through the door and immediately decided they would be good tippers. I needed every tip I could get. Being a single mom with a kid that seemed to be growing an inch every day was tough to keep up with.

      “I’ll get them,” I said to Janie, who was busy trying to balance several plates on her arms.

      “Thanks.”

      I walked to the table where the guys had seated themselves. “Good afternoon,” I greeted them. The one with a shock of white hair turned his steely blue eyes on me. I pulled a frown. “Or maybe just afternoon. It looks like you could use a chocolate milkshake with extra whip cream on top.”

      He stared at me like I had sprouted a second head. “No thanks.”

      I winked. “Better get that blood sugar up in a hurry.”

      His friend chuckled. “He always looks like that. Don’t mind him. I would love a chocolate shake.”

      I offered him a pleasant smile. “You want a cherry on top?”

      The grumpy old fart on my left made a choking sound. “Would it be too much trouble to ask for a menu?” he snapped.

      I didn’t let his grumpy mood bother me a bit. “Sure, sweetness. Let me get your buddy his shake and I’ll bring them right over. You sure you don’t want some orange juice? I know when my blood sugar gets low, I get crazy hangry and snap at everyone.”

      “Hangry?” he repeated. “Is that supposed to be a southern accent?”

      He sounded so much like my son when he got tired and hungry. I was used to dealing with cranky boys. “Hangry, as in hungry and angry. You know what? I’ll bring you a milkshake, on the house.”

      The look on his face was priceless. I would help snap him right out of the grumpy mood he seemed to be caught up in. I returned to the table a couple of minutes later with menus and shakes.

      “Thank you,” the nice one said with a bright smile.

      “I’ll be back in a few. The mushroom burger is what I would recommend, but if you plan on kissing anyone, skip it. It’s loaded with onions.”

      Mr. Cranky Pants looked like I had spilled water in his lap. “I’m not kissing anyone,” he mumbled.

      I walked away, taking care of some other customers while keeping an eye on the two men. Two grumpy old men. Rather, one grumpy one and one nice one. I supposed they probably balanced each other out. I hoped I wasn’t that crotchety when I got old. The guy seriously had a stick up his ass.

      When the friendly one stuck his hand in the air, I quickly made my way back to them and took their orders. I shuffled back to the window, submitted my ticket, and went about taking care of other customers. My phone vibrated in the back pocket of my jeans. My boss had forbidden us from keeping our phones on us while we were on the floor, but I had a little boy, and emergencies happened.

      I snuck around the corner, pulled out my phone, and saw it was the elementary school where my nine-year-old went to school. “Going on a break,” I said, popping my head around the corner and walking out the back door.

      “Is this Mrs. Patting?”

      “Miss Patting,” I corrected.

      “Hi, Willow. This is Mrs. Shields.”

      I inwardly groaned. We didn’t need formal introductions. We had met several times. More times than I cared to count. “Hi, Mrs. Shields,” I said, trying to sound polite and cheery as I spoke to the school’s counselor.

      “I don’t want to inconvenience you, but I really need to talk with you. Sooner, rather than later.”

      I closed my eyes. That was code for get your ass down here now before we call the police, CPS, and every other agency interested in making my life hell. “I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes,” I said.

      “We’ll see you then.”

      I went back inside, worried about my son and feeling anxious to get to him. I found my boss slicing lemons in the kitchen. “Gee, I hope your job didn’t interfere with your social calendar,” he snapped. “I would hate for you to miss an important call.”

      “I need to go,” I announced.

      He looked at me. “Excuse me? Lunch just started.”

      I shook my head. “I have an emergency. I have to get to the school.”

      “No,” he snapped.

      I raised my eyebrows. “My son’s school called. I have to go.”

      He turned to look at me, the knife still in his hand. “If you leave, you’re done. I’m tired of your emergencies. This is the lunch rush. I need someone here that is actually here.”

      I winced. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      “Don’t you dare do it, Willow!”

      I untied my apron and tossed it on the counter. “Sorry, but my son is more important than this job or your threats.”

      I walked out of the restaurant, knowing I needed the job, but Jake needed me more. I would find another job. San Francisco was a big city. I hadn’t run through all the restaurants and cafes yet. I had a rule about working as close to Jake’s school as possible. Lately, it was more of a necessity because I had to be able to get to the school on a moment’s notice. Working across town was not an option.

      I walked into the school, and the secretary recognized me and took me right back to the counselor’s office. I didn’t see Jake sitting outside the principal’s office, which was a good sign. Unless he was stashed somewhere else. One never knew with him.

      “Hi,” I greeted the woman I had spent more time with than I cared to admit.

      “Hi, Willow, have a seat.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, wanting to make sure my baby was okay.

      She sighed. “Jake is really struggling this year.”

      It was hard not to automatically go on the defensive. “As in?”

      “As in, he seems very angry. There was another altercation with another student.”

      The use of another twice in the same sentence wasn’t an accident. She was making it clear my kid was the problem. “Did it result in violence?”

      “No. There were some words exchanged, and it probably would have resulted in a fight, but it was stopped.”

      I nodded. “Good. Do you know what the fight was about?”

      She looked uncomfortable. “Jake said the other child made a comment about his pants being too short.”

      I bit back my fury and my need to protect my child from a little bully. “Well, that wasn’t nice. How was Jake supposed to respond?”

      She gave a small smile and I felt like she was patting me on the head. “I understand it wasn’t nice, but there are better ways to handle rude comments that really shouldn’t result in violence.”

      “You said he didn’t hit him.”

      “No, but Jake’s history says it would have ended up in a fistfight.”

      I scoffed. “He’s nine. He isn’t exactly Muhammad Ali throwing punches.”

      “No, but we don’t want this pattern of behavior to continue,” she said, trying to soften the blow those words held.

      I nodded. “I understand. I’ve spoken with him again and again. He’s having a hard time.”

      She cleared her throat. “Willow, I know you’re a single mom and it can’t be easy raising a spirited little boy on your own. This school—well, as you know, we are in a neighborhood where the majority of the children that attend here are from families with means. It isn’t right, but Jake is often singled out because of that. I hate to see him so angry and hurt.”

      She may as well have just stuck a knife in my heart. I was the poor folk trying to step above my station by sending my kid to school with the rich brats. “Getting picked on isn’t going to make him happy.”

      “No, it isn’t. I think a different environment might help him feel like he fits in. He would likely make friends and be more settled in general.”

      I knew she was right, but it still pissed me off something fierce. Out with the poor white trash was what she was saying. Transfer him to a school with a lower socioeconomic profile so he could fit in with his people. “I don’t want to transfer him with only a few months left in the year.”

      She nodded. “I agree. If you don’t mind, I’d like to start seeing Jake a couple of times a week.”

      “Like therapy?” I asked.

      “Like counseling. Helping him through some of the problems here at school. It’s what I’m here for.”

      It wasn’t like I could afford an actual counselor. He needed help. I needed help. “I would appreciate that.”

      “Great. I’ll talk to him today after school, just fifteen minutes or so if that works?”

      I nodded. “He can go late to the after-school program.”

      “He’s going to be okay,” she assured me.

      I smiled, hoping she was right. “Thanks.”

      I left the school feeling a little defeated. I had to do better for my son. Being jobless wasn’t exactly helping the situation. I wished I could get a great job making far above minimum wage. Unfortunately, I had no education. I didn’t have any experience, other than waiting tables and doing some telemarketing. I had gotten pregnant with Jake when I was twenty. I was thirty now, and my future job prospects were grim.

      I was stuck. I was stuck in a rut, and if I didn’t find a way to climb out, I would be like Doris at my last job, sixty-two and still waiting tables. I would still be just barely making it.

      It was hard to say what would happen to Jake if I didn’t find a way to change things. He wasn’t exactly pulling the grades he needed to earn a scholarship anywhere. I wouldn’t even be able to send him to trade school with my current financial situation.

      I drove away from the school and parked at a central location that would allow me to walk to nearby shops and restaurants as I started my job search. There was no time like the present to start looking. I gathered applications from a few retail places before I came upon a café. It was a little more than a café. There was a nice outdoor eating area with velvet ropes meant to keep out the riffraff.

      It looked like the kind of place that catered to yuppies and the local businessmen and women that worked in the buildings nearby. That meant good tips. I walked up to the counter to request an application. I scanned the area, noticing well-dressed men and women eating healthy sandwiches, soups, and salads.

      Two men sitting at the table nearest me caught my attention. I heard them mention they needed to put an ad in with the local job service for a secretary. I studied the men, both dressed impeccably in what I imagined were very expensive suits.

      The man with the jet-black hair and what I guessed were maybe green eyes, possibly hazel, had a permanent scowl on his face. The other guy, with brown hair and warm brown eyes, looked much friendlier. I wouldn’t mind working for him at all.

      I could be a secretary. I was guessing the job would pay more than waiting tables and collecting tips. Secretary hours would also work with Jake’s school schedule. Weekends off sounded amazing and would save me money on a weekend babysitter. I bit my bottom lip, debating what to do. Would it be too forward?

      Being a chickenshit never got anyone anywhere, I reminded myself.

      I decided to make my move.
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Ashton

        

      

    

    
      I sipped the green tea, perfectly sweetened and very refreshing. It should have put me in a better mood. It didn’t. I was pissed. I hated being betrayed, and what Cheryl had done felt like a betrayal.

      “You could have warned her,” Kyle said, always the reasonable one.

      I slowly shook my head. “She would have done it again. She would have done something that wasn’t okay. I can’t deal with people who I don’t trust.”

      “You’re not dating her. She was your secretary. She arranged your schedule, wrote emails, and answered the phone. What exactly do you need to trust her with?”

      “You know what I mean,” I growled.

      “Well, now you’re in a hell of a predicament. That’s your third secretary in the last year. You ever think your standards are a little on the high side?”

      “I pay them well. I expect them to do as I ask. I don’t expect them to use their position as my secretary to sneak in their nephews. She had to have known there was no way in hell I would want their garbage in my shops. No one in their right mind would buy that shit. They have a better chance of selling it on the internet for a buck. They actually compared themselves to me. As if they have any idea about who I am.”

      “God forbid,” he said with a great deal of exaggerated horror.

      “You know what I mean. Did you see them?”

      He nodded, a grimace on his face. “I did. I’m not sure what they were thinking.”

      “Exactly! If she was any kind of aunt or secretary, she would have told them to at least put on clean clothes. I see it as her disrespecting me. She didn’t think about the time she took from me to have a meeting that was absolutely pointless. There was never going to be a chance I agreed to partner with them. That was pretty obvious.”

      “It was obvious to you.”

      “And you,” I shot back.

      He nodded. “And me.”

      “And now she’ll think about what she did when she looks for a new job. I won’t give her a good reference.”

      He sighed, clearly not understanding my motives. I didn’t expect him to. “I guess it’s your burden to bear. She worked well when she was there.”

      I nodded. “It is my burden, and no, she never worked well. She was subpar on a good day.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” he said, changing subjects. “I would have preferred it if you were in a better mood, but I’m not sure that’s even possible. I think this is your permanent mood.”

      I frowned. “I’m not always in a bad mood.”

      “You generally are. I have accepted that. We’ve been partners for three years and I know almost nothing about you, except you’re cranky and a hard ass. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

      I shrugged. “Not really.”

      He smirked. “Of course not. Do you want me to run the ad?”

      “I can do it. I’m the one who got myself in this position.”

      He nodded. “Damn straight you did. A little patience goes a long way.”

      “Why don’t I just up your salary? You know the business better than she did. We could save on overhead. That would increase the bottom line.”

      Kyle’s lip curled. “You want me to be your secretary?”

      “It isn’t like she did a lot anyway. I answer my own emails, and hardly anyone actually calls. That’s what the other one is for.”

      “You mean the receptionist?”

      I nodded. “Yes. You’re my partner. You should want to make more money. The more money the company makes, the more money you make.”

      He shook his head. “It’s sad you don’t even realize you sound like such a dick.”

      That shocked me. It shouldn’t have. Kyle was always telling me how he felt. Everyone else kind of tiptoed around me, but not him. He was blunt. He didn’t give a shit if I threatened to fire him. He was my partner, at least a partial partner. It was why I liked him so much. He was real. He wasn’t fake like the majority of other people I had met in my life.

      “I’m not trying to be a dick. I’m being serious. We can divide the duties and save money.”

      He didn’t meet my eyes. I could see something was weighing heavily on his shoulders. When he finally looked at me again, I knew he was about to say something that was truly going to piss me off. “I’m not interested in being your secretary.”

      “Okay.”

      “I can’t be your secretary because I won’t be working for the company anymore. I have received an offer from another company, and it’s too good to pass up.”

      I refused to show my shock or hurt. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I’m saying, I’ll sell you my share of the company. It’s yours. Run it like you want.”

      “Kyle, are you seriously throwing a fit because I asked you to take on some extra duties?” I asked in a low voice.

      “No, this is something I’ve been considering for a while.”

      “What the hell?” I asked, barely keeping my anger in check.

      “I’m not happy at the job. I can’t stay where I’m unhappy. There is no joy in going to work. I’m too young—or too old, I suppose—to be miserable at work. All the money in the world isn’t worth it if I’m unhappy.”

      I schooled my features. It was another betrayal, but I wouldn’t let him know how much it stung. “I see.”

      “I’m sorry to blindside you with this, but it hasn’t been easy to get you to sit down long enough to talk about this.”

      I wasn’t going to beg him. “Is it the competition?” I asked.

      “No. Totally different field.”

      “This is what you want?”

      He nodded. “It is.”

      “How long have you been planning this?”

      “I wasn’t planning anything,” he answered. “I get offers all the time, but none of them have really interested me until now. This one is too good to pass up. You’ve got a good company. You know what you want, and you are going to keep going up. You don’t need me.”

      I didn’t say it, but I wanted to say I didn’t need anything. That would sound petty. My mind raced. I was trying to think of the right words to say. I couldn’t let him know how I really felt. Show no weakness. That had been my motto for as long as I could remember.

      “Excuse me,” I heard a woman’s soft voice.

      I looked up at a woman standing next to our table. She wasn’t wearing the same T-shirt as the rest of the servers, but I assumed she was a cook or maybe the manager with her white short-sleeved blouse and black slacks. She was looking at me with pretty, pale blue eyes that bordered on being almost translucent. She had on black eyeliner makeup that made the color of her eyes even more astonishing.

      Her black hair was cut in thick chunky layers that rested just above her shoulders. She was pretty enough, but it didn’t excuse her rudeness.

      “Yes?” Kyle answered. I would have ignored her.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear that you were in need of a new assistant. I just happen to be looking for a job and know I’m perfect for the position.”

      “You don’t know what the job is,” I snapped.

      She offered a pretty smile. “Let me guess. I answer the phone, I type up documents, I get coffee and keep things neat and tidy while taking care of you.”

      Kyle chuckled. I shot him a glare before turning my eyes back on the pushy woman standing too close to me. “What makes you think it would be appropriate for you to eavesdrop and then to come over here and insert yourself in our conversation?”

      She laughed. Actually laughed. “When you’re talking loud enough for the entire restaurant to hear, you lose your right to be upset about someone overhearing you. I think of it as me doing you a favor. You’re in a tight spot. You need an assistant, and here I am.”

      I sputtered, stupefied by her boldness. “I’m not in a tight spot.”

      “That sour look on your face says otherwise. If that isn’t what’s causing you to look so constipated, I would suggest you get more fiber in your diet.”

      I felt like I had stepped into the Twilight Zone. Never had I ever felt so mistreated by a server. “Thanks, I’ll try and keep that in mind.”

      She laughed again. “Oh no! I really don’t want you to think about me when you’re doing that!”

      “We’re leaving,” I said, pulling out my wallet and digging through the bills until I found a dollar. If I’d had any loose change, I would have left that. That would serve the woman right.

      I could hear Kyle’s laughter, which only pissed me off even more. I couldn’t believe the audacity of the woman. I had half a mind to call the owner and let him know he needed to fire the woman. I pushed open the door, using a little too much force.

      I kept walking, moving down the sidewalk and away from the offensive woman. I spun around to find Kyle trying to hide his smirk.

      “What the fuck was that about?” I snarled.

      He chuckled. “She was trying to help you out,” he said, barely able to restrain himself.

      I rolled my eyes. “We are never going back there. That woman was way too bold. And rude.”

      He shrugged. “I think it says something about her. She took initiative. You could use that.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      His smile faded and things got serious again. I suddenly remembered what we had been talking about before we had been rudely interrupted. I was almost grateful for the woman’s interruption. It had given me a small reprieve from reality.

      “Look,” he said. “This job, it isn’t going to wait. I need to take it.”

      “Can you take the day, think about it, and I’ll reach out to our lawyer?”

      He nodded. “I can do that.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know tomorrow when you come in. You are coming in, right?”

      He smiled. “I will be in.”

      I didn’t smile. I had nothing to smile about. “Great. I’ll make some calls. I need to get back.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I walked back toward the building our offices were in. I needed to put some distance between me and him. I was bummed I was losing him as a partner and a friend. I didn’t want him to see how upset I truly was. I had a feeling he would see right through my façade. He and I had worked well together, I thought. We didn’t spend a lot of time together, but we complemented each other in the business. We both had a good sense of the business and knew what our clientele wanted.

      I blew out a sigh and headed into my office. I barely noticed the empty desk sitting outside my office. That was a problem to deal with later. Right now, I needed to figure out how to dissolve my partnership with Kyle. I wasn’t looking forward to it.

      Kyle was an important part of my life. I doubted he knew how important he was. I wasn’t going to bro-hug him or tell him I thought a lot of him and respected him. The guy wanted to move on. That was that.
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      I went back to the front counter area, leaving the ridiculous dollar on the table. The guy was a pompous ass. He wasn’t going to insult me with his tip. I had taken a shot, knowing it wasn’t likely to win me a job, but I had to try anyway. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

      I got the application from the manager, took a seat at the table, and quickly filled it out. I turned it in and headed out. I stood on the sidewalk, debating where to go next. It would be great if I could get a job right away, but I had played the game before. It could take weeks.

      I pushed down my worry about paying the rent. I had a tiny bit of savings that I could fall back on. I just hated the feeling of being one paycheck away from being homeless.

      “Excuse me,” a male voice said.

      I turned to my left and saw one of the men from the table approaching. I inwardly groaned. Just what I needed. Another lecture. “Did you want to give me another dollar?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “No. I take it you don’t actually work in there?”

      I smiled. “No, I don’t. But I’m sure your server will appreciate the generous tip your friend left.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” he said. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “About? Are you looking for more diet tips?”

      He grinned. “No. I wanted to give you this.”

      He handed me a business card. I took it and read the name. “Kyle Dobbins. Why are you giving me your business card?”

      “Because you are absolutely the assistant my business partner, Ashton Wolfe, needs.”

      I smirked. “Sure, I am.”

      “I’m serious. Be at the address on the card at nine tomorrow. Please, don’t be late.”

      I stared at the card and then back at him. “You’re serious?”

      “Very serious. Will you be there?”

      I sighed. “It isn’t like I’m booked up.”

      “I’ll make sure you’re hired. If you show up on time.”

      “That’s a bold promise.”

      “A promise I can keep,” he said with a smile.

      “Thanks,” I said, smiling back at him.

      He left me standing on the sidewalk. I got the feeling he was serious. It was crazy to think I had actually landed a job with nothing more than a rude interruption. I had obviously been doing it wrong the last ten years.

      I debated continuing my job search. I wasn’t sure if I believed the man. I checked the time and figured I may as well get some groceries before I had to pick up Jake. It was a lot faster to shop when I didn’t have a little boy asking me for everything he couldn’t have.

      I finished the minimal grocery shopping I could do, dropped them off at our place, and still had time to kill. I drove to my best friend Lilly Benson’s house. She was filthy rich and never had to worry about buying the yellow-stickered meat at the grocery store.

      “Hey, I wasn’t expecting you,” she said.

      “Surprise, I’m jobless,” I said, throwing my arms up.

      She groaned. “Oh no. Did you hit him?”

      “Hit who?”

      “The boss. The guy was always giving you a hard time.”

      I grinned. “No, I didn’t hit him. I had to leave work because Jake got in trouble again.”

      She sighed, shaking her head. “Come in the kitchen. I was just trying a new cookie recipe. Tell me what happened.”

      I snatched one of the cookies from the tray and took a bite. “Some little punks were making fun of him because his pants are too short.”

      “What little assholes. Did he kick their asses?”

      “No!” I shouted. “He can’t do that. He keeps getting in trouble. The counselor suggested he go to a different school. Basically, he’s the poor kid and the other kids are going to keep making fun of him. She wants to send him to the ghetto.”

      “I know a board member at a very good private school in town. I know I can ask him to do me a favor and take Jake in.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, but I could never afford the tuition.”

      “He’ll get a scholarship. Those guys are always asking for donations and holding benefits for the scholarship fund. It will give Jake a change of scene and he’ll get a great education.”

      “But he’ll still be the poor kid,” I told her.

      “I don’t think so. The school takes in a lot of kids that aren’t necessarily wealthy. They are more focused on academics. If Jake gets the chance, I know he’ll do well. He’s a smart kid.”

      I knew he was smart. He didn’t do great in school, but I was sure it was because he was too busy fending off the insults. “I’ll think about it. I don’t want to impose.”

      “You’re not imposing. God knows I have given enough money to that school over the years. They owe me a favor.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, what are you going to do about a job?”

      I smiled, taking another bite of the cookie. “Actually, I think I already have a job.”

      “Wow, that was fast.”

      “I know!” I exclaimed, pulling out the card. “There were a couple of guys sitting at a table at one of the cafes I went in to apply for a job. I couldn’t help but overhear them talking about one of them needing an assistant. I butted my big nose in and asked for the job.”

      Her eyes widened. “You didn’t!”

      “I did. I need a job and getting out of waiting tables for the rest of my life sounded very appealing.”

      “And they gave you the job?”

      I winced. “Not exactly. The one guy was a total jerk. He shut me down. The ass actually gave me a dollar.”

      She burst into laughter. “Oh my god. I’m confused though. He hired you anyway?”

      “No, his friend came back and told me to show up for an interview tomorrow and I had the job.”

      She looked confused. Her pouty lips quirked at the corners. “That’s weird.”

      “Hey, I can deal with weird if it means I have a job. If I don’t have to bust my ass serving cheeseburgers and getting greasy from head to toe, I’ll be thrilled. I can be an assistant.”

      “Who is this guy?”

      I handed her the card. Her blue eyes widened. “This is who you are going to work for?”

      I nodded. “I hope so.”

      “I know this company. They dress half of my dad’s friends. It’s a new company but it is very popular. They are expected to grow bigger in the coming years. I think it’s a local place now, but from what I’ve heard, the east coast people are anxious to get the suits over there.”

      I took the card back. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “I hope it pays well.”

      “It has to pay more than waitressing,” she said.

      I nodded. “It better. I should probably get going. I’m picking Jake up. I don’t want him to be at that place any longer than necessary.”

      “Think about that school. If you’d like, I can get you guys in for a visit. You can see the school and talk to some of the other kids. They wear uniforms, which means you won’t have to worry about pants being too short. It’s structured and will do him a lot of good.”

      I nodded. “It sounds like a dream. I’ll talk to him. I don’t know if I’ll talk to him today though. I want to see how he is feeling.”

      “Tell him I said hi.”

      “I will. The cookies are great by the way.”

      “Thanks.”

      I drove to the school, thankful the hustle and bustle of pickup was over. There were only a handful of kids left. Jake saw me and came to the car. He hopped in the backseat, a sullen expression on his face.

      “Hey, bud, did you get to talk to Mrs. Shields today?”

      “Yes.”

      “How was your day?” I asked him, trying to sound upbeat.

      “Fine,” he muttered.

      “It’s early. I was thinking we could go to the park for a while. It’s a nice day out.”

      “How come you aren’t at work?”

      “I don’t work at the restaurant anymore.”

      He didn’t seem to have an opinion on the matter. “Okay.”

      It wasn’t exactly an enthusiastic approval, but I was hoping some fresh air and playing would help put him in a good mood. I drove to our favorite park. We loved the park. I loved anything that we could do together and have fun without paying a fortune. One day, I dreamed of taking him to Disneyland. I always saved my loose change and called it my Disneyland fund. Inevitably, something would come up and I would have to rob the Disneyland fund.

      “I’ll race you to the slide,” I told him.

      He giggled and took off running. I loved hearing him laugh. We played on the slide before we both hopped on the swings and competed to see who could get higher.

      He kept me young. He brought me great joy and happiness. When times were rough and I was convinced I couldn’t go on, I looked at him. He gave me the strength to fight another day.

      After we had played a while, we took a seat under a tall maple tree.

      “Did Mrs. Shields call you?” he asked.

      I nodded. “She did.”

      He looked crushed. His little chin dropped to his chest. His full head of black hair that was so much like mine fell forward. I reached out and ran my hand through it. I loved his silky hair. When he was a little guy, I would rock him to sleep and hold him for far longer than I should have. I rocked him and ran my hand through his hair.

      His whiskey-colored eyes were all his father. It was about the only trait he had inherited from the man. Thankfully.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Baby, no. You don’t have to be sorry.”

      “I keep getting in trouble,” he said, disgust in his voice.

      “Buddy, it wasn’t really trouble. Mrs. Shields wanted to talk to you to see if there was anything bothering you. Sometimes, it helps to talk to someone that isn’t your mom.”

      “Did she tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Why I got in trouble?”

      I debated how to answer. I didn’t want to embarrass him any further. “She only said you and another boy were angry with each other.”

      He nodded. “I was very mad.”

      “I bet you were. But it’s over. Tomorrow is a new day. I hope it goes better for you.”

      “Me too.”

      We enjoyed the warm spring day for a while longer before it was time to go home. “Jake, I’m your mom and that means I love you no matter what happens. You can do anything, and it would not make me love you any less.”

      I popped my eyes into the rearview mirror. He didn’t look convinced. He still looked like he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. I hated that he was having a rough go. I would love to go to that school and shake the little brats who were going out of their way to make his life hell. After he went to bed, I was going to dig through the laundry and get rid of any of the clothes that he had outgrown.

      I would not let him be embarrassed because of my inability to pay attention to his attire. I hoped like hell the new job offer was a real thing. I needed to take care of my son, and that included making sure he was dressed well enough to avoid being made fun of.

      “You’re not mad?” he asked again.

      I smiled. “I’m not mad. We’re going to figure something out. For now, you just keep being awesome.”
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      I stopped by one of my favorite coffee shops on my way into the office. I was a creature of habit. I may not have a lot of friends—okay any friends—but I did have a routine, and that included my coffee shop visit. The two young ladies that worked the counter knew my order and efficiently filled it without a lot of chit chat. I liked that. I liked people who knew their jobs, appeared to like their jobs, and handled business.

      That was what I needed in a secretary. I didn’t need someone that wanted me to shower them with praise and smile at them all the time. I just wanted someone to do their job and do it right. I didn’t think that was a lot to ask. I was going to be far more discerning when I started interviewing for the position. I wasn’t going to hire the first person that came in.

      I strolled down the sidewalk, appreciating the slight breeze that carried a variety of scents on it. The infamous sourdough bakery wasn’t far, and it smelled amazing. I could also smell the various coffees coming from the little shops.

      I loved mornings in the city that were filled with hustle and bustle and people going about their lives. I liked being a part of the class of people that had a busy life with things to do and people to see. It made me feel like I belonged, like I was a part of the big machine. For too long, I had been alone.

      My phone vibrated in the breast pocket of my tailored suit. All my suits were tailored, but the one I wore today was one of my favorites. It was trendy without being too trendy. It had elements of an Italian suit combined with tapered legs and a low waistline.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “Hey, are you on your way in?” Kyle asked.

      I was hoping he was calling to tell me he had changed his mind about leaving me. “I am. Would you like me to grab you a coffee?” That’s what friends do, right? Could I bribe him to stay with coffee? I wanted to be better. I wanted to be a better friend and coworker and figured I would start with coffee.

      “No thanks. I already grabbed some. If you have some time, I would suggest you stop by the shop on Union.”

      I stopped walking and frowned. “Why?”

      “You’ll want to check on some merchandise staging,” he said.

      He was hedging. Something was up but he didn’t want to come right out and say it. Kyle was the guy that had his ear to the ground. People told him things they would never tell me. “All right, I’ll head over there now. Thanks.”

      “See you in a bit,” he said and ended the call.

      I rarely checked the merchandise at a store. I rarely visited any of my shops in general. Kyle obviously wanted me to see something. I hoped it was something good. I stepped to the curb and hailed a cab. When I arrived at the store, which I insisted was opened at eight because no one had time to wait around until ten to get on with their day, things looked normal.

      I opened the door and walked in. There was a single customer browsing the racks. He looked lost. Because we specialized in tailored suits, we only kept a few general sizes on hand just to give a consumer a general idea. I scanned the store, looking for the employee that should be on hand. I liked two on hand at all times in order to best serve my customers.

      I saw the man I recognized as the manager of the store. He was sitting behind the counter, his face glued to his phone and completely ignoring the customer. I could see a sale and a forever client walking right out the door, so I sprang into action.

      “Ah, one of my favorites,” I said to the middle-aged man staring at one of our best-selling suits.

      The man looked at me. “Is it? I’m not sure about the legs.”

      “All the suits are tailored to your body and what you are comfortable in. None of us is built exactly the same.”

      He smiled. “No, I don’t suppose we are. Are you wearing one of the suits from here?”

      I grinned. “I am.” I walked to the rack where my suit came from. “This is what I’m wearing, or a version of it.”

      He slowly nodded. “I like the cut. I’m a little old to be wearing those skinny pants I see some of the other guys at my firm wearing, but I’m recently divorced, and I feel like it’s time to switch things up.”

      “Then you are in the right place. I think the dark gray would look good on you. It isn’t the boring black, but it isn’t too flashy. You could pair it with almost any shirt color to keep it looking fresh and different.”

      He nodded, looking at the gray version of the suit. “Do you own it in gray?”

      I smiled. “My name is Ashton Wolfe. I’m the owner and founder. I own all the suits in all the colors.”

      He chuckled. “Ah, that explains why you’re so well dressed.”

      “Thank you. The gray might be a little too edgy for your first one. We could go with a classic black or a navy blue. Black never goes out of style.”

      He looked at my own black suit and laughed. “Apparently not.”

      “I’d love to see you get a suit you feel good in. I’d like to offer you twenty percent off any suit you choose.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because you’re a walking advertisement. Like you said, the younger guys, much younger than even myself, are wearing my tailored suits. I want to see the more mature gentlemen enjoy the look and comfort as well. Are you a lawyer?” He had mentioned firm. Looking at him, he had the look of a lawyer. Lawyers were some of my target audience.

      He nodded. “I am.”

      “Even better. You’ll walk into your firm looking good and feeling good, and when they ask you where you got the suit from, you mention my shop. Don’t mention the discount though.”

      He laughed. “In that case, I think I’ll take one in gray and one in black.”

      “Great, let’s ring you up and we’ll schedule your fitting,” I told him, going up to the counter.

      It was then the manager noticed me. He jumped off the stool he was lounging on, his eyes wide and full of fear. I shot him a look before turning back to my customer. I quickly rang him up and scheduled his fitting. He thanked me and left. I waited until he was out of the store before I turned to face the manager that was staring at me with a slack jaw.

      “Sir, I didn’t know you were coming today.”

      “Update your resume,” I told him.

      “What?”

      I turned to see another younger guy, probably a college kid hovering near the door that led to the office. He looked terrified.

      “Did you just get here?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      I checked my watch. It was eight forty-five. Either he was late or early. The answer to my next question would determine whether he still had a job. “What time are you supposed to start?”

      “Nine, sir.”

      I smiled. “Congratulations, you’re the acting manager. Can you do that?”

      The kid’s eyes brightened. “Really?”

      “Can you do it?” I snapped.

      “Absolutely.” He grinned, the shock wearing off.

      “Good,” I said before spinning back to face the manager staring at me with a horrified expression.

      “You can’t fire me!”

      “I can and I have. I pay you to help customers, not sit there and ogle your phone like it was a naked woman.”

      The man scoffed. “Guys like him never buy anything. They come in, waste my time, and leave without buying anything.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Guys like him? Please clarify that.”

      “Old guys!” he shouted.

      I looked at him. He was probably in his thirties. I was thirty-four. The man I had just sold two rather expensive suits to was likely late forties, early fifties.

      “Old guys,” I repeated. “I suddenly feel like I should make you pay me back for all the money you’ve cost me. My merchandise has no age limits. That man is going to feel like a million dollars when he gets to wear one of the suits I’ve sold him. His old friends are going to see it and the confidence he feels, and they are going to want to buy some of their own. You don’t belong here. Get out. Now. Don’t bother listing this job as a reference. I will make sure HR knows you are ineligible for rehire.”

      “I’ve worked here for a year! I’ve worked my ass off with no thanks from you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’ve sat your ass off. Get out of my shop. I never want to see you in here again.”

      He called me a few choice names before walking out, throwing the door open wide as he went. I turned to face the kid. Instead of looking scared, he looked like he had won the lottery. “I won’t let you down Mr. Wolfe. I can sell the shit out of the suits.”

      Both my brows shot up at his colorful language. “Great. I will be checking in, and if I see anything like I just witnessed, I will run this place myself and fire your ass as well.”

      He nodded. “You won’t see that from me. That guy was a loser. He was always on his phone. I did all the work anyway.”

      That took me by surprise. “Why didn’t you report it?”

      He shrugged. “To who? He was the manager.”

      He was right. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a business card. “If you see or hear anything that doesn’t look like it would make me happy, call me. I’m serious. I’m going to be popping in here. If I find out you’re not selling the shit out of my suits, you will be on the street.”

      He grinned. “I’m not worried.”

      “You should be,” I said and walked out.

      I pulled out my phone and called Kyle. It was a crisis that needed to be dealt with. If that kind of behavior was happening in that shop, one of my favorite ones, what the hell was happening in the other shops? Kyle’s phone when straight to voicemail.

      Then I remembered I couldn’t depend on Kyle anymore. I was on the hook to deal with the problem on my own. Everything had just gotten a lot more serious. It was just me. I was the guy, the only guy. I had a company that was growing by the quarter and was in seriously short supply of competent people to help me.

      I winced, thinking about the person I just fired. I was two for two for the week. I had better slow down or I was going to be manning the whole place myself. When Kyle left, I was going to be in a rough spot. I pushed the thought aside. I would not let it defeat me. I would figure out a way to rise up. I had been doing it all my life, fighting one challenge after another and coming out on top.

      I tried Kyle one more time and once again got his voicemail. I hopped in another cab and headed for the office. My HR department, which was just two people, were not going to be thrilled with me. I knew I would get a lecture from Bonnie. I would remind her I had lost three people in a matter of two days. One more wouldn’t kill me.
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      I barely made it on time to the interview. Jake was having a hell of a morning and had put up quite a fight about going to school. He hated school. I hated that he hated it. I hated that he was unhappy. I had done some research into the school Lilly had told me about and was very interested in taking her up on her offer. Something had to change, and if that meant sending Jake to a private school with smaller class sizes and a more structured environment, so be it.

      “Hello,” I greeted the man I had met at the café. I had been escorted to a conference room by a pretty young lady out front.

      “Hi,” he greeted. “Kyle, in case you forgot.”

      I smiled. “I didn’t forget. Trust me. It isn’t every day a hero comes along.”

      “Hero? Me? I’m flattered.”

      “I need a job, and here you are, offering me a job. I’m sorry. That was presumptuous. Offering me an interview for a job.”

      “Have a seat.”

      I sat down and looked around the room. There were poster-sized prints of men modeling various suits hung on the walls.

      “Is it just you or will your friend be joining us?” I asked, a little anxious to be in the same room as the grumpy Gus again.

      “It will just be me.”

      I nodded. “Great.”

      He sat down across from me, a single sheet of paper on the table in front of him. It felt a little strange to be interviewing for a position I didn’t apply for.

      “How about we start with your name?” he said.

      I burst into laughter. “Gee, I guess that would help, if I want to receive a paycheck and all.”

      He smiled. “Yes, it would.”

      “I’m Willow, like the tree, Patting. I have nothing cute to say about the last name.”

      “Hello, Willow. Like I told you yesterday, I’m Kyle, and the man you would be working for is Ashton Wolfe, founder and I guess you could call him the CEO of Wolfe Tailored Suits.”

      “There’s a creative name.” I smirked before realizing I sounded horrible. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t called for.”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s fine. I had the same thought. Can you tell me a little about yourself?”

      I had been to more interviews than I could count. The questions were always the same. “I’m thirty, although you should never ask a woman her age. I am a hard worker. I’ve had a little experience working as a secretary about a million years ago. I show up on time and I can learn just about anything.”

      He nodded. “Have you worked with computers and what not?”

      I laughed again. “Does playing Oregon Trail count?”

      He blinked. “Playing what?”

      “Sorry, old game. I probably just dated myself.”

      “You already told me how old you are,” he reminded me.

      “Oh geez, now I really sound old.”

      He looked amused. “Have you worked in an office like this?”

      I cringed. “Um, when you say like this, do you mean with phones and computers?”

      He nodded. “I suppose so.”

      “I’m sorry. I know I sound like a total imbecile. I swear I’m a lot smarter than I sound. I try not to make light of everything, but I suppose it’s my nature. I do know how to be serious, not as serious as your friend. I would need surgery to remove the stick—”

      He held up a hand, stopping me from finishing my sentence. I realized I had probably just shot myself in the foot. I hated my runaway mouth.

      “Don’t you have any questions?” he asked.

      “Questions?”

      “About the job? About the pay? About the benefits?”

      I blinked. “Oh, uh, well, I assume it pays and that’s really all I can ask for.”

      He studied me closely. “You’re a single mom.”

      My mouth dropped open. “What?”

      “You don’t have to hide it from me.”

      I sighed. There was no point in lying. “I am. How did you know?”

      “Because you are desperate for a job, desperate enough to approach two men and boldly ask for a job. Because you’re here, willing to take a job without knowing how much it pays. Because I have only ever seen that willingness in someone that is fighting for a child. You have that spark in your eyes.”

      I hated being so obvious. “I guess I should have been honest. It’s just, I’ve been rejected from many jobs because I’m a single mom. I’ll admit there are times when I do have to call in sick or leave in the middle of the day for minor emergencies. I promise I can make up for any time lost. My son is nine, and there are less emergencies, and there is after-school daycare. Things are far more settled now than they were when he was little.”

      “I get it. My mom struggled to raise me. She often had to leave work to take me to the doctor. Sometimes, she just couldn’t do it all and I spent more time alone than I probably should have, but it taught me responsibility. I don’t think I’m any worse for wear. She did the best she could. I love her for it.”

      I smiled, appreciating his kindness. “Is that why you offered me the interview? You took pity on me.”

      He chuckled. “No, not at all. I want you in this position because of who you are. I need you to be who you are.”

      “You don’t know me, not really.”

      “No, but I got a pretty good read on you, and you are the kind of woman who doesn’t back down. That’s exactly what the job needs. It’s what he needs. He needs someone he can’t intimidate.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t know if that’s the case.”

      He shook his head. “I think it is the case. You have that single-mom, tough thing going. You know what has to be done and just barrel forward. He’ll put up a fuss, but I’m guessing you must have a boy. You have that no-nonsense, you’ve seen it all, heard it all thing my mom had. When I would get sassy, she would shut me down without batting an eye. That’s why I want you in the job.”

      “Thank you, I think. Would I be a secretary for the company? Is the young lady out front leaving?”

      “No, you would be Ashton’s personal secretary.”

      I grimaced. “Oh.”

      He laughed. “It’s not that bad. Well, that’s not true. He needs someone like you. Someone he can’t intimidate.”

      “I don’t know if I’m quite as brave as you are making me out to be. I certainly don’t feel brave. It’s more like I’m used to temper tantrums and grumbling and have learned to tune it out.”

      He was nodding. “That’s exactly what I mean. I think you’ll do well. I expect there will be a learning curve. I’m sure he’s going to put up a fuss. Just remember, you are right for the job.”

      “Thank you. I’m nervous.”

      “Don’t be. You’ll start on Monday. Nine sharp. I don’t want you to start on the wrong foot.”

      I wanted to whoop and shout with excitement. “I will be here. Thank you. I’m going to try my hardest not to disappoint him. Or you. I appreciate you taking the chance to hire a lady with no real skills.”

      “You still haven’t asked about the pay,” he said with a smile.

      I laughed. “I expect you’ll be fair. Although if it’s as bad as you say, should I expect hazard pay?”

      He chuckled. “You might want to demand it.”

      I got to my feet, not wanting to take any more of his time. “Thanks so much. I’ll see you Monday.”

      He didn’t say anything more. I let myself out, only to nearly run smack into the center of the very tall Mr. Wolfe’s chest. “Sorry,” I muttered.

      He didn’t stop moving. I wasn’t even sure he saw me. He had his cell phone to his ear and was walking fast. I stepped to the side and headed for the door. For a brief second, I allowed myself to second guess the idea of working for a man like him. Kyle had made it seem rather dire. I had a feeling he wasn’t exaggerating. In fact, I worried he may have underplayed the difficulty of the job.

      It didn’t matter. I had a job. I needed to check my closet and see what I had that would be suitable to wear in an office. I was likely going to have to make a run to Goodwill. I hated the idea of buying myself clothes when Jake was growing out of his. I promised myself I would buy him new clothes from the store with my first paycheck.

      I called Lilly to tell her the good news. “I got it!” I squealed when she picked up the call.

      “Yes! That is awesome! Congratulations!”

      “Thank you. I’m excited.”

      “Did you get to talk to Ashton Wolfe? Is he as sexy as he appears in the magazines? I’ve never actually gotten to meet him. I’ve heard he’s difficult. I have a friend that went on one date with him but refused to ever go on another with him.”

      “I did not talk to him. I saw him, but it’s hard to see sexy through the scowl he constantly wears.”

      She laughed. “Then I guess he is exactly like his reputation says.”

      “I don’t care. It’s a job. A job that doesn’t require me to smile at assholes that don’t like the way their food is made or listen to screaming, unruly kids that parents let run wild. I don’t have to shake my ass to get a couple of extra dollars. I get to sit down at a desk, and I think—I hope—the job will be a lot less stressful. I hate going home after a hard day and being cranky with Jake. I know it’s silly, but I’m putting a lot of stock in this job. I expect it to change my life.”

      “Damn, you don’t want much at all,” she teased.

      “I know, I know, and I hope it doesn’t blow up in my face.”

      “Did you think about the school thing any more?” she asked.

      I blew out a breath. “I think it will be good, but I do want to talk to Jake about it. He was in no mood to listen to anything yesterday.”

      “That’s cool. I don’t think they start enrolling for next year for another week or so. There is a waiting list. Don’t put it off too long.”

      “I won’t. Thank you for doing it for me. For us.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We chatted a little longer before I hung up and stopped at my favorite thrift store. I was thrilled to find it was fifty percent off on dresses. I picked through the racks until I was confident I had enough to create outfits that didn’t look secondhand. I had seen the way Kyle was dressed and his partner, Ashton. I didn’t want to look like a ragamuffin.

      By the time I made it home, I felt like my life had taken a turn for the better. Jake and I had struggled for so long. It was about time we caught a break. I didn’t want to let myself dream too big, but I envisioned moving into a bigger place. Maybe I could buy a house one day. A house with a nice backyard for Jake to play in.

      He had been asking for a dog forever. If I owned a house, I could finally get him a dog. It would be a friend for him. My poor boy needed a friend. For whatever reason, he struggled to find friends. When I saw his unhappiness, it ripped at my heart. I couldn’t help but feel like I was failing him. I felt like I had deprived him of his right to have a father. It wasn’t like I could change any of it.

      All I could do was try to be better.

    

  







            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    






Ashton

        

      

    

    
      I checked the time and rushed out of my office in a harried state. I hated feeling rushed. I hated feeling like I was untidy. I looked down at myself as I walked toward the front door of the law firm. I smoothed out the jacket of my suit, picking at lint that wasn’t there. I usually kept a lint brush in my desk. I had been so rushed, I hadn’t time to use it.

      With the lack of a secretary and Kyle, I felt like I was severely crippled at work. I had been ridiculous to think I could manage on my own. I promised myself I would dig into the resumes HR had sent over. I had been too busy to look, which was pretty ironic considering the reason I was too busy was because I hadn’t looked.

      That was a conundrum to deal with later. The more pressing matter was in front of me. It was a day I had been dreading since Kyle had dropped his bombshell on Monday. I could have dragged it out. I could have been a pain in the ass and made it difficult to leave the company. I wasn’t going to be petty. Kyle had put up with me long enough. He deserved better than that.

      I was immediately shown into the office. My worry that I was late was all for naught. Kyle was running late, leaving me alone with the rambling lawyer.

      I stared at the lawyer, his shock of white hair slicked over the bald spot in the middle of his head. I had been staring at the hair for so long, it blurred before my very eyes. He was still talking. It was an incessant droning sound. I had come to the meeting in his office with the purpose of talking business, and instead, I was sure he was describing how to build a business from the ground up. Why? I already had a business.

      “I’ve heard you are thinking about expanding into the New York market,” he said.

      That caught my attention.

      I looked at him, seeing him for the first time in a good ten minutes. “I am. I have someone scouting some locations right now.”

      “Seems like an odd time for a partner to jump ship. I’ve reviewed the financials and things are looking very well. Your business is booming. It just doesn’t make sense for a partner to want to give up right when things are on an upward turn. Why would he want to go to work for another company after he put in all the hard work?”

      I stared at him. “I suppose you would have to ask him that.”

      He started to ramble again. If Kyle didn’t get his ass there soon, I was going to revoke my acceptance of his resignation. Every minute he made me sit and listen to the attorney carry on was going to be a ding against the buyout offer.

      “Sir, Mr. Dobbins is here,” his secretary chimed in via the intercom.

      “Thank god,” I muttered.

      Kyle came in, apologizing for his tardiness before taking his seat next to mine. “Did I miss anything?” he asked.

      I scowled at him. “Yes. A lot. You’re late.”

      He grinned. “Sorry. Let’s get started.”

      “All right, I’ve spoken with you both this week, and I think we are all on the same page. Although I don’t quite understand why you’re wanting to dissolve the partnership, I have drawn up the papers.”

      I nodded. “I believe it’s a fair deal.”

      “I agree.”

      “Then you agree to the contingency?” the lawyer asked.

      I realized he was looking at me, talking to me. “Contingency?” I asked. “What contingency?”

      “I sent over the document yesterday. Your secretary should have given it to you.”

      Kyle made a soft chuckling noise. I groaned. If I had a secretary, I probably would have gotten it. It was probably in the pile of letters and other documents on my desk. I had taken to using the secretary’s desk to handle the overflow. “I didn’t see it. What is the contingency?”

      “I am willing to accept your offer to buy me out without demanding anything from the future proceeds of the company.”

      “But?” I asked, waving a hand. It was pretty obvious there was a big but waiting for me.

      “With the agreement you keep the new assistant I hired for you for a full year.”

      I frowned, wondering what he was up to. “Why would you do that? Why would I do that? You actually expect me to keep a secretary even if she does a horrible job? When did you hire this person? Why wasn’t I allowed to sit in on the interview?”

      He slowly nodded. “I do expect you to keep her on, and I didn’t have you sit in because we both know you wouldn’t have approved.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do know that. You have struggled to find anyone that suits you. I took the liberty of hiring someone I know will work well with you.”

      I frowned at him. “You can’t know that.”

      “I can,” he insisted.

      “Why? Why is it any of your concern? You’re not even going to be working there any longer.”

      He let out a sigh. “No, I’m not, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about the business. If you don’t get someone in there that can assist you, the business is going to suffer. You’re burning the candle at both ends. It’s not that big of a deal. This secretary is going to be with you for a year. She’s agreed to it.”

      I didn’t like it. “Why a year?”

      “Because most people only need a few weeks to develop a habit or get used to change. You are stubborn and will need a full year. You need someone that can’t be tossed out with the evening trash.”

      I still didn’t like it. I felt like he was trying to control the situation, even though he wasn’t going to be a part of the business. “I have high expectations. That’s not such a bad thing.”

      He shrugged. “It’s all I want. I’m willing to take the buyout without any further demands, and we both know I could ask for much more.”

      “A secretary? Really? That’s what you want? I’m not sure if you’re trying to set me up or what.”

      He chuckled. “Set you up for what? You’re seeing problems where there aren’t any.”

      I mulled over the very odd request. I needed a secretary. If I agreed to the terms, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about finding another secretary for a year. It would give me the chance to focus on the business. I did have some big plans for it, and it might be nice to have someone in the position without worrying about them flaking out on me or me losing my temper and firing them.

      “Okay,” I finally said. It was a small price to pay for all the hard work Kyle had given me over the years. I owed him that much at least.

      “Great, then I’ll just need your signatures and we can put the sale of the shares through.”

      We spent the next thirty minutes signing paperwork and finalizing the buyout. Once we were finished, Kyle and I walked out of the law firm and onto the busy city street.

      “Want to grab some lunch?” I asked him.

      He checked the time. “Don’t you need to get back to the office?”

      I shrugged. “It will all wait.”

      I didn’t want to get sappy, but I wanted to try and express my gratitude to him.

      “Sure,” he agreed, putting a hand on my shoulder. “You’re buying.”

      I chuckled. “I think you just had a small windfall of cash. Maybe you should buy.”

      “I think you’ll recover.”

      We walked to one of our favorite Mexican restaurants. “So, when do you start at the new place?”

      He smiled, sipping the margarita we agreed we both deserved. “I actually started a few days ago. Nothing big, just reviewing the financials and getting my feet wet. I hit the ground running on Monday.”

      It was hard not to be bitter. I was pissed that he was moving on without me. I was pissed that he was abandoning me. “Wow. That was fast.”

      He nodded. “No time like the present.”

      “Kyle, I don’t begrudge you for moving on. You’ve been invaluable to the company. It wouldn’t be where it is today without you.”

      He smiled. “Thank you.”

      I wanted to tell him I valued him, the person, not the business partner. I couldn’t do it. The words were stuck in my throat. I was a shitty friend. “It’s been good,” I muttered, sounding ridiculous.

      “Drink your margarita,” Kyle said. “I’m afraid you might choke on the words. I get it. We’ve had a good run. I know you’re not the type to be friendly. It’s just not in your nature.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling like an ass.

      “It’s okay. Like I said, we worked side by side for three years, and I know nothing about you. For all I know, you were hatched from an egg or maybe found under a rock. I don’t want to impose my idea of a working relationship on you. You’re a good guy. You’re a hard guy, but you’re a good guy. You’ve got an excellent mind for business. You’re going to go far. I’m going to be watching.”

      “Watching from a safe distance.”

      He shrugged. “It was all you from the very beginning. I was only invested twenty percent.”

      “You were the one who convinced investors to give us their money in the beginning. I think they would have slammed the door in my face had I been the one to ask. I think it’s safe to say my people skills are lacking.”

      He laughed, nodding as he did. “I am not going to argue with you.”

      “Anyway, thanks for the three years. I know I’m not easy to get along with.”

      “No, you’re not. It’s me who should thank you. I got a lot of experience and it was a good ride.”

      “You’re also a rich man because of that business relationship,” I quipped.

      He laughed. “That’s true as well. You put me on the map and I’m going to take full advantage of it.”

      “Good, I would expect nothing less.”

      We finished our meals and said our final goodbyes. I wanted to pretend it wasn’t the last time I would see him, but in all honesty, I had a feeling it would be. We might run into each other at social engagements, but as far as being friends, it was over. I had missed my chance.

      I skipped going back to the office. I didn’t want to go back to the place that would feel far too empty. I went back to my house, big, empty, and sterile. Just like me. I stood in front of the mirror in my bedroom and looked into my reflection.

      It was something I often did. I was unlovable. I didn’t know why. I knew why I was unlikeable. I strived to be unlikeable because I was unlovable, as if that made any sense at all. I felt like I had missed the line when God was handing out personalities. I wasn’t sure I had one at all.

      I walked away from the mirror, heading downstairs to the kitchen to make myself a drink. I was looking for something. I had been looking for something all my life. The problem was, I didn’t know what it was or where to look for it. There was just a feeling of being empty. I watched other people, and men, women, kids, everyone seemed to find fulfillment in the relationships they had. I couldn’t seem to find that same fulfillment.
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      I woke up with the sun. I was anxious to spend the day with Jake. He was still struggling with school. I wanted to wrap him in love and let him know he was loved. He was my whole world. The kids at school were brats. I wanted to tell Jake he wouldn’t even remember their names in twenty years. Unfortunately, bullying felt like the end of the world when you were living it.

      I knew because I had been the poor kid in school. I had been the girl wearing knockoffs and generic brands. I was the one that the other girls made fun of incessantly. It hurt then, but it made me stronger. It made me strong enough to be the single mom I was.

      I got up and quickly showered before popping my head into Jake’s room. He was still sleeping. I would let him sleep. He deserved to sleep in and just be a lazy kid instead of woken up at five and shuffled off to a babysitter’s house on a Saturday morning. I was looking forward to the new job when weekends would be mine to spend with Jake.

      I walked to the kitchen and rummaged around in the cupboards trying to find something special to make him for breakfast. I grimaced at the minimal findings. I grabbed my phone and did a quick search for a pancake recipe from scratch. I found one and was relieved to see I had the ingredients necessary. I didn’t have syrup, which sent me back to the internet. I had sugar and I had water. I could make some syrup.

      We weren’t rich, but when it was possible, I tried to make him meals that were special. I had just finished the first batch of pancakes and was cracking eggs into a bowl when Jake came into the kitchen.

      “Good morning,” I greeted.

      “Do you work today?”

      He had been asking me the same question every day. I hated that I had to go to work at all, but unless I married rich, I was going to be working. “I don’t work today. I was thinking we could have some breakfast and then we’ll go to the beach. We haven’t been to the beach in a long time.”

      “Can we go swimming?”

      I winced. “It might be a little chilly for that, but we’ll see. Maybe we can put our toes in the water.”

      “Did you make pancakes?” he asked, his eyes widening as he stared at the stack.

      I laughed. “Don’t sound so surprised. Can you grab two plates and set the table for me?”

      He bobbed his head up and down, his dark hair falling into his eyes. “Yes.”

      He did as I asked while I made the scrambled eggs. I carried the dishes to the table. I started to cut his pancakes when I noticed him looking at me with a hint of resignation. “I’m sorry. You’re a big boy and can do it yourself now.”

      He smiled, took the butter knife from me, and attacked the poor pancakes, using the knife like it was a chainsaw. I tried not to cringe at the mess he was making. I wanted him to be independent. I couldn’t keep cutting his food for him. The more independence he had, the more confident he would be. The more confidence he had, I hoped the better his self-esteem would be, and he wouldn’t be such a target for the bullies.

      We finished our breakfast. He changed while I cleaned up. We headed to Pier Thirty-Nine. It was a tourist attraction, but we liked watching the tourists. I had busted into our Disneyland fund once again, figuring with my new job, I could replenish it soon enough.

      “I can play?” Jake asked when I bought tokens for the arcade.

      “Yes, play. Let’s have some fun.”

      He was thrilled. “Do you want to shoot zombies with me?”

      It was a question only the mother of a little boy could be thrilled to hear. “I would love to shoot some zombies.”

      We climbed into the machine, the hard plastic seat uncomfortable, but I was willing to suffer through it. We laughed loudly, shooting at the zombies on the screen. Jake was a far better shot than me, taking out the majority of our enemies.

      With the money exhausted, we ventured down the beach, getting away from the hustle and bustle of the tourists flocking to the pier on a warm Saturday afternoon. We found a place to sit on the sand, both of us rolling up our jeans, prepared to go into the water should we decide.

      “How was school yesterday?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “Fine.”

      “I’m starting a new job on Monday. It’s the kind of job where I go to work when you go to school and I get home shortly after you get done with your after-school stuff. I won’t work on weekends anymore either. I will only have one job. That means I’ll be able to hang out with you more.”

      “I like that,” he said.

      “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,” I said, hoping it was a good time to broach the subject of a new school.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Aunt Lilly told me about a school. A really good school. I was thinking we could go and see it.”

      “Why?” he asked, tossing a stick toward the water.

      “Because I think a new school would be good for you. They wear uniforms and have some very good teachers. There aren’t as many kids and I think you could make new friends.”

      He was quiet for several seconds. “I don’t want to go to a new school.”

      “But I think a change would be good. You’re a smart kid, Jake. You’re the smartest kid I know. I want you to go to a school that will be fun and teaches you lots of things.”

      “Did I get kicked out of my school?” he asked.

      I knew he was too smart for his own good. People couldn’t see how smart he was because he could be defiant. He didn’t like talking to people he didn’t know. Instead of adults trying to understand that, they quickly labeled him as shy, dumb, or rude. “You did not get kicked out of your school. This is a good thing. I’m going to talk to Aunt Lilly and we’ll go to see the school sometime this week or next week.”

      He sighed. “Fine.”

      “It’s going to be good.”

      “I don’t want to wear a uniform.”

      “You won’t have to worry about wearing cool clothes. Everyone will be wearing the same thing. I know that’s certainly going to make my life easier. And getting dressed in the morning will be quick and easy.”

      I could see he wasn’t exactly excited by the idea, but I knew it was the right thing to do.

      “Okay,” he said.

      I bit my lip, not quite finished with our conversation. I had to take advantage of the good spirits he was already in. “Because the school year is almost over, I don’t want to switch schools right away. That means you’ll be at your old school for a little bit longer. I need you to do me a favor.”

      “What?”

      “I need you to do your best to be good and not get in any more fights while you’re at school. My new job is important. I can’t leave like I used to. I know it’s hard to do, but ignore the kids that say mean things. Their words are just words. You can’t let them bother you. You are loved. You are my best friend in the whole wide world, and I absolutely love you more than I love cake, and you know your mother loves cake.”

      He giggled. “You really like cake.”

      “I do,” I said with a big grin. “But I like you just a tiny bit more than I like cake.”

      “I’ll try,” he promised.

      “That’s all I can ask.”

      “Can we go in the water?”

      I nodded. “Just our feet. We didn’t bring clothes to change into and I don’t want you to get a rash wearing wet jeans.”

      He didn’t seem bothered and rushed forward. I followed behind him, the cold water shocking my toes and causing them to curl in the sand. He kicked his feet, splashing water everywhere. I screamed when water splashed up on my thighs. I kicked back at him, water spraying into his face. He screamed and ran away from me.

      After an exhausting afternoon, we headed back home. I would have loved to take him to lunch, but I had spent all the extra money I had in the arcade. “Go change,” I told him when we got back to our small apartment. “I’ll make us some grilled cheese sandwiches.”

      “With no crusts,” he shouted as he walked into his room.

      I laughed and walked into the kitchen. I made the sandwiches and decided to keep up the day of no rules and lots of fun and have our lunch in the living room.

      “Should we watch a movie?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “If you want to.”

      “Only if you want to. Is there something else you wanted to do?”

      He hesitated. “Do you want to play Mario with me?”

      I smiled. “Absolutely. That is one game I can kick your butt at.”

      He furiously giggled. “We’ll see about that.”

      “You get it set up,” I told him. “I’m going to throw in some laundry and then you better prepare for me to show you how to really play. Eat your sandwich.”

      I went down the hall to gather the dirty clothes. I hated that he had to play with his old mom instead of friends his own age. The Wii was old, and I knew all the other kids had Switches and other newer systems, but they were just way out of my budget. He didn’t seem to mind too much that he had one of the old systems.

      I sorted the laundry, noticing the jeans that were too short. I tossed them in but made a mental note not to put them in his drawer. They would go in the pile to be donated. I was not going to make him wear the pants again. With the laundry in, I went back into the living room. I could hear the familiar sound of his favorite Mario game and knew he was ready to play.

      I sat down on the couch next to him and grabbed the controller he had left out for me. “Ready?” I asked him.

      He smiled. “Yep.”

      “Should we wager?”

      “Wager?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Never mind. I shouldn’t be teaching you how to gamble.”

      “What’s gamble?”

      “Nothing. Forget I said it.”

      We got busy playing. I loved hanging out with him. It was hard to believe he was nine. Nine very short years had flown by. It seemed like only yesterday I was giving him a bath in the sink. I hated that I had worked so much. I felt like I had missed out on a lot of his early childhood. I wanted to vow I wouldn’t miss out on much more, but I couldn’t promise myself anything.

      The new job was a big step in the right direction. At least I hoped so. I had a contract stating I couldn’t be fired for at least a year. I promised myself I would save a little from each check just in case the job ended after the year. I would work my ass off to try and keep from getting fired. I needed the job. If I lasted the year, I would ask for a raise.

      I inwardly laughed. I hadn’t even had my first day and I was already thinking about a raise.
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      I stopped at my usual coffee place, trying to remind myself to be a little nicer. I doubted I did a great job of it, but I tried. I was not looking forward to going to the office. It would only make it real. Kyle had dumped me, and I was on my own.

      I told myself not to let it get to me. I had been on my own before and would be again. Or so I told myself.

      It was going to suck. Plain and simple, it was going to suck. I opened the door, offering a smile to the young woman who basically directed traffic at the office. I headed down the hall toward my office, trying not to look to my left at the office where Kyle should be.

      “Ashton!” I heard my name being shouted.

      I looked around and saw a woman standing behind the desk. I stopped walking, staring at her, trying to place her. The woman from the café. That was where I knew her from. Why in the hell was she standing outside my office?

      “Are you talking to me?” I asked her.

      “I don’t know any other Ashtons,” she said with a laugh.

      “Are you the new secretary?” I asked, hoping she would say no. Then again, if she said no, I had no other explanation for her presence in my office.

      “I am! You didn’t know?”

      “Great,” I murmured. “Just great.”

      “I was going to offer to get you coffee, but I see you already have one. I guess that saves me the trouble. Should I come into your office?”

      “Why would you do that?” I asked, aghast.

      “To go over your schedule for the day, silly. Have none of your other secretaries done that? No wonder you keep firing them. Think of me as the conductor and you my VIP passenger. I’m here to drive the boat.”

      “Boat? Don’t conductors drive trains?” It was a stupid question but I was a little shell shocked.

      She giggled. “It’s just a phrase, silly. You’re one of those.”

      “One of what?”

      “Those really uptight people who allow for no imagination.”

      I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was wearing a basic black pencil skirt and a dark blue blouse that made her eyes appear much more vibrant than I remembered from the café. I supposed she was an attractive woman—at least until she opened her mouth. I thought Kyle liked me. I had been wrong. He’d saddled me with a secretary I was sure was going to drive me crazy. “Send me my schedule.”

      “Why would I do that, Ashton? I’m right here. You’re right there.”

      “It’s Mr. Wolfe,” I insisted.

      She waved a hand. “We can’t be that formal.”

      “Why not?” I asked, knowing I would regret the question.

      Her blue eyes flashed with mischief. “Because it’s the twenty-first century. I’m not going to shine your boots or wear short skirts and flash cleavage.”

      I almost choked. “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

      “I’m just kidding. Anyway, I’ve gone over your schedule for the day. I printed a copy and left it on your desk. I also took care of checking the voicemail. The code was on a little card on the desk here. The desk, well, that’s another issue that is going to take me days to get through the mess, but I will. I swear, someone needs to go back to filing school. It’s a mess.”

      I could only stare at the woman as she carried on. She was high energy. Normally, I would probably like that, but when it was two feet in front of me with no signs of slowing, it worried me. I wasn’t sure I had the stamina to keep up. “I’m sure you’ll get it.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt in my mind. I have a lot of experience cleaning up after people. I hope this isn’t the norm though. If it is, I’m going to have to come in earlier. I can understand why you fired your last secretary. This place is a disaster. For now, I—”

      I walked away while she was still carrying on. I needed a minute to breathe. I closed the door behind me. I was going to kill Kyle. I was going to send him a bouquet of black roses carried by a singing telegram to his new office. That would teach him for setting me up. It certainly explained why he was so hedgy about it.

      I rubbed a hand over my jaw, plotting my revenge while simultaneously wondering how I was going to get out of the stupid contract. My Monday was not off to a great start. I moved to my desk, unbuttoning my jacket to sit when my office door was practically thrown open. I spun around, expecting there to be an army of police ready to charge in and arrest me for some horrible crime.

      “What are you doing?” I asked the woman who had declared herself to be my secretary.

      “I think you forgot your manners,” she scolded. “Why don’t we start over? I’m Willow Patting. You can call me Willow. In fact, I demand you call me Willow.”

      “You demand?”

      “Yes. We’re going to be working together, and all the formal nonsense will just get in the way.”

      I held up a hand. “Let’s get one thing clear. My office is my space. I like it quiet in here. I want it quiet unless I say otherwise.”

      She lifted one dark eyebrow and took a couple of steps back. I watched as she made a big show of scooting right to the line of my doorway. She cleared her throat and defiantly looked at me. “I need you to show me how to prioritize your schedule. The schedule I found on the computer was kind of scattered and very inefficient.”

      “I set that schedule,” I protested.

      “I guess that explains why you need a secretary. You have yourself bouncing all over the place like a yo-yo. If you arrange meetings based on where you are closest to, it will save you a lot of time. However, I need to know what is most important and how much time you need for each meeting. There is also the matter of emails. I see there is an email password for the company email, but am I supposed to read them all? That seems like a waste of time.”

      “You have a lot of opinions, especially after being employed for only five minutes.”

      She giggled. “Oh, sweetie, I have opinions for days. My mom used to say I had more opinions than any one person should ever have.”

      “I think I agree with your mother.”

      She winked. “You’re free to agree and I’m free to have them.”

      “What do you need?” I asked, already exhausted by her.

      “I need you to tell me what you need,” she answered, as if I was a toddler.

      “I need to sit down and go over my schedule. I need to check my email. I need to review the sales reports. And then I need to review the report from my realtor in New York.”

      She smiled. “Well, now was that so hard?”

      I wanted to shout at the sky. The woman was insufferable. “What do you want?” I snapped, losing my patience.

      “I don’t want anything. If you can’t give me guidance about what it is you expect, then I’m just going to muddle through. I have a way of doing things. Since you can’t tell me what it is you want, then I’ll have to do what I want.”

      I studied her, trying to figure out why I found her so obnoxious. She was bold. Too bold. “You’re a secretary. Don’t tell me you don’t have a clue about what you’re supposed to do.”

      “How hard can it be? I answer the phone, file things away, and make sure you are where you’re supposed to be. Is that about the gist of it?”

      “Mrs.—”

      She held up a finger, slowly wagging it back and forth. “No, no, no. Willow. Call me Willow and I’m not a missus anything.”

      I closed my eyes, praying for patience. “Fine. Whatever. Do whatever. I don’t care. Just do whatever it is you think you need to do. I don’t know what to say at this point.”

      “Oh, I’m going to, but I don’t want to hear any bellyaching when I make some changes around this mausoleum.”

      “What changes?” I asked, suddenly very worried.

      “You said to do whatever,” she answered with a sly smile. “You don’t get to change your mind now. You wanted to be snarky, and now you have to live with the consequences.”

      I was sure my head was going to explode. I wanted to choke her and Kyle at the same time. He had saddled me with a fresh kind of hell and I was supposed to deal with the woman for an entire year. I wasn’t sure I could deal with her for a full hour. She was already on my last nerve and I had known her ten minutes.

      “I have work to do,” I said, hoping I didn’t have to be totally rude and throw her out of my office. I would if that was what it came down to.

      She smiled. “Yes, you certainly do. I would suggest you start by unburying that desk. I would do it for you, but I’ve got my own pile of garbage to deal with out here.”

      “I’m sorry you’re so bothered by the pile, but I was without a secretary for a week. Things piled up.”

      She nodded. “I heard, remember?”

      “The café,” I said, remembering how I had dismissed her.

      “Just holler if you need something. Within reason. I’m not your waitress, which by the way, I wasn’t your waitress at the café either. Your dollar tip was rather rude. I hope if you ever show your face in that place again, you apologize to your server and promise a big fat tip. If you don’t, then I don’t think I would be brave enough to eat whatever she served me.”

      She turned and walked away without shutting the door. I stared after her. The woman was ballsy. Maybe she thought because she had a one-year contract, I wouldn’t fire her. She was certainly talking to me like she had nothing to fear. I didn’t mind paying Kyle double for his share of the company if I had to. There was only so much I would put up with.

      I could hear her still talking. The phone hadn’t rung. Either she was talking to herself or talking to me. Either way, I didn’t want to hear it. My brain needed a break. I closed my office door, not caring if she thought I was rude. She already thought I was rude.

      I sat down at my desk and stared at the mess. The schedule she had printed for me was laid out on my desk. I would have missed it if she had not told me it was there. I let out a long sigh as I stared at the reports that needed my attention.

      It just wasn’t going to be the same without Kyle. Although we didn’t necessarily spend a lot of time together when he worked there, he was a sounding board, someone I could talk to about profit reports or discuss new ideas for the fall line we were already working on. I felt alone.

      I heard a bang and nearly jumped out of my seat. The noise was followed by a loud curse and then a fast apology. The woman was like no secretary I had ever worked with. I wasn’t sure she was a secretary. How in the hell was I supposed to manage a business on my own with a woman who treated me like an insufferable child and had no real skills to help me?

      Kyle was probably laughing his ass off just then. I didn’t realize I had pissed him off so badly. I knew he didn’t think much of me, but foisting that woman on me was just rude. Fucking rude. And mean.
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      I was making some headway on the mess piled on the desk but had yet to tackle the drawers stuffed with scraps of paper and various office supplies. There was no rhyme or reason to any of it. I didn’t consider myself a person that demanded everything be neat and tidy, but the desk was a shitstorm. It looked like someone had run to Office Depot, bought everything they could get their hands on, and then dumped it in the small space.

      My last boss would call it a clusterfuck, and it was. A hot mess of pens, paperclips, and highlighters strewn about. In the middle of the wreckage, I had found what appeared to be important documents from vendors and even some client feedback forms that were tossed in another pile.

      I reminded myself Rome wasn’t built in a day and I had to give myself some leeway. It was going to take time. I wanted to get into his office and go after that disaster. If he didn’t have it cleaned up and organized in the next day or two, I would offer him a helping hand. His office reminded me of Jake’s bedroom. Sometimes, it would get to the point when I considered moving rather than trying to clean it up.

      It usually took a full day to get through the clutter and get all the toys back in the appropriate bins. It amazed me how many little organizers were in the bedroom that were never actually used. I refused to give up and tried my best to keep things tidy just for my own sanity. Although Jake never seemed to mind his disaster area.

      My stomach growled loudly out of the blue. I pressed my hand against my belly, looking around to make sure no one had heard. How could anyone have heard? Ashton’s office was in the far back corner. I felt like I was all alone in the place. Ashton had yet to emerge from his office. I got the feeling he didn’t like me much. I didn’t really care if he did or didn’t like me. I felt like I was there to whip him into shape. Sometimes, a little tough love was needed.

      I was starving and knew Ashton had to be hungry as well. I didn’t think there was a back entrance, which meant unless he had a fridge in there, he had not eaten. I had found a stack of menus slapped in the middle of some other reports. I had noticed some stars next to various items. I was going to make another brave assumption that those were some of Ashton’s favorite food choices.

      I wasn’t much for Chinese and discarded the menu. The last thing I needed was MSG and bloating. That would not make a great first impression. I found a menu with sub sandwiches. Who could turn down a sub? I quickly placed the order, making sure to order some chocolate chip cookies for dessert. There was no way anyone could be angry when they were eating a chocolate chip cookie.

      I got back to work, praying the food arrived as quickly as they promised. When the young man showed up carrying two bags and a tray with two diet sodas, I nearly jumped on him, I was so hungry. “I am so glad to see you.”

      His eyes darted toward the closed door. “I’m sorry. I got here as fast as I could.”

      “No, no, you made it in record time.”

      “I made sure the bread was fresh,” he stammered.

      I realized the poor kid was terrified. I made another assumption, promising I would stop with the assumptions once I got some actual facts. For now, I was going to assume the kid had had the misfortune of being insulted and ripped to shreds by my lovely boss. I supposed he could be intimidating, but I felt like he was a lot off huff and puff.

      “Thank you for your quick delivery and the attention to detail,” I said, pulling a five from my wallet. I wished I had more, but I didn’t. “I’m sorry. It’s all I have.”

      “This is the first time I’ve ever received a tip here,” he said with surprise.

      “What? No! Well, I can assure you, I will make sure you are tipped from now on.”

      “Thank you. I’ve got to run.”

      I waved and stuck the straws in the sodas. I put one under my arm and carried the bags of food toward the office. I didn’t bother knocking. I knew there was no one else in the office with him. He was on the phone when I walked in. He scowled at me, trying to shoo me away. I held up the bags and kept going. The look on his face was priceless. I busied myself unpacking the sandwiches and put his in front of him.

      “Thank you,” I heard him say in a rushed voice. “I’ll let you know if anything changes.” He ended the call and looked at me with irritation. “I was on the phone.”

      “Yes, you were. You could have eaten in between bits of conversation.”

      He cleared his throat. “This is a business. This is a professional office. You don’t just barge in and plop a hoagie on top of important papers.”

      I shrugged. “You have to eat. I have to eat. This is food. Let’s eat.”

      I sat down in the chair across from his desk and unwrapped my turkey and swiss with extra mustard. I hoped I didn’t make a mess with it. I was so damn hungry, I had to fight to keep myself from tearing into it like a tiger tearing into a raw steak.

      “You’re going to eat in here?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Why not?”

      He opened his mouth and then snapped it shut again. “I’m working.”

      “Funny, so am I, but we’re going to call this a lunch break. It’s something employers give their employees to take care of basic human needs, like eating.”

      He rolled his eyes and picked up the sandwich. “How did you know what I liked?”

      “Your last sloppy secretary left a stack of menus on the desk. I took a chance.”

      He stared down at the loaded ham and turkey sub with all the fixings. “Thank you,” he muttered as if it cost him a great deal to say it.

      “You’re welcome. I was hoping we could use this time to get to know each other a little better.”

      “Why?” he asked around a mouthful.

      I laughed. “Because we’re working together. This is what coworkers do.”

      “But you work for me.”

      “I’m not asking you to tell me all your deepest, darkest secrets. I have a feeling I wouldn’t be able to handle them. I was thinking more surface stuff. Like how long have you worked here?”

      “I don’t work here. I own the company. I started the company.”

      I nodded. “Impressive.” I already knew that but at least it got him to say more than a couple of words. “When did you start it?”

      “It’s been up and running for three years, but it took many years before that to get it going.”

      “I bet. It seems like a monumental task. I’m lucky enough to fold the laundry before it can get wrinkled in the dryer.”

      There was a blank look on his face. I didn’t think he had a clue what I was talking about. “Do you plan on eating in here every day?”

      “I’ve lived in San Francisco almost my entire life,” I said, ignoring his rude question. “I love the beaches. I love the eclectic lifestyles and the vibrancy you can feel every time you walk down a city street. What about you? Are you from the area?”

      “I’m from a lot of areas,” he answered, telling me nothing.

      “Do you have family here?” I pressed, determined to learn more about him.

      “No.”

      “I saw something about a storefront in New York. Is that where you are originally from?”

      “No.”

      I wiped my mouth. “You know, I could Google you and read up on all the gossip that has been printed about you. I haven’t yet because I try not to give too much weight to that stuff, but I will if you don’t start talking.”

      He smirked. “Good luck with that. I don’t think anyone has printed anything about me. I’m just a guy trying to make a living.”

      “You’d be surprised at what people will print. As I understand it, you’re kind of a hot commodity in the bachelor world.”

      “Do as you must. I’m not a hot anything in any world.”

      He took another bite, clearly uncomfortable and having no intention of giving me any personal information. I wasn’t sure why he was so cagey. I wondered if he was some kind of pervert, an evil mastermind maybe. I was going to keep trying. Truthfully, the man intrigued me. “I was at the Pier over the weekend. Have you been down there recently?”

      “No.”

      The phone on my desk outside his office began to ring. The man looked relieved. “I’m on lunch,” I told him.

      His eyes widened. “Then you should have sent it to voicemail. You have to answer it!”

      I sighed. “Fine, but this isn’t over. I’m going to get you to talk to me. We are going to have a conversation, a real conversation. You and I have to be able to work together. We can’t work together well if we don’t know the most basic things about each other.”

      “Answer the damn phone.”

      I got up, snatching my soda and leaving the rest of the stuff on his desk. I stomped out, flopping down in my chair and answering the phone. Two seconds later, the door slammed closed. If he thought that was going to keep me out, he had another thing coming. Jake was the king of slamming doors. I wasn’t about to let a silly door stop me from talking to him.

      I took the message before getting up and opening the door once again. He sighed, looking up at me. “That was fast,” he groaned.

      I winked. “You can slam all the doors you want, but that is my sandwich, and I’m not about to leave it. By the way, I added cookies to the order. Eat them. It might put you in a better mood. Lord knows you need it.”

      His eyes widened but he said nothing more as I snatched up my sandwich, grabbed my soda, and stomped out. I purposely left the door open, knowing it would irritate him further. I thought of our relationship as a battle of wills. He was a spoiled man used to getting his way. I was going to show him that a little kindness and some decent manners would get him a lot further than his snappish attitude.

      I finished eating, taking care of my trash before getting back to work on the monumental task in front of me. As much work as it was, it was still a million times better than waiting tables. I wasn’t really good at anything, but I did know how to organize. I knew how to maximize small spaces and I knew how to keep things tidy. It wasn’t much, but in this one job, it would take me far. Of that, I was sure.

      Now I just had to convince my boss my organizational skills were worth keeping me on and putting up with my unconventional methods. Kyle’s words echoed through my mind. He told me I was what Ashton needed. He also told me Ashton couldn’t fire me. Technically, he could try but my employment contract was with Kyle. I wasn’t even going to try and understand how that worked. I had found out when I showed up that Kyle no longer worked for the company.

      I should probably be a little more conscientious of that fact when I spoke to Ashton.

    

  







            Chapter 11

          

          

      

    

    






Ashton

        

      

    

    
      It had been a week and I was still struggling to get used to the pushy, blunt woman who claimed to be my secretary. She felt more like a girlfriend or a sister, hell, sometimes a mother. She took none of my bullshit. When I dished it out, she dished it right back without batting an eye. I thought for sure she would have quit by now, but she showed up every damn day. She showed up with that bright smile on her face and that twinkle in her eye that said she was there to shake up my world.

      Getting any actual work done was proving difficult. She was doing her job, and she was useful, but she was a constant distraction. She liked to talk. A lot.

      At first, I thought I could just ignore her, and she would go away. That turned out to be the very wrong way to handle her. She just talked more. She was always coming into the office and chatting about god knew what.

      She was high energy, constantly doing something, talking, or just buzzing about. She reminded me of a bee. Or a hummingbird. Go, go, go. Even now, beyond my closed office door, I could hear her shuffling about. It was louder than her usual noisemaking. It was making me crazy. I wanted to find out what the hell was going on, but I didn’t dare open the door. That would be an invitation for her to talk to me. I sometimes felt like a prisoner in my own office.

      I heard a thud followed by a curse. That was another thing about my pretty little secretary. She had a mouth like a sailor when she thought no one was listening. But I wasn’t sure she realized how loud she was. Everyone heard her. At least, I heard her. It was kind of cute in an obnoxious way. I had learned it was just part of the many little quirks she had about her.

      Unable to stop my curiosity from making me do something I would regret, I got up and opened the door to see what the hell was happening. I almost expected to see her fighting off a gang of bandits with the noises I heard.

      “What are you doing out here?” I growled.

      She popped her head up from behind her desk, a chunk of sleek black hair covering one eye. She blew it away and looked at me with those innocent blue eyes. “I’m filing paperwork.”

      I blinked, only then just noticing the two large filing cabinets I swore had not been pushed against the wall when I had come into work this morning. “Filing? Like actual files? Where did those come from?”

      She waved a stack of papers. “They’re not pretend files, and those came from the office supply store. They were delivered an hour ago. If you ever opened your door, you would know that.”

      “But why?” I asked, dumbfounded by what she was doing.

      “Because I don’t think piling papers on the floor and creating a little paper mountain is very effective or efficient. You can do that in your office, but I’m not letting that happen out here.”

      “Why paper?” I practically shouted. “Why are you filing papers? We have computers.” I pointed to the machine on her desk to make sure she understood what I was saying. “It’s all digital. You don’t need papers and files and filing cabinets.”

      She wrinkled her cute little nose. “I don’t like all the digital stuff. What if it crashes, or what if the power goes out and we need a particular document? I like having something tangible in my hot little hands. It’s easier to reference if I’m typing something up. I hate flipping back and forth between screens. I also hate trying to remember where a particular file is stashed. This is more efficient.”

      I slowly shook my head. “There is nothing efficient about paperwork. Plus, it costs money to print all that crap out.”

      She softly laughed. “You’re right about that, but paperwork is one of the crosses we must bear. I know I am far too old to remember everything. And you’re making enough money. You can afford a few reams of paper. Don’t be a cheapskate.”

      I didn’t know what to say. There was nothing to say that would make any sense. Not to her, not to me. “How many filing cabinets do you plan on hauling in here?”

      She turned to look at the two already in place before looking back at me. “I’m not sure. These might be good enough. They might not be.”

      I had no words. As it turned out, I didn’t need any words. I watched as Willow scowled and rose to her feet. She was staring at something beyond me. I turned to see a blond woman I didn’t recognize strolling toward me on heels that looked like something a woman would wear while dancing with a pole.

      “Can I help you?” Willow asked, smoothing her hair down.

      The woman barely looked at her. Her eyes were on me. “You can’t do anything, but he can.”

      “I can?” I asked with confusion. I didn’t have any appointments on my calendar. I turned to look back at Willow, wondering if she had missed something.

      She frowned. “Don’t look at me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I started. “I don’t know who you are, and I didn’t know I had a meeting scheduled.”

      “This is an easy one,” the woman said. “I’m pregnant with your child and I—”

      Willow was around the desk and in the woman’s face before she could finish her sentence. “Go. Now. You don’t get to waltz in here on your stripper heels and say something meant to get a reaction. You want to talk to your baby daddy, you make an appointment like everyone else.”

      I watched as Willow used her petite body to invade the woman’s personal space and slowly backed her down the hall, bitching at her the entire time.

      The woman shot a look over Willow’s shoulder. “Your little pit bull can run me off this time, but I’ll be back.”

      “Then you better hope he has me muzzled because I do bite,” Willow snapped.

      They disappeared from view for several minutes. I half expected to hear a catfight. My money was on Willow. The other woman was taller, but Willow was ten times feistier. When she returned, she went right back to her stack of papers without saying another word.

      “Thank you,” I said, staring at her with awe and disbelief.

      She looked up at me. “Did you want to talk about it? Do you want to tell me how many more times I will have to bounce your baby mamas out of here?”

      I glared at her. “No, I don’t.”

      “Is it yours?” she asked, always blunt and direct.

      “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer.”

      She smirked. “Ah, so it is yours. Look, I agreed to be your secretary, but if you are going to have a parade of pit vipers coming in here trying to sink their fangs into you or me, you need to hire security. I don’t get paid enough to chase out the riffraff.”

      “It isn’t mine,” I objected. “That’s assuming she’s pregnant at all.”

      Willow rolled her eyes. “And you would know if she was pregnant just by looking at her?”

      “Generally, a pregnant woman is kind of obvious,” I said dryly.

      “Not in the early stages. Is there a chance it could be yours?”

      I scowled. “I’m not discussing my sex life with you.”

      “Thank god because I don’t want to hear about your sex life. I consider myself a worldly woman, but I have a feeling your sex life would make me blush.”

      “You don’t know me! You don’t know anything about me! You can’t make that kind of an assumption.”

      She got to her feet, dusting off her slacks with her hands. “I don’t know you. You are right about that. I wonder why that is.”

      I let out a long sigh. I remembered what Kyle had said about working with me for years and never really knowing me. I was trying to be better. I wanted to be friendlier. I wasn’t exactly clamoring to have Willow as a friend, but she had proven to be a powerful ally. I could use her as a bouncer if needed. I had no doubt in my mind she was scrappy.

      “It isn’t mine,” I said with resignation. I wasn’t interested in discussing what I felt was a private matter with her, but she wasn’t going to let up.

      “How do you know?” she asked. “Have you slept with that woman?”

      I tried to place the face. If I said I didn’t know, I would sound like a total asshole. If I said yes, I sounded like an asshole. “No, I don’t believe so,” I said, choosing something in between.

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, I guess now I get to see your true colors. I’ve been hounding you for a week to give me a little tiny bit of information about who you are, and with one little sentence, I know all I care to know.”

      “Hey,” I protested, suddenly offended. “That’s not nice.”

      “I don’t think you’re nice, especially if you can’t remember if you slept with someone or not. Do you realize that if she was pregnant, she would be maybe three months along at the max? You don’t remember a woman you slept with within the last three months?”

      “No! Oh my god. I can’t believe you think I owe you an explanation.”

      She shrugged. “You don’t owe me anything, but it sounds like you might owe some child support very soon. Truthfully, is this a normal thing? Do you have an entire baseball team of little Ashtons running around out there?”

      “No!” I said a little too loudly. “You don’t get it. It isn’t mine. It can’t be mine. I make sure not to put myself in that particular situation. This isn’t the first time this has happened, and I doubt it will be the last.”

      I turned and walked away. I was not going to have the conversation with her. I had already told her more than she needed to know. I flopped down in my chair. I was flustered and frustrated at the same time. The woman had a way of making me feel like I was inside out, that nothing was as it should be. As expected, she followed me into my office. I groaned, putting my head in my hands with my elbows propped on the desk.

      “Do you mean to tell me this is a regular thing?” she asked.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s a daily or weekly thing, but it has happened before. I date. I’m not a monk. I’m wealthy, and people like to take advantage of that. They want my money and they will do anything they can to get it.”

      “You mean by pretending to be pregnant with your baby?”

      “Yes!” I said, feeling like I should shout eureka.

      She scoffed. “That’s the oldest trick in the book. These ladies need to get some new material.”

      I looked at her. “I know, which is why I make sure there won’t be any reason for someone to accuse me of fathering a child.”

      She smiled. “I see. Well, I don’t know how you could possibly convince any woman to ever crawl in your bed in the first place.”

      She turned and walked out of the office. I hid my smile until she was gone. The woman was a handful. I wasn’t entirely sure how to take her. I wanted to dislike her on principle alone. She was pushy and irritating and didn’t seem to be the least bit intimidated by me.

      She was hard to figure out. The more I worked with her, the more I understood why Kyle had forced her on me. He was trying to teach me a lesson.
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      I had done as much as I could for one day. I felt a lot better about the situation. I could find my way around the place now. I liked having organization. I liked putting things away and knowing exactly where they were when I needed them again. I pushed back my hair, surveyed the area, and felt accomplished.

      I checked the time and realized I was pushing it. I needed to get a move on so I could pick up Jake on time. I knocked once on Ashton’s door. He had been barking at me about barging in. I conceded by knocking once before going inside the office.

      “I’m leaving for the night,” I told him.

      He grunted some kind of response.

      “Try not to get anyone pregnant. My can of pepper spray is almost empty. I’ll try and pick some up this weekend in case I need to fend off any more potential baby mamas.”

      He looked up at me, and for the first time, I thought I saw amusement in his hazel eyes, which were always so serious. “Goodnight.”

      I smiled, waved, and left. Then I grabbed my purse and headed out. I loved being able to pick him up a little earlier than usual. I hated the idea of him waiting in the after-school program. I parked my car and walked along the sidewalk, smiling as I passed other working parents that also took advantage of the program. I was walking past the playground where kids were running and playing when something caught my eye.

      I stopped walking and peered around the building. It was my Jake. Three boys had made a circle around him and it was obvious he was not happy about it. I ran around the side, opened the gate, and rushed toward the boys.

      “Boys, don’t you have somewhere to be?” I said in a biting tone.

      “Who are you?” one of them sneered.

      I stepped forward, bending down and getting nose to nose with the child. “I’m someone who will make your life miserable if you mess with my kid again. Got it?”

      The boy looked defiant. I stepped a little closer, crowding him with my body.

      “Let’s go, guys,” he said before racing away.

      I hated that I had to save Jake and knew he was probably going to be embarrassed. I stood up and turned to look at Jake. My eyes scanned his body, looking for any signs of injury. I didn’t see anything. “Are you okay?” I asked softly.

      He sighed. “Yeah.”

      “Let me sign you out and we’ll go.”

      He nodded, following along behind me. I went in search of the people that were supposed to be watching the kids. When they saw me coming, they quickly broke up their huddle. I was screaming mad and ready to rip them to pieces for their inattentiveness that nearly ended with my baby getting hurt.

      “I’ll be taking Jake now. I don’t know if you noticed—actually, I know for a fact you didn’t notice—but he was almost beaten up by a little gang of misfits. I’m not sure what your protocol is, but I would like to know the kids are being looked after when they’re here.”

      They looked guilty. “I’m sorry,” one of them murmured. “We got to talking.”

      “Yes, you did. Jake, I need you to stay within their view tomorrow just in case those boys try it again.” I turned to the three women, my eyes flashing anger that only a mama bear could wield. “I’m trusting you to keep him safe. I know you’re paid to be here. Earn your money.”

      I walked out, Jake following behind me. I was furious. I hated that I couldn’t keep him safe. The program was supposed to keep kids off the streets and out of trouble. What good was it if he was going to get the shit kicked out of him under their watchful eyes? Heavy on the sarcasm.

      I got Jake into the car and took a couple of minutes to calm myself down. I was still ready to kick some ass. “Are you okay?” I asked him again.

      “I’m fine, Mom. They didn’t hurt me.”

      I drove out of the parking lot, trying to figure out how to handle the situation. It had gone on too long. “Did it just start when I got there?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I guess.”

      “What were they saying to you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Jake, what were they saying?”

      “I don’t know, just stuff about me being dumb.”

      I squeezed the wheel, my nails digging into the hard plastic. “You are not dumb. You are smart.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why didn’t you tell them to leave you alone?”

      “I did.”

      I replayed what I had seen through my mind. He had not said anything. He had just been standing there. “Did you push them away?”

      “No. I can’t touch them. Because I’ll get in trouble. Mrs. Shields says if I get in another fight, I can’t go to school anymore.”

      I cringed. “I see.”

      “I promised I wouldn’t get in trouble anymore, remember?”

      I felt horrible. He had promised me, and he was willing to get bullied and not fight back because I’d asked him not to. I owed him. He was trying hard to be good. That deserved some reward. I hadn’t gotten paid yet, but I would be getting paid in a few days. I only had twenty dollars left in my checking account and I knew exactly how I was going to use it.

      “I got a surprise for you,” I told him.

      His head popped up, a small smile tugging at his lips. “What is it?”

      I grinned. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      I drove to one of our favorite ice cream places, Ghirardelli’s. It wasn’t just the ice cream we loved. It was the special feeling of being in the place. Plus, the sundaes were absolutely amazing. I couldn’t remember the last time we had splurged.

      I parked the car, and Jake was looking around with confusion. “Where are we?”

      “We’re going for a sundae!”

      His eyes nearly popped out of his head. “Really?”

      I winked. “Yep, we’re celebrating.”

      I got out of the car and, together, we walked to the infamous chocolate shop that was just as famous for its massive sundaes that could make a girl gain twenty pounds just by looking at them. But they were so good, and they were our thing. We usually only splurged on birthdays or the last day of school, but today was important.

      “Are we going to share one?” he asked.

      I smiled, not letting him see my general worry about spending more than twenty bucks on an ice cream treat. “That’s up to you. How hungry are you? Can you eat a whole one by yourself?”

      Someone walked by carrying one of the sundaes. He looked up at me and slowly shook his head. “I think we should split one.”

      “If you’re sure. We can each get one if you want.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “All right, we’ll get an extra cherry on top,” I said with a wink.

      We ordered our sundae, grabbed two spoons, and found a little table to sit and share it. I wanted to enjoy every moment I had with him. I knew it wouldn’t last forever. Soon, he would be too big to share a sundae with his mom. The teen years were likely going to be a real test of my patience and love. I wanted to fill the bucket with lots of good memories I could look back on when we were going through something especially difficult. I wanted to remember the days he and I could spend an afternoon together without fighting.

      “Was the rest of your day good?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “It was okay.”

      “Good. Lilly is working on getting us that tour for the new school. I’m excited to see it. I hear they have some pretty cool robotics classes. I know you love doing that.”

      He didn’t seem all that enthused, which terrified me. He had always loved electronics and finding out how things worked. I didn’t want him to lose that love because he was too busy trying to protect himself from bullying and physical assaults. I knew something had to change. I was going to make it happen.

      “How come we’re getting ice cream?” he asked. “You said it was too expensive and only for special days.”

      I should have known he would question me. He was too smart for his own good. “Because things are a little different now. My new job pays me more. And I won’t be working on weekends, which means I don’t have to pay a babysitter. Things are changing for us. Maybe, just maybe, I’ll be able to make enough money to buy us a house.”

      His eyes lit up. “Really? With a swing set and a dog?”

      I laughed, appreciating his wide-eyed innocence. “I don’t think the house will come with those things, but we will certainly see about making it happen. I’m not making any promises, but I’m going to do my best to do better for you.”

      “I’m okay, Mom.”

      I smiled. “You’re so much better than okay, but together, we are going to be even better.”

      “You don’t have to buy me ice cream,” he said, his little voice soft. He knew far too much about the state of my finances. I tried to shelter him, but sometimes—no, a lot of times—I had to say no. When he pressed me for reasons why he couldn’t have this or that, my go-to response was it was too much or we couldn’t afford it. I was going to curb that habit.

      “I wanted to buy you ice cream and I can buy you ice cream. We’re going to be okay. I promise you. Things are going to be awesome from now on.”

      He took another bite of the rich chocolate brownie buried under the ice cream. “We could have just gone home and played Mario. You didn’t have to spend a bunch of money to make me feel better.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Oh really, Mr. Patting?” I teased. “What if I wanted to feel better?”

      He giggled at the use of his last name. “Do you?”

      I nodded, smiling at him. “I sure do.”

      “Okay, but next time, we can just stop at the store and buy ice cream like we usually do.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, but today was special. Like I said, we’re celebrating.”

      “What are we celebrating?” he asked, drawing out the word as he tried to get his tongue around it.

      “We are celebrating our future. My new job. Your new school that is coming soon. Everything. We’re celebrating the fact we are happy and healthy, and life is good.”

      The kid stared at me like I had lost my mind. “Okay, Mom.”

      I felt like he had just patted me on the head. We finished the sundae, or as much as we could before we were both on the verge of being sick from the sweetness. I had him sit down and do his homework while I went about making dinner, although the ice cream had definitely spoiled our appetite for dinner.

      I didn’t mind. What was life if you couldn’t break the rules now and again? Eating ice cream before dinner was not going to ruin his life. It was going to give him some good memories. At least I hoped that was the case.

      I wanted him to look back on his childhood and think of the fun we had together and know how much I loved him. I didn’t want him to look back and think about all the things he missed out on because we were poor.
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      My “perky to the point of being horribly obnoxious” secretary was not so perky. I walked into the office and found her already hard at work with the filing cabinets. She wasn’t humming. She wasn’t cursing. She wasn’t even talking to herself, which was a little alarming. I paused, waiting for her to greet me in her customary, upbeat way, but she didn’t.

      “Good morning,” she said, her voice soft and lacking any enthusiasm.

      “Good morning,” I replied, staring at her, waiting for her to say something snarky or lecture me about something. I seemed to always do something that warranted being scolded.

      I got nothing. Zero. Just a little wave and a forced smile before she went right back to doing what she was doing. I felt jilted. I felt like I had been dismissed by my own secretary.

      I was surprised by how it made me feel. I found her to be annoying and had been cursing Kyle from the very moment I had met the woman, but now, I felt like I had lost something. How dumb was that? She wasn’t mine to lose. She wasn’t even gone. She was still out there, but the light I saw in her eyes had gone out.

      I wanted to ask her what was wrong, but then it would look like I was soft, like I cared. Caring was a sign of weakness. At least that was the belief I had subscribed to. It was a way to protect myself. I didn’t want her to think we were anything more than boss and secretary. I didn’t want her to use me as a shoulder to lean on. I wasn’t that.

      Was I?

      I tried to concentrate on work. All I could think about was her sitting out there with a sad expression on her face. I didn’t like it. I heard the phone ring beyond the door and realized that was my chance. I could casually go out and see if something needed my attention and then ever so casually ask if she was okay. I waited for her to buzz me and put the call through. I had my ear trained toward the door, trying to eavesdrop on what was being said, but I heard nothing.

      I waited, tapping my pen on the desk. I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed a reason to talk to her. How stupid was that? I was the damn CEO and didn’t have to make an excuse to talk to her.

      Unable to stop myself, I got up to see if she had a box of pens for me. It was a flimsy excuse but it was a reason to talk to her.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      She looked up from where she was sitting on the floor, her legs crossed as she filtered through a drawer. “What was what about?”

      “The phone. I heard it ring but you didn’t put them through.”

      She frowned as if she didn’t understand the explanation. “It was someone wanting to speak with you.”

      “And?”

      “And they weren’t worth your time. Someone about office supplies. You don’t need that kind of interruption in your day. I deal with the office supplies and I’m perfectly happy with who we have. It’s nothing but pushy marketing, like an annoying telemarketer. I handled it.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying to get to why I really came out of my office. The words were stuck in my throat. There was so much I wanted to say but I couldn’t do it. “Is everything okay?”

      She looked at me with those pretty blue eyes that I found myself appreciating more and more each day. “Yes, fine. Thank you for asking.”

      “You seem off.”

      Her dark, perfectly sculpted brow arched up. “Off? Gee, you sure know how to compliment a lady.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant you’re just not your usual self. You’re, uh, different.”

      “Really, please, stop showering me with such praise,” she said, her tone very sarcastic.

      I was making a mess of things, more than I thought was possible. “I just meant I noticed you—”

      She stopped, holding up her hand. “Please stop before you actually insult me. I’m fine, thank you.”

      I was failing at my attempt to be concerned. It was no wonder. I was not experienced in the whole art of being nice to others and showing any interest. I had no practice and I was failing miserably. I was going to read a book. A little self-help on how to be nice. I was convinced I was born without the nice gene. I’d been given an extra dose of the asshole gene instead.

      “All right then,” I murmured and went back to my office.

      I sat down at my desk and assured myself there was nothing wrong with her. Her energy had finally run out. I shouldn’t be surprised. No one could go on like that forever. Maybe her overenthusiasm had all been a show. She was settled in the job and could just be herself. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or not to find out she wasn’t the bubbly woman I had initially met. I had thought her obnoxious, but now I kind of missed it.

      I wasn’t going to worry about it. I had been assured all was well, and that would have to suffice. With my mind at ease, I focused on work. At least I tried. I still couldn’t get her sadness out of my head and I knew she was sad. I wasn’t quite so ignorant to people’s emotions. I knew what sadness looked like, even if I never really experienced it for myself. I didn’t wish it on anyone.

      There was a brief knock on my door before she pushed the door open as per her usual habit. “You need to go,” she said.

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “You need to visit one of the shops today. Now actually. I’ve checked your schedule and you don’t have anything pressing.”

      “I need to go?” I pressed. “Why do I need to visit a shop, and why do I need to go now?”

      She sighed. “There is a situation, and from what I know about you, you will want to handle this in person.”

      I frowned, more intrigued than ever. “Okay. I guess that leaves me little choice. I’ll go.”

      She nodded. “Good. I’ll get my purse.”

      My mind was whirring, trying to guess what was going on. The only thing I could come up with was another problem with an employee. I didn’t understand why she needed her purse, but didn’t think much about it.

      She seemed back to her flighty self. That was a good thing. I was glad to have things back to normal. I stepped out of the office and saw her purse was slung over her shoulder and she appeared to be waiting for me. “What are you doing? Are you going to lunch?”

      “I’m going with you.”

      Obviously, she had bounced back and was back to her usual, annoying, pushy self. “Why?”

      “Because you’re going to need me, and I want to see one of these shops. I’ve been working here for almost two weeks and I still have no real idea about what you do. For all I know, you’re in there twiddling your thumbs.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I’m not twiddling my thumbs!”

      “Then prove it. Show me what these suits are all about. After all, the success of your business pays my paycheck. I want to make sure you are doing it right.”

      I had no words. The woman was just—I had no words. “Fine. Why do I have to go to the store?”

      “I suppose you’ll find out when we get there.”

      We were dropped off in front of the store and I knew immediately something was very wrong. The fact it was closed for business in the middle of the day was alarming. “What the hell is going on?” I growled.

      I knocked on the glass door, seeing my manager holding a notepad and scribbling. He was fired. So fired. I knocked again and finally got the man’s attention. He rushed to unlock the door. I stepped inside and nearly roared with anger.

      “Sir,” the man fumbled.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked, barely able to keep from shouting. My eyes scanned the shop. A rack of suits was lying on the floor. Something horribly sticky was under my foot. I didn’t even want to begin to guess what it was. There was broken glass where the case of cufflinks and tie clasps should be.

      “We were robbed sometime in the night,” the manager said. “The police have already been here. There’s a report on file and I am putting together a list of missing items.”

      “Robbed?” I repeated, looking around. “What do you mean robbed?”

      “He means someone broke in and stole from you,” Willow said, bending down to pick up a blue silk tie and shaking it off.

      “Why?” I knew the question was ridiculous. There was never any reason for crime. It just was. “How?” I spun around and looked at the front door with the window intact. The display window wasn’t broken. “How did they get in?”

      He looked at me like he was terrified. “The back.”

      “How could they get in through a steel door? We’re not exactly in the ghetto. There isn’t a lot of crime around here. Did you leave the door unlocked?”

      His eyes widened. “No! I did no such thing. I didn’t close last night, but I know it wasn’t left unlocked. That is not possible.”

      “Isn’t it? One careless mistake has cost me thousands, possibly more. What was taken?”

      He swallowed. “I’m not sure yet.”

      I gestured toward the case that was empty and shattered. “Those cufflinks sold for over a thousand dollars each. They’re all gone?”

      He loosened the tie around his neck. “I believe so. I haven’t done a full inventory.”

      I walked around the shop, looking at the scattered clothing that had obviously been picked over. They were after the diamonds and gold. I was seeing red. I wanted to scream and rage. I felt violated. It wasn’t like it was my personal closet, but it still felt very personal.

      “I want to know how they got in. Where is the security footage? Why didn’t the alarm go off?”

      “Ashton,” Willow hissed.

      “I asked a question!” I boomed, the manager taking a step backward. I hoped he was scared. I was pissed. I had not been this mad in a long time.

      “He’s upset,” Willow said, stepping in front of me. “This isn’t your fault. Go ahead and finish your inventory. We’ll help you clean up.”

      “Willow,” I growled. “A word please. Outside.”

      “We’ll be right back in to help you sort through this,” Willow said with a friendly smile for the manager, who looked like he was about to piss his pants.

      In my mind, I was already firing him, looking forward to replacing him with someone that knew how to lock a damn door. I felt Willow’s hand on my arm, tugging me away from the carnage in front of me.

      “Willow,” I said again, not sure what I wanted to say. I wasn’t sure of anything right then.

      “Outside. Now.” Her voice was stern, leaving no room for argument.

      I shot the manager one last dirty look before letting her pull me outside. I stood on the sidewalk, staring at the storefront. From where I stood, it all looked fine. It only confirmed my belief the break-in wasn’t a break-in at all. It was the result of incompetence. Incompetence and stupidity.
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      “What the hell was that about?” he snapped at me.

      I looked at him. “Don’t you shout at me, mister. I didn’t break in there and neither did your manager.”

      “Do you know what that is going to cost to fix? I cannot stand incompetent people. I can’t stand people that don’t do their job. It’s not that hard to lock a fucking door. Look at the window, the door. They aren’t broken. The back door is steel. I know damn well no one pried it open.”

      I licked my lips, waiting for him to finish his little temper tantrum. He so reminded me of Jake when he would get himself worked up over nothing. The best way to get through it was to get through it. Going all the way through all the ugliness of it. Trying to stop it was only going to prolong the tantrum. It was like the man had been holding back for years. I listened to him go on and on about bad managers and everyone in his life screwing up. It was pretty obvious he was mad at a lot more than just the break-in.

      “Well?” he practically shouted the word.

      “Well, what?” I asked.

      “Are you still going to try and defend his stupid decisions?”

      “I’m going to tell you that you need to get all the facts before you start running off at the mouth. You don’t really know what happened. You haven’t even given him a chance to explain it.”

      He scowled at me. His bushy brows came together to form one long furry brow above his eyes. I had to keep myself from laughing. “This is none of your business!”

      “It kind of is. This is your business, in the very sense of the word. I work for you. Therefore, this is my business.”

      “This is my business! Mine. Mine. Mine.”

      I leaned back, staring up at the grown-ass man-child throwing a fit. I wasn’t sure if I should send him to the nearest corner or send him to bed without dinner.

      “Are you done?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Excuse me?” he growled.

      “I asked if you were done with your little temper tantrum. If you’re going to drop on the sidewalk and start kicking your legs and screaming, can I suggest you take off your jacket first? It will give you more room to thrash your arms about.”

      The man looked like he was going to faint. “No, I’m not going to throw myself down. What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You’re throwing a tantrum. In my experience, it’s best to let the tantrum play out. I’m waiting.”

      He spit and sputtered, his face turning a little red before he must have realized just how ridiculous he sounded. “I’m not throwing a tantrum,” he said in a haughty tone.

      I shrugged. “Whatever you say. Now, if you’re ready to be rational, why don’t we take a look in back and see what the alley looks like?”

      “I don’t know what good it will do,” he complained but followed me anyway.

      I scanned the area, not pretending to be some super sleuth but wanting to see what kind of area it was. The name of the shop was in black block letters on the door, just like the other shops along the same street. I pushed the button to ring the buzzer. “I assume this is where you get your deliveries?”

      “It is.”

      The door opened and the manager popped his head out. “Oh,” he said, looking from me to Ashton.

      I pulled the door open and stepped inside the back area. I immediately noticed the security pad on the side of the door.

      “See.” Ashton pointed to the alarm system. “Security. It’s fine. So it wasn’t set, was it?” He was very accusatory.

      “Sir, that’s not—”

      “Ashton, wait,” I warned, already knowing what the manager was trying to say.

      “It was cut,” the manager blurted out.

      “What was cut?” Ashton barked, looking at the pad that on initial appearance seemed fine, but Ashton wasn’t seeing what the problem was.

      “There are no lights,” I pointed out.

      “Yes,” the manager said, bobbing his head up and down. “Exactly. The power was cut to it.”

      “Bullshit. I have security in the office and my house. You can’t just cut the power. There are battery backups and alarms that are triggered when the power goes out.”

      I shook my head, studying the pad that was probably as old as I was. “Ashton, modern security systems have all those fail-safes, but this thing was probably around when the dinosaurs roamed the earth.”

      He scoffed, rolling his eyes. “It has worked just fine.”

      “As long as no one cuts the power cord,” I told him. I lifted the pad and pointed to the green wire that had been neatly cut. “Right there.”

      “That doesn’t explain how they got in the back door to begin with,” Ashton said, glaring at his manager.

      I hated bullies. I felt like my entire life the last few weeks had been devoted to fighting back against bullies. I was tired of it. “A crowbar would work,” I pointed out.

      “Was our shop the only one broken into?” Ashton asked.

      The manager shook his head. “No, sir. The jewelry store next door and the women’s shop a couple of doors down were also broken into. The police believe the area had been targeted.”

      “Thank you,” I told the manager. “Please finish your inventory and get me the list. I’ll work with the police department to handle the report and all the messy business.”

      He nodded. “I will do that.” He looked at Ashton, asking for approval. “Sir, I assure you that door was locked. The alarm was set.”

      “You can’t know that for sure,” he said. “You weren’t here.”

      “Thank you,” I said again, trying to protect the guy from Ashton’s sharp tongue.

      He rushed back up front, leaving me and Ashton alone. I waited for him to admit he was wrong. I was going to demand he apologize to his manager. “This is bullshit,” he said.

      “Do you keep cash in the store?” I asked.

      “Well, of course, we do.”

      “We should check the safe,” I said, looking around and seeing more destruction. There were cases ripped apart, left partially open. I couldn’t tell if there was anything missing.

      He groaned and headed for an open door. I followed behind him, scanning the small office and finding it trashed as well. There was a small safe on the floor behind the desk. It looked untouched. Ashton dropped to a squat in front of it and quickly opened it. I saw the relief come over him as his shoulders drooped. “They didn’t get anything in here.”

      “Silver lining,” I offered.

      He stood up and looked around, his hands on his hips with his jacket pushed open, revealing a flat stomach and broad chest. I had never seen him without a jacket. The pale blue shirt stretched across his chest, giving me the impression he worked out often. “Why here? Why suits? Who steals suits?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Your suits are right up there with some of the top designers. I bet they are going to be on eBay by the end of the day.”

      “But they’re just samples. They’re not even tailored. My whole schtick is tailored suits. I don’t understand.”

      I wanted to pat him on the shoulder and tell him it would be okay. “How much inventory was in here?”

      He threw his arms up. “I don’t know. I’ll have to look at the reports. The diamond cufflinks aren’t cheap.”

      “You have insurance,” I reminded him.

      He blew out a breath. “What a mess. I’m going to have a shit ton of paperwork.”

      I smiled at him. “That’s what you have me for. And my new filing system.”

      “Doesn’t change anything now.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but your manager can’t and shouldn’t be blamed for what happened here.”

      “He’s the manager. Who else is there to blame?”

      “The robber. The bad guys.”

      He didn’t seem to share my opinion. “The security system has worked all this time. Why now?”

      “I can’t answer that. I would say someone knew how old these systems are and how easy they are to get around. A two-year-old could have busted in here.”

      “I don’t think so,” he snapped.

      I blew out a breath. “You need to consider the possibility that this is one of those things that just happens. It is not the fault of your manager.”

      “We have yet to determine that.”

      “So you think being a dick to him and treating him like total shit is the answer?” I asked, my patience running thin.

      He looked shocked and surprised. He needed to be put in check. I had let him have his tantrum, and now it was time to snap him back into the professional world of being an adult business owner. “I’m not—”

      “Don’t even try to say you’re not being a dick. You are and you know it.”

      “Stop using that word,” he growled.

      I smiled. “Would asshole be more suitable?”

      “Stop.”

      “I hope you will apologize before you are through here. And just for your information, if you ever speak to me that way, you better be ready to be on the receiving end of a tongue lashing.”

      “Excuse me? You work for me!”

      “I work for you, yes. Yes, I am your secretary, but I am also a human being. You can’t go around treating people like garbage. You tried that at the restaurant. That was your one free pass.”

      He was shaking his head, his eyes flashing with anger. “I would remind you I am your boss and it is you who is speaking out of turn.”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “I rarely speak in turn. I’ll be waiting in the car while you handle this. Be nice to him or you’re going to find yourself either closing the doors for good or in here selling your own suits.”

      “I can sell my own suits,” he mumbled. “I’ve done it before. At least I would know how to lock the damn door.”

      “Your choice, Ashton. Remember that. What you do in the next couple of minutes can either make your life easy or make your life far more difficult than it has to be. Choose wisely.”

      I walked away, moving toward the front of the store. Ashton could be a very difficult man. He seemed to be in a bad mood all the time. I had seen him smile maybe once or twice, but it was more of a forced thing. It wasn’t natural and it wasn’t real. I was beginning to understand why Kyle said all that he had when he hired me.

      Ashton was difficult to work for and be around. There was something about him, though. I couldn’t seem to dismiss him or walk away. I saw the thick, prickly outer shell he was encased in, and I wanted to help him shed it. I couldn’t explain why. It was probably my own narcissistic personality trait. I had the grand idea that only I could crack that shell and expose the man underneath. I was expecting to free a butterfly, but I had a nagging feeling I would only be freeing a beast.

      “Can you email the inventory today?” I asked the manager.

      “Yes.”

      “And send me the case number for the police report. I’ll handle things from there. I think you have your hands full here.”

      He sighed. “Yes, I suppose I do. I don’t understand why they had to make such a mess of things.”

      “There’s never any good reason for why people do what they do,” I told him. “They were set on destruction, and that’s what they did.”

      “Is he going to fire me?” he whispered.

      I wished I could tell him no, but I really wasn’t sure. I didn’t know if my words had gotten through to Ashton or not. “I don’t think so,” I said. “Hang in there. It’s a shock to him and he’s angry. I think his anger is directed at the only person he can see.”

      He grimaced, nodding as he looked around. “Lucky me.”

      I smiled again before walking out to wait outside for him. I hoped Ashton could use the opportunity to show a little kindness to his employee, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath.
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      I went back to the alarm pad by the door and inspected the cut cord. It was rather flimsy. I was only leasing the office space. The landlord was going to get an earful from me. They touted the storefronts as secure and safe with twenty-four-hour monitoring. I paid a small fortune to be in the space that catered to more of an upscale clientele. I wanted what I paid for.

      After taking a few moments to calm down, I realized it wasn’t the manager’s fault. It was a burglary, and shit like this happened. It had never happened to me and I had somehow gotten the idea I was above it all. I was pissed someone had taken what was mine. I was pissed I had worked hard to get to where I was, and some loser had waltzed in and helped himself to whatever he wanted.

      I was pissed in general, but I could see now I had no right to be pissed at the manager. The guy had looked pretty shaken as well. I walked up front to find him, daintily picking up a suit jacket and shaking the glass from it. “Make a pile to send to the dry cleaner. We’ll have a sample sale and try to recoup some of the loss.”

      He spun around, clutching the jacket to him. “A sample sale?”

      “Yes. We have new inventory coming in soon. Most of what’s here was from last year. I’ll call the manufacturer and have new samples made of our top sellers, and the rest will go into our back catalog.”

      He nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      I surveyed the damage and realized the man was hired for his retail skills and experience, not for his cleaning skills. “I’m going to make a few calls and get a cleaning crew in here,” I told him. “Salvage what you can, but none of this can be sold, not as it is. Anything in plastic that is untouched needs to be put into a pile. We’ll put those back on the floor. The rest goes to a dry-cleaner. We’ll have to run with minimal inventory for now until I can shuffle some things around.”

      He was nodding, but I wasn’t sure he was truly understanding. “I’ll do that,” he said. “A lot of the stuff in the back seems to be okay.”

      “Yes, it does,” I agreed. I owed him an apology. I was worried I would choke on the words. They were not words I spoke very often—if ever. “I’m sorry you had to walk into this.” It wasn’t exactly an apology for my behavior, but I was hoping it helped soothe things.

      “I’m sorry this happened at all.”

      “Leave the store closed for the day. We need this cleaned up, and I need to figure out what to do about the back door. I’ll be looking into a new security system as well. I will call and let you know when that will be put in. Call the other employees and have them come in if they are not scheduled. They can help do the inventory and set up the racks once the cleanup is finished.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “I’ll check in later,” I said, still not able to apologize for my behavior. I walked to the door and looked back. “Thank you for being a good manager. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

      A smile spread over his face. “Thank you.”

      I walked out of the store and found Willow sitting in the back of the car we had taken to the shop. I climbed in and ordered the driver to take us back to my office. Willow was very quiet. I knew she was angry with me. I couldn’t take the silence any longer.

      “How did you know about that alarm system?” I asked. Part of me wondered about her past. I had not been the one to interview her or see her past job history. She could be a cat burglar for all I knew.

      “I used to sell them, or rather, I tried to sell them. I worked as kind of a telemarketer for a security company.”

      “Oh,” I said with some surprise. “I had no idea.”

      She released a small laugh. “I’ve had a lot of jobs. If you want to stop that from happening again, you need a good security system in there. Granted, it might not stop the burglary, but the police are going to know about it a lot faster. The burglars are going to realize they can’t cut a wire and have their fun in your store. You need cameras as well. Your inventory is expensive. I don’t understand why you are guarding it with a two-dollar security system.”

      “I didn’t know it was a two-dollar system. I assumed we were in a safe neighborhood.”

      “No neighborhood is safe. If anything, you’re only enticing would-be burglars by being in an upscale neighborhood with all the expensive things.”

      I wasn’t going to move my storefront to the bad side of town and hope that worked better. “What security system do you recommend, since you seem to have all the information?”

      She laughed, pulling out her phone. I watched as she quickly did a search and then handed me her older smartphone with a dazzling pink case. “That’s where I would start. You can have them do the monitoring for you, which I recommend. You can also have a live feed going straight to your phone. You can pop into your store and spy on your people if you would like. There are a lot of bells and whistles with this system. If I had something valuable to protect, this is the one I would get.”

      I quickly read through the specs and was very impressed. I was sure it would cost a small fortune, but I wanted to make sure this bullshit never happened again. At least, I wanted to try and lessen the damage should someone get through the door again. Plus, I would offset the cost by making the landlord pay a portion of the bill. He could pay or he could reduce my rent.

      “Can you email that to me? I’ll call when we get back to the office.”

      “Absolutely,” she said with her usual enthusiasm. I was glad to see she was back to normal. “If you have any questions that you want explained in plain English, I’m your girl.”

      I nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      As soon as we got back, I went into my office and closed the door. I was hoping the security company could get out there today. I knew it was a lot to ask, but I would offer a bonus. Money talked.

      I checked my email, found the information Willow had sent, and quickly made the call. An hour later, I felt much better about the situation. I buzzed the intercom. “Can you come in here?”

      Two seconds later, Willow walked into my office. Every day, I seemed to notice her more and more. She was pretty but not in the usual sense. I had always thought I was attracted to tall blonds with lots of curves in all the right places. Willow was petite and, with her short hair, reminded me of a fairy princess. Her eyes intrigued me. I wished I could stare at them without her seeing me stare. She had dainty features but there was nothing dainty about her. The woman had a spine made of steel and more gumption than any man I had ever met.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “I just got off the phone with that company you recommended,” I told her, gesturing for her to have a seat.

      She sat down, crossing her legs and flashing a bit of thigh before she pulled down the skirt with the ruffled hem that was youthful and sexy at the same time. “And? Did they give you a good deal?”

      I nodded. “I feel like I got a good deal. It’s going to be an extra cost, but they gave me a huge price break because I’m having the systems installed in all my stores from here down to LA.”

      Her bright smile made me feel funny inside. “I’m happy to hear that. I think it will give you peace of mind to know your stores are being watched with an eagle eye.”

      “It does. I’ll also get a better insurance rate, so the extra cost isn’t so bad.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m impressed,” I blurted out.

      She raised a brow. “Impressed by?”

      “You,” I said, finding it very easy to praise her. “I didn’t know you knew as much about the business as you do. Or security.”

      She winked, her perfect lips spreading into a friendly smile. “I know a little about a lot of things. I’m not an expert in any one thing, but I am a fountain of knowledge.”

      A small, awkward chuckle erupted from my throat. It was strange. Good, but strange. “I’ll try and keep that in mind during the next crisis.”

      “It’s only a crisis if you let it be. You have to take things in small bites. You can’t walk into a scene like that and start thumping your chest and howling at the moon. You’ll find you get a lot farther with honey than vinegar.”

      I nodded. “I have heard that before.”

      “I am here to remind you then.”

      I decided to take a chance. I knew it was risky, but I wanted to get to know her better. She fascinated me. “Would you like to get dinner with me?” I asked.

      I saw a small grimace on her face and it immediately made me regret my question. “I can’t. But thank you so much for asking.”

      “I see.”

      “Trust me, if it was anything different, I would absolutely take you up on the offer, but I work for you. I don’t want things to get messy. It’s never good to blur the lines between professional and personal.”

      She was right.

      “I understand,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. “You’re right.”

      “I’m going to get back to my desk. I just got the police report. I’m waiting on the inventory list, and then I will match it up with what our records show. I’ve already contacted the insurance company.”

      “Wow. You work fast.”

      She grinned as she got to her feet. “I told you I’m so much more than a pretty face.”

      She was definitely more than a pretty face and a hot body. I sighed against the chair. I had never been shot down before. I didn’t think I liked the feeling. Then again, she may as well have waved a red flag in front of me. I couldn’t help but see her as a challenge. I liked a challenge. I liked doing something I was told I couldn’t.

      I’d ask her again after we had spent more time together. She was a tough cookie. I wanted to know her better. I wanted to know why she was the way she was. I knew where I came from and wondered if she had a similar background. She had the attitude of a woman who’d grown up on the wrong side of the tracks—just like me.

      She was tough and strong, and yet, she had a soft touch at times. I wanted to know more. I wanted to know what made her tick. What made her tough enough to deal with my shit? I was going to find out, one way or another.

      Kyle thought I was a total asshole, but I had game when I wanted to. I could charm the ladies. A lot of them were actually very attracted to my bad side. They liked the bad boy thing until they realized it wasn’t a ruse. I really was that guy. They usually lost my number in a hurry or I lost theirs. I didn’t care about any of that. I had my sights set on Willow.
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      Ashton had let me leave a little early for the day. I had a feeling it was his way of getting rid of me after the somewhat awkward request to have dinner with him. I didn’t mean to shut him down or insult him, but I had a son. I didn’t really have the luxury of dating. I probably would have said yes if things weren’t so dicey with Jake and his school situation.

      If he asked me again, I wouldn’t be so quick to shut him down. I would ask him to let me get back to him. That would give me a chance to ask Lilly to babysit. I knew she would jump at the chance if it meant me going out with Ashton.

      She would jump at the chance if I went out with anyone.

      She was always telling me I needed to get out more. Oddly enough, I never had any real desire to go out. My time with Jake was so limited as it was. I didn’t want to waste a single minute of my free time by dating.

      I picked up Jake before he went into the after-school program, surprising him and obviously worrying him. “Why are you picking me up?” he asked for a third time.

      “Because I got off work early and it’s payday. I want to party.”

      “Party?” he asked, his little nose scrunched up.

      “Yep. We are going to have some fun.”

      “On a school night?”

      I laughed. I was blowing the poor child’s mind. “We aren’t going to stay out all night. What would you like to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How about we get dinner at McDonald’s and then go to Magowan’s Infinite Mirror Maze? You have told me you wanted to go. Let’s go.”

      I turned to look in the backseat. There was a bright smile on his face. I loved to see him smile. “I want to go,” he said, his voice just above a whisper, like he was afraid to say it and believe it.

      “Then we’re going to go,” I said, turning back around to focus on the road. “Maybe after the maze, we’ll go on the carousel.”

      “You said that was too expensive for a short ride,” he reminded me.

      It really was, but I could afford an extra ten dollars. It was a splurge, but it was something he always asked to do, and I always told him we couldn’t. It felt ridiculous to pay that much for a little ride, but it was one of those things that once he did it, he would have his curiosity satisfied. “We can do it this once.”

      He clapped his hands together. “Okay.”

      I drove to the public parking garage, took out my debit card, and stuck my purse under the seat. The Pier was a fun place, but it was a tourist magnet, and locals knew that. Purse snatchers and pickpockets were rampant in the area.

      “Stay right next to me,” I told him, heading across the street.

      I loved hanging out at the Pier, but it could be a little wild. I was hoping it would be slow since it was the middle of the week. It didn’t look too bad. We made it to the maze place, an attraction he had been very anxious to go in for quite some time. I loved that I could finally fulfill his dream, even if it was a small one.

      “Ready?” I asked him after paying our entrance fee.

      His face was flushed with excitement. I followed behind him as we weaved around the maze. He laughed so hard, he had tears rolling down his face. I did as well. I couldn’t remember having so much fun. I regretted not doing it earlier.

      “Can we go on the carousel now?” he asked.

      I checked the time. “We’ll do the carousel and then we’ll get dinner. Then it’s going to be time to go home and take a bath and get ready for bed.”

      He bobbed his head up and down. “Okay.”

      I cringed when I bought the tokens. Locals knew it was a total rip off, but what could you do when your son begged? Everyone had been on it numerous times, except him. We headed up to the second level, found our ponies, and enjoyed the whopping three-minute ride before it was all over.

      “Was it everything you thought it would be?” I asked him as we strolled back toward the car.

      “What does that mean?”

      I laughed, forgetting he was only nine. We spent enough time together that I thought of him as a friend. “It means was it as good as you thought it would be?”

      He shrugged. “It was okay. I liked the maze better.”

      “Me too.”

      I drove us to McDonald’s, pulled out my coupon that had come in the local free paper, and ordered us two meals, buy one get one free. We sat down at a table and quickly sorted the food.

      “Is it always going to be me and you?” he asked before taking a bite of his cheeseburger.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Everyone else has sisters or brothers or some cousins,” he explained. “Is it just going to be me and you?”

      It was a loaded question. He didn’t often ask about his father, and he had not asked me in a long time, but I had a feeling the conversation was headed there now. I knew one day, we would have to have the conversation, but it was still a little much for a nine-year-old to hear. Adult problems were adult problems and I didn’t see any reason to bring little kids into it. He didn’t need to know his father was a jerk. We had been hot and heavy and I was convinced we were in love and the moment he found out I was pregnant, he dumped me. He ghosted me and fell off the face of the earth to never be seen or heard from again. It had hurt, but in the end, I was glad he left. I wouldn’t want him around my son. He wasn’t a great man and he was an even worse influence.

      “I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “I like when it’s just me and you, but I would kind of like a little brother.”

      I laughed. “A little brother?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me see if Amazon has little brothers. We could get free shipping.”

      He burst into a fit of giggles. “You can’t buy little brothers on Amazon.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe Walmart?”

      His sweet little laughter made my heart happy. “Mom, I’m serious.”

      I was not going to discuss babies and how they came to be in a family. He was already too mature for his age. “I think we can talk about growing our family one day, but that isn’t going to be today.”

      “I’m getting too big to be a big brother,” he said.

      I laughed. “You can never be too big to be a big brother.”

      “But if I’m a teenager, I’ll be too old to play with a little brother,” he insisted.

      It amazed me how smart he was. Most kids couldn’t work out a problem and predict consequences. He sounded so mature. Part of me was proud of him and another part was sad for him. He was growing up way too fast. I didn’t want him to worry about grownup problems.

      “We’ll see what happens. I would love to have a couple more little Jakes, but for now, it’s just me and you, pal.”

      “Okay,” he said, not sounding too sad about things.

      “Are you sure? Maybe we can get a goldfish. You could be a big brother to the fish.”

      He groaned. “Mom, you’re being silly.”

      “I can’t help it,” I told him, making no excuses.

      “I don’t want a fish. The last one died after we had it a couple of days.”

      “Fish aren’t always hardy.”

      “Hardy?”

      I smiled. “You know, tough and strong. Like you. You’re hardy.”

      “You’re hardy,” he shot back.

      “Yes, I am. We’re both tough.”

      “It’s okay, Mom,” he said, unwrapping his other burger.

      “What’s okay?”

      “I don’t mind it just being you and me,” he said with a thoughtful expression.

      His words were sweet, if a little harsh. I knew what he meant. I wished other kids could see what I saw. He would be the best friend another kid had if they would just give him a chance. I wished they could see past his slightly awkward personality and clothes that weren’t trendy. I couldn’t remember having to worry about what I wore when I was his age, but nowadays, it was like nine was the new fifteen.

      “I love hanging out with you. No matter what happens, it will always be you and me. We might have an extra face or three sitting at the dinner table, but you are always going to be my very special guy.”

      He grinned. “Okay. And you’ll always be my mom.”

      I laughed. His sense of humor was all me. “Yes, I will. You can’t get rid of me.”

      We finished our meals before heading to our apartment. Jake got into the tub without any fight. I kicked off my shoes and settled in on the couch. It had been a really good day, even if it had not started off on the best foot. I had gone to work with a heavy heart, thinking about Jake at school. When I had dropped him off, he acted like I was sending him into prison.

      Then the break-in and Ashton’s horrible behavior. The day certainly finished on a high note. And I was confident Ashton and I had finally broken the ice. He had actually asked me out. I wasn’t sure how to take that. I didn’t want to be a work fling. I didn’t want to be the cliché secretary banging her rich boss on the desk in his office.

      “I’m all done,” Jake said, coming into the living room.

      “Did you clean your ears?”

      “Yes, Mom,” he said.

      “Want to read for a while?”

      He sighed. “No. I’m tired. I want to go to bed.”

      I slapped a hand over my chest. “Well, will miracles never cease.”

      He laughed before giving me a kiss on my cheek. “Goodnight, Mom. Thank you for taking me to the Pier today. I had a lot of fun.”

      “I’m glad you did. I hope we can do it again sometime. Maybe we’ll check out the aquarium on my day off.”

      His eyes widened. “But you said it cost a lot of money.”

      I shrugged. “It’ll be okay. Like I said, things are better now. We’re going to be okay.”

      He nodded and walked away to his room. I couldn’t stop smiling. It felt good to spoil him just a little bit. It was only my first paycheck and I was already planning on how to spend my next ten checks. I had so much hope for the future. I was inspired to do better. It was crazy to believe one chance encounter could change my life. At least, I hoped it would continue to be a positive change.

      I had learned never to put the cart before the horse, but I was confident things were going to be different. The job felt right. Ashton was difficult, but I knew how to handle him. He was slowly wearing down a little every day. I had a feeling we would be friends in a couple of months. Or at least friendlier. I wasn’t sure he knew how to be a friend.

      I decided to call it an early night as well. It had been a long day and I wanted to go to bed on a high note. When I crawled into bed, it was Ashton I thought about. His stern gaze and the chiseled jaw. He was a hard man, but I had caught a tiny glimpse of what was under that hard shell, and I wanted to see more.
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      I could hear her singing the moment I stepped through the doors. It was an odd sound in my normally quiet office. Kyle had told me we needed to get some Muzak or something to make visitors feel more comfortable. It seemed we didn’t need the sound system anymore—we had our own personal singer on staff. Although her voice wasn’t exactly something many would call soothing or comforting.

      The receptionist out front rolled her eyes. “I didn’t know I was working at the Grand Ole Opry,” she complained.

      “It’s nice to have a little singing,” I defended.

      “It would be even nicer if it was in tune.”

      I smirked. She had a point. Willow was not going to be a singer. Ever. At least, not the kind that made money. “She’s happy,” I said and walked down the hall. I was happy she was happy. Yesterday, the silence had been deafening. I had missed her off-key singing.

      “Good morning,” she greeted, handing me a sheet of paper that I knew would be my schedule. She was very serious about her paperwork.

      “Good morning. What’s on the schedule today?”

      “You have a meeting with the security guy at ten.”

      I looked down at the paper. “I thought it was set up yesterday.”

      “It was, but he’s a hands-on guy. He doesn’t just sell you a piece of equipment and fall off the face of the earth. He’s probably going to bring you some paperwork and go over every little detail about the system.”

      That didn’t mean shit to me. “It’s my managers who will need to be trained on the system. Not me. I don’t see why I need to be involved.”

      She got to her feet, and her hands went to her hips, accentuated by the slacks she wore. They were very trim and showed off her perfectly rounded hips and tiny waist. I could see by the look on her face she was about to lecture me. I sighed with resignation, knowing there was no escaping it. If I walked away, she would only follow. It was best to just get it over with.

      “Ashton,” she started, her voice taking on the tone I had become very familiar with.

      “Willow,” I said, using the same tone and earning a frown from her.

      “He is a friend of mine. You better be nice.”

      “A friend of yours?” I questioned, jealousy running through my veins.

      “Yes, he’s nice.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I don’t mix friends with business. I’ll call another company.” She didn’t need to know I didn’t have any friends to mix business with.

      “Stop it,” she scolded. “He’s not really a friend, more like an acquaintance. He put in the alarm system at one of my old jobs. We talked a little, but that was it. He’s a nice guy. A family man that seems to have a real interest in protecting people.”

      I wanted to say no just to be spiteful, but I couldn’t do it. Something about the way she looked at me was impossible to resist. How could I tell her no? “Fine, but if he’s an ex-boyfriend or some shit like that, I’m going to be pissed.”

      She laughed, her eyes dancing with amusement. “I’m not opposed to older men, but when they could be my father, I tend to stay away.”

      “Interesting,” I murmured and walked into my office. I closed the door, knowing she would come in if she wanted me.

      It wasn’t long before her telltale knock, followed by the door opening, pulled me from the latest designs for the fall line. Willow walked in with an older man behind her. The guy had the look of a man that could be a priest. Or maybe the younger, thinner brother of Santa Claus.

      “Ashton, this is Nathan,” Willow said. I was still trying to get used to the idea of her using my first name. I was used to being called sir or Mr. Wolfe.

      I stood, buttoning my jacket out of habit before stepping forward to shake his hand. “Thank you for coming by.”

      “No problem at all. I’m happy to put a face with the voice.”

      “Have a seat please,” I said, looking at Willow to show her I could play nice.

      She winked. “I’ll leave you boys alone.”

      I settled into my chair and listened as Nathan talked. He had me sold yesterday, but meeting him in person and seeing the systems gave me new peace of mind. I liked the guy and understood why Willow liked him too. After I signed the contracts and had been given his personal contact information, I walked him out to the front door.

      “He was nice,” I said to Willow.

      She smiled. “I know. Did you sign on the line?”

      “I did. I think I just made your friend a very happy man with a fat bonus coming his way.”

      “His family will appreciate it,” she replied.

      “I’m going to be on the phone. I have a call with a guy overseas. He’s getting out of bed to talk to me. No interruptions please.”

      Her eyes danced. “Not a problem. I’ve got things to do. You are the one bothering me. I’ll send in your lunch at one.”

      I smirked and walked into my office, closing the door behind me. I had a long day ahead of me. I liked the idea of telecommuting, but it was a little exhausting. I spent the rest of the day on the phone and answering my emails. I missed having Kyle around to shoulder some of the responsibility. I knew I was going to have to hire someone. I couldn’t do it all on my own. At least not well.

      I got to my feet, rolled my shoulders, and headed for the door. I was looking forward to a nice soak in my hot tub with a cold beer. Maybe I’d go with a glass of scotch. I could use it. I assumed Willow had gone home for the day. It was after five and she never liked to stay a minute later.

      My mouth fell open when I opened the door. “What the hell?”

      Willow stood up from where she was bent over, lighting a candle sitting on her desk. Her desk was cleared off, and a white tablecloth had been draped over it. Two long tapered candles cast a pretty glow over the area. I could hear soft music playing and smelled something vaguely Italian. Lots of oregano and garlic that smelled amazing.

      “Dinner,” she said with a smile, shaking out the burning match in her hand.

      “Dinner? I don’t understand.”

      She walked to the wall and turned off the lights, plunging the place into soft light coming from the candles. I could almost imagine myself being at an Italian restaurant. “You asked if I wanted to get dinner. I couldn’t, but I thought we could have dinner here. I hope you like lasagna.”

      “I do like lasagna.”

      “I’ve got a bottle of red. It’s cheap, but if you don’t let it sit on your tongue too long, you’ll never know the difference.”

      I was amazed. “You did all this?”

      “Well, the food fairy certainly didn’t.”

      “Wow. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now have a seat.” She gestured at a chair she had dragged over from the lobby area.

      I grinned, the feeling a little strange on my face. “I will do that.”

      I sat down while she peeled off the foil from the pan, releasing even more of the delicious aroma into the office. I was assuming it was just me and her in the office. She poured me a glass of wine before pouring one for herself. I couldn’t ever remember someone, beyond the servers I was paying, serving me.

      She took a bite of the gooey lasagna and closed her eyes. “This is amazing. I’ve never had their food before, but I’m going to start eating there more often.”

      “Fernando’s?” I guessed.

      She smiled. “Yes. I saw the menu in the stack of other menus.”’

      “Thank you for this. I hope you don’t feel like you were obligated to do this.”

      “Not at all. I wanted to.”

      I wiped some sauce from my mouth. “It’s very nice. I was starving.”

      “You work too hard,” she said.

      I shrugged. “It’s all I know. I’ve been doing it for so long, I don’t know anything else. I like to stay busy.”

      “How long have you been running this business?”

      “I’ve been an official business for three years, but I’ve been working at this for probably ten years.”

      “How old are you?” she asked, never one to be shy.

      “Thirty-four,” I answered.

      She nodded. “You’re fairly young to be this successful. That’s a sign of hard work. Did you go to design school?”

      I almost choked. “No. I probably should have, but no.”

      “Do you come up with the designs?”

      I didn’t want to take credit that wasn’t mine. “Not alone. I work with an actual designer. I can envision the idea, but I can’t put it to paper. That’s what he does. We’re not coming up with cutting-edge fashion. I’ll leave that to the big names. My goal is to dress the real guys, the guys that wear suits to their bank jobs, the realtors, and the other men that just want to be a step above the basic suit.”

      She smiled, nodding. “I won’t pretend to know a lot about men’s fashion, but I know what looks good. You’re always dressed to kill, and it looks good on you.”

      Was she flirting with me? “Thank you. It’s something I take a lot of pride in. I think you have to dress for success. I think if you dress like you are worth a million bucks, people tend to take you seriously.”

      She laughed before taking a sip of wine. “I don’t think anyone would not take you seriously. You are always serious.”

      “I am. I don’t know how else to be.”

      “You don’t have to be anything else,” she said, her voice soft.

      The way she said it made me feel very warm. Too warm. I took off my jacket and draped it on the back of the chair. I loosened my tie, giving myself some room to breathe. We finished eating, both of us lingering. I didn’t want to leave. I was having a good time. It was a little strange to be so comfortable with someone. I didn’t have to hide my feelings or pretend to be anyone I wasn’t. She knew me and knew I wasn’t the warm and fuzzy type.

      “I should probably clean this up,” she said.

      I nodded, bummed it was over. I helped her toss the paper plates in the trash and blew out the candles. “This was really nice,” I told her.

      She stood near the edge of the desk. The only light in the office came from the security lights near the floor. It cast us in shadows, hiding her expression. “It was nice. I’m glad we did it.”

      I stepped closer. “Are you? Glad we had dinner together?”

      “I am. I like getting to know you a little better.”

      I took another step, my body less than twelve inches from hers. “You’ve barely scratched the surface.”

      I stared at her, waiting for her to tell me to go away. Waiting for her to move away. She didn’t move. I could feel the tension humming between us. Her gaze held mine before dropping to my mouth. That was all I needed to see. I told myself it was just one kiss. One small kiss to satisfy my curiosity about what it would be like to feel those full lips under mine.

      I reached for the back of her neck, my fingers resting against her warm skin. I heard her breath hitch and knew she was feeling that same electric tension between us. It was too powerful to ignore. One kiss.

      My mouth closed over hers, a gentle brushing of my lips over hers, testing the waters. It was just as amazing as I had thought it would be. The sizzle of heat between us sent a tingle down my spine that demanded I step closer to her. My mouth opened, using pressure to make her open up for my invasion. The moment she did, I swept my tongue inside, tasting the wine and oregano.

      The woman was dangerous. I felt all my defenses slipping away. The heat from her body emanated through my clothes and under my skin. She was definitely dangerous. There was a little voice in the back of my mind telling me to stop, to turn back and run as far away from her as possible. It wasn’t going to happen. I needed her as much as I needed the very air I breathed.
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Willow

        

      

    

    
      His lips felt so good against mine. His hard body crowded against me, making me feel things I had not felt in a very long time. I had been convinced that after years of celibacy, I could proclaim myself a virgin once again. Ashton was going to be the man to take that renewed V-card from me and I was going to very willingly give it.

      His tongue dueled with mine, our bodies melding together. I reached up, finally getting to feel the silky black hair against my palm. There was a little crunch from the hair product he used to keep it looking perfectly styled. I rubbed my hand over his head, pulling him closer to me even though a piece of paper couldn’t slide between us.

      I was suddenly ravenous. I couldn’t get enough of the man. I felt like a woman on fire and only he could extinguish the flame. I moaned into his mouth, my hands sliding down his back, taking in every ribbed muscle. I reached down, squeezing his hard ass and finding it exactly as I had imagined it would feel. He was toned and muscular all over.

      His hands were roving over my body, pressing hard and squeezing here and there as he moved. I arched against him, rubbing my lower half against his and finding he was just as hot as I was. I could feel the erection straining against his pants and nearly lost my breath.

      “Office,” he murmured against my lips.

      He hoisted me up, my legs wrapping around him as he carried me the few steps inside his office. It was just a little more privacy in case someone happened to show up. I doubted it would happen, but I appreciated him thinking about my modesty.

      He dropped me back to my feet and attacked the skinny belt I had on. It was unbuckled in record time. I felt the zipper on my pants slide down, and a second later, my pants and panties were being pushed down my legs. He acted like a man starving. His moves were shaky, yet deliberate.

      I figured if I was going to be naked from the waist down, he was going to be as well. I attacked his belt with the same gusto, surprising myself with how fast I got it undone. I didn’t get his zipper down all the way before I started to push at the pants. I wanted them off. I wanted the prize that was waiting underneath the clothes.

      My eyes dropped when I got his pants halfway down his legs. I was going to have a very good evening. I used my foot to push the pants down the rest of the way while I reached for his swollen cock and squeezed. “Fuck,” he hissed through clenched teeth.

      “That’s the plan,” I teased.

      Feeling his hard strength in my hand only made me want to touch him more. I slid one hand up his shirt, pressing my palm against the flat stomach and over his pectoral muscles. It was so good, so sexy, and so damn impressive.

      “Off,” he growled.

      I was in a daze, lust wrapping me up and making it difficult for me to think straight. I looked up at him. “What?”

      “I want the shirt off,” he growled, his eyes flashing with desire.

      I swallowed the lump of excitement that had lodged in my throat. He looked dangerous, like a man that could eat me alive. I decided I rather liked the idea. I reached for the hem of my short-sleeved blouse and yanked it over my head. I didn’t let myself think about the fact I was standing in front of my boss with only a lacy black bra and my dress socks on.

      His eyes dropped to my breasts before he reached out, taking a handful and squeezing. If my shirt was off, I wanted his off as well. I reached for the buttons of his shirt, my fingers suddenly not willing to cooperate. He was squeezing and massaging my breasts and turning my brain to mush. I forced myself to concentrate enough to get the buttons undone.

      With his shirt hanging open, all bets were off. I pounced. I felt like a tigress and didn’t hold back. My mouth opened wide, slapping against his chest and tasting him. I sucked and nibbled and lost all control. His strong hands went to my hips, jerking me against him. His erection nestled against my stomach, hard and powerful and promising so much pleasure.

      He backed me up until the back of my thighs pushed against his desk. With one quick move, he hoisted me onto the surface. I was so glad he had cleared off his desk. I opened my legs as his mouth moved to mine once again. There was a sense of urgency between us that I knew we both felt. It drove us on, demanding we join our bodies.

      I ran my nails down his back, squeezing his ass and pulling him toward me. He slid his hand between my legs, finding my heated core and sliding his hand over my folds. I gasped, sucking his tongue deeper into my mouth. His fingers slid over my sensitive flesh, parting me before pushing one deep inside.

      I cried out, the sound swallowed by him. I heard him grunt once before pulling his hand away and bringing his bulbous head to my core. He pushed against me. My body resisted the invasion. I slid forward, opening my legs a little more and pulled him closer. He thrust once again, finally breaking through. I gasped, wincing with pain. He stopped moving, kissing me until the passion had been reignited, easing the way for him to slide deep inside.

      My head dropped back, pulling my mouth from his as I relished in the feel of him deep inside my body. His mouth dropped to my neck, his hands on my hips as he pushed himself impossibly deeper inside my body. I held on to his shoulders, leaning away with my torso while pushing forward with my lower half.

      I heard his slow hiss of desire as he began to move. My head was spinning, overwhelmed with a myriad of sensations. Some new, some familiar, all of them absolutely wonderful. I leaned forward, running my hands down his back and planting my mouth against his neck. I suckled, biting the skin and sucking it between my teeth.

      “God dammit,” he growled. “Don’t fucking stop.”

      I slid my mouth a little lower, nestling right between his neck and shoulder, and sucked again. I felt his body jerk and somehow grow larger inside me. I reached down to grab his ass again, digging my nails in while I sucked at his flesh. I felt like a vampire. I moved over his neck, sucking and biting before licking away the stinging of my bite while his body drove inside mine.

      It wasn’t long before I felt the coil of an orgasm winding tighter and tighter. Everything blurred. Every one of my senses was tuned in to him. I could smell his musky cologne combined with his natural scent. I listened to his grunts and groans that mingled with my own. His touch was hard and rough. It was sensory overload. I was going to explode.

      I held on to him, my nails raking up and down his back as I tried to brace myself for the coming orgasm. I knew it was going to rock my world. I knew it was going to be mighty and powerful. The moment it hit, I cried out, not trying to hold back as I jerked forward. My back arched, my head dropping back as stars erupted before my eyes.

      “Holy shit,” he breathed, his voice full of wonder. “Oh shit, oh shit, hold on.”

      His body went stiff, his grunt and release of air telling me he was feeling the same thing I was in that moment. My chest constricted and I could barely draw a breath. All I could feel was him inside me. When the orgasm began to ebb, I released the breath I had been holding and quickly sucked in another for my oxygen-deprived lungs.

      I fell forward, my head resting on his shoulder as we both regained control of our breathing.

      “Holy shit,” he said again with his mouth close to my ear. The breath brushed over my heated skin, sending goosebumps cascading up and down my body.

      “I agree,” I said with a smile, turning to kiss his jaw. “Holy shit is a pretty apt description.”

      There was a soft chuckle before he pulled away from me. His shirt hung open and his hair was absolutely messed up. He looked gorgeous. The image of him standing before me while I sat on his desk was going to forever be etched in my mind.

      I hopped off the desk, my state of undress making me feel a little weird. I quickly started pulling on my clothes while he did the same. I wasn’t going to regret what happened. It was sex. Really good sex and I was a grown woman. I wasn’t sleeping with every man in sight. I refused to feel guilty for having a little fun. Even if it was with my boss. I was the proverbial secretary banging the boss. I didn’t care.

      “Is this going to make things weird?” I asked him, pulling my shirt over my head.

      He grinned, not bothering to tuck his buttoned shirt back into his pants. “You’re weird enough for both of us. I don’t think I could make things any weirder if I tried.”

      I softly giggled. “Gee, that’s so sweet.”

      “I only meant—”

      I shook my head. “I know what you meant and I’m glad it’s not going to be awkward between us. I know it probably sounds like a line, but I swear, that has never happened before.”

      He raised one of those dark brows. “I think it has definitely happened before.”

      “I mean me banging my boss. I’ve never done that before. I want to say I’m not like that but that would be a blatant lie, considering I just did what I did.”

      “You didn’t do it alone,” he reminded me. “I think I had a role in it.”

      I grinned, stepping forward and putting my hand against his chest. “You had a very big role in it.”

      His eyes flashed with fire, and I knew if I didn’t get out of there right then, my clothes were going to be on the floor once again. “Want to get a drink?” he asked.

      I smiled and stepped away from him. “I would love to, but I can’t. I have to get going. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” he said, sounding a little bummed.

      “It’s not going to be weird and we can’t talk about this. I’ll blush like a schoolgirl.”

      “I doubt that, but it’s cool. I won’t mention it.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said and walked out of his office. I grabbed my purse and made a beeline for the door. It was just after seven. I wanted to pick up Jake from Lilly’s and get him home and ready for bed. I knew she was going to have a million questions for me. I’d have to answer them later.
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Ashton

        

      

    

    
      I had just finished my meeting across town and was heading back to the office after a quick lunch. I was stalling. I told Willow it wouldn’t be weird, but how could it not be? I wasn’t going to be able to look at her without thinking about what we had done. About the way it felt to be inside her. About the way she tasted and so much more. How was I going to look at her and not think about kissing her again?

      When my phone rang, I expected it to be Willow asking where I was. I stopped walking when I saw Kyle’s name on the screen. I really had not expected to hear from him ever again. “Hello?” I answered, wondering what he wanted.

      “Hey, where are you? I called the office and your secretary said you were out with meetings.”

      “I’m just on my way back to the office,” I told him.

      “Don’t go.”

      “Don’t go to work?” I asked him. “Did you mail me a bomb?”

      “No, asshole. Let’s grab a drink, catch up.”

      “I thought you had some fancy new job,” I said. “How are you already playing hooky?”

      He chuckled, a sound I realized I kind of missed. “Because I did all of my work like a big boy. I’m done for the day. Are you down for it or not?”

      I thought about my schedule for the day and knew there was nothing waiting for me at the office except for emails and phone calls. And weirdness. “I’m down. Let me call and let Willow know.”

      “All right. I’ll meet you at the place.”

      The place was the same lounge we always went to on Fridays after work. It was close to the office and kind of an upscale place with a cigar lounge and top-shelf liquor. I pushed the button to call my direct line, knowing Willow would answer.

      “Hey,” I said after she went through her little spiel.

      “Hey, yourself,” she answered. I could hear her tapping on the keyboard and knew she was busy.

      “I’m going to take the rest of the day off. Why don’t you go ahead and leave for the day?”

      I heard her suck in a breath. “I have some things to do still and I really can’t afford to take off that early. Is it cool if I milk the clock a little?”

      I had to laugh at her brutal honesty. “Milk it all you want. Don’t work too hard. I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “Thanks, Ashton. I’ll see you Monday.”

      The woman was a hard worker for sure, but I got the feeling she worked hard because she was in desperate need of the job. It wasn’t even a feeling. She had pressed me for a job at the café. That took balls. That took gumption and that generally came from a place of desperation. I hated to think of her struggling. I had already talked to HR about giving her a small raise. If she questioned it, I would tell her the first two weeks were probationary, and since she had passed with flying colors, she would be paid more.

      I hailed a cab, looking forward to catching up with Kyle. If things went well, I was going to try and persuade him to come back. I didn’t quite know how I was going to do that, but I was going to try. I walked into the place and scanned the area that made it a little difficult to actually see anyone, which was why it was a great place. The high-backed, U-shaped booths offered lots of privacy. The place appealed to people who really didn’t want to be seen or bothered for one reason or another.

      “Can I help you?” a young woman asked.

      “I’m looking for a friend,” I said.

      She smiled. “I’m not sure what kind of friend you’re looking for, but I think I can find you someone.”

      I felt a slap on my shoulder and turned around. It was Kyle. “Good timing,” he commented.

      “Ah, I guess you have found your friend,” the woman replied.

      “Can we get a table?” Kyle asked.

      “Yes, follow me.”

      The place was fairly empty, which wasn’t surprising given it was a Friday afternoon. It would be packed later. We slid into the booth and each ordered our usual scotch on the rocks. “What’s going on?” I asked him. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you for a while, if ever.”

      “Hey, can’t an old friend reach out?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Anytime. How’s the new job going?”

      He blew out a breath. “Good. It’s a little too easy, nothing difficult, no real challenge.”

      “And you don’t like that?” I pressed.

      He smiled. “I do like it.”

      “I feel like you’re holding back.”

      Our drinks were delivered. We both took a small drink. I waited for him to say what was on his mind. “I do like it, but I think I miss the rush. You know how risky it was when we first started. We never knew if we were going to be able to pay the rent. It was always us biting our nails, waiting to see the monthly sales report to find out if we were finally in the black.”

      I smiled, nodding. “I remember those days but I’m not sure if I remember them with the same fondness you do.”

      “You know what I mean. This company is solid. It’s got money pouring in and there’s no chance things are going to go bad. I mean, I suppose there is a chance there might be a bad month or two, but there’s enough cash reserve to cover it.”

      “That sounds impressive. You made a good choice getting involved. You’re going to be a very wealthy man.”

      He shrugged. “I’m already wealthy.”

      “You’re going to be wealthier,” I said with a laugh.

      “I guess I am.”

      “I’ll admit I haven’t done a lot of research on the place. I didn’t want to know the competition, especially since you had already made up your mind.”

      “It’s solar energy,” he informed me.

      “No shit? I’ve heard that’s a good investment.”

      “It is, and with tax breaks and more new builders installing solar panels, we can hardly keep up with the demand. Banks are offering great rates on the loans and it’s just really good. Really good.”

      I was happy for him. He deserved the success. “That sounds awesome. Don’t be too upset that it’s easy. You know it isn’t always smooth sailing. Enjoy the easy part while you can. You’ve certainly worked hard enough. You deserve the break.”

      “I suppose. How about you? How are things going?”

      I groaned, shaking my head. “It’s been an interesting couple of weeks.”

      He grinned. “With your secretary?”

      I wasn’t going to get into the dirty details with him. That was going to be our secret. “She’s actually working out very well. She’s a little unorthodox but we’re figuring things out.”

      “Good. I knew from the moment I saw her she was going to challenge you.”

      “Thanks for that,” I quipped. “The shop on Union got broken into. Trashed the place and stole the valuables.”

      “No shit?” he said with surprise.

      “Yep. I’ve since bought enough security to make the stores seem like Fort Knox. If someone breaks in again, I’m damn well going to know about it and they damn well better hope the police get there before I do.”

      He laughed. “Good. That system was ancient.”

      “You could have told me,” I groaned.

      He shrugged. “I don’t think you would have listened.”

      “Probably not,” I admitted.

      “Anything else exciting?” he asked.

      “No. Same old shit.”

      We chatted a bit more about nothing in particular. I realized I had more to talk about with Willow, who I had known for only a few weeks, than a guy I had worked with for years. I felt regret sitting across from him. I felt like a real asshole for not being a better friend.

      “I should probably get a move on,” he said after we had spent an hour hanging out.

      “Kyle, I don’t know how to say this without sounding like a fruitcake or sap, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I was so closed off. I should have been a better person in general. I wish I would have taken the time to get to know you better. I know it sounds sappy, but honestly, I’m just not great at being open with anyone.”

      He smiled and finished his drink. “I do know that about you. I don’t know what you’ve been through in life to get to that point, but I get it. We’re very opposite in that regard. I tend to be friends with just about anyone I meet.”

      I smirked. “I guess that’s why we got along as well as we did.”

      “Probably.”

      “Just because I don’t work with you doesn’t mean we can’t try to be friends.”

      “I’d like that,” he said, and I knew he meant it.

      “Hey, and since we’re being all warm and friendly, you know you always have a spot at the company. I would be more than happy to have you back. I haven’t filled the hole you left. We can work out a deal that gives you a higher percentage of the profits. Anything you want.”

      “I’ll think about it. It is an interesting offer. For now, I’ve got to see where this goes. I do have quite a bit of money tied up in it and I can’t get out of it without losing a big chunk of my investment.”

      I thought about offering to make up the lost investment, but I didn’t want to push. I didn’t want to beg him, either. I did have some standards. “All right. Let me know and keep in touch. Maybe we can get together some weekend. I do have a boat. I’m not sure I remember where I put it, but I do have one.”

      He burst into laughter. “You are the only person I know who forgets he has a boat.”

      I shrugged. “I never have time to go out on it and I don’t really have anyone to take out. It’s kind of boring.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

      We shook hands before parting ways. I thought about calling Willow. I didn’t know why. I never thought about calling anyone. I told myself I just wanted to check and see if she was still at the office. That wasn’t true, but that was what I was going to tell myself.

      I got to my house, stepping into the empty place I called home. I had lots of nice things befitting a man of my financial status. But like the boat, none of it really mattered. I didn’t really care about any of it. My closet full of designer clothes, including a small horde of suits? That was another story. I would know if anything was missing right down to a single cufflink.

      I kicked off my shoes, hung my jacket on the banister, and walked to the kitchen. I poured myself another scotch, wanting to get that buzz that would help dull the outside world. It was my thing. I was in my safe little cocoon, all alone with no one to make me feel anything. Blissfully alone.

      At least, that was what it used to be. Now, the empty house truly felt empty. “Alexa, put on my favorite music,” I spoke out into the vast kitchen that felt hollow.

      Music immediately flooded the house. “Louder.”

      The volume went higher, drowning out the silence and very slowly pushing away the coldness I felt being in the house alone. I couldn’t let myself get caught up in the idea of not being alone. I was alone. I was best alone.
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      “Jake, are you ready?” I hollered down the hall as I brushed on mascara.

      “Almost. I can’t find my swim trunks.”

      “Bottom drawer.”

      We were spending the day with Lilly and her heated pool. Jake loved hanging out there, mostly because she spoiled him rotten. He loved the pool and it was a lot cheaper to take him to her house than pay one of the fees for the community pools. Plus, I was kind of anxious to talk to her about the other night. When I had picked up Jake, I couldn’t give her all the dirty details she wanted.

      I walked out of the single bathroom in the apartment and popped my head in Jake’s room.

      “I can’t find my goggles,” he said.

      “Check your closet.”

      I went into my bedroom and slipped on my sandals. I had my bikini on under the shorts and sweater I was wearing, just in case I decided to go in. Pool days at Lilly’s house were rarely about me getting in the pool. It was my quiet time to sit and relax while he was entertained.

      After tossing through his closet, we found his goggles and were on our way to Lilly’s massive home, courtesy of her father’s money. I loved that she was filthy rich but extremely humble. She had no qualms about living off her dad’s money. She said she deserved it because her parents had been absent most of her childhood. I didn’t question her. If I had that kind of money sitting in a bank, I would damn well use it as well. I wasn’t above taking money from my parents. Not like that was even a possibility for me, but if it was, I would.

      I pulled into the driveway and had barely pulled the car to a stop before Jake was out and racing for the front door. He let himself in without knocking. I wasn’t sure what staff she had on duty, but they all knew Jake, and I wasn’t worried they were going to sound the alarm over my kid busting in.

      “Hello?” I called, closing the front door Jake had left open.

      “Out back,” Lilly hollered.

      I headed for the row of floor-to-ceiling doors that slid open with the touch of a button to extend the living room into the outdoor area. Lilly liked fancy things. A woman wearing a half apron smiled at me. It was one of Lilly’s cooks or maids or I didn’t even know what. There was a full spread of fresh fruits, cheeses, dips, and little sandwiches cut into fours.

      “Wow, aren’t you fancy?” I teased.

      Lilly smiled. “I don’t get to entertain often enough.”

      “Thank you for going to all the trouble,” I told her.

      She grinned. “I didn’t do a damn thing.”

      Jake was stripping off his clothes, kicking his shoes off, and pulling on his goggles before I even had a chance to put down my beach bag. “Don’t—”

      My words were lost as he did a cannonball into the pool, water splashing everywhere. I turned to keep from getting it on my face just in the nick of time.

      “Want a drink?” Lilly asked.

      “No, it’s eleven.”

      “It’s called a mimosa. It’s perfectly acceptable.”

      “No thank you.”

      I stripped off my cutoff jeans and the sweater and stretched out on a patio chair. I slipped on my sunglasses and let the sun, although a little on the weak side, soak into my skin. Lilly stripped down to her tiny bikini and lay in the chair next to mine.

      “Did you guys do the tour yesterday?” she asked.

      “We did. Thank you for arranging it on such short notice. Jake loved it. I couldn’t believe how much he liked it.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to take their offer for a scholarship?”

      I turned my head to look at her. “Yes. Thank you. That feels like so little to say for something so huge. I cannot thank you enough for what you did. It’s going to be so good for him.”

      “I think of Jake as my nephew. He is my family. I’m going to help take care of him. I can’t do the kissing the boo-boos and whatnot, but I can make sure he gets a good education.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How’s the job going?” she asked.

      “Good. Very good.”

      She pushed up her sunglasses. “Uh, I know that tone. What is going on?”

      “Nothing,” I said, my voice higher than usual.

      “You said you had to work late the other night, but when you showed up here, your hair was mussed, and your lips had the look of someone who’d been kissed very thoroughly.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, waiting until Jake swam away from the edge of the pool.

      “I asked around about your boss. Almost everyone I talked to said he was a dick and very aloof.”

      I shrugged. “He can be a little off-putting, but I think it’s more of a protective thing. He wants to keep everyone at arm’s length. He’s very good at what he does. He has high standards and doesn’t accept anything less than perfection. He’s difficult but I’ve learned he’s more bark than bite.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “But not you. He doesn’t keep you at arm’s length.”

      “You are not going to let this go,” I said with a sigh.

      “No, I’m not. Tell me what happened and do not leave out any little detail. I know you two hooked up. Don’t deny it. You get a weird look on your face and you have a different aura about you.”

      I rolled my eyes behind my sunglasses. “You can’t see auras.”

      “I can and your aura is screaming sex. Good sex.”

      I laughed. “I don’t think auras scream. It’s supposed to be colors.”

      She waved a hand. “You’re trying to avoid the subject. What happened?”

      “He asked me to dinner a few nights ago. I shot him down. The day I called you, it was a good day and I felt a little bad for shooting him down. I ordered in Italian takeout, lit a couple candles, and we had a nice dinner in the office.”

      She nodded, waving a hand. “And?”

      I bit my lower lip and checked to see where Jake was in the pool. “And one thing led to another.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Oh my god. I knew it, but to hear you actually say it is crazy!”

      I couldn’t help but smile. It really was one of the wildest things I had ever done in my life. “It was nice.”

      She made a raspberry sound. “Nice? Girl, judging by the look on your face, it was a lot more than nice.”

      “It can’t happen again.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “Because I work for him. It’s going to be weird enough as it is. He didn’t even come into the office yesterday. I think he was avoiding me. I didn’t mind, though, because I wasn’t sure what I would say to him. I’ve never done that before.”

      “You have a son. You aren’t Mary. You’ve done it before.”

      I slapped at her arm. “Stop it. You know what I mean.”

      “So, the job has some extra benefits. I think that could be a good thing. You’re both adults and a little extra flirting and touching could make the day go by so much faster while adding a little spice to your life.”

      I watched Jake splash and play by himself. He was very good at keeping himself entertained, but I understood why he wanted a little brother or sister. I had grown up an only child. I had grown up an only everything really. It had been a lonely existence at home, but at school, I had some friends. Jake and I were very different in that way. He was a loner and I was drawn to people.

      “He wants a little brother,” I said, my eyes still on him.

      “Jake?”

      “Yes, Jake.”

      “You keep working where you are and doing those extracurricular activities, he might be getting one.”

      I slowly shook my head. “No way. I do not want to do the single mom thing again. I do not want to bring another child into the world that will not have a daddy in his life.”

      “You couldn’t have known that would happen the first time around,” she said.

      I shrugged. “I should have known. We were both young and he was never going to settle down. I liked playing with fire and I got burned. Not burned, because I don’t regret having him, but it would have been nice to have had a little help.”

      “That’s not something you’ll have to worry about if you get knocked up by your boss. Hell, you would be set for life if you had his child. Maybe this is something you should consider.”

      I pulled off my sunglasses and frowned at her. “How could you even think something like that?”

      She shrugged. “Because you had sex with him and it’s a possibility you could be pregnant right now, right?”

      I cringed. “Things did happen kind of fast,” I admitted, feeling like an irresponsible kid.

      “Then you might be giving Jake what he wants and what you need.”

      I shook my head. “No way. I am not going to use a child as an ATM. If—and it’s a really big if—I did happen to get pregnant, I don’t know if I would tell him.”

      “Oh, because that’s so much better than taking his money for the support of the child he created during a wild night of passion?”

      I sighed, putting my sunglasses back on. “I’m not going to worry about any of that. It’s fine. No point in worrying about something that isn’t a problem.”

      “I think Jake would make an excellent big brother. And I would babysit. My biological clock is sounding like a gong in my head, but I don’t actually want a baby. You can share yours with me.”

      “It doesn’t quite work like that.”

      She laughed. “But we could make it work like that.”

      I shook my head and turned my attention back to Jake. I let myself daydream a little about what it would be like to be pregnant with his child. The child would definitely have black hair. I wondered if he or she would be tall like him or short like me. I wanted our baby to have his eyes. I loved that they had a serious, stormy, yet intensely beautiful tone.

      “He’s really not as bad as people think,” I said, more to myself than her.

      “If you say so, but then again, you’re the one sleeping with him. You might be a little biased.”

      “I’m not sleeping with him. It was a one-time thing and we both agreed it couldn’t and shouldn’t happen again. There had been a lot of tension between us. The quickie was a way to relieve the tension. Nothing more.”

      “If you say so,” she said with a small laugh. “You keep trying to convince yourself, not me. I’m telling you to do whatever you want. You’ve been a good girl for a very long time. Having a little fun isn’t a bad thing. If you need me to watch Jake again, let me know. Maybe you guys can go out for a real date.”

      I smiled and let myself think on that for just a minute. “I couldn’t. I would never fit into his world. He’s rich and powerful and people know who he is. I’m just me. The office is where it ends for us.”

      “We’ll see,” she said, leaving the words hanging between us.

      We would see, but I already knew how it would play out. Ashton wasn’t the kind of man a girl could really see herself settling down with and having a family. He was a very closed man. He didn’t give anyone the impression he liked them.

      I couldn’t ever see him as a family man. He was a lone island and I had a feeling he liked it that way. I wasn’t going to try and change him. I had made that mistake once already.

      I wouldn’t do it again.
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      I showed up at the office a little earlier than usual. I didn’t even want to give myself a chance to think about why. That would only panic me and end up with me finding another excuse not to go in. I was going to have to see her eventually. I wanted to see her. That was the problem.

      I wanted to see her a little too much. I had no business thinking of her as anything more than my secretary. What had happened between us was a one-off. It wasn’t going to happen again.

      Every time the thought crossed my mind, it was quickly chased away by the memory of her tight little body squeezing around mine as she orgasmed. The taste of her lips and the feel of her soft, supple skin under my touch was going to be one of those things I didn’t forget for a long time to come.

      No one was in the office yet. I loved the silence, the feel of a fresh new week waiting to spring to life. I paused about halfway down the hall that led to my office and slowly walked backward. I flipped on the light and looked around at the waiting area. It was all different. It was the same furniture but rearranged. There was a new potted plant on a shelf in the corner.

      I didn’t have to wonder who was responsible for the changes. I made my way toward my office and stopped again when I saw the little changes to her little space. I turned my head toward my closed office door and was almost afraid to look inside. I wasn’t big on changes.

      “Good morning,” Willow’s voice said.

      I turned to see her walking down the hall with a coffee in hand. I couldn’t remember ever seeing her with a cup from a coffee shop. She was one of those that always brought her own in her to-go mug. “Hi,” I said. “What happened?”

      “What happened?” she repeated the question. “I think you mean look at how nice and inviting the place looks. It doesn’t look like a military waiting room with nothing to soften the place up. It’s a huge upgrade. Thank you. That’s what you meant to say, and I will say you’re welcome.”

      I opened my mouth and quickly closed it again. It wasn’t a battle I was going to win. “Thank you.”

      She moved around me to take a seat at her desk. “You have about thirty minutes and then you need to get going.”

      “Where am I going?” I asked. I wasn’t myself. My brain felt muddied. She seemed totally normal and I was struggling to string a complete sentence together. I told her I wouldn’t be weird, and there I was, being very weird. At least, I felt weird.

      “You have the meeting with that clothing company that wants a merger,” she reminded me.

      I inwardly groaned. How could I forget something so damn important? “That’s right. Am I going to find any surprises in my office?”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “If you’re expecting a scantily clad woman to pop out of a cake, no.”

      “Furniture. Did you rearrange my office?”

      “No. That is your domain and I didn’t touch it. Although if you wanted me to, I do have some ideas.”

      “No thanks,” I answered and went inside my office, still expecting to see something changed. The first thing I looked at was the large wooden desk, befitting the CEO and founder of a successful company. It wasn’t the desk I was really seeing. In my mind, I was seeing her perched on the edge with just her bra on and looking at me with desire all over her face.

      I pulled my mind back to the present. I couldn’t let myself go down that rabbit hole again. I had spent most of the weekend in that hole with lots of new fantasies being born in record speed. I sat down at my desk and quickly checked my email. An idea occurred to me while I sat there wondering what she was doing.

      “Willow,” I called, knowing she could hear me through the partially open door.

      “Ashton,” she called back.

      I rolled my eyes. The woman didn’t have a professional bone in her body. She was all sass and playfulness. She was a good worker, but I didn’t get the idea she took any of it all that seriously. “Willow,” I said again.

      A few seconds later she appeared in my doorway. She was wearing a flirty skirt with a hemline that swayed just below her knees. My eyes went to her breasts. The black blouse she was wearing was tightly tucked into the skirt, showing off the perfect round globes that I remembered filling my hands so perfectly. “Did you forget how to use the intercom? Or your legs?”

      I smirked, loving her sassy attitude. “I did not forget either.”

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “Go with me.”

      “Go with you where?”

      “The meeting. I might need your moral support.”

      She rolled her beautiful blue eyes. “You don’t need my moral support. It’s the people you are meeting with that need moral support.”

      I winked. “Then I need you there to hold me back.”

      She let out an exaggerated sigh. “If you insist.”

      “I do.”

      She grinned. “I was wondering if you were going to ask. I dressed up for the big meeting.”

      I should have known. “All right. Be ready to go in five.”

      “I’m just waiting on you.”

      I got up from my desk, slid my cell into my inner pocket, and followed her out. She had her purse slung over her shoulder and was waiting for me. We walked out of the office together, hitting the sidewalk like we had done it a hundred times before. “I should have called a car.”

      “Already did,” she said.

      As if on cue, a black car pulled up to the curb. The woman amazed me. I stepped forward and opened the door for her. She climbed in, holding her skirt down as she did. She slid across the seat, making room for me. “You’re getting pretty good at this secretary thing.”

      “Getting? I am good. You just haven’t noticed yet.”

      I shook my head. The woman was full of witty comebacks. “You said you didn’t have any real experience as a secretary.”

      “But I have a lot of experience at doing all kinds of things. It all adds up to make one really great secretary.”

      “Maybe that’s what I’ve been doing wrong this whole time,” I murmured to myself.

      “What have you been doing wrong?”

      “I’ve been hiring people based on their experience as a secretary. I was wrong.”

      She smiled. “Are you saying I broke the mold? That I’m the best secretary that ever happened?”

      I smirked. “You certainly are the most humble.”

      She shrugged. “When you’re good, you have to make sure the people you work with know you are good. It’s how you get ahead. If you’re meek and quiet, you don’t get noticed.”

      I agreed with her. “You get noticed.”

      “So, I know you said you’ve been working at this business for a while, but what did you do before?”

      “Before?”

      “How many jobs have you had?”

      I thought about my rather complicated past. “I don’t know. A lot.”

      “Doing what? Were you ever a waiter?”

      “No. Never a waiter. I did work at a movie theater about a million years ago. I was the kid that made the popcorn.”

      She smiled as if that was the best thing she had heard all day. “You made popcorn?”

      “I did,” I confirmed. “Although I probably burned more than any normal person.”

      “What else?”

      It felt like an entire lifetime ago. “I worked in an accounting office for a bit. I worked at a hotel.”

      “Did you go to college?”

      I nodded. “I did. USC.”

      “Wow!” she exclaimed, obviously impressed. “That is really cool. I always dreamed about going there.”

      “Did you go to school?”

      She looked away, her gaze going out the window. “No. I didn’t get the chance. Life happened, and I kept hoping I would get to go later, and then, well, life is life. It just keeps happening.”

      She had a past. I was interested but I didn’t want to pry. It was none of my business. “Seems like life keeps happening. I suppose that’s a good thing.”

      She softly laughed. “I think it is. I don’t have any regrets. Maybe all my experience was building me up to be your secretary.”

      “What did you do? Waitressing?”

      “I’ve done that, a lot. I’ve done telemarketing. I’ve done housekeeping. I’ve worked as a clerk at a grocery store. You name it and I’ve probably done it.”

      She had many talents. I knew that firsthand. “Jack of many trades.”

      “I guess you could say that. So, what’s the meeting about?”

      “Meeting?” I asked.

      “The one we are going to. Did you get drunk last night? You’re acting a little off.”

      “I didn’t get drunk last night. I’m just trying to keep up with the constant change in subject. I think you forget I can’t read your mind.”

      Her soft laughter floated around me. “You are not the first person to tell me that.”

      “The meeting is a merger proposal with one of the leading labels in men’s clothing.”

      She looked thoughtful. “Is that a good thing?”

      “It could be. I’m going to propose a new line, a less expensive line of suits, to sell in the retail stores. I don’t want to cheapen my brand. This is a way for me to have the best of both worlds.”

      “I’ve heard of other companies doing that. You have to do what’s best for you.”

      The car pulled to a stop in front of one of the new high-rise buildings in town. I knew the real estate was extremely pricey. I had thought about moving my offices to the upscale building but then decided against it. I didn’t like high overhead. My office was just fine, and I didn’t need to worry about trying to look pretentious. My suits and my company spoke for themselves.

      “Holy shit,” she breathed. “I saw this building on the news. It’s supposed to be all high tech and fancy.”

      “Play it cool,” I told her as we climbed out of the car.

      She slapped at my shoulder. “You play it cool.”

      “I’m always cool,” I assured her.

      “Do you think we’ll have to go through some security check?” she asked with a worried look.

      “Are you packing heat?”

      She grinned. “Look at you with the witty comebacks. I’m proud of you.”

      “Let’s go in before you drool all over the sidewalk.”

      Her eyes widened. “Damn, another one. I’ve created a monster.”

      I walked into the building. I was taken aback by the opulence. It was obvious the owners of the building wanted to sell the idea of luxury. There was a huge water wall front and center, creating a tranquil setting in a sea of stone and gray tones.

      “This way,” I told her, walking toward a touchscreen display. I entered the name of the company and found they were on the eighth floor.

      “Oh. My. God.”

      “Shh,” I hushed.

      “I imagine this is how the other half lives all the time, but I have never seen anything so—so—grand. Like I expect to see the Queen of England emerge. I don’t know how to curtsy.”

      I rolled my eyes, reaching for the button to call the elevator. I wasn’t convinced she wasn’t a little bit crazy. “You won’t have to curtsy to anyone.”

      “I hope not. Otherwise, I’m going to pull a hammy or land on my face. Neither would be good.”

      I turned to look at her. She was leaning against the back wall of the elevator as if the sentence she had just said was totally normal. The woman kept me guessing. I didn’t think I would ever be able to predict what she was going to say or do.

      I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about that.
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      I couldn’t seem to close my mouth. I kept looking around in complete awe. Everything was so shiny and fancy. The mirrored walls of the elevator made it feel so much bigger than it was. It actually reminded me a bit of the maze Jake and I had gone to.

      When the elevator dinged, it didn’t just ding. It was more of a soothing chime. Even the elevator sounds were fancy. We stepped out, and marble floors greeted us. It felt sterile and so damn clean. I could still smell the scent of fresh paint on the walls done in a warm greige tone. The entire floor appeared to be dedicated to just the one business. There were huge posters adorning the walls of men in a variety of poses and outfits.

      “Close your mouth,” he whispered.

      I snapped it shut as we stepped into the massive sitting area. There was a full coffee bar along one wall with pastries, muffins, and an assortment of fresh fruit. I couldn’t believe a person could eat a full meal just before showing up for a meeting.

      “Why don’t we have this at our office?” I hissed. “At least in the breakroom.”

      “Because this is over the top.”

      “Can I have a banana?” I asked.

      He frowned. “No, you can’t have a banana.”

      I pouted. “What about one of those blueberry muffins?”

      “Willow, we are here for a business meeting. It isn’t a buffet.”

      “Well, they have it laid out like a buffet.”

      He ignored me and walked toward the giant receptionist desk that was my exact vision of what it would look like at the pearly gates. A beautiful blond woman sat behind a tall desk that looked to be made of pearl and marble. I watched her watch Ashton and suddenly wanted to claw her eyes out. She was the devil sitting behind the pearly desk.

      “Can I help you?” she asked him with a giant smile that nearly split her face in two.

      I quickly joined him, staring at the woman.

      “I’m here to see Mr. Nelson,” Ashton said in a smooth voice.

      “Ah yes, Mr. Wolfe?”

      He nodded without smiling. “I am.”

      “I’ll take you back. They’re in Conference Room B.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes. Conference Room B, like they had so many they had to name them. She came around the corner wearing a skirt that was so tight, I worried about her circulation. Her heels were something that a stripper would envy. “Follow me please.”

      I looked up at Ashton, wanting to see his reaction. I expected to see him drooling over the perfect ass swaying in front of us. He wasn’t. He looked bored. It gave me a very odd sense of satisfaction. I hid my smile and followed along like a trained puppy dog.

      We were led into a conference room with a massive oval table. There were pitchers filled with ice water every few seats. I wondered how many people they were expecting to show up.

      “Mr. Wolfe,” a jovial man said, stepping forward from where he was talking with two other men.

      “Mr. Nelson?” Ashton said.

      “Yes, call me Ted. These are my partners David and Glen.”

      “Call me Ashton and this is Willow.”

      “Have a seat. Can I pour either of you some water? We’ve got tea or coffee as well.”

      “I’m good, thank you,” I answered, taking a seat. I was doing my best to look fancy.

      Ashton took the seat next to me. His presence was so powerful. I looked at the other men. All three of them had taken seats directly across the table. It immediately felt like we were about to go to war. I sat up straight. All the men towered over me.

      “Thank you for making the trip over,” Ted said with a smile so fake, I expected his face to crack.

      “Sure.”

      The men didn’t waste any time getting right down to business. I quietly listened to their spiel. I didn’t have a degree in business, but I wasn’t an idiot. I listened and watched Ashton as he occasionally nodded and asked a question here and there.

      “Here are the projections and the timeline we are proposing,” Ted said, sliding over a pack of papers in a pretty little folder.

      Ashton opened it, scanning the numbers before he casually slid it over to me. I liked that he was including me in the business. It made me feel special.

      Something caught my eye. I pulled the paperwork closer and studied the figures a little closer. I flipped through the pages and suddenly felt ill. Ashton started to say something about how good it looked. He was looking at the dollar signs without really reading the information.

      I gently touched his arm to get his attention. He scowled at me, quietly telling me not to say a word. I couldn’t stay quiet.

      “What percent of the company would remain in Mr. Wolfe’s name?” I asked, doing my best to keep it professional. “How much equity will he own?”

      “Percent?” Ted asked, looking to his left then right. He looked at me and offered me a condescending smile. “What do you mean?”

      “Yes, percent,” I said, leaning forward. “I don’t see the figure in here. Did I miss it? Mr. Wolfe is considering a merger, but that’s not what I see presented here. Of course, I’m not wearing a suit and tie and I don’t have the experience you do at screwing people over, but I can assure you, I can read. I can smell a rotten deal just as well as the next guy. This is a rotten deal.”

      I slid the paperwork back to Ashton. There was a very tense silence in the room.

      Ted’s smile slipped. I knew I wasn’t eloquent, and I didn’t have a bunch of ten-dollar words in my vocabulary, but I knew scoundrels. Ted was a snake and he thought he was going to screw over Ashton. Over my dead body.

      He cleared his throat. “There is nothing rotten about this deal and I would never insult your intelligence Miss, uh, Willow was it?”

      I wanted to bitch slap him. He was going to attempt to mansplain his shitty deal to me. “You can call me Miss Patting, and don’t try and shush me and pat me on the head before you send me back to the kitchen. I’m not that kind of woman.”

      He chuckled, his little buddies laughing alongside him. Ashton made a noise as he flipped through the paperwork. I was buying him time to read the entire proposal, something I didn’t think he had done prior to the meeting. Or worse, they had fleeced him. They flashed pretty words and big dollar signs just to get him in the door.

      “I apologize, Miss Patting,” he said, his voice stiff. “Mr. Wolfe would not own a percentage of the company. He is selling us the company. We will absorb the brand under our umbrella. We would own all intellectual property as well as the brand, the business, and all inventory. We would be closing the stores and selling the remaining product, if possible. We already have a manufacturer on standby, ready to begin production.”

      “Excuse me?” Ashton growled. “I’m not selling you anything. My designs aren’t produced. Every suit is custom made.”

      “Not anymore,” Ted answered, his fake kindness disappearing for a brief moment. “That’s not how we will be running the company.”

      “You will be running the company?” Ashton questioned.

      “Did you think we were investing?” Ted smirked.

      “I don’t need investors. My company is very liquid at the moment. I am doing you a favor by letting you offer me a deal. I don’t need you or anyone else.”

      I could feel Ashton bristling beside me. The coiled rage was obvious to me, but I wasn’t sure the other men realized it. They’d be fools to continue provoking him.

      “What did you think this was going to be?” Ted asked.

      “When I spoke with you, you mentioned merging. This is not a merger. This is a buyout. What would give you the impression I wanted or needed to be bought out?”

      His tone was stone cold. I was almost afraid for the three men across from us. I was seeing a different side of him. A scary side. I watched Ted’s forced smile fade. He obviously picked up on the tone. I watched the other two. They leaned away from the table like they wanted to get away from Ashton. I was glad everyone was sitting. If the men had been standing, I was sure there would be some shoving.

      “I’m sorry you misunderstood,” Ted replied.

      “I didn’t misunderstand. Don’t you dare talk to me like that. Don’t you dare look down your nose at me.”

      “We’re offering you a very generous settlement. We are offering more than the current value of the company.”

      “A company that has a projected growth rate of another twenty percent in just the next quarter,” I chimed in.

      “And double that by the end of the following quarter,” Ashton said.

      One of the men tapped Ted on the shoulder. The three of them had a quick huddle before Ted cleared his throat and looked at Ashton. “We’ll increase the offer by ten percent, but that’s our final offer.”

      Ashton looked at me. “Ten percent? That’s your final offer?”

      “It is. It is more than generous.”

      Ashton rubbed his jaw. “What kind of sales does your company do in high-end men’s wear?”

      Ted shrugged. “It’s a very small percentage of our sales right now, which is why we are looking to expand it.”

      “You offer off the rack. You don’t do couture or custom.”

      Ted shook his head. “No, we don’t. We don’t see that as a necessary part of the equation. We can sell them at a lower cost and still give consumers a quality product. We’ll sell more volume for a slightly lower sale price and get more men looking sharp.”

      I wanted to vomit. The guy was a step above a used car salesman. He was slimy and thought he was being so slick. It wasn’t getting past me, and I knew Ashton wasn’t falling for it.

      “You are an idiot,” Ashton said and almost sounded amused. “A damn fool. Every one of you. The three of you sit there, wearing your off-the-rack suits and are going to try and compare what you have to what I have. It’s a joke. You’re a joke. My suits will never grace the low-rent outlet mall stores you guys run.”

      “Excuse me?” Ted said, his face turning red.

      I got to my feet. “I think you heard him. You can take your offer and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine. His suits are far too good to be on you or in your stores.”

      Ashton got to his feet. “I hope you’ll lose my number.”

      “And what he really means is you can all politely fuck off,” I said with a smile.

      The men sputtered, jumping to their feet.

      “Pardon me,” Ted said with a lot of bluster.

      “I don’t think there are any excuses for you,” I shot back. “Don’t bother walking us out. We know the way.”

      Ashton opened the door for me. I walked out, my chin held high as I made my way back toward the elevator. My heels clacked against the hard floor. Ashton was right beside me, but neither of us spoke as we moved. I felt invigorated, like he and I were superheroes. In my mind, I was imagining my hair blowing in slow motion.

      Adrenaline rushed through my veins. I didn’t even give the people watching us the courtesy of looking at them. They didn’t matter. Their fancy office didn’t mean shit. Ashton could have all the bells and whistles, but he had more dignity and class than any of those men in that office. He had class, and that didn’t require a lot of flash to get across.

      I was proud of my boss.
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      I was so angry, my skin felt like it was on fire. I was keeping my cool by a very tenuous thread. It was Willow’s presence that allowed me to focus on something other than the betrayal I felt. Ted had set me up.

      I couldn’t believe they thought I would sell my company. They treated me like I was a newbie, a young buck with no sense. They tried to take advantage of my inexperience in the business.

      I wasn’t that young, and I wasn’t that inexperienced. “That was some bullshit,” I said in a low voice as I pushed the button for the elevator.

      “You can say that again. I can’t believe they were trying to pull a fast one. That was scandalous.”

      I turned to look at her. “You were on fire back there. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you angry. I don’t think I thought you had it in you.”

      She nonchalantly shrugged. “I might look sweet and innocent, but fuck with someone I care about, and shit gets real.”

      I was shocked. “Wow.”

      “I’m sorry. That was vulgar.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m glad you’re on my side.”

      She grinned. “You should be. What you saw in there was nothing.”

      “I believe you,” I told her.

      She shook her head. “I cannot believe what they tried to pull. How dare they?”

      The elevator arrived and the doors slid open. I put my hand on Willow’s elbow and stepped inside. I didn’t want to show too much anger. That would be a sign of weakness in my opinion. I wanted to walk away with my dignity intact. “As if I would ever let my company be run by a bunch of sloppily dressed yahoos. They would ruin the image.”

      “Ah, that’s why you always look so good,” she said.

      I hit the button for the ground floor and looked over at her. She was flirting. Did she know she was flirting?

      “Thanks.”

      “I am sorry that they did that,” she said.

      I shrugged. “It happens. I’ve been offered buyouts before. I don’t ever see myself selling my company. I worked too hard for too long to build it.”

      “I think it should be taken as a compliment,” she commented, her eyes looking directly into mine. “You’ve built something so amazing, they all want it.”

      The elevator stopped, allowing for someone to get on. Willow and I stopped talking. I didn’t want there to be any gossip about the meeting. If there was even a hint that I had been considering selling my company, it could hurt my sales.

      When the doors opened on the ground floor, Willow and I stepped off. I was ready to get the hell out of there, but she wasn’t.

      “Can we walk around first?” she asked. “This place has been on the news. I want to see it in person.”

      I shrugged. “May as well. I was offered a chance to move our offices here.”

      “Oh lord, I can’t imagine the rent in this place. Not to mention it’s kind of out of the way.”

      “Out of the way of what?” I asked.

      “I don’t live far from where we are now,” she said.

      I nodded, wanting to know more. She gave fewer details about her personal life than I did. “And you don’t like commuting?”

      She looked like she was going to say something but quickly shook her head. “It’s a waste of time. You sit in your car, doing nothing. I like to get in the car, get to work, and do something.”

      “I agree.”

      We walked the opposite direction of where we had come into the building from the street. The ground-floor lobby area was huge. It looked so much bigger than other buildings of equal sizes because of the layout with high ceilings and few walls. I could hear water, like a gurgling creek.

      “Oh my god,” Willow exclaimed. “It’s like a rainforest.”

      There was a coffee shop inside what very much looked like a rainforest. It reminded me of a Rainforest Café but more subtle. It looked more natural, like one was just stepping into a calm rainforest with soothing sounds of water and the occasional bird call.

      “This is cool,” I agreed. “Are you sure you don’t want to move our offices here? I know there are still lots of vacancies.”

      She slapped at my chest. “No way. I could never afford to buy coffee from a place like this anyway. It’s just really cool.”

      We meandered along, taking note of the small meeting spaces neatly arranged around the ground floor. I couldn’t imagine the upkeep on the white sofas and chairs. It looked great, but how often would they need to replace the furniture to keep it that pristine white? I was always thinking about costs and overhead. It was the way my brain worked. I had struggled for so long, it was hard to think of myself and my company as wealthy.

      There was an offshoot from the main lobby. I assumed it was likely the bathrooms and possibly maintenance closets and not worth inspecting. “Let’s go this way,” I directed.

      Willow smiled. “Do you think any of this artwork is real?” she asked.

      There were several pieces of abstract art on the walls with modern art pieces scattered about the lobby. It almost felt like we were in an art gallery rather than the lobby of a corporate building. “I’m sure it is. I don’t know if it’s from any famous artists, but I would guess they are all local artists. They buy the art for cheap, screwing over the artist, by promising them lots of exposure.”

      “That is awful,” she said, shaking her head. “What’s over there?” She pointed to what appeared to be meeting rooms.

      “I would guess those are rooms that can be rented by the hour by the public,” I told her.

      She made a choking sound. “I can only imagine how much that would cost.”

      “Exactly. Someone would have to be desperate to do that.”

      We strolled around the area, taking in all the little details that made the place so amazing. The massive pillars were painted in a silvery white that added to the overall grandness of the space. It really was remarkable. I used to think I wanted to one day be in a building like the one we were standing in, but I wasn’t so sure now. It all seemed so much. So much waste. So much cost. So much.

      “Hey,” she whispered, pulling me to a stop.

      “What is it?” I asked, looking around to see what had her whispering.

      “Want to check out one of those vacant office spaces?” she asked.

      “Where? There are none down here.”

      She nodded her head at another bank of elevators. “Let’s see what the other floors look like.”

      I grinned. “You’re very naughty.”

      Her eyes flashed, and I suddenly realized exactly what it was she was proposing. Oh, hell yeah.

      I practically shoved her into an elevator that opened up. I scanned the buttons and pushed number fifteen. When the elevator opened, it was clear the offices had not been filled yet. There was still plastic hanging over one wide open space and the smell of paint was strong.

      “Is this what you had in mind?” I asked in a husky voice.

      She grinned and walked away, moving around the space that would likely be host to a large firm. It was too big for my small office staff, but I imagined a law firm or maybe an accounting or insurance firm taking up residence. There were offices along one wall with only plastic for walls right now but would likely be glass doors once it was complete.

      “Do you think there are security cameras up here?” she asked.

      “Probably.”

      I watched her walk, her arms going out beside her as she twirled, touching the plastic. “Do you think someone, somewhere is watching us right now?”

      “I doubt it. Why? Is that what you like?”

      My long strides had me catching up with her in no time. “No, definitely not, but I was thinking maybe we can take advantage of the privacy an empty floor offers.”

      With Willow, I was never entirely sure what she was talking about. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions if I was way off base. “How exactly would you like to take advantage of the empty office space?” I asked.

      She stepped away, reached out to move some plastic out of the way, and stepped behind it. Her arm emerged and reached for me. “I’ll show you.”

      She pulled me into the large corner office that had a killer view of the bay.

      “What are you planning to show me?” I asked.

      She turned to face me, standing close enough for me to smell the fruit scent of her shampoo. “I was thinking we could let them know exactly how we feel about being used—or attempted to be used—by using their big fancy building.”

      I reached up, stroking my fingers over her cheek. “You want to use their building?”

      I was going to make her say it. I needed her to be the one to make the first move. I had made the move the other night and she had made it clear it was to never happen again. I wasn’t going to be one of those guys that pressured his secretary. If she wanted me, she had to come and get me.

      “I want to use a few things,” she said with a slow smile.

      I was fighting the urge to grab her and throw her against the wall with my body pressed against her. “Show me,” I whispered.

      She stepped away from me and kicked off her heels while she undid the zipper on her skirt. I watched with rapt attention as she ever so slowly lowered the skirt down her thighs. She daintily stepped out of it before reaching for her blouse and pulling it off.

      My dick was hard, aching to be inside her. I stared at the matching bright blue panties and bra. It was a vibrant color that matched the vibrant woman wearing them.

      “Like this,” she said, taking one slow, purposeful step toward me. “I want to use this space to do something that will scandalize them. I want to walk by this building one day in the future and think about what me and my boss did on the top floor.”

      Her hands worked at my tie, loosening it before she began to undo the buttons on my jacket and shoved it off my shoulders.

      “You know there are cameras, right?” I asked.

      She looked up at the ceiling and smiled. “Not in here.”

      “You’re dangerous,” I breathed.

      She pushed my shirt open and attacked the white T-shirt I was wearing underneath with serious gusto. “I’m horny,” she answered without missing a beat.

      This was one of those moments where I had to decide between doing the right thing and doing the thing I wanted. I knew I probably should walk away from her. I should tell her we couldn’t keep fraternizing, that it would only lead to problems. I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend and I didn’t want to hurt her.

      “You make it very hard to resist you,” I told her.

      Her hands were on my pants, undoing them with more speed than I thought I could ever manage. They were pushed down my legs, leaving me to step out of them. We stood facing each other in our underwear in the middle of a vacant office space with the risk of being caught at any second. I had never felt so alive, so hot. So desperate to fuck a woman in all my life.

      Her hands roamed over my chest before she looked up at me with those eyes that were like lasers right to my very soul. “Then don’t resist. Or do. I like a challenge.”

      I was not going to be able to resist the temptation standing before me. It was too good to pass up. I would take full responsibility should we be discovered by some security guard doing his job. I lunged forward, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her against my body. My mouth slammed down over hers. She was just as vicious as I was, practically climbing my body as she ground her pelvis against me. Her tongue dueled with mine in a dance that was as old as time.

      The woman was going to be my undoing if I wasn’t careful. She stripped me raw, leaving me wanting nothing except her body.
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      I moaned, rubbing myself against his hard body. I never would have predicted I would find myself in the position I was, but I was in it, and I was loving every second of it.

      Seeing him stand up to the bullies had turned me on. I liked watching him defend himself and the business he cared so much about. I liked watching him in general. I had not gone into work that morning with the intention of fucking my boss again, but once I saw him, I knew I couldn’t resist him.

      He didn’t need to make the first move. I was so damn hot for him, I had the courage to do it myself. I would worry about the consequences later. Right that second, I was going to live in the moment.

      “Now,” I groaned. “I need you right now.”

      “You’re a minx,” he whispered, nibbling at my ear while his hands pushed my panties down. His mouth was setting me on fire. My skin tingled and burned, and I was so close to orgasming it didn’t seem real.

      “Ashton, please,” I moaned, my body aching for him.

      “Damn, woman, already?”

      I whimpered in response, pressing my core against his hard thigh and rubbing against him. “Please,” I begged.

      I should be embarrassed, I thought. I was begging the man to fuck me. But I couldn’t be embarrassed. The only thought that occupied my mind was getting him inside me. I wanted it. I craved it. It had been the dominant thought in my mind since we had been together the last time.

      “I’ve got you,” he rasped, sliding his hand between my legs.

      I clung to him, unwilling to let him put any space between us. His other hand moved to the back of my bra, deftly unhooking it before moving back to push it up. My breasts rubbed against his hard chest. The smattering of black hair that stretched across the broad chest tickled my flesh. My nipples were hard and sensitive. I rubbed against him, gasping as electric surges stole through my body and went straight to the very place his hand was touching between my legs.

      “Oh god,” I groaned. “Please.”

      He answered by pushing one finger inside me.

      I moaned against him, my body humming with excitement as he circled over my sensitive nub begging to be touched. I wasn’t going to try and fight the orgasm waiting for me. I gave in to the desire, crying out as my body erupted into sheer ecstasy.

      His strong arm around me held me upright when my legs turned to limp noodles in the aftermath of the orgasm. I would have collapsed to the unfinished floor in a heap of liquid fire, given the chance. He didn’t let me. He held me close to his body as I shivered and spasmed against him.

      “That’s one,” he whispered. “Do you have another?”

      I looked up at him, my eyes slightly unfocused as I worked through the delirium the orgasm produced. “I do. I’m not done with you yet.”

      He smirked. “I haven’t even gotten started.”

      The way he said it sent another shiver of ecstasy racing down my spine. “Then maybe we should get started.”

      His arm moved down my body, lifting me up to straddle him. The close contact between us was doing some pretty crazy things to my sex drive. He walked across the vast space and pushed me against a wall.

      My hand ran through his hair, not caring that I was messing it up. In that moment, all that mattered was pleasure. I felt like a hedonist and I didn’t care. It felt good to be wild. It felt good to let passion rule.

      His hand guided his heavy cock to my opening, my body suspended in air with the force of his body holding me against the wall. It was a wild sensation that made me feel like I was floating. He nudged himself inside me before easing the way and pressing harder. I groaned, arching and pushing my pelvis against him. He slid deeper inside me, filling me until I was impaled on him.

      “You’re a bad influence,” he breathed.

      I laughed. “I am but this is too good to be bad.”

      He thrust once, pulling a sharp gasp from my lips as the power in the thrust nearly sent me cascading into another orgasm.  Another hard thrust had me sliding up the wall. The man’s strength poured into my body with every thrust, making me feel like the most powerful woman in the world.

      I bounced back, letting him know with my return thrusts that I wanted more. I wanted it harder and faster. I wanted the man to let go of that control he always wielded, just like I had seen in that conference room. That man was sexy and had turned me on more than I cared to admit.

      I slid my hand over his shoulder, dragging my nails over his skin. I could feel the muscles rippling under my touch and dug in deeper, grinding my hips lower and taking his shaft impossibly deeper inside my body.

      “God damn, woman,” he growled, dropping me to my feet and flipping me around so fast, I nearly fell to the floor.

      “Don’t stop,” I demanded.

      “I’m not going to stop. I’m not going to stop until I’m balls deep inside you and releasing every last drop of desire. You make me crazy. Why do you do this to me?”

      “Stop talking and do it,” I begged, placing my hands against the wall and bending slightly forward. I needed him inside me. I felt empty and my body was demanding to be filled by his girth once again.

      “Demanding,” he growled, guiding himself to my opening and pushing himself inside me once again.

      My head dropped forward, my body relishing in the feel of being completely dominated by him. He leaned forward, his chest resting against my back and his hands reaching up to squeeze my breasts that felt too full as they hung forward.

      I rolled my neck to the side, pushing back just a little before slowly standing. His cock shifted inside me. He squeezed my breasts before pinching each nipple. Pain was quickly replaced by delicious ecstasy. Beautiful jolts of electricity zipped through me, sparking little fires of desire from my scalp to the tips of my toes.

      I could hear and feel his breathing against my neck. Shivers of delight raced over me. Goosebumps rose all over my body. I felt completely safe and beautiful and sexy in his arms. He held me against him like he was afraid I would try to escape. There was no way I was going to run away from the way it felt having him inside me.

      I groaned, rolling my head over his shoulder as he continued to slide in and out of my body. They were slow and purposeful movements that stoked the fire already burning brightly in my belly.

      “You feel so good,” he whispered. His tone was soft, something that was a stark contradiction to the man I knew.

      “I like the way you feel inside me,” I told him, not the least bit embarrassed to tell him how good it felt.

      “This is good, but I’m on the verge,” he groaned. “I’ve got to move.”

      I dropped forward, putting my hands against the wall and assuming a position that was generally reserved for criminals getting patted down by the police. I looked over my shoulder, looking directly into those dangerous eyes. “Move any way you want.”

      His eyes flashed before one hand covered mine on the wall and his other grabbed my hip. I prepared myself to be fucked hard. I was looking forward to it. I wanted to feel that power and strength as he pounded inside me.

      He didn’t disappoint. His muscular body was a machine, moving inside me and tickling my G-spot with precision. The orgasm built, taking me higher and higher until I could barely draw a breath. I cried out, slapping my free hand against the wall.

      He shouted, roaring like I imagined a caveman would have roared a million years ago. The sound of his pleasure took me higher. The combination of danger and disobeying basic moral protocol made the orgasm all the better.

      I stepped forward, resting my face on the wall as he gently caressed my body, dropping a trail of kisses across the back of my neck and over my shoulder. “We should probably get dressed and get out of here,” he said in a husky voice. “The police are probably already on their way.”

      I released a soft giggle, knowing he was probably right. “Can you imagine our booking photos? Do you think they would let us get dressed first or take the picture as we are?”

      “I have no idea, but I don’t think I want to find out.” He stepped away from me, giving me a playful swat on my ass. “You really are a bad influence. I don’t think I can take you anywhere.”

      I turned around, leaning my naked body against the wall as I watched him collect our clothes. “I’ve already got some good ideas about other places.”

      He grinned, something I saw about as often as I saw unicorns. “Don’t tempt me.” His eyes roamed my body. “Get dressed before I fuck you again and really get us in trouble.”

      “Is that a threat or a promise?” I teased.

      He winked. “Both.”

      I giggled, reaching for the panties he handed me and quickly dressed. We both used our fingers to try and tame our wild hair before declaring we were about as fixed as we were going to get. He was the first to step outside of the plastic, checking to see if the coast was clear before gesturing for me to follow him.

      We stepped in the elevator. I looked at him, noticing a hair out of place, and reached up to smooth it down. He grabbed my wrist. I looked into his eyes, wondering what was wrong. Before I knew what he was about to do, he spun me around and slammed his mouth against mine while pushing me against the back of the elevator.

      I heard the elevator ding. He pulled away from me, winked, and pulled me out of the elevator.

      “What was that about?” I asked, slightly out of breath.

      “You’re not the only one that can be spontaneous.”

      I laughed, following him through the lobby. I saw a security camera mounted in a corner and couldn’t resist flipping it off. I hoped the camera in the elevator caught the smoldering kiss. I felt alive and sated and completely happy with life in general.

      Ashton opened the back door of the car that had just pulled up and gestured for me to get inside.

      I slid over, watching his long legs fold up as he got in beside me. “Well, that was a very interesting meeting, Mr. Wolfe,” I said with a coy smile.

      “Interesting is one word for it,” he answered before telling the driver to take us back to his office.

      I had a feeling I was really going to enjoy working for him. I just had to remember to keep my feelings out of it. I couldn’t be falling head over heels for my boss. It would never work between us. It was an office thing and nothing more.
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      It was very different working with Willow now. It was like we understood each other and just clicked. We didn’t have to say a lot. We just kind of knew what was needed. She was still the same Willow, but there was something different. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I liked it.

      Maybe I was different. Maybe I was softening in my old age.

      Nah, it was the sex.

      I had gotten laid more in the last week than I had in the last three months. But it wasn’t just about getting laid. It was the fact that I had a relationship with Willow that went beyond the sex. That wasn’t normal for me. I was finding I liked it. I wanted to keep things going the way they were. I liked the easy way we could joke and tease and not have to worry about saying the wrong thing.

      I pushed the button, buzzing her to come into my office. I could have just as easily gotten my ass up and gone out to her or picked up the phone and talked to her that way. But I didn’t because I wanted to lay eyes on her and preferably in a place where we weren’t likely to be seen by anyone. I didn’t want to hurt her reputation or open myself up to rumors by getting caught making eyes at my secretary.

      A few seconds later, she opened the door. “Yes?”

      “Did that report come in?” I asked, knowing she would know what I was talking about.

      She nodded. “Let me grab it. I also have the insurance information. It looks like most of the loss is covered. I don’t know if it’s exactly what it would be worth if sold, but it looks like a fair settlement. It took some haggling. Those insurance adjusters are such cheap asses.”

      “Thank you for handling it for me.”

      “If anyone asks, I’m your VP of operations,” she said with a laugh. “They weren’t interested in talking to your secretary.”

      “You can be the Tooth Fairy if you want. You have earned it. I do appreciate you handling it for me. That’s usually stuff Kyle would deal with. I’m not great with the people side of things and playing nice.”

      She let out a loud laugh. “Gee, you don’t say. I’m shocked. Absolutely shocked to hear that. Here I thought you were Mr. Congeniality.”

      “Ha. Ha. Don’t you work for me? Shouldn’t you be nice to me or at least pretend to be nice?”

      She looked behind her before stepping inside a few more steps. “I think I’ve been very nice to you. If I remember correctly, you had some very nice moments that I am going to take credit for.”

      My cock jerked. “Very nice indeed,” I answered, my voice thick with desire.

      She walked out, giving me a nice view of her ass lovingly hugged in the fitted pants she was wearing. She had on a pair of low heels that gave her butt a nice lift. I was anxious to get my hands on her again but wasn’t sure that was on the table. I didn’t want to press anything. I would take it one day at a time and let her lead the way. The last thing I needed was to push too hard and scare her away.

      She came back into the office and handed me a folder. “Thanks.”

      I expected her to go back to her desk, but as she sometimes did, she took a seat. “Have you ever heard back from your possible baby mama?”

      I smirked. “No, and I won’t because she is not my baby mama.”

      “You keep saying that, but what if she is?”

      I looked her in the eyes. “She isn’t.”

      She crossed her legs, her foot bouncing as she studied me. “You’re very confident in that.”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      “Did you ever date her?”

      I knew the woman, or rather, I had met her. “I don’t think I would call it dating.”

      There was a flash of what looked like anger in her eyes. “You fucked her. You had a little hookup. A wham, bam, thank you ma’am.”

      I raised one brow. “I believe it was the other way around.”

      “You’re saying she used you for sex?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?”

      She smirked. “I suppose not.”

      That was the right answer. I knew she had liked sex with me. The last encounter had told me that. “Women want me for my money. They think they can get to me through sex, like they wield some magic power over me.”

      She cocked her head to the side, her eyes narrowing on me. “Careful what you say next.”

      I smiled. “I was not implying anything.”

      “Good, because it would not be even remotely close to the truth.”

      I nodded, understanding what she was saying without using the words. I knew she hadn’t slept with me in an attempt to get to my money. She had sex with me because she wanted it as much as I did. It wasn’t a quid pro quo. There weren’t any expectations. We were two adults that were fiercely attracted to one another in a purely sexual nature.

      “I would never offend you like that,” I said, feeling like I owed her a little something.

      She smiled. “I would hope not. Always remember I’m the one that orders your food and makes your coffee. You really don’t want to bite the hand that feeds you.”

      I chuckled, not missing her threat at all. “Duly noted.”

      “Why do you think they only want your money?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Experience.”

      She nodded, her blue eyes holding mine. “You’ve been used and abused?”

      I smirked. “I don’t think it got that far, but I figured out what was going on soon enough.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, and I believed she really meant the words.

      “It’s okay. I don’t think I’m any worse for wear. It happened a long time ago.”

      “Have you ever had a serious relationship?” she pressed.

      Normally, I would balk at the invasive questions, but with her, I knew she was genuinely curious. She wouldn’t use the information against me or find a way to burn me with it. “Not really. You?”

      She smiled. “Yes. A very long time ago.”

      “Once?”

      “It was all it took for me to learn my lesson,” she said.

      “Ah, I guess we have something in common.”

      “What about family?” she asked. “You’re not getting any younger. Have you thought about settling down and starting a family?”

      The very thought had me cringing. “No. Definitely not. I don’t want any of that.”

      “Any of that? You make it sound like a disease.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want a family. I don’t want kids. I don’t want the white picket fence. I like being who I am with no ties to anyone.”

      She visibly shrank away. I knew my words were harsh. I didn’t necessarily mean them to sound quite so harsh, but it was the way I felt. I didn’t want a family. I didn’t want people to depend on me. I didn’t want to depend on anyone else. The thought terrified me. I didn’t want to give anyone, not even my own children, the power to hurt me.

      “Wow, you are really adamant about that,” she said.

      I shrugged. “It’s just who I am.”

      She nodded, but I could see my words bothered her. I hadn’t meant to offend her or sound harsh, but I was who I was. I never tried to pretend otherwise. That took way too much energy to try and be someone I wasn’t.

      “I guess we all have our quirks,” she said with a forced smile.

      “I guess we do.”

      Thankfully, I was saved by the ringing phone. I almost hooted with joy at being saved from what was becoming a very awkward conversation. We had never gotten personal. We didn’t talk about feelings and dreams and the stuff that could get a guy in trouble.

      “I better get that,” she said. “That’s my cell.”

      “Your cell?”

      “Yes, I do have one. I’m not that out of fashion.”

      She got up and left the office, closing the door behind her. She never closed my door. I got the distinct feeling I had offended her or pissed her off. I didn’t see how she could be upset by the fact I didn’t want a family.

      A frightening thought occurred to me. Had I been wrong about what she wanted? Was she actually thinking we could have a relationship that included a wedding and a few kids? I shuddered at the thought. I liked Willow. I really liked her, and she was probably the first woman I had ever really enjoyed spending time with, but I was not the marrying type.

      I didn’t want kids out of wedlock or in wedlock. I didn’t want someone calling me daddy and expecting me to love them. I didn’t know how to love. I wouldn’t know how to love a child. I would be a horrible father, and I would never put a kid through that. I didn’t know the first thing about being a loving father. I didn’t know how to hold a child or how to encourage it when there was a struggle of some sort. I was stoic. I was an asshole on a good day. I was not born to be a family man. I knew that as sure as I knew the sky was blue.

      My door opened and Willow appeared once again. She wasn’t smiling. She looked worried. “I need to go.”

      “It’s just after lunch,” I said.

      “I know, and I’m sorry, but I really need to go.”

      That irritated me more than it should have. “I need you to come back. I’ve got a meeting at three and I need someone here to handle the calls.”

      She grimaced, then nodded. “Fine, I’ll come back.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Fine,” she murmured, but it was clearly not fine.

      Before I could press her for more information, she was out the door. I had no idea what that was about. I hoped it wasn’t what I had said about not wanting a family. She really couldn’t be upset about me not wanting a family. I was going to have to rethink our little thing we had going.

      The phone rang and I quickly remembered I was the man of the hour. I needed to answer the phone, or it was going to voicemail. I was expecting an important call from a diamond jeweler and I didn’t want to miss it. After the disastrous meeting on Monday, I was upping my game. I wanted to get to the top. Those assholes thought I was in a position to be bought out. I wasn’t selling until I was old and cranky and physically incapable of running my company. Until then, they would all just have to sit back and watch me climb to the top.

      I answered the phone, only to discover it was someone asking about a suit they had ordered. I had no idea how they got to my line and I wasn’t really all that sure how to send them back. I gave them the number for the guy that handled the orders.

      “Hurry your ass up, Willow,” I groaned when the phone rang again. I hated answering the phone. I hated talking to people in general. I especially hated annoying questions. I wondered just how many of these calls Willow took in a day. I never really noticed the phone ringing. I sure as hell did now.
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      I was shaking by the time I got to the school. There was the initial shock, anger, and then fear. I prayed my baby was okay. I didn’t know the whole story, but I was told Jake had been in a fight and had sustained minor injuries. I would decide what was minor and what warranted a trip to the urgent care.

      I walked in on legs that felt like they would give out from under me at any moment. “I’m Willow Patting,” I blurted out to the young woman sitting behind the front desk.

      “Oh, yes, they’re expecting you. Do you know where Mrs. Shields’ office is?”

      “Yes,” I answered and moved down the hall, knowing exactly where the office was. Lord knew I had visited it often enough.

      I knocked on the door and was told to come in. I practically threw the door open. “Where is he?” I asked, expecting him to be in her office.

      “He’s at the nurse’s office,” she answered.

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      “He’s fine,” she assured me. She got to her feet and gestured for me to take a seat. “It’s a bruise, but obviously, it’s up to you to decide what to do.”

      I swallowed the lump of fear that had been lodged in my throat. I sat down, the fear for his safety fading and anger creeping back in. “Pardon my French, but what the hell happened?”

      She sighed, taking her seat once again. “I’m sorry. We’ve talked about this so many times, I just don’t know what to say.”

      “Same boys?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I understand you’ve gotten him into another school for next year?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t resolve this year. What happened?”

      “There was an incident involving Jake and the same three boys we’ve been dealing with this whole year.”

      “Incident. I don’t like that word. It was a fight, right? What happened? Did Jake start it?”

      She shook her head. “No, not this time. Those three boys jumped him.” She held up her hand when my hands grabbed the armrests on the chair. I was going to kick some little shits’ ass. “It wasn’t bad. It was stopped almost as soon as it started.”

      “Almost is a really big word when you’re talking about my son being jumped by three boys, one of which I know is much bigger than he is. Isn’t the little monster in the fifth grade? I want their names, and I want the names of their parents. If there is even one little scratch on my child, I am going to make them wish they would have done a better job disciplining their children.”

      “Willow, I can’t do that, but I can assure you it has been dealt with,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Just like it’s been dealt with every other time?” I snapped.

      She looked properly ashamed. I immediately felt bad for lashing out. It wasn’t her fault. She had been very kind to Jake and understanding of our situation.

      “I’m truly sorry,” she said. “I wish we could stop all bullying, but it feels like we’re going against a rising tide. We are constantly holding assemblies and encouraging students to be nice. It’s exhausting.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m not angry with you. I’m angry with the situation. I hate that they can’t just get along. I hate that they feel like their only option is to beat the hell out of each other. I’m sorry. I’m frazzled.”

      “It’s okay. I understand.”

      “Is Jake suspended?” I asked, ready to go to battle for him. If he had been jumped, I didn’t see why he should have to be punished.

      She offered a smile. “No. He truly was an innocent party in this. He told me he promised you he wouldn’t get in any more trouble. He also told me you had a new job. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. He did promise me, but this is the second time that I know about that he’s been taken advantage of because he isn’t fighting back. I can’t tell you how much that angers me. He’s trying to let it go and these kids just won’t leave it alone. What is their beef with him?”

      She shrugged. “Who knows? It’s always something about he said this, or he looked at me funny. There is no rhyme or reason for it.”

      “And Jake is all right?” I asked again.

      “Yes. He didn’t want me to call you, but I told him I had to. I think it would probably be best if he went home for the day. A nice long weekend will help him cool down, and hopefully, he can start fresh on Monday. We only have a couple more months of school and I would really like to get through the year without any more incidents.”

      “You and me both.”

      “I’m sorry he’s having such a hard time,” she said. “I think he’s a great kid.”

      I nodded. “He is a good kid, and please don’t take it personally, but I can’t wait until he gets to go to a new school.”

      “I don’t take it personally at all. I know one of the administrators at the school. It’s a great school, and from what she tells me, the bullying is minimal.”

      “Hallelujah!”

      She laughed. “Come on. I’ll walk with you to see Jake.”

      We strolled down the hall, just a few doors down. Jake was sitting on one of the couches, watching the small television that was on a table in the corner. He looked so defeated. It broke my heart to see him like that. My eyes searched his face for any bruising or scratches.

      “Hi, buddy,” I said.

      He looked up at me. “I didn’t mean to do it.”

      I couldn’t hold back. I knew he was a big boy, and he would probably die of embarrassment, but I had to hug him. I pulled him in close. “I know. It’s okay. I’m going to take you out of school for the rest of the day, okay?”

      “Am I in big trouble?”

      Mrs. Shields stepped forward. “Not at all, Jake. We’ll see you back on Monday. Go home and take care of yourself.”

      I took Jake’s hand, and much to my surprise, he didn’t pull away. I picked up his backpack, and together, we walked out of the school. I hated sending him to a place I felt like was slowly destroying who he was. I was going to give it one more shot, and if there was another situation, I would pull him out of school. I would not allow him to be subjected to what could only be described as a slow torture.

      I got him in the car before I had to tell him we had to go to my work for a couple of hours before we could go home. “Do you want to tell me what happened?” I asked him from the front seat. I put the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it.

      “I didn’t start it, Mom,” he said right away.

      “I know. Why were they mad at you?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. They say stupid things all the time. I wanted to yell back at them, but I don’t want you to get in trouble at your new job. Are you going to get fired?”

      I smiled. “No, I’m not going to get fired. I do have to go back to the office for a little bit. You’ll have to come with me and sit quietly.”

      “Okay.”

      “What were they saying to you?” I asked, wanting an answer that I could fix.

      “I don’t know, dumb stuff. They called me a crybaby and stuff.”

      I nodded, not surprised. It was the typical kid behavior, but I didn’t like that it seemed to be so constant for him. “And you didn’t say anything back?”

      “No.”

      “Did they hit you?”

      “One of them knocked me on the ground,” he said, holding up his hands that were red, but it didn’t look bad.

      “Did you hit back?”

      “No,” he quickly said. “You told me not to. I didn’t. I promise I didn’t.”

      “I believe you. Did anyone kick or punch you, or did you just get knocked to the ground?” I was almost afraid of the answer. I was barely controlling the rage I felt.

      “Billy tried to punch me but he’s weak,” Jake mumbled.

      I saw red. It was a flash of heat through my body that made my ears warm. “Did he hit you?” I repeated.

      “He hit my shoulder.”

      I turned around to look at him again, studying his face. “Not your face?”

      “No. Mr. Reynolds got there really fast.”

      I sighed with relief. I could not imagine how bad it would have gotten had the teacher not been right there to stop it. I would have absolutely found the families of the brats and raised hell. The school had to be diplomatic and fair—I didn’t.

      “Thank you for being a good boy,” I told him. “But if anything like this happens again, I don’t expect you to lay down and take it. Try and get to a teacher, but you don’t have to get hurt. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I know. Are you mad?”

      “No. I am not mad. I’m proud of you. You are a very good kid, and one day, all those other kids are going to know it. I know it sounds like forever, but one day, it does end, and it does get better.”

      “Did you get beat up when you were my age?” he asked with wide eyes.

      I shrugged. “It was a little different when I was in school, and the girls were more about saying mean things rather than trying to hurt me. I don’t even think about those girls anymore. One day, you’ll forget all about this stuff.”

      He groaned. “I hope so. I really don’t like it.”

      His words tugged at my heart. “I know, buddy. Just hang in there. The new school should be much better.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “All right, we better get to work. My boss is going to be missing me.”

      “I’m excited to see your work,” he said with a big smile.

      “I’m excited to show you,” I told him.

      I wasn’t excited for Ashton to see Jake, especially after the conversation we had just had. It wasn’t like I was looking for a daddy for Jake, but I had a feeling Ashton would balk at the idea of me being a mom. A lot of men I had tried to date in the early years of just me and Jake had run the other way when they found out I was a mother. I often wondered where they had been finding their dates. It seemed like a lot of single women had kids. I wasn’t exactly a freak of nature.

      Ashton didn’t have to like it. I was a mom and my role as a mother was my top priority. If my parental status made me unattractive to Ashton, so be it. I didn’t care. We could go on working together and never do anything again.

      I hated the idea of that, but I knew whatever it was that was happening between us wasn’t anything real. It was a fling. An office romance, light on the romance and heavy on the sex. I expected nothing from him and I wanted nothing from him.

      “Here we are,” I said, parking in my usual spot in the garage. “Take your backpack and you can work on homework. You’ll have to be really quiet because it is an office and I have to talk on the phone a lot.”

      “I will,” he promised.

      I walked in, nodding at the receptionist who looked surprised to see me with my son. I didn’t realize the fact I was a parent could be so shocking.

      “Go ahead and sit right there while I let my boss know I’m back,” I told him.

      He sat down in the chair opposite my desk. He was looking around, taking it all in. I took a deep breath and prepared to go into Ashton’s office. As it turned out, I didn’t have to go in.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” I heard Ashton say as he opened the door. He froze in the doorway, his eyes immediately going to Jake. He looked at me with a flash of irritation. I wasn’t sure if he was pissed I’d brought my kid or the fact that I had a kid. It didn’t look good for me. I had been fired enough times to know what it looked like in the moments before it happened.

      There was always a look of anger, irritation, and disgust, which was generally followed by the request for me to get my things and go. I never blamed Jake for getting fired. He was just being a kid, doing what kids do. If he had a normal household with two parents or a mother that could afford a nanny or an extended family to lean on when he was sick or needing to leave school, it wouldn’t be an issue. It was just me and Jake, and that meant I had to leave, and I usually ended up losing a job.

      “Hi,” I said for lack of anything better to say.
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      There was a kid. In my office. I didn’t know what to think. Or do. I looked at Willow, then back at the kid that was staring at me with big brown eyes. The resemblance between him and Willow was obvious. She had a kid. Not a baby but a kid. I couldn’t even get my head around the idea. I did a mental rewind, trying to think if she had ever mentioned the fact she had a son.

      She had not. I would have remembered a detail like that. I was sure of it. She had kept the information from me.

      “Willow?”

      “Ashton,” she answered in her usual flippant way.

      “Can I have a word?”

      She bit her lower lip. Her nonchalance had vanished and now she looked worried. As she should. I was not happy to have a kid in my office. “Right now?” she squeaked.

      “Yes, right now please,” I said, trying to keep my temper under control.

      She let out a dramatic sigh. “Just a second,” she said before turning to the boy. “Sit here and don’t move. Don’t touch anything.”

      “Okay, Mom,” he answered, confirming my suspicion. Really, it wasn’t hard to figure out he was her son, but part of me was hoping she would tell me she found the kid wandering the street and brought him in to keep him safe.

      I walked into the office, standing at the door and waiting for her to follow me in. When she did, I closed the door behind her and stared at her. “What the hell is that?” I asked in a low voice to keep the boy from overhearing.

      “That is a child. My child. I would think you have seen a kid before. They are the things that walk the earth before they turn into us.”

      “No shit. Don’t get cute with me. Why didn’t you tell me you had a son? How many kids do you have?”

      She sighed. “I only have the one. Jake. I didn’t tell you because it’s really none of your business. How many kids do you have?”

      I opened my mouth before snapping it shut. “None. You know that.”

      She shrugged. “Not really. It isn’t like we really know much of anything about each other. I don’t go around blabbing about my personal life. Jake is my business.”

      “You have a kid,” I repeated.

      “Yes, Ashton, I have a kid. A son. He’s nine.”

      I shook my head, still trying to process what I had seen. “Why wouldn’t you mention that? Is that why you’re always out of here right at four-thirty?”

      “Not that it matters, but yes. I have a personal life, as do you. I don’t mix my personal life with my professional life. What we are doing is at the office, nothing else. Why would I tell you about my son?”

      “Why is he here?” I asked, realizing she was right. I had no business asking her shit about her kid. I didn’t want to be that close to her. To anyone.

      “Because I got a call from the school and I had to pick him up.”

      “Why?” I pressed, not taking the answer that offered no information. It hadn’t been that long since I was in school. They didn’t make a parent pick up their kid unless he was in trouble or sick. He didn’t look sick.

      “Because I was asked to.”

      I closed my eyes. “Willow, stop being dodgy. What the hell happened? Is this something you expect to do often?”

      “No, it isn’t. It was a bit of an emergency. I had to pick him up. You said you wanted me back here. Here I am.”

      “What happened to him at school?”

      She let out a sigh. “He got beat up.”

      That made me a little sad. I knew what it was like to be the kid that got beat up all the time. I didn’t want to add to the kid’s problems by being a dick to him or his mother. “He shouldn’t be here,” I said with a little less bluster.

      “I didn’t want to bring him here, but I can’t very well leave him home alone.”

      I nodded. “I get it, but this isn’t a daycare. This isn’t the place for kids. It’s a place of business.”

      “I know that, and I don’t plan on making this a thing,” she said with obvious exhaustion. “It was an emergency. He’ll be quiet. You won’t even know he’s here.”

      “I saw him. I have eyes. I know he’s here.”

      “You know what I mean,” she scowled.

      “I can’t do it,” I told her. “If I make an exception for you, I have to do it for everyone. I can’t show you any favoritism.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      “You need to take him home,” I said, knowing that meant I was on my own for the rest of the day. I had come to depend on her more than I cared to admit. I didn’t like being at the office when she wasn’t there. She just made things so much easier. I refused to think of it as anything more than that.

      “I can keep him quiet while I finish out the day,” she said, almost pleading with me.

      Everything started to make so much more sense. I understood why she needed the hours and why she had approached me for the job. She had a child to support. That brought up another question. Where was the kid’s father?

      I didn’t ask. I couldn’t. It wasn’t any of my business and I had a feeling she wouldn’t have told me anyway.

      “I need you to go home,” I said again, unwilling to bend the rules even once.

      She sighed, shaking her head. “Glad to see you haven’t lost that hard edge. I would hate for anyone to think you had gone soft in your old age. You’re as hard as they come, and please, don’t take that as a compliment.”

      “Willow, I’m not trying to be a dick here, but this is my office. I have clients that come in. I have other employees. I can’t have a kid making a bunch of noise and disrupting the flow of work. This is a quiet place. I don’t even have music coming through the speakers.”

      She scoffed. “You don’t have to try and be a dick. It comes naturally to you.”

      “Willow.”

      “Don’t say any more. I get it. I can hear the ruckus my son is making. I would hate for the sound of paper being written on to get in the way of your business. It is rather obnoxious.” She opened the door and walked out before I could say another word. “Jake, put your homework back in your backpack. We get to go home for the day.”

      She made it sound like she was excited. Her son jumped out of the chair, obviously thrilled to get out of hanging out in the office. “Okay, Mom,” he said.

      Willow collected her purse, shut down her computer, and shot me one last dirty look before she and her son walked away. I had every chance to apologize. I had every chance to tell her it was okay this one time. I didn’t. I couldn’t. I couldn’t explain why, but the last thing I wanted was a kid hanging around.

      I was acting like a chicken. Like I would pick up some kid cooties. I shouldn’t be so hard, especially to a woman who had saved my bacon on Monday and handled some of the things I didn’t want to deal with, like the police and the insurance adjuster. She did a lot for me, and I appreciated all of it, but I couldn’t do it.

      I needed to eat a piece of humble pie. I went back into my office, leaving the door open. The first time the phone rang, I decided I wasn’t in the mood to deal with the calls. I quickly quieted the phones by sending all calls directly to voicemail. It wasn’t exactly good business, but it was better than me answering phones and being cranky.

      I needed to figure out why I was so pissed. Not really pissed, but maybe a little hurt that she didn’t mention something that was kind of a big deal. She said we weren’t friends and things were strictly professional. Once again, I thought about how things went down with Kyle. He had basically told me the same thing. We weren’t friends.

      The shitty part was I had thought we were friends. Not like “let’s have a sleepover” friends, but friends nonetheless. They obviously felt differently about the situation. Kyle needed me in his life because I was his business partner. The moment that changed, he was gone. Willow was in my life because she worked for me. The moment she got tired of the job, she would be gone.

      “Bingo,” I whispered to myself, leaning back in my chair.

      That was what was bothering me. I didn’t need a shrink. I spent so much time alone, I had a very good understanding of how my brain worked. I was pissed and hurt that she didn’t tell me because that meant she didn’t give two shits about me. I actually felt a little used. She wanted my body. I got the distinct feeling she was one of the very few people on the planet who didn’t want me for my money. I had to believe I knew her well enough to know she wasn’t like that.

      But why wouldn’t she be?

      I rubbed my hands over my face. I shifted gears, taking a hard right turn in my brain and letting myself explore another avenue of thinking, one that made me furious. Was she trying to get close to me because she was looking for a father for her son? I knew she struggled financially. She had not been all that shy about that. I would be the perfect sugar daddy.

      I mulled over the thought, wondering if that was really her game. The idea didn’t feel plausible, but I had been surprised by people before. That was one thing I could always count on, being shocked by the things people would do for money.

      Was Willow really after me for my money?
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      My heart raced as I loaded Jake into the car. Ashton had been pissed. I wasn’t sure if he was pissed that I didn’t tell him I had a son or pissed that I had brought him back to the office. I told myself he couldn’t fire me. I had technically not done anything wrong. Plus, I had the one-year contract in place that I would absolutely use to hold on to the job I desperately needed.

      “What’s wrong, Mom?” Jake asked.

      I looked in the rearview mirror. “Huh?”

      “You look mad,” he pointed out.

      I offered him a smile. “I’m not mad at all.”

      “Did you get in trouble too?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not at all. My boss told me to take the rest of the day off.”

      “But I thought you said you had to work,” he pressed.

      “Well, me and my boss thought it would be better if I just went home. Jobs are for adults. Kids don’t have to hang out at boring jobs. When you get old enough, there will be plenty of time for you to hang out at your job.”

      He nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t completely convinced. “Okay.”

      “Maybe we can go by and see if Aunt Lilly is home,” I suggested.

      “But I don’t have my swim trunks,” he said.

      “We left them there on our last visit.”

      He grinned. “Yes! Let’s go.”

      “Let me call and make sure she’s home.”

      I quickly called her, found she was home, and invited myself over. She was always up for hanging out. I wanted Jake to have a little fun after the rough day he had endured. An afternoon at Lilly’s place would help him forget all about the nastiness that had happened at school.

      We pulled into the driveway of her house, and as usual, Jake was off and running before I could even get out of the car. I collected my purse and followed behind him.

      Lilly appeared with a drink in hand. “I know there is a story. You can stay long enough to drink this now and have some dinner while it works its way out of your system.”

      I grinned, taking the Moscow Mule from her. I dropped my purse on the island in the kitchen and headed for the patio. “Thank you. I do need a drink.”

      “I’ll grab some snacks.”

      “You don’t have to feed us,” I told her.

      “I like to feed people.”

      “See, you have that maternal instinct you are fighting so hard to ignore. You want to feed people.”

      “I want to feed my dog as well, does that make me maternal?” she quipped.

      “You don’t have a dog. That makes you crazy.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh. Whatever. Go sit down and take a load off. Jake is changing and I’m sure he will be splashing you in no time. I’m going to grab some snacks and I’ll be right out. I want snacks.”

      I carried my drink outside and stretched out on one of the chairs. Jake came out a minute later and immediately dove into the pool. I watched as he frolicked without a care in the world. Ashton sending me home had turned out to be a very good thing.

      Lilly joined us a few minutes later, putting down a tray of cheese and crackers with an assortment of meats on the side. She sipped on her own drink before settling in on the chair next to mine. “What happened?” she asked in a low voice so Jake wouldn’t overhear.

      “Those same brats. Three on one this time. Thankfully, a teacher stopped it before it got bad. They pushed him down and tried to hit him, but their aim was off.”

      “Oh my god. What little rug rats.”

      I scoffed. “That is not what I called them.”

      “So did he get kicked out?” she asked.

      “No, but he was upset for obvious reasons. The counselor felt it was probably better if he went home for the day.”

      “And the little shits that attacked him?”

      I shrugged. “She couldn’t tell me but told me they had been dealt with. I swear if they come after him again, I will make them very sorry.”

      “You can’t beat up little kids,” she lectured.

      “Watch me.”

      She giggled. “I know you would do it. He only has a little longer. Do you think he’ll make it to the end of the year?”

      I let out a long sigh. “If he can’t, I’ll pull him out. Although I’m not sure what I’ll do with him. I took him back to the office and my boss flipped out. He told me to leave and take the kid. Not quite in those words, but it was made very clear my son was not welcome in his place of business.”

      She winced. “Ouch.”

      I nodded. “He acted like he had seen a monster. Jake was quietly sitting and doing absolutely nothing.”

      “I guess he really doesn’t want kids. There goes the idea of scoring a little brother for Jake by him.”

      I curled my lip. “Absolutely not.”

      She laughed. “We need to find him a male figure,” she said, her tone turning serious.

      “I know. Honestly, when he was a baby, I kept thinking I would start dating once he was a toddler. I was thinking I would start dating, fall in love with a man that would love him as his own, and we would have a big happy family. Then he was a toddler, and I told myself once he started school, I would have more time. And now, he’s nine. I’m no closer to finding time to date and he still doesn’t have a father figure in his life. I know it isn’t necessarily a requirement, but I want him to have a man he can look up to. I want him to have a man he can emulate. I’m a tough old bird, but I’m not a man.”

      “Thank god you’re not,” she said. “That could be very awkward.”

      “I need a man.”

      “So there’s this new thing I’ve been approached to be a part of,” she said. The way she said it made me think it wasn’t a great thing.

      “A thing that somehow relates to me needing a man?” I questioned. “I’m not going to be auctioned off for charity, nor do I have the money to rent a man.”

      She slapped at my arm. “No. You’ve heard of big brother programs, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “The group that approached me wants to start one up.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Isn’t there already a program?”

      “This wouldn’t actually be the program but a similar situation.”

      Listening to the way she was talking was not convincing me it was a good idea. “Why do I get the feeling you don’t actually want any part of it?”

      She shrugged. “Because initially, I didn’t. It’s a lot of responsibility to be a mentor. I prefer to write a check and leave it up to other people that know what they are doing to hang out with the kids. I’m not mentor material.”

      “That isn’t true. Jake loves you. He looks up to you.”

      She made a face. “You should probably think twice about letting him hang out with me. Look around. I’m a spoiled, lazy woman, creeping into my thirties with no prospects in life. I don’t have a job. I’ve never had a job and I don’t want a job. I spend money and lay about. I’m not exactly the kind of person kids should be emulating.”

      “You are a great role model. It isn’t just about what you do with your time. It’s about your personality. You are warm and friendly and incredibly generous. You have a way about you that is light and airy. People need more of that in their lives. Kids don’t want to hang out with adults that are stressed out and burdened with their own worries. Your life is virtually worry free, which makes it so easy to be around you.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, but you’re only saying that because I’m your friend.”

      “I’m saying that because you are my friend and that is why you are my friend. Do you think I would hang out with a rich bitch like you if you were any other way?”

      She laughed. “Oh, Willow, always just putting it all out there. I’m going to buy you a filter for your face. You must learn to filter your thoughts.”

      “Nah, I don’t have time for that. I’m a woman on the move.”

      “I’m serious,” she said, turning to face me. “Will you think about it?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Will I be able to vet these people? I am not about to leave my kid with a stranger.”

      “I’m sure they are vetted. I don’t have the details. It’s all kind of new, and they are looking for help, financially as well as volunteers.”

      “I can help,” I quickly said. “Maybe a tit for tat. I’ll mentor the daughter of a single dad and he can mentor my son.”

      “It’s not Tinder,” she shot back.

      “I didn’t mean it like that!”

      She snickered. “You said tit.”

      I groaned, rolling my eyes and shaking my head. “I take back everything I said. You should not be around children.”

      She burst into laughter. “I told you.”

      We settled in and watched Jake. I thought more about the idea and decided it would be a great way for him to meet new people in what I assumed would be a safe environment. “I think I’m very interested. Is this a local foundation?”

      “Not yet. It’s why they came to me. They want me to be the lady that does the charity work and make it my pet project. I do need something I can focus my time and energy on, but I’m just not sure that’s the one.”

      “Why not? I think you would be amazing. You can hire a program director and you run all the stuff behind the scenes. You schmooze and ask your rich friends for money and organize benefits and what not to fund the program.”

      She looked at me. “You should be the one they approached.”

      “I’m poor. Nobody is approaching me about anything. Even the panhandlers on the street know better than to ask me for spare change.”

      She laughed again. “Now you’re guilting me into it. I feel like I have to do it.”

      “You know you want to do it. You just get panicky when anything that requires any kind of commitment comes your way. Like you said, this is a great way for you to focus your time. You would have something to do every day, something meaningful. I think it’s a great opportunity. I’m ordering you to do it.”

      “What if it’s a shady front for something awful?”

      “It isn’t.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “If it is, you walk away,” I told her.

      “But—”

      “No buts. Make the call. I want my son to be a part of this program and I won’t feel comfortable if you’re not a part of it as well. I trust you. Therefore, I trust the people you let be a part of it. I warn you. Vet them well. You do not want any perverts getting mixed up with your program.”

      “Well, duh, I know that.”

      “I’m excited for you,” I said after we had sat in silence for a while.

      “For what?”

      “Your new job. Although it’s a job that won’t pay you a nickel, I know you are going to find it very rewarding. I’m proud of you.”

      “I haven’t done anything yet,” she mumbled.

      “But you will, especially if you know it will help Jake.” I turned to look at her and saw her small smile.

      “You’re right. That kid has me wrapped around his little pinky.”
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      Things were very tense and uncomfortable between Willow and me. Ever since that day I had asked her to take her son home, she had barely said more than a couple of words to me. It was all about work. There was no joking, no teasing—nothing. I didn’t think I liked Willow when she was strictly business. It was dull. It wasn’t what I was used to at all, and I never wanted to get used to it.

      I wasn’t exactly making any real effort to talk to her either, I supposed. I had been aloof and my normal self. It was her constant jokes that had brought out another side of me. A side I didn’t even know existed until I had met her. It wasn’t just her I missed. It was the person she made me that I missed.

      But I told myself that was for the best. Things were getting way too hot between us. I didn’t want to end up feeling things for her that I had no business feeling. It was better to cut things off before they could really get complicated. It was going to be a very long eleven months.

      There was a soft knock on the door. I waited for her to come in. She didn’t. That was her other new thing. She no longer barged in without warning. She knocked and waited for me to ask her to enter. “Come in,” I said with exasperation.

      She walked in, wearing a skirt I had seen on her a few times before. It was tight and short and made me think about sliding my hand up it. I blinked, reminding myself I didn’t do that anymore. We didn’t do that anymore. We were strictly boss and employee.

      She closed the door behind her. It was something else she had started doing. She had told me she didn’t want to interfere with my quiet place. It was a very thinly veiled insult. She was still pissed about what I had said about her son disturbing the quiet.

      “Good morning,” she greeted with a forced smile. “Here’s your schedule.” She dropped a piece of paper on my desk.

      “Thank you.”

      She stood in front of my desk. I looked up at her, refusing to get lost in the blue eyes that always made me feel things I wasn’t used to feeling. Things I didn’t really want to feel. I could see the question in her eyes. I dreaded what was coming.

      “Is it always going to be like this?” she asked.

      “Like what?”

      She frowned, and her eyes held a hint of worry. “Are you going to fire me?”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because you’ve barely spoken to me since you found out I had a son.”

      I smirked. “That goes both ways. You haven’t been yourself and you have barely looked at me.”

      She shrugged, sitting down in the chair. “Because you were really pissed that day. You’re still pissed. I can feel it.”

      “I’m not pissed.”

      “Liar,” she shot back.

      That was a little more like the old Willow. “I’m not lying. Why would I be pissed?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Exactly. Why are you pissed? And don’t say you aren’t because you are. I can see it. I can feel it. I know I don’t know you, but I know you well enough. I know you can be a dick, but you have been especially dickish.”

      I frowned. “Is that even a word?”

      “Is that really the point?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “What happened?” she asked, her voice much softer. “Why is it such a problem that I have a son?”

      I threw my hands up. “Because you didn’t tell me!”

      That seemed to shock her. “What?”

      “You’ve worked here how long, and you didn’t even mention your son one time?”

      She shook her head. “Why would I? I honestly didn’t think you would care. I don’t understand why you do care.”

      I rubbed my jaw. “I talked to you and told you things about me that I have never told anyone else.”

      “Ashton, you barely told me anything. I know the basics, like where you worked and went to school, but I don’t know anything personal about you.”

      “It’s more than most people know.”

      She frowned before nodding. “Okay. I didn’t know that though.”

      “Whatever.”

      She smiled. “Now you sound like my son.”

      It was a glimpse of the old Willow. “It’s like you have this secret life that I knew nothing about.”

      “I’m sorry. I like to keep my personal life out of my work life. Too often, people see me as handicapped in some way because I have a kid. I cannot count the number of jobs I have lost because of my single mother status. Usually because I have to leave or call in or because I’m distracted. I don’t go around blabbing about my son because then people ask questions.”

      “You are very forward,” I said. “I don’t understand why that would be an issue for you.”

      “It’s not an issue, but it isn’t like we are girlfriends, and it isn’t like there is a bunch of pillow talk. I didn’t want to make things weird between us.”

      That part, I understood. “Okay, I get it. I guess. Any other secret kids?”

      She laughed. “No. Jake is my only son.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I don’t think it’s all that interesting. Lots of people have kids.”

      “You know what I mean,” I groaned. It was hard to have a battle of words with her. She always had a quick comeback. I couldn’t always keep up.

      “I do.”

      “Can I ask about him?”

      “Are you asking about him or are you asking about how he came to be in this world?” she asked.

      I wanted to know the latter, but that would be overstepping. “Him. What happened that day?”

      She blew out a breath. “It’s been an ongoing thing. School these days is hard for kids, especially kids that have certain disadvantages.”

      “Like what kind of disadvantage?”

      “Me. I’m a single mom. I’ve never made a lot of money. He doesn’t have all the cool toys and wear all the cool clothes. Kids pick on anything they think isn’t normal. They really pick on him. It started last year, and it just keeps getting worse.”

      I nodded with understanding. I knew it all too well. “Have you thought about putting him in a different school?”

      Her warm smile filtered through me, warming me. “I have, and I am, but I didn’t want to pull him out so close to the end of the year. My friend got him into a private school that I hope is going to be much better for him.”

      “A private school? Isn’t that going to be expensive?”

      She grinned. “The good thing about being poor is rich people want to help you. He got a scholarship. He even got a voucher for uniforms. All I need to do is get him dressed and to school every morning.”

      “Good. Great. That is awesome, and I hope it will work much better for him. Getting bullied is no fun at all.”

      “No, I don’t imagine it is.”

      “Has it happened since then?” I asked. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt a sense of responsibility for him. He wasn’t mine, and I didn’t even know him, but we shared a lot in common. I felt a kinship with him and hated that another child was suffering like I had.

      She blew out a breath. “No. At least not that he has told me and not that the school has told me.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. That is rough business.”

      “I’m sure it will get better.”

      A sudden realization dawned on me. “That’s why you don’t want me to rent space in that new building,” I said.

      She shrugged. “With Jake’s problems at school, I need to be kind of close. I can’t be on the other side of town and risk getting stuck in traffic in case there’s another incident. I get serious anxiety when I’m too far away from him.”

      I slowly nodded, not truly getting it but having a little better understanding. “I suppose that’s wise.”

      “I’m a little crazy in that respect. I can be a little overprotective.”

      “Given what your son is going through, I think that is understandable.”

      “I suppose,” she said with a dainty shrug. “He’s halfway grown-up. Soon, he’s not going to want me anywhere near him. I have to take advantage of every minute I have that he will let me be with him.”

      “I get it,” I said, but I didn’t get it. I had no personal experience, so I had no fucking clue about what she was talking about.

      There was an awkward silence between us. “I should go back to my desk. I don’t want to bother you.”

      “You’re not bothering me,” I told her, not wanting her to leave just yet.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      I looked at her. “What? Why are you sorry?”

      “Because I should have been more thoughtful.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Is it?” she asked, getting up and coming around my desk.

      I nodded. “It is. You were doing what you needed to. I get it. It’s all about survival. You learn from your past. You learn from the way you’ve been treated in the past.”

      She smiled at me before closing the laptop and sliding across the desk, forcing me to scoot back a few inches. She looked down at me, those blue eyes flashing with mischief. “You’re my boss.”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      “And lover,” she whispered, drawing out the word on a long breath.

      “Am I?”

      “Yes. Those are two very easy to define labels. We work together and occasionally have sex in the office—or wherever we happen to be. But we don’t talk to one another while lying in bed at night. We don’t send sexy, sweet texts throughout the day. We are co-workers. It’s not complicated. Isn’t that what you want?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t not want it.”

      “Then I don’t think we have a problem.”

      I couldn’t believe it could be that easy. Was she willing to keep up the thing we had going even after what I had done? I couldn’t believe it. I was thrilled, but I couldn’t believe it. “You’re sure about that?”

      She slowly nodded. “Now, I’ll remind you that this is a very quiet place. We can’t be making a bunch of noise that might disturb your co-workers. We don’t want to create a situation that forces you to have to bend the rules for the other employees. You are a professional in a professional environment.”

      I watched, holding my breath as she stood up from where she’d been perched on the edge of my desk and reached behind her. I heard the zipper on her skirt being pulled down ever so slowly. I swallowed, the sound echoing in the room that was too quiet. She slowly, purposefully waggled her hips back and forth, sliding the skirt down her hips.

      I stared at the black lacy thong she had on. All thoughts about where we were vanished from my mind. All I could think about was what was between those legs. I could smell her arousal mixed with the faint scent of her perfume. She leaned forward, reaching for my tie and slowly loosening it. I didn’t move. I felt paralyzed. I had never been paralyzed by desire.

      She dropped to her knees in front of my chair and undid my pants as if it was the most common thing in the world. I reached up and ran a hand through her hair. Her hands reached into my pants, pulling my cock from my underwear and slowly stroking up and down.

      I groaned, settling in for what I knew was going to be a hell of a ride.
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      While some might think my boss had all the power, especially in the current situation, they would be wrong. I held the power. Almost literally, I had the power in that moment. I could see how much he wanted me to put my mouth on his dick. He would never ask for it, but I could see he wanted it. I could feel his body surging in my hand.

      I had the power and I was going to use it to bring us both pleasure. I looked up at him, searching his eyes. He stared back at me, his nostrils flaring as he breathed. I lowered my mouth to the head of his cock. My tongue darted out, lapping over the bulbous head. I heard him hiss through clenched teeth and looked up at him, keeping his dick in my mouth.

      He squeezed his eyes closed, sucking in a deep breath. His hands gripped the armrests. His knuckles turned white with the pressure he wielded. I returned my focus to the task at hand—in hand rather. I sucked hard, bobbing up and down on him. One hand reached into my hair, his fingertips massaging my scalp.

      I was giving him pleasure with my mouth and bringing myself a great deal of pleasure as well. I swayed my hips, mimicking the act of love as I ran my tongue up and down his hard length. I moaned as I moved, sending sweet vibrations through my mouth and directly to my core.

      “Willow, I can’t,” he grunted. “Not like this.”

      I pulled my mouth away, using two fingers to wipe my lips while I looked up at him. “Not like this?” I repeated in a slight daze.

      He got up, yanking me up at the same time. He attacked my panties with a fierceness that would have scared me in any other situation, with any other man. I heard them rip. I gasped with shock and excitement. “Ashton,” I said his name on a breath.

      “You pushed me too far. I can’t fuck around with those goddamn things. Open your legs.”

      He gently pushed me so my butt hit the desk. I opened my legs to him, welcoming him inside. I reached for his cock, pulling him toward me like it was a lead. He shoved my knees open wider. His arm wrapped around me, yanking me forward at the same time his cock found my entry and pushed inside with no readying. I didn’t need his fingers. I was already wet and very willing.

      His body joined with mine. My body recognized his and welcomed the entry. I sighed with a combination of relief and contentment. I felt the same kind of relief in his shoulders. We had been hungry for each other and didn’t even realize it. Well, that was not entirely true. I knew I had been hungry for him. Being around him the past couple of weeks and not being able to touch him had been brutal.

      It was like denying myself chocolate cake, something I never liked to do. I liked cake. “Good,” I murmured.

      “Good?” he whispered next to my ear. “What’s good?”

      “You inside me. It feels so good.” I felt almost drunk, my head kind of lolling back and forth as he slowly moved inside me.

      “It feels good to be inside you,” he rasped. “I can’t look at you without wanting to fuck you. I want to bend you over my desk and pound myself inside you until we are both screaming with pleasure.”

      The first shots of ecstasy flooded my body. “Do that,” I said through the haze of desire. “Do it please.”

      He dropped his mouth to mine, our tongues lashing as we fought to get inside one another’s mouth. “I can’t,” he said.

      “What? Why?” I was whimpering. Begging for him. Any power I had held was gone. He held all the power. I craved him. I craved him a million times more than I craved cake.

      His soft chuckle brushed over me. “Because this is a quiet place.”

      I gasped at his attempt to joke. I pushed against him, only then realizing he still had on his suit jacket. I didn’t think we could have been any more cliché if we tried. I shoved it down his shoulders, wanting to free his arms. Once he shrugged off the jacket, his hands were back on me, rubbing up and down my thighs.

      I shoved him again, much harder than the first time.

      “What the fuck?” he growled when his dick was pulled away from me.

      I hopped off the desk and turned around, placing my hands on his desk and waggling my ass in the air like a cat in heat. I didn’t care how vulgar it was. I felt like I was going to explode if I didn’t get him back inside me. “Ashton, I’m not going to stand like this forever. Do what you promised.”

      “Goddammit,” he growled.

      I turned to look over my shoulder and found him staring at what I offered. I arched my back, teasing him. He grabbed my hips with both hands, and with one very hard, sharp thrust, he penetrated me.

      A small cry escaped my throat. “Sorry,” I quickly apologized for ruining his quiet space.

      “You have no fucking idea how bad I want to hear you scream while I’m fucking you,” he growled. “I want my ears to ring. I want your heat exploding around me as I pound myself into you.”

      His words were better than the touch of his hand. They were making me crazy, making me wild. “More,” I begged. “Tell me more.”

      “Oh,” he whispered, bending over me. His teeth grabbed my ear, tugging and nibbling. “You like dirty talk?”

      I moaned. “I do.”

      “I think about the last time. I think about you on the floor, writhing, your legs open. I think about climbing over you and fucking you so hard you slide across the floor. I’ll chase you with my dick, slipping in and out of your wet heat. I can almost hear your cries.”

      I whimpered, my body reacting in a way I couldn’t have predicted. I couldn’t remember ever being so wet. “I think about you inside me and wake up wet, clenching my legs together to stop the orgasm.”

      “Don’t stop,” he ordered. “Don’t stop.”

      I was so close. I was hanging on the edge. The feeling of being on the verge and yet not allowed to fall into the blissful oblivion only served to tease me higher. “I want to scream,” I whispered.

      He reached around, clapping his hand over my mouth. “Shh,” he said again and began to move faster.

      His hips rocked against me. The desk scooted forward. I found my arms were suddenly weak. I collapsed onto the desk, my cheek resting against the schedule I had just given him. He fucked harder. His thighs pushed against the back of my legs as his hand stayed over my mouth.

      When the eruption between my legs happened, I ended up biting his palm, my body jerking and spasming around his. He grunted out soft moans and gasps for breath as he struggled to keep himself quiet. He dropped against me, his chest covering my back.

      “Good?” he whispered near my ear.

      “Good,” I murmured.

      He stepped away from me. I quickly stood up and brushed my hair away from my face. I wasn’t sure why I was the one sweating. He had done all the work. I turned to face him, a slow smile spread over his face. He stepped close to me, his hand going to the back of my neck as he held me in place. His mouth closed over mine, languishing in the aftermath of a violent orgasm that had rocked both our worlds.

      He stepped away from me and quickly did up his pants. I looked to the floor where my poor panties lay torn. “I guess I won’t be putting those on.”

      “Sorry,” he said, not sounding at all apologetic.

      I pulled on my skirt, tucking in the blouse and quickly zipping it up. “I’m glad no one comes back here.”

      He chuckled. “Me too. I don’t think the door is locked.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “Did you know what you were going to do when you came in here?”

      “Not at all,” I told him.

      He chuckled. “Liar.”

      “I’m not going to say I didn’t want it to happen, but I didn’t think it would happen again.”

      “I’m glad it did,” he said, leaning his head forward and dropping another kiss on my lips.

      He was never so affectionate. I was afraid of what that meant. I didn’t want things to get complicated. But I liked this other side of him. The softer side of him. “I guess I’ll be going commando for the rest of the day.”

      He closed his eyes, inhaling through his nose. “Goddammit.”

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I’m not going to be able to think of anything except you without panties.”

      I laughed. “Good. I think I like that.”

      “Do you have to go home right after work again today?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I do. I don’t have a babysitter.”

      “Okay,” he said, and I got the feeling he was bummed.

      “Are you doing anything this weekend?” I asked, knowing it was a huge risk.

      His eyes brightened. “No.”

      “I’m going to be taking Jake to the beach. You’re welcome to come along. We like to go and watch the people and just hang out.”

      It was stupid. I shouldn’t have asked him. I was blurring the line. I was complicating things. I wanted to take it back. I could see the discomfort in his eyes. “Hang out? With you and your son?”

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted out, pissed I had ruined something that was a lot of fun.

      “Don’t be sorry. I’d like that. I don’t want to interfere with your time with him.”

      “You won’t be,” I assured him.

      “Then I would like to hang out for a bit.”

      I smiled, the knot in my stomach untwisting a little. “I should probably get back out there before they suspect something is going on in here.”

      He smirked. “Fuck them.”

      I laughed. “I don’t want to be known as the office doorknob. I can’t go around fucking everyone.”

      That got a small laugh out of him. “Right, like doorknobs do. But that’s good to know. I don’t share well.”

      “Good, because neither do I.”

      I walked out of his office and headed for the bathroom to clean up a little. My legs were a little shaky. It had been a wild ride. One that was definitely going to be the catalyst for some very vivid erotic dreams.

      Something was wrong with me. I had never been a risk-taker. I had never been the girl banging her boyfriend in the backseat or under the bleachers. I had always been pretty vanilla. Beds and missionary style were my thing.

      Now, I was banging the man in places I had never thought about having sex before I met him. He brought out the wild in me. He made me feel completely uninhibited. Ashton was giving me the chance to live the twenties I had missed out on. While all my friends had been out clubbing and doing wild unspeakable things, I had been at home with my little boy.

      Ashton was that little bit of wild that every girl needed in her life. I wasn’t going to feel bad about it. I wasn’t going to be ashamed. Once it was over, it was over. I would be able to walk away with some pretty wild memories.
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      I wasn’t sure how to dress. I normally spent my days in suits and ties. Willow had repeatedly told me I had better not show up wearing a suit. I stood inside my massive closet and turned in a slow circle, taking in the assortment of suits in every color and cut, and I grimaced. I had jeans. I had a few pairs of shorts, but it was just weird to wear them. In a way, I felt a little naked without my suit. It was my own personal style of body armor.

      After far more debate and consideration than I cared to admit, I settled on a pair of khakis and a T-shirt that was brand new. It was a black cotton shirt that was remarkably comfortable. I slipped on my Nikes and took a look in the mirror. I supposed I looked like the average beachgoer. I was supposed to be meeting Willow and her son at the Lands End recreation center. I didn’t tell her I had never really explored the area. I had grown up in and around San Francisco, but my foster families had not been all that interested in taking the problem child out sightseeing.

      I had been to Alcatraz a handful of times. I had a feeling it was more about scaring me into obedience than actual recreation. I was glad Willow said we would not be visiting the tired tourist site. If I was going to be out and about with a kid in tow, I wanted to do something fresh and new.

      I drove my Audi to the area and immediately spotted Willow and her son. I sat in my car a second, steeling myself against the onslaught of desire I felt when I saw her in the little cut-off shorts with a loose sweater hanging off her shoulders. It was sexy and fun and so her. She was wearing a pair of tennis shoes, making her appear so much younger than she did when she wore the usual office attire.

      “Hi,” she greeted me. “You remember Jake. Jake, this is my boss, Ashton.”

      “Hi, Ashton,” Jake said in a small voice.

      “Hi, Jake.”

      I looked at Willow for guidance. I wasn’t sure what to say or how to act around the kid. I was completely out of my element and I was sure it showed.

      “Do you want to hang out up here, or would you like to check out the trail?” she asked. “It’s a steep staircase down, but it’s worth it.”

      “You’ve been here before?” I asked.

      “You haven’t?” she shot back.

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “You’re in for a treat. Your legs are going to be on fire by the time we’re done, but the view is gorgeous.”

      “I think I’ll survive,” I said, not about to be shown up by a petite woman and a little boy.

      Willow giggled before looking at her son. “We’ll remind him he said that when we are on our way back up.”

      The boy grinned, looking very much like his mother. “He’s going to be tired.”

      “How often do the two of you come out here?” I asked, following behind as they led the way to a trail.

      “Not all that often, but it’s off the beaten path, and you won’t find a lot of tourists out here. They are all more interested in the bridge.”

      I nodded. “I’ve noticed.”

      She was walking at a slow clip, giving me a nice view of her ass as we walked. Jake kept turning around to look at me. It was freaking me out a little. I didn’t know if I should smile or say something. It felt a little weird.

      “We like to look for shells but mostly find a lot of trash. Usually, I bring a couple of grocery bags to kind of clean up, but today, we are just here to play.”

      It was another nugget of information about her that I didn’t previously know. “I have a boat,” I blurted out.

      Willow stopped walking and turned to look at me. “You do?”

      I nodded. “I do. Somewhere.”

      “Did your boat sail away without you?”

      I thought about it, and before I knew it, I found myself laughing. “I don’t actually know.”

      She raised an eyebrow, putting a hand on her hip. “You don’t know where your boat is?”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure I could find out.”

      “Are we talking a little rowboat, or is this a yacht?”

      “Not a yacht. Not a rowboat. It has a bedroom. And a kitchen. A nice big deck.”

      She nodded. “Okay then. How long have you had this boat?”

      “A couple of years.”

      She looked confused. “Wow. But you don’t know where you put it? When Jake loses his toys, I tell him to retrace his steps. Maybe you need to have yourself a little sit-down and backtrack.” She was teasing me.

      “I have the number for the marina somewhere. I just don’t remember the name.”

      She laughed. “The perils of being rich. I guess I’m glad I don’t have to worry about losing my boat or Ferrari or any other expensive toys.”

      We kept walking until our feet hit the sand. I stood on the beach and surveyed the area. It was gorgeous. Absolutely beautiful. There were a few other people on the beach, most of them carrying walking sticks.

      “Can I get my feet wet?” Jake asked.

      “Absolutely,” Willow answered. She turned to look at me. “Are you going to get your tootsies wet?”

      “My tootsies?” I asked.

      “Your toes!” Jake said with a giggle.

      I shrugged a shoulder. “Sure.”

      I sat down on the sand next to Jake and took off my shoes, stuffing my socks inside them.

      “Ready?” Jake asked me.

      I nodded, getting to my feet. “I think so.”

      “It’s a little bit cold,” he explained. “You should go slow.”

      “Thanks for the information,” I told him.

      Willow walked on the other side of Jake as we all made our way to the water. I winced when the cold water washed over my feet.

      Jake burst into laughter. “I told you,” he squealed.

      “I guess you did,” I answered.

      We kicked around a little before Willow declared her feet were ice and she was getting out. I found the water refreshing and decided to stick with it. Jake wanted to play a little longer as well. I glanced over my shoulder to find Willow settling in on the sand, her dark sunglasses shielding her eyes. I could see the smile on her face. I knew without seeing her eyes that she was watching her son like a hawk. I had seen her doing it all morning. She was always reaching out, making sure he didn’t trip, watching him, warning him to be careful.

      “How old are you?” I asked Jake, already knowing but I felt like I should talk to him. I didn’t know what else to say.

      “I’m nine. How old are you?”

      I chuckled. “I’m thirty-four.”

      “My mom is thirty. She turned thirty a couple of months ago. She was really sad.”

      I grinned, shaking my head at the boy’s honesty. “I don’t think you’re supposed to tell people how old a woman is.”

      He looked at me, seemingly baffled. “Why not?”

      I shrugged. “You know, I don’t really know why, but it’s a rule. Guys know they can’t ask that question just like we can’t dig in a woman’s purse.”

      His eyes widened. “What? I get in my mom’s purse all the time.”

      I winced. “Maybe there is an exception for kids, but I would never dare put my hands inside a woman’s purse. It’s sacred ground.”

      He seemed to be digesting the information. “Oh. Okay.”

      “Do you want to walk down the beach a little ways?” I asked him, noticing a cool outcropping.

      “I have to ask my mom,” he said.

      I nodded, agreeing with him. He shouted toward the beach, asking her permission. “Stay close to the shore,” she hollered back.

      I wondered if I should hold his hand or something. I looked at him, decided he was big enough to walk alone, and headed toward the rocks. “Check it out,” I pointed to a cool-looking rock.

      “Wow!” he exclaimed.

      “There are some little fish over there.” I pointed to a small tidepool.

      His interest in the rock faded as he raced over to check out the fish. “Come look!” he hollered.

      I walked through the water and bent down to see what he was looking at. “Want to see if we can catch one?” I asked him.

      He grinned. “Can we?”

      “Why not?” I turned to look back at Willow, who was still watching us with an eagle eye. I gave a slight wave, letting her know that everything was okay. She waved back.

      Jake and I splashed around, playing in the water without any hope of catching a fish.

      “We should go back and see what your mom is up to,” I finally said.

      “She is probably hungry,” Jake commented.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked him.

      “A little. Sometimes, we bring sandwiches with us.”

      “Did you bring those today?” I questioned.

      “No,” he said with a hint of disappointment.

      “I saw a taco truck up there,” I told him. “Maybe we can grab some tacos.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know. It’s a little bit expensive. Mom says we can hang out at the beach, but we can’t always eat out.”

      I nodded, understanding the situation. “We’ll ask your mom. This will be my treat.”

      “Your treat?”

      I forgot he was nine. “I’ll buy it. It will be my way of thanking you guys for hanging out with me today.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t mind hanging out with you.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks.”

      “What did you guys find over there?” Willow asked, standing up and dusting the sand from her backside.

      “Fish!” Jake exclaimed. “And some cool rocks!”

      “Really?” Willow asked, pushing up her sunglasses and looking at me.

      I nodded. “Yep. Are we going to go on that trail? Jake told me there were some pretty cool things to see on it.”

      “Sure, if you want to.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “Ashton says he wants tacos and it is his treat,” Jake announced.

      Willow looked at me. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “I want tacos,” I insisted. “I told Jake I owe you guys for hanging out with me. You guys are my personal tour guides.”

      She didn’t look convinced. “Thank you. Jake, can you lead the way?”

      Jake darted out toward an obvious trail. Willow fell into step beside me.

      “He’s not too bad,” I said.

      She laughed, looking up at me. “Gee, you sure know how to make a kid feel good about himself.”

      “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out right. I meant he’s a cool kid.”

      “I think so too,” she replied.

      “Has he had any more trouble at school?”

      “No,” she answered. “Thankfully not.”

      “Good.”

      She was quiet as we walked along. Jake was up ahead bouncing and pointing out various trees and flowers. I was surprised about how much he knew and realized they were obviously frequent visitors to the area. I was glad of their company.

      After a long afternoon hiking, I was absolutely exhausted. “Tacos,” I said the word with the last bit of strength I had left.

      Willow laughed. “Are you going to live?”

      “Tacos,” I said again.

      “Can we get tacos, Mom?” Jake asked.

      “Please, let me buy lunch. You guys earned it. You put me through my paces.”

      She smiled, putting a hand on my arm. “You can absolutely buy us some tacos.”

      “Thank god, because I’m about to stuff my face and I don’t want to be rude.”

      We got in line and ordered a small feast before finding an empty picnic table and settling in.

      “Did you have fun today?” Jake asked.

      I nodded. “I did. I’d like to do it again.”

      “There’s another beach we go to, but Mom says we can’t go to one side because there are naked people,” Jake said matter-of-factly.

      I almost choked. “Oh, yeah, that would be shocking.”

      “Jake,” Willow groaned.

      “He asked,” Jake shot back.

      I stuffed my face, smiling as I watched them. I couldn’t remember the last time I had enjoyed myself so much. I didn’t really do a lot that brought me enjoyment. Hanging out with them was a new experience and I wanted to know if it was a fluke or the real thing.
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      I pushed the cart through the grocery store, trying to decide what I wanted to snack on. I stopped in front of the potato chips, looking at prices and paying attention to the price per ounce. Jake reached for the bag of Cheese Puffs. “No, get the other kind,” I told him.

      “But Mom, those don’t taste the same.”

      “They’re a dollar cheaper,” I said.

      He groaned, reaching for the other bag. “Lilly likes the real kind,” he pouted.

      I didn’t say it, but I felt like telling him Lilly was a fucking millionaire and could afford the real kind. Junk food was junk food. “You’re lucky we’re getting them at all.”

      I was cranky. I knew it but it was one of those things that couldn’t be helped. I felt off. I would have preferred to have just stayed in bed, but it wasn’t an option. We had made plans to hang out with Lilly today. I was bringing some snacks, instead of mooching off her all the time. My intention had been to make some brownies last night, but after the long day at the beach, I had been way too wiped out. Hence, my emergency trip to the grocery store to pick up some bakery items and chips.

      I was on a mission to get through the store as fast as possible. I pushed the cart down another aisle, not entirely sure what I was looking for. “Can I get candy?” Jake asked.

      “Yes,” I mumbled. My hands gripped the cart as a wave of nausea washed over me.

      I stopped walking, closed my eyes, and tried to fight back the urge to vomit. I never got sick. The feeling passed, but I could feel it lingering. I needed to get out of the store before there was a very embarrassing situation.

      “Grab your candy bar and let’s go,” I told him.

      I waited while he browsed the endless selection. Another wave of nausea washed over me. With it came a terrifying thought. “Oh shit,” I whispered.

      “What’s wrong?” Jake asked.

      “Nothing. Did you find your candy bar?”

      “Yep.”

      “Toss it in. I need to grab one more thing.”

      I was hoping he was too young to realize what I was grabbing. Being it was the grocery store we were in and not a drug store, my options for a pregnancy test were limited. I grabbed one, tossed it in, and headed for the checkout before he could ask me what it was. I paid for our groceries and practically ran out of the store.

      I considered calling Lilly and telling her I wasn’t feeling up to hanging out for the day, but I quickly scrapped the idea. Jake would be sorely disappointed, and with the way I was feeling, I needed him occupied. Plus, if that little test proved positive, I was going to need moral support.

      “I had a lot of fun yesterday,” Jake said out of the blue as I navigated the morning traffic.

      That made me smile. He had been talking about the day out with Ashton since we’d gotten home last night. “I had fun too.”

      “Ashton is funny,” he commented.

      I smirked. “He can be.”

      “He said he never goes for hikes or to the beach. What does he do all day?”

      I shook my head. “I guess he probably works or maybe watches movies. I’m not really sure.”

      I popped my eyes into the rearview mirror to gauge his reaction. He looked confused. I was glad Jake thought our lifestyle was normal. We were always out at parks or at the beach, doing stuff that was free. His Wii didn’t exactly provide a lot of entertainment with the old, outdated games. In some ways, I was glad I didn’t have the money to buy the newer game systems. He lived life like kids twenty years ago lived.

      “Can we take him to the other beach?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “That’s really up to him.”

      “I bet he would like it.”

      I nodded. “I think he would. Maybe when it gets a little warmer.”

      That seemed to satisfy him. He stared out the window, a peaceful, contented look on his face. I was glad yesterday had gone so well. I had been nervous as hell, worried Ashton would be a jerk to Jake. My worries were for naught. They got along very well. Ashton had been nervous about hanging out with a kid, but he was a natural.

      We got to Lilly’s house, and before Jake could dash out and ditch me with the bags, I stopped him. I grabbed the bag with the test in it and let him carry the other. Lilly was in the kitchen, music pumping through the sound system as she slid cookies from a baking sheet onto a plate.

      “You made cookies?” I asked with surprise.

      “It’s really the only thing I can make,” she said with a laugh.

      “We brought chips!” Jake announced.

      “Awesome! We’re going to have a real feast!”

      He laughed, and just like he always did, he snatched a cookie from the plate. Lilly pretended to swat at him with the spatula, sending him into a fit of laughter as he raced away. “I’m getting my swim shorts on,” he hollered.

      I sat down on one of the barstools, feeling completely drained.

      “I’ve got big news,” she said.

      “What kind of news?” I asked, thinking I might have big news of my own.

      “I’m going to do it!” she said, her excitement evident.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to take on that Big Brother program!”

      I was happy for her. I was thrilled for her, but just then, there was something more pressing to deal with. I held up a hand and raced for one of the many bathrooms in her house. All my effort to keep myself from losing my light breakfast was lost. My willpower was not that powerful, which led me to believe there was only one thing more powerful than my need not to puke. Morning sickness. I had only puked a handful of times in my life. I prided myself on my iron stomach and my iron-fisted control over my body.

      It was when I was pregnant with Jake that I lost that control. Once the contents of my stomach were gone, I felt slightly better. I ran cold water over my face and took several deep breaths. I didn’t want to be pregnant. I didn’t want to acknowledge I had been reckless and found myself in a position that I wasn’t ready to be in.

      I looked in the mirror, my face pale with dark circles under my eyes. I looked like hell. I should have put on makeup before I left the house. I needed to take the test before I really started to freak out. Maybe, just maybe, I had picked up a bug.

      I walked back toward the kitchen, my eyes glancing outside and finding Jake already swimming. The child was half fish. I teased him about his love of water, calling him Aquaboy, which he got a real kick out of.

      “Want to explain this?” Lilly asked, holding up the pregnancy test.

      “Does it need an explanation?” I asked, lacking any real emotion.

      “Seriously?” she asked, surprise on her face.

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      “Wow,” she murmured. “I’m shocked.”

      “I wish I could say I was, but when you play with fire, you’re bound to get burned.”

      “You have to be the unluckiest woman I know. One time with the man and you get yourself knocked up. He must be very virile, and you are one fertile lady.”

      I grimaced. “It wasn’t exactly one time.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      I shrugged. “There were a couple of other times as well.”

      She threw the box at me. “I won’t lecture you about condoms. Go take it. Let’s see what we’re working with here.”

      I scoffed. “Are you going to carry it for me?”

      “Don’t get snarky with me, young lady. Go take the test. I want to know if I’m going to be an aunt again.”

      I groaned. “If I take the test, then I’m going to know for sure. I think I’d like to live in denial a little longer.”

      “But if it’s negative, then you don’t have to worry about it at all,” she offered.

      I took the box and stared at it. I didn’t need the test to know. “I already know I am,” I whispered. “What am I going to do?”

      “You’re going to go take the test. Then I’m going to put away all my alcoholic drinks I was planning and get you some orange juice. Then we’re going to sit down and talk next steps.”

      I slowly nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay, go.”

      I slid off the stool and walked back to the bathroom like a woman walking to her jail cell. I quickly read the instructions on the box. It was self-explanatory but it had been ten years since I had taken a pregnancy test. I wasn’t sure if something had changed.

      I took the test and left it on the counter. I didn’t want to look. I was scared to know the truth, even if I already knew. I opened the bathroom door and found Lilly waiting for me. “Well?” she asked.

      “It says to wait a full five minutes.”

      She waved a hand. “I doubt you have to wait.” She made a move to go in the bathroom.

      I blocked her. “Don’t. I can’t look.”

      “I’m looking,” she said and pushed me out of the way.

      I watched Jake sitting on the edge of the pool, his feet in the water as he kicked back and forth. I waited for Lilly to give me the news. When she said nothing, I turned to see what exactly she was doing with the test.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “You said you didn’t want to know,” she answered.

      I rolled my eyes and stepped back in the bathroom. The two pink lines stared back at me. “Shit,” I breathed the word. Confirmation of what I suspected was staring me in the face.

      “I guess Jake is going to get that little brother or sister he was asking for,” she said with a laugh.

      “Oh my god,” I said with a combination of disbelief and terror.

      I was barely able to make ends meet as it was. How was I going to support a baby? Ashton was going to lose his mind. He had made it very clear he didn’t want children. I couldn’t expect him to change his mind because I was now pregnant. Would he fire me? Would he offer child support?

      “Hey, it’s not that bad,” Lilly assured me. “You’ve done this before. It has to be easier the second time around.”

      “How am I going to handle a baby? Daycare? I just—I don’t know.”

      “Your baby daddy can afford to help you out,” she said. “Don’t let him off the hook. This is his responsibility as well.”

      “He’s going to think I did this on purpose,” I told her, thinking back to the woman who had accused him of impregnating her. “He is going to be furious.”

      “If he’s furious, he only has himself to blame. He could have put on a condom.”

      I nodded. “I know, but he really does not want kids. This is not good.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes, things happen for a reason.”

      I groaned. “I wish I knew what that reason was.”
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      I was feeling good. I liked the way things were going. I was hoping I could convince Willow to allow me to take her and Jake out on my boat this weekend. Now that I knew where it was.

      I wasn’t sure if Jake liked fishing, but I had not been fishing in a long time and thought we could do it together. I would, of course, have to clear it with Willow, but I had a feeling she would be okay with it. I would pick up a kid’s life jacket to make sure she knew I was serious about keeping her son safe. I thought about the way she had been with him at the beach. She was a good mom, a protective mom.

      I stopped at my favorite coffee shop and picked up two coffees. I wasn’t exactly whistling while I walked, but I did have a little extra pep in my step. I was happy. It wasn’t that I had never been happy before, but it was a different happy. It was more fulfilling, all-encompassing. I felt the happy right down to my toes.

      When I got to the office, Willow was already sitting at the desk, working away. “Good morning,” I greeted.

      She looked up and offered a small smile. “Hi.”

      It wasn’t exactly the exuberant greeting I was hoping for. “I brought you coffee.”

      “Thank you,” she said, taking the cup and putting it on the desk without taking a drink. I had seen her suck down coffee like water, so her reaction seemed a little odd.

      I waited for her to say something more. She said nothing, which made me feel awkward. “All right, I’m going to go in,” I said, expecting her to stop me.

      She didn’t. I sat down at my desk, my excitement for the day deflated. I wasn’t sure what I could have done between when I left them on Saturday and this morning. I would wait it out. Maybe she just had an off morning. We all had them. I focused on work. Waiting for her to come in like she usually did.

      When I heard her soft knock, I waited to see if she would come right in or if we were back to being formal. The door opened, and I found myself breathing a sigh of relief. At least that part was normal. “What’s up?” I asked.

      She walked toward the desk, handing me a piece of paper. “Your schedule.”

      “Ah, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She turned to walk out. “Willow?”

      “Yes?”

      “Is there something bothering you?”

      She shrugged. “No. Nothing”

      “Willow,” I prodded.

      “Really, nothing is wrong.”

      I nodded, knowing damn well she was lying. “I had fun on Saturday.”

      That seemed to get through. She came back toward the desk and sat down in the chair. “Did you?”

      I offered her a smile. “Of course. It was cool to see stuff I haven’t seen before.”

      “And Jake?” she questioned.

      “What about him?”

      “Were you okay hanging out with him? You seem to be very anti-kids.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not anti-kids. They’re just not for me.”

      “Why?”

      I didn’t know if I had a good answer. “It’s just not for me.”

      “How do you know if you’ve never tried?”

      I leaned back, steepling my hands together. “Because I know people. People are preprogrammed to be selfish. They are made to care about themselves.”

      “Well, yes, but that doesn’t mean people can’t care about other people. Parents—most parents—have an instinctive need to care about their children.”

      I scoffed. “Not all.”

      “I suppose not, but you don’t seem like an evil villain to me. Do you think you wouldn’t care about your own child?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      She studied me. I felt like she was examining my very soul. “You don’t ever want a family of your own?”

      “Nope.”

      “That seems strange to me.”

      I raised my shoulders. “I don’t know what else to say. Families are overrated. I have a good life. I like being able to do what I want, when I want. I don’t have to worry about screwing up a kid or giving them a shitty childhood that requires therapy as an adult.”

      She laughed. “That’s a very bleak outlook.”

      “It’s a realistic outlook. Look at people nowadays. Everyone is carrying around all this baggage from their childhoods. I don’t want to be the cause of someone needing therapy. I don’t want to be baggage.”

      She let out a long sigh. “I guess I understand but it just seems like you’re depriving yourself of a lot of happiness.”

      “Maybe, but I think I’m saving some poor kid from a lot of misery.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I think you are being too hard on yourself. Lots of new parents are terrified they are going to screw up their kids. I was. I still am. And yes, he will probably need therapy at some point, but you do the best you can.”

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be a father if I wanted to. It would be like you deciding to be a dog. You wouldn’t know the first thing about being a dog. You would screw it up. I would screw up being a dad.”

      She looked sad. “That’s really too bad because I think you could do anything you set your mind to.”

      “Probably, but I won’t be setting my mind to that.”

      “I should get back out there,” she said in a very un-Willow-like way.

      “I did have a good time with you and Jake,” I reiterated. I didn’t want her to think I was anti-kids. “I was serious when I said I would like to hang out with you guys again. Jake told me about a funhouse or something. I told him he could show me the way out.”

      She nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      It wasn’t exactly an invitation. “Okay.”

      She left my office, closing the door behind her. She was obviously still not happy. I would leave it alone for now. I worked a little longer. My mind kept drifting to the rather awkward conversation. It was kind of out of left field.

      It was an hour later when she came back into my office. I was looking forward to stealing a kiss or maybe getting a good grope in. We had not had sex in the office since that last time, but there had been an occasional stolen kiss, some whispered dirty words, and the brush of a hand over one another. Saturday, I had kept my hands to myself out of respect for the kid, but I was craving her touch.

      “Hi,” I said, offering her a grin.

      “You need to go to the store on Eighth,” she replied.

      It wasn’t exactly the response I was looking for. “When?”

      “Now, I would guess.”

      I checked the time and realized it was almost lunchtime. “We can go and grab lunch after we’re done.”

      “I’ve got some things I need to do here. You can go without me. I brought my lunch today anyway.”

      Again, I was surprised. “Oh. Can it wait?”

      She let out a long sigh. “No, not really. I need to get some stuff done. You don’t need me with you. You don’t have anything else on the schedule for today, so you’re free to take as long as you need.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      She turned and walked out without saying another word. It was clear she was pissed at me. I didn’t have the first clue about what it was I must have done. This was exactly why I didn’t do relationships. I wasn’t good at understanding or reading people. I didn’t know how to be sensitive. I didn’t get all the feelings and weirdness that almost always led to hurt feelings and anger.

      I blew out a breath and finished writing the email I had been working on. It was moments like these that I missed Kyle. He was the guy who went to the stores and dealt with the managers. The last time I had popped into a store, I had fired the manager. And the other time, I had nearly caused a good manager to quit.

      With Kyle gone, I had to do it. I got to my feet, collected my things, and headed out to try and convince Willow one last time to go with me. “I’m getting ready to go,” I said, leaving the sentence kind of hanging open.

      “Okay,” she said, her fingers flying over the keyboard.

      “Are you sure I can’t convince you to come along? You’re the voice of reason.”

      She looked up at me with a small smile. “You are going to be just fine. You’ve done this before, I’m sure.”

      “I have, but you have a knack with people. Honestly, Kyle usually handled this stuff. You may have noticed I’m not great with people.”

      That got a small laugh from her. “You don’t say? I would have never guessed.”

      “I’ll take you out for a nice lunch, something fancy. We’ll write it off as a business expense.”

      That same forced smile was back. “I’m sorry, but I really do need to get this done. My boss can be a real bear.”

      It was a small joke and probably about the best I was going to get. “All right. Can I bring you anything back?”

      “No thanks. I’m good.”

      I watched her work for a few more seconds before walking out of the office. I was glad I had driven to work. I hopped in my car and headed out to the store. Willow had not specifically said why I needed to go to the store, but I was assuming it was some kind of people problem.

      It felt weird to be going without her. I couldn’t explain why, but it was just weird. I liked having her near me. It was very strange to feel something for her. Strange and a little dangerous. I couldn’t fall for my secretary. I couldn’t fall for anyone. It would only cause problems. I didn’t want to get mixed up with Willow and end up hurting her. And that was a given. I would hurt her, and that was the last thing I wanted to do.

      I liked her. I wanted to keep up what we had on a personal and professional level. We worked well together. Kyle had been right to hire her. She was exactly what I needed. It would be smart to break it off now before things got messy. If I had feelings for her, did that mean she had feelings for me? Was that why she was asking me about the kid thing?

      “Shit,” I muttered, realizing I had walked right into the mess all on my own.

      I was going to talk to her. I had to be honest with her and let her know I liked having a friendship with her and I wanted to keep it that way.

      I shook my head. “Can’t have your cake and eat it too.”

      Willow was a good woman—a great woman. I couldn’t keep using her the way I was. I wasn’t using her for sex, but I was relying on her as a friend and somewhat of a confidante with no intention of letting it go any further than that. I needed to make it clear. If she was okay with it, then we could still be friends with benefits. If she wasn’t, I had to end it before we both got hurt.
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      I was trying to focus on work. My mind kept going back to the two lines. Pregnant. I was pregnant with my boss’s child. As if that wasn’t already enough of a problem, he didn’t want kids. He didn’t just not want kids. He didn’t like them. He didn’t want to be a father.

      I knew it wasn’t right, but I felt guilty for getting pregnant and putting him in a position he didn’t want to be in. It wasn’t rational, but I had been the one to come on to him every time. I had made it very clear what I wanted, and he was just giving me what I asked for. I should have known better. I did know better. I didn’t regret the sex, though. It had been pretty damn hot.

      I had been unable to think of anything except the test and what it meant. After the conversation we just had, there was no way I could spring the news on him. I knew he would not handle it well. I didn’t want him to hate me or to look at me like I saw him look at that woman with disgust.

      I had been giving myself one pep talk after another, telling myself I could do it on my own. I could tell Ashton it wasn’t his and hopefully keep my job. I shook my head, dismissing the idea. He would think I slept around with everyone. I didn’t want to cheapen what we had, even if it was nothing more than an office fling.

      “Dammit, Willow,” I mumbled, completely disgusted with myself.

      Lilly had tried to make me see the bright side of things. She had been excited, talking about a new baby and the baby smell and getting to watch the first smiles and celebrate the first steps. Those were all great things, but raising a baby on my own had been so hard the first time. I remembered the sleepless nights and the days without a shower. Part of me was convinced it would be easier the second time around because I knew what to expect. Another part of me worried it would be harder because I was ten years older.

      I was falling down the rabbit hole, every thought leading to a new problem, a new challenge to face. I was hoping I would be able to keep my mind off things with work, but that was proving impossible. I had woken up with a churning tummy to remind me of the situation. The coffee Ashton had brought had been a nice gesture, but I couldn’t drink it. It hadn’t been so long that I didn’t remember all the restrictions that went with being pregnant.

      I was going to miss my coffee. And wine. I blew out a breath, trying not to dwell on all the things I couldn’t have. I didn’t want my baby to think I didn’t want it. I did. It was just going to be a challenge.

      When my cell phone rang, I slapped a hand to my forehead. It could only be the school, which meant Jake was in trouble. Or worse, the bullies had gotten to him when the teachers weren’t watching. I reached for the phone, expecting the school’s number but seeing Lilly’s goofy face.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I answered.

      “How are you?” she asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Sick this morning?”

      I sighed. “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It will get better.”

      “Thanks. So why did you really call?”

      “I was wondering if you wanted to come by my new office,” she said excitedly.

      “Your new office?”

      She squealed. “Yep. They are anxious to get things going. They already had offices and have some staff. Can you come by?”

      I looked at the clock and figured I could leave a little early and still have time to pick up Jake. “Yes. I’ll be there around three-thirty or so, assuming Ashton doesn’t have something he needs done.”

      “Tell him it’s a work emergency.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, that won’t fly. I’ll call you if I can’t make it.”

      “Be here or I’m going to come and get you.”

      I laughed and ended the call. I got back to work, typing up the memos and processing various invoices while taking phone calls in between. Ashton called to check-in and let me know he would be tied up for the rest of the day. That was perfect for me. I let him know I had finished up and would be leaving a little early. He didn’t argue with the idea.

      I got to the address Lilly had given me and was immediately impressed. It wasn’t over the top, something I hated to see with charities. I walked inside and asked to see Lilly before being escorted down a carpeted hall, passing a couple of empty offices as we went. Lilly was standing in front of a wall, holding up several paint cards.

      “I see you’re already working on your interior design,” I teased.

      She spun around. “You made it!”

      “I did.”

      She threw her arms around me before stepping back. “Check it out. I have an office.”

      “I see that. I’m very proud of you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Is that why you wanted me to come by? To help you pick out paint colors?”

      She waved a hand. “No. Something far more serious.”

      “Uh oh, that doesn’t sound good.”

      “Have a seat please. You shouldn’t be standing in your condition.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m barely pregnant.” I took my seat while she moved to sit behind her new desk. I could see how proud she was, and I was proud of her. It was a big first step for her. “What’s going on?”

      “Work here. With me.”

      Lilly was a sweetheart, but I didn’t think she had a true understanding of real life. She could take a job that didn’t pay, but I was in the real world. I needed a paying job. “Lilly, I have a job. A job that pays well.”

      “You would work here,” she insisted. “Like, you’ll get paid. You would be the program director. I’m just the lady that sits at the big desk and begs for money. I’m a volunteer, but the organization is structured to have several employees to run things.”

      “Really?” I asked. “You want me to work here? As a program director? I don’t even know what that is.”

      She grabbed a small folder and handed it to me. “Basically, you keep things running. You plan outings. You help pair up mentors with kids. You would be the one making sure we’re reaching as many people as we can.”

      “Lilly, I appreciate the offer, but I don’t know the first thing about this stuff.”

      “You have a son. You keep your son busy. You know everything there is to know about this stuff. You know how to talk to kids, and you can talk to other parents that might be concerned about their kids hanging out with strangers.”

      I laughed. “I could see how that could be an issue, but isn’t the reason these kids are coming to the program because they need an adult figure in their lives?”

      She shook her head. “No, not always. It’s also for situations like you and Jake. You want him to have a male influence, someone he can hang out with. There are so many single parents that need a little help. And it isn’t just the single parents. We’re going to be targeting kids that are bullied and might be feeling like they are all alone. We want them to feel special.”

      I nodded, absolutely loving everything I was hearing. “It sounds like a dream job.”

      “It is the dream job for you. And Jake could be a part of the program. You get a two for one. You get a job that pays very well, I might add, and Jake gets a mentor that you can rule with an iron fist.”

      I laughed. “That does sound good.”

      “And we would be flexible with your schedule. You could work from home a couple of days a week after the baby is born. Then, when you’re ready, the baby could come to work with you if you wanted. You’re in the offices, but next door is the rec center. Well, it will be the rec center. That’s my first order of business and getting some donated toys and furniture.”

      I groaned. “You are making it all sound so good.”

      “It is good. Say you’ll do it.”

      “I want to, but I signed a contract,” I told her.

      She waved a hand. “Was it really a binding contract? What are the consequences if you break it?”

      I thought about it and realized I had no idea. “I don’t know. I don’t think there were any other consequences. It was more of a formality.”

      She clapped her hands. “See! You’re golden. I know you’re not thrilled about the idea of the pregnancy and working with the baby daddy. If he doesn’t want anything to do with the baby, this is going to be better for everyone involved.”

      She had a point. I chewed my bottom lip, mulling it all over. “It sounds so good, but I feel like there is a lot on the line with this job. It’s a lot of responsibility to take on a bunch of kids that might be vulnerable. What if I screw up?”

      She smiled. “We have a retired cop that is in charge of background checks and vetting the mentors. He’s a tough guy. He is going to make sure anyone we take on is going to be on the up and up. Your job is to keep the mentors paired with the kids. We’re going to have little parties and activities here at the center for the kids.”

      I groaned. “You are killing me. You know it is a job I would love.”

      “I know, which is why I’m offering it to you.”

      “I have to think about it,” I told her.

      “Don’t think too long. We’ve got a lot to get done in very little time. I’m excited to get this thing off the ground.”

      I was so happy for her. “I knew you would find your true calling. You’ve been waiting your whole life for this job.”

      She nodded. “I think so too. My dad can’t believe I’m doing it. He thinks I’ll give up after the first week. I’m determined to make it. Not just make it, but make it so good, we’re going to win awards. I want to open up branches up and down the west coast.”

      “You are ambitious,” I said with a laugh.

      She shrugged. “Like you said, I was born to do this. I can organize the hell out of parties, and I can guilt my fellow wealthy socialites into donating a shitload of money.”

      I burst into laughter. “I have no doubt in my mind. I need to talk to Ashton and give him a chance to replace me.”

      She nodded, her eyes dancing with excitement. “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?”

      “I want to,” I told her. “I really do, but I can’t leave him hanging.”

      “Okay, that’s fair. Did you tell him about the little nugget in your tummy?”

      “No. I’m not sure I will. If I work here, I doubt I will ever see Ashton again. There’s no reason to start a bunch of drama for nothing.”

      “But he has a responsibility,” she said with a frown.

      I shrugged. “Yes, but this baby isn’t a meal ticket. Ashton doesn’t want kids, which means he would write a check every month and that would be that. I don’t want to use my kid as a paycheck. I can raise this baby on my own. If you’re serious about letting me work from home and bringing the baby to work on occasion, I can do this.”

      She sighed, obviously not happy. “It’s your decision, but I still think you need to tell him. He could at least give you a little money to get the essentials.”

      “I’m not going to let him write me a check and dismiss me like another problem to be solved with money. I have too much pride for that. I won’t take a penny from him.”

      She leaned forward. “Get over your pride. This is about that baby. That baby deserves to have the things its father can buy. Even if it’s just a voucher for diapers or a new crib.”

      “I get what you’re saying. I’ll think about it. But if I do tell him, it won’t be until after I’ve quit. I don’t want things to be weird between us.”

      “Fine. I’m here for you.”

      I smiled and reached out to touch her hand. “Thank you. Seriously, all of this is awesome. I need to get going, but I’ll call you tomorrow after I’ve talked to him.”

    

  







            Chapter 35

          

          

      

    

    






Ashton

        

      

    

    
      I was going to give the nice thing one more try. I stopped by McDonald’s and picked up a few breakfast sandwiches. I knew she liked the sandwiches. I had seen the bags on her desk several times. I also knew it was a splurge for her. We didn’t talk a lot about her financial situation, but I knew she budgeted every dollar. I wanted to spoil her, doing something nice to show her how much I appreciated her.

      Yesterday, I had gotten the feeling she was upset with me about something. Maybe she was feeling underappreciated. Maybe there was something going on with Jake. I hoped the kid wasn’t getting bullied still. He was a good kid, a little shy, but certainly not a brat that deserved to get beat up all the time. I would offer to help, I decided.

      “How?” I murmured as I walked down the street. How was I going to help a kid? Maybe I could call the school and threaten them with a lawsuit if they didn’t protect the kid. I shook my head. If there was anything to be done, Willow would have already done it. She was protective of her son and there was no way she would just roll over and let him get bullied without doing everything she could to stop it.

      I walked into the office, eager to see her. I smiled at the receptionist, who looked at me like I was a stranger. Willow wasn’t at her desk, which surprised me. I noticed her purse and knew she was at least in the office. I walked into my office and found her staring out the window. She was lost in thought and had not heard me come in.

      “Willow?” I said.

      She spun around, a startled look on her face. “Oh, hi,” she said, stumbling over the words. “You’re here. I didn’t hear you.” She blinked several times before smoothing a hand over her hair. She looked upset. I feared my suspicions about Jake were correct.

      I nodded. “I’m here. Is everything okay? Is Jake okay?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Yes, he’s fine. No more problems—yet, anyway.”

      “Good. You seemed a little off yesterday.”

      “Sorry, I just have a lot on my mind,” she murmured.

      “Anything you want to talk about?” I asked, trying to be friendly, even though I knew she didn’t like mixing our personal lives with our professional work relationship. I was thinking that might have changed after hanging out over the weekend. The line had definitely been blurred.

      “No, well, yes, actually,” she said, sounding unsure.

      I would give her a chance to collect her thoughts. “I brought breakfast. Have a seat and we can chat.”

      She looked at the bag and grimaced. “Thank you.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, noticing her wringing her hands. She was obviously worried about something.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Can we do it over breakfast. I’m starving.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not hungry, but you go ahead.”

      I sat down at my desk while she sat in the chair. She was wearing a pair of cropped pants, showing off her perfect ankles. She was wearing a dainty little ankle bracelet that was sexy and feminine, just like her. I pulled out one of the sandwiches and took a bite. “What do you want to talk about?” I asked.

      She looked nervous as hell. “Um, I, uh, I have been offered a job.”

      I raised an eyebrow and put my sandwich down, reaching for a napkin to wipe my fingers. “A job? Where?”

      “It’s for a new program that’s just getting off the ground. It pairs kids with mentors. It’s something I know I can relate to and I can be really good at it.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I wasn’t sure I was hearing correctly, and before I jumped to conclusions, I wanted to get the facts. “What exactly are you saying?” I asked.

      “I’m saying I need to take this other job.”

      It felt like a knife to the heart. She was leaving me. What the hell? I thought we had a good thing going. I had given her a raise. I knew she was paid well. “Why?” I asked the first thing that came to mind. “Why would you go out looking for a job when you already have a job?”

      “I didn’t go looking for it. My friend is going to be the head of it and thought I would be a good fit for the program director position.”

      I slowly nodded, betrayal burning in my gut. “I see. Your friend didn’t stop to think about your existing job?”

      She blew out a breath. “Ashton, I have loved working here and you did so much for me just by taking a chance on me.”

      Anger boiled in my veins. “I didn’t take a chance on you. I didn’t hire you, remember? I turned you down. It was my partner at the time who forced me to take you on.”

      She flinched. My words were harsh. I didn’t mean to be angry, but I was furious. Furious at myself for wanting her to stay. Furious at myself for letting my feelings get involved. She had made it very clear we were strictly business.

      “I’m sorry you were forced to take me on,” she said in a quiet voice. “I tried to do a good job.”

      “I suppose you did.”

      I could see the hurt on her face but refused to let it soften me. She had used me. She had used me until something better came along.

      “Ashton, I would like to be friends.”

      “We’re not friends,” I shot back. “You worked for me. This was strictly business. I think you’re the one who said that.”

      She slowly nodded, her hands still twisting in her lap. “I can work out a two-week notice to allow you time to find a replacement.”

      I shook my head. “No thanks.”

      “What?” she gasped. “What do you mean, no thanks?”

      I shrugged, adopting my usual give-no-fucks attitude. “I don’t need you to work out your two weeks.”

      “But you need a secretary.”

      “I don’t need anyone,” I told her, my tone cold and unfeeling.

      “Ashton, please don’t be angry,” she said, her voice quivering.

      “I’m not angry. This is a business. You are an employee. I am your boss. I’ve been without a secretary before. I’m not an invalid.”

      Her mouth dropped. “I didn’t say you were. You don’t have to be so cruel.”

      “I’m not being cruel. You’re making this a big deal. It isn’t. People quit jobs all the time. It isn’t exactly a novel concept.”

      She slowly shook her head. “What are you doing?”

      I held up my hands. “I’m sitting here.”

      “No, you know what I mean. Don’t be glib.”

      “Willow, you can pack up your things,” I said, my tone even and devoid of any emotion. “I’m sure you’re anxious to start your new job. I don’t want to hold you back. I’ll put in a call to HR and we’ll get someone in here tomorrow. Before Kyle went and hired you, I was already in the process of interviewing qualified candidates.”

      I could see the hurt on her face. I refused to let it affect me. She was the one leaving me, not the other way around. She was the one who went job hunting without letting me know she wasn’t interested in working for the full year. It was all on her.

      “Okay,” she said. “I guess that’s that.”

      “I suppose it is. I will need you to sign a paper that states you are quitting.”

      “Obviously.”

      “I mean with my attorney,” I told her. I wasn’t sure how much she knew about the arrangement with Kyle, but I was not going to get fucked because she decided my job wasn’t good enough. “As I understand it, you signed a contract to work a full year. I’ll need you to make it clear that you are leaving, and I didn’t fire you.”

      She nodded. “Fine. Whatever makes your life easier, Ashton.”

      “I’ll call him now and have him start on the paperwork,” I said.

      She looked at me for several seconds. I refused to meet her eyes. There was nothing more to say. I didn’t want to say something that was truly cruel and figured it was best to keep my mouth shut.

      She got to her feet and stood, still staring at me. I looked up, finding her eyes glassy like she was actually sad. I was calling bullshit. She had expected me to beg her to stay. That wasn’t going to happen. If she wanted to walk away, I would hold the door open for her.

      “Ashton, you’re angry, so I’m going to give you a free pass for being a total dick in this situation.”

      “Don’t give me a damn thing,” I snapped, my cool façade slipping a little.

      “Anyway, thank you for the opportunity to work here. I did enjoy myself, and I would like to say I would hope we could remain friends, but I think that is pretty clear.”

      “We weren’t friends to begin with,” I told her.

      She slowly nodded. “Whatever you say. Have a nice life.”

      She turned on her heel and walked out, softly closing the door behind her. I would have expected her to slam it. I wanted to slam it over and over and over. I could hear her shuffling around beyond the door. I had to fight the urge to go and tell her I was sorry. I had to fight against the part of me that wanted to ask her to stay.

      Instead, I picked up the phone, called the lawyer, and gave him a quick rundown of the situation. Since he and Kyle had gone behind my back and made the little arrangement in the first place, they could figure out how this worked. I wasn’t a history buff or a law expert, but I was pretty certain indentured servitude wasn’t a thing anymore. They couldn’t make her stay if she didn’t want to. She was choosing to leave of her own free will. I knew damn well I had done nothing to make her leave.

      Barring the sex. But that had been mutual. I would not consider for one moment I pressured her into that or made her feel like she had to put out to keep the job. My next call was to HR. I needed an assistant, preferably an old woman who knew how to do her job and didn’t have kids that would have emergencies.

      With the phone calls made, I turned and stared out the window. Would she come in and say goodbye? Would she tell me to fuck off or get bent? I waited a long time and never heard from her. I knew she was gone. The phone went unanswered, which told me she wasn’t out there. She had left without saying another word.

      I blew out a breath and tried to shrug it off. It was done and over. There was nothing more to be said or done. Life would go on. Soon, she would be nothing more than a memory.
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      I felt like hell. When the lawyer called to set up the appointment for me to sign the paperwork, I made sure to schedule it for late morning. That was usually the time my stomach settled down. The stress of the week had only made the nausea worse. I tried to tell myself it was for the best, but damn if I didn’t miss the asshole. And he was an asshole.

      I couldn’t believe I had thought his edgy hardness was attractive. It wasn’t. He was a jerk, and when he turned that asshole attitude on me, I realized there was nothing sexy about it. He was mean.

      I told myself to be happy I got away when I did. I would raise the child and he would never need to know about it. I would have Lilly to help out and Jake. Jake would be a huge blessing, even if it was to give me ten minutes to take a shower.

      I put on my makeup, using the new concealer I had picked up at the store to try and hide the dark circles under my eyes. I wasn’t sure if he was going to be at the meeting, but I didn’t want him to see me looking like shit. I didn’t want him to know he had hurt me by talking to me the way he did. I was a fighter. I was not going to let one man get me down. I had a new job I loved, and Ashton would be a distant memory—minus the fact I would be reminded of him every minute of every day for the rest of my life—but a memory all the same.

      I got to the lawyer’s office and immediately spotted Kyle in the lobby area. He was on his phone, pacing back and forth. When he saw me, he smiled, waved, and quickly ended the call.

      “Hey,” he greeted me with a warm smile and extended his hand. “I hope you don’t mind, but we’re going to be delayed about thirty minutes. The attorney had an emergency court appearance. Do you have to be anywhere?”

      I smiled, shaking my head. “No, I’m good.”

      “Great, I was hoping we could chat for a few minutes.”

      “About?”

      He grinned. “I want to understand what happened.”

      I shrugged. “I got a new job offer that was really too good to pass up.”

      He looked at me and I was convinced he was staring into my soul. “Why do I get the feeling there is more to the story?”

      I owed him an explanation. He had given me a chance and had only asked one thing in return—to work the year. I felt like I had let him down. “It’s complicated.”

      He nodded. “It usually is when Ashton’s concerned. Can I buy you a coffee? I’d like to hear what happened. I won’t pry, but I was absolutely sure the two of you would be a good fit.”

      I scoffed. “That’s the problem.”

      His eyes widened. “Oh.” He looked stunned and had apparently been robbed of speech. “Now I am very interested.”

      I followed him to the lobby of the building where a small coffee shop was tucked into a corner. I ordered a decaf latte and followed him to a small table. “Thank you for the coffee.”

      “You’re welcome. So what happened? Did he mistreat you? Say something cruel?”

      I shook my head. “No, no, nothing like that.”

      “But there is something?”

      “The job I was offered will allow me to spend more time with my son while doing something good for the kids in our community.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I understand.”

      “I also need this new job because it will allow me the flexibility I need during my pregnancy.”

      I watched his expression. I felt like I had just dropped a proverbial bomb on the man. It felt strange to tell a complete stranger I was pregnant, but it was a valid excuse for leaving the job. I was hoping he would see it that way.

      “Pregnancy,” he repeated the word. “You’re pregnant now or you are planning to be pregnant?”

      I looked down at the cup between my hands. “I’m pregnant now.”

      I raised my eyes to his and saw what almost looked like anger. “I know I am way overstepping here, but can I ask just how pregnant you are?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “About a month,” I heard myself say, the words more of a squeak than a whisper.

      He cleared his throat. “I see. Does Ashton know about this pregnancy?”

      “No!” I said way too fast.

      I could see him putting it all together. I was ashamed of myself. I had banged my wealthy boss and got knocked up. It was crude, but it was the truth. I had fallen for his charms, even if he had not actually tried to charm me. I was weak. He was too damn sexy for my own good.

      Kyle rubbed a hand through his hair before rubbing his jaw. “I know I am way crossing a line here, like way over, but is it Ashton’s baby?”

      I frowned at him. “Why would you ask that? Is this something that has happened before?”

      “No,” he quickly said. “I mean, there have been a few women that have tried to say they were pregnant with his child, but it wasn’t the case.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So I’ve heard. I met one of them on my first day.”

      “That’s not who Ashton is,” he said, defending his friend. “He isn’t like that.”

      “I don’t think he is,” I agreed.

      “Is it his?” he asked again.

      I wanted to tell him no. I was blaming the hormones. Tears streaked down my face. Kyle reached for a napkin and held it out for me. I quickly dabbed at my eyes, not wanting to smear my makeup.

      “Yes,” I finally admitted.

      He blew out a breath. “I see. And he doesn’t know anything?”

      I shook my head. “No. He’s made it very clear he doesn’t want a family. He doesn’t like kids and doesn’t want anything to do with them. This wasn’t supposed to happen. It isn’t his fault. Truthfully, I think I’m the one to blame. Please don’t be angry with him.”

      “I’m not angry, but I am concerned.”

      I knew what he was getting at. I vehemently shook my head. “It wasn’t like that. He didn’t take advantage of me.”

      “I don’t need the details, but do you feel like you were harassed or made to feel like that was part of the job?”

      I smiled and reached across the table to take his hand in mine. I looked directly into his brown eyes, needing him to see my truth. “No. Not even a little. It was me. I know that makes me sound a little on the promiscuous side, but it was me. I made the move. We had a very good understanding. I don’t dislike him. It’s just, I don’t want to put him in a position that forces him to do something he doesn’t want to do. He’s not a bad guy. Not everyone is cut out to be a parent. My child will be loved and cared for. The new job is perfect for my situation, and quite frankly, I probably would have taken it even if I wasn’t pregnant.”

      Relief crossed his face. I took my hand back and sipped the latte.

      “Thank god,” he breathed.

      I laughed. “Sorry to have worried you. I’m not that kind of a girl. If he would have tried to pressure me into something I didn’t want to do, I would have made him a very sorry man.”

      He grinned, nodding as he sipped his coffee. “Which is exactly why I hired you. I hate to see you go, though. I talked with him last week and he said things were really going well. He seemed almost happy, which isn’t something I’ve ever seen in him.”

      I shrugged. “Things were going well. We worked very well together. There were some hiccups in the beginning, but we got through them.”

      He chuckled. “I can only imagine what those hiccups were.”

      I shrugged. “It all worked out okay. I did enjoy the job, and I am sorry to be leaving it, but this program is what I really want to do. I feel like I can make a real difference in my little corner of the world. It isn’t about money or Ashton or any of that. This is about me doing what’s best for me and my family.”

      “I understand. I did the same thing. You have to do what makes you happy.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Do you think you’ll ever go back to work there?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. We’ll just have to see. I’m happy where I am.”

      “Should we go back up and see if he’s back?” I asked. I wasn’t necessarily anxious to be done with the whole thing, but the sooner it was done, the sooner I could try to move on.

      “Yes, let’s.”

      “I didn’t ask before and I probably should have, but am I going to have to pay money for breaking the contract?” I nervously asked.

      He smiled. “No. The contract was more about Ashton. He has a tendency to go through secretaries. I had a feeling you would be good for him. I wanted him to have someone there that could be the guiding light he needed. I didn’t realize how well you two would get along, though.”

      I felt my cheeks turn red. “I don’t think any of us did.”

      We stepped into the elevator. “Is there anything between you?” he asked. “Do you think there could be a future for the two of you?”

      “No,” I answered without having to think about it. “I have a son and a child on the way. I won’t put Ashton into a position he isn’t comfortable with. I don’t want him to feel obligated.”

      “He should and would absolutely pay support,” he insisted. “Ashton is a lot of things, but he isn’t the kind of man that shirks responsibility.”

      “I know he would, but I don’t want him to get the idea this was done on purpose. Like you said, he’s been confronted with this situation before. I’m not like that. I don’t want him to think I used him or went after him because of who he is.”

      “I know you aren’t, and I have a feeling he would know that as well.”

      The elevator doors slid open, saving me from the very awkward conversation. The lawyer’s secretary waved for us to go into the office. We sat down, and ten minutes later, I was no longer working for Ashton. It felt a little strange and oddly sad.

      Kyle walked with me to the elevator. “I guess this is goodbye,” he said.

      I smiled and shook his outstretched hand. “Thank you again for giving me the chance. I hope I made a little difference.”

      “You made a big difference.”

      “Thank you,” I told him. “Can I ask you something that is over the line?”

      He shrugged. “Shoot. I think we’ve erased any line there may have been.”

      I giggled. “I suppose we have.”

      “What is it?”

      “Do you know why Ashton is anti-family, anti-fatherhood, and apparently anti-relationship?”

      He blew out a breath. “I don’t. I worked with the man for three years, but it could have been two weeks with as much as I know about him. He doesn’t open up. He doesn’t talk about his personal life. I don’t know.”

      It was as I suspected. “I see.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. Really, I’m going to be fine. Everything will be fine.”

      We stepped off the elevator. He touched my shoulder, stopping me from leaving. “Willow, he may not think he wants to be a father, and maybe he has his reasons, but I think he would rather be a shitty father than an absent father. I think you need to tell him.”

      I grimaced. “I know I should, but I don’t want to make a big thing of it.”

      “It’s a child. It’s a big thing. Telling him doesn’t change anything. Not telling him? Well, I just don’t think that’s fair to anyone involved, least of all the child.”

      I nodded. “I know. I’ll think about telling him, but right now, I need to figure some things out.”

      “Understandable. Let me give you my card. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. Ashton is a friend, even if he doesn’t feel like a friend. I’ll help out with anything you might need on behalf of Ashton.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that. Take care of yourself.”

      “You too, Willow.”

      I walked to my car, feeling a sense of relief and sadness at the same time. It was over. I didn’t ever have to see Ashton again if I didn’t want to. He would never know about the baby if I didn’t tell him. We didn’t run in the same circles and the chances of running into him were slim to none.

      I had a decision to make.
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      I walked into the office and the first thing I smelled was the offensive cheap perfume my new secretary insisted on bathing in every morning before she came to work. It had probably been produced sometime in the 1900s and had been fermenting since. I had hoped she would quit. Every morning I showed up, fingers crossed that she wouldn’t be sitting at Willow’s desk. She was always there. She was always looking at me with condescension and disdain. I knew she didn’t like me. The feeling was mutual.

      “Good morning, Mr. Wolfe,” she said in that way that sounded like nails on a chalkboard.

      “Mrs. White,” I said.

      “Your appointment is waiting in your office,” she said without looking at me.

      “I don’t have an appointment.”

      “I guess you’ll have to tell him that,” she snapped.

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for doing a bang-up job.”

      I walked into my office, not sure who to expect. “Kyle?” I said with surprise.

      “Hey,” he said, getting to his feet.

      “What brings you by? Ready to come back?”

      He smirked. “Not exactly.”

      I sat down, putting my coffee on the desk and taking off my jacket. “What’s going on?”

      “I wanted to see how things were going now that Willow is gone.”

      I should have known. “Fine. Did you think things would fall apart?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “She walked out on me. I didn’t fire her.”

      He nodded. “But you two worked well together. She didn’t seem to be all that happy to be leaving.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I muttered.

      “What happened?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. She said she had a good job waiting for her.”

      Kyle was still nodding. “She does.”

      “How do you know all this?” I asked, realizing there was an ulterior motive to his questions.

      “I talked with her when she was ending the contract. I know where she works.”

      “So?”

      “So you need her,” he insisted.

      I scowled. “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do. Don’t play games. It’s time to let down that guard. This is your chance for something really good in your life. Don’t let her get away from you because you have your head up your ass.”

      “I have plenty of good things in my life,” I countered.

      He shook his head. “Not like this.”

      I felt like I was staring at a fork in the road. I could make the same choice I had over and over and choose to be alone, or I could be brave and take a chance. I could trust Kyle just a little.

      “Where?” I heard myself ask.

      He smiled, leaning forward and handing me a business card with her name on it. “Right there. I happen to know she’s at work right now.”

      “I can’t just go,” I said.

      “Yes, you can. This is important. You need her in your life.”

      I felt nauseated. It was a pivotal moment in my life. I wasn’t sure I had it in me. “What if she doesn’t want to talk to me?”

      “I have a feeling she will want to talk to you. You won’t know unless you try. Don’t let this one get away. This woman is special. You know it and I know it. I saw it the moment the two of you met. There is a very obvious chemistry between the two of you. I’m serious. Don’t let her get away.”

      “I don’t want her to get away,” I confessed.

      “Then go. Now.”

      I waited for half a second before jumping up and putting my jacket back on. “I’m going.”

      He grinned and got up as well. I was already moving toward the door. I didn’t bother telling the woman that claimed to be my secretary that I was leaving. She’d figure it out. Kyle walked beside me, his hand on my shoulder and squeezing. I had a feeling he would stuff me into the car and drive me to her office himself if I didn’t go.

      “Good luck,” he said with a huge smile on his face.

      I drove straight to the address on the card. I had no idea what I was going to say. I thought about turning around at least a dozen times. I was being a fool. She could very well tell me to fuck off and leave her alone. I wasn’t sure I could do that. I wanted her in my life. I didn’t know what that looked like, but I was willing to try.

      I got to her work and asked for her. I was escorted to a medium-sized office. Willow was sitting at her desk, her eyes focused on the laptop screen. “Hi,” I said.

      Her head popped up, her eyes wide. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was hoping we could talk,” I said.

      “Uh, right now?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please.”

      She looked over my shoulder and then around the office. “Here?”

      “I don’t live too far from here. We could go to my place.”

      “I—”

      “Go,” a woman’s voice said from behind me.

      I spun around, looking at a beautiful woman.

      “Lilly, I can’t,” Willow said.

      “Sure, you can. Go. I’ve got this.” Lilly was looking me up and down, a big smile on her face. I felt like I was on display at a market and half-expected her to ask to see my teeth.

      I turned to look back at Willow, silently pleading with her. “Please?” I asked when it looked like she would still say no.

      I had taken a huge chance. I had never put myself out there like that. I had never let anyone see any weakness. My heart was pounding in my chest. I could face down a boardroom full of execs and never break a sweat, but standing in front of her and begging her for a chance was giving me heart palpitations.

      “Fine, we can go, but I have to pick up Jake,” she said.

      I bobbed my head up and down. “Of course.” I spun around to look at her friend. “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “Break her heart and I’ll break something you treasure dearly.”

      I smirked. “Noted.”

      “I’m ready,” Willow said. “Should I follow you?”

      “We can take my car,” I said.

      She nodded, looking at her friend for approval. Lilly was still smiling and very gently nudged her out the door. I liked her, I decided. I had a feeling that despite her threat, she liked me. I drove to my house, nervous as hell. My palms were sweaty, but I didn’t dare wipe them on my pants and let her see just how nervous I was.

      I parked in the driveway of my house that was too big for a single man, but I liked the view of the bay, and I liked the privacy the tall hedges and fencing provided. “Nice place,” she commented. “I’m not sure why we had to come here.”

      I shrugged. “Because I wanted to talk to you without interruptions and it was close.”

      I led her inside, watching as she looked around the place. “Nice. Big.”

      “Thank you. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Water would be good,” she said, clearly uneasy.

      “Have a seat in there and I’ll be right in,” I told her.

      She looked toward the living room with a large sectional couch facing a massive TV. She went in to sit down while I went to the fridge and grabbed two bottles of water. I was still running different sentences through my mind. I handed her the water and took a seat a couple of cushions away.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “How is the job going?”

      “Good. I like it. We’ve already had a soft opening. We’ve got new kids signing up every day and plenty of volunteers.”

      She had a glow about her when she talked about it. I realized she had made the right decision. She was going to be very good at the job. “Maybe I can donate,” I suggested.

      She smiled. “I will definitely take you up on that.”

      “Willow, I need you,” I blurted out the words. It was the truth. Honesty was the best policy.

      She sighed. “I can’t go back. I really like my job. It’s good. I feel like I’m doing something good and not just pushing paperwork around.”

      “I don’t mean at work,” I clarified. “I need you in my life. I want to see you outside of work. I want to be able to call you, take you to dinner, and spend weekends with you and Jake.”

      She looked stunned. “Ashton,” she said, and I could hear the giant but waiting.

      “Don’t say it,” I whispered, knowing my heart would shatter if she told me she didn’t want anything to do with me.

      She put a hand on my leg. “I was going to ask if you’re sure. You made it very clear about what you did and didn’t want.”

      I shrugged. “That was before I met you. You might have changed my way of thinking.”

      “Is it really that easy?” she asked. “You were so adamant about it before. Will you tell me why?”

      “Why the change?” I asked.

      She slowly shook her head. “Why you don’t want a family?”

      She wasn’t going to take any bullshit excuse. I wasn’t a relationship expert, but I knew I had to tell her the truth. She needed to know about my history. I couldn’t drag her into my mess without giving her all the information. I rubbed a hand over my chest, my heart squeezing at the thought of opening up.

      “I didn’t have a family,” I said. “My parents were junkies. I was taken into the system when I was probably four or five. I don’t even remember. I was a troubled kid and damaged goods. No one wanted me. I was in foster homes most of my life until I ran away when I was sixteen and stayed off the grid until I was eighteen. I don’t want to be a father because I don’t know how. I don’t want to be my dad. I don’t know what it means to be a part of a family. I have always felt I was destined to be alone, on the outside looking in.”

      “Ashton, you are not your father,” she said. “You are not damaged. You are good. I can see the good in you.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t know that. I don’t remember much of them, but they weren’t good people. I was in a lot of foster homes with people that had no business being around kids. My experience with parents is not great. I don’t want my upbringing to somehow come back and be repeated through me. I don’t want to repeat the cycle.”

      She took my hand. “I’m sorry for what you went through. I truly am. I don’t think your history defines who you will be. I saw you with Jake. You were great. Are you a drug user?”

      I wasn’t sure if I believed that, but I nodded. “No!” I quickly denied.

      “Then, just be you.”

      “I want to try. I’m telling you about my past so you will understand my hesitation. I promise I would never do anything to hurt Jake, but I have zero experience with kids.”

      She worried her bottom lip. “Ashton, I’m pregnant.”

      I blinked, my eyes on her lips. I couldn’t have possibly heard her correctly. One second, we were talking about my sordid past, and then she was pregnant. “What?”

      “I’m pregnant. With your baby. I didn’t tell you before because I know how you feel about kids and families, but now that I know why, I think you need to know.”

      I had certainly heard the words more than once, but I knew they weren’t real. Hearing them come from Willow was very different. “Pregnant.”

      She slowly nodded. “Pregnant. Does that change your mind about needing me in your life?”

      I shook my head. “No,” I heard myself say. “No. I’ll do my best. I’ll need you to guide me, but I want my child to have a family. I want to be a dad. I will read every book there is. I will watch every self-help video.”

      There was a big smile on her face. “You’re going to do fine. Go with your gut.”

      I couldn’t wait. I reached for her, pulling her close. It had been too long since I had touched her. My lips touched hers, infusing me with warmth and something good. It felt good to have her next to me again.

      She pulled back, putting her hand against my cheek. “You’re sure you’re okay with this? I don’t want to pressure you.”

      “I’m very okay with this.”

      “All right then. We’re going to do this.”

      She reached for me and slammed her mouth against mine. She attacked me like a woman starving. I was happy to let her feast upon me.
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      Hearing the words had done something to my hormones. I had never stopped wanting him. I had told myself it wasn’t possible, but it never stopped me from wanting to be with him. Having him in my arms felt too good to be true. I couldn’t pull away. I didn’t want to ever let him go.

      “Come with me,” he said, slightly breathless.

      I looked at him, feeling dazed. “What?”

      He got to his feet, pulling me to stand with him. “I want to show you something.”

      He grabbed my hand and led me upstairs and down a hall. There was a set of ornate double doors at the end. He pushed them open, stepping inside what I assumed was his bedroom. It was all dark wood furniture with black and white décor around the massive space.

      “This is what you wanted to show me?” I asked.

      He grinned, pulling me against him. “Yes and no. I was thinking we could climb in my bed and I could make love to you. I don’t want to fuck you against the wall. I want to make love. In a bed.”

      I laughed. “I think that sounds very exciting.”

      He slowly lifted the blouse over my head, wasting no time in getting right back to where we had left off. We undressed one another, taking our time, but that underlying urgency was still humming between us. It was different to have the luxury of privacy and time. I had loved the rush of possibly getting caught, but this was special.

      When we were both stripped completely naked, he took my hand once again and led me to his bed. Without prompting, I climbed onto the massive king-sized bed that befitted a man his size. He followed me, stretching out alongside me and running the tip of his finger between my cleavage. My breasts were full and very sensitive with the pregnancy. The slightest touch of his finger felt delicious.

      His mouth closed over one breast, gently sucking and massaging while his hand caressed the other. My hand ran through his hair, over his arm, and then down his back. I had missed his body. I needed to touch all of him. He kissed his way to my belly, hovering over my belly button before looking up at me. I could see the tenderness in his eyes, and it made me feel cherished.

      His mouth trailed back up my body, kissing me until I felt like I would erupt into flames. “Ashton, I need you.”

      He kissed another trail down my neck before very carefully climbing over me. “Tell me if I hurt you.”

      I smiled up at him, my hand cupping his cheek. “You won’t hurt me.”

      He supported his weight on his arms and expertly guided himself to my opening. I opened my legs wider, giving him full access. He nudged at the entrance before sliding in just a little. I closed my eyes, letting myself get lost in the moment. He pushed farther, his hard length stretching my body. I opened my eyes again and found him watching me.

      “You good? This is a new one for me.”

      I smiled at him, loving how tender he was. “I’m good, but I will be much better if you would go a little deeper.”

      His eyes flashed with passion, and with serious control, he slid home. Our eyes were locked as our bodies adjusted to the joining. I could feel myself squeezing him, clamping down on him. His cock throbbed inside me. He slowly began to move, keeping his weight off me. I reached up and pulled him down. I wanted to feel his weight. I wanted to feel him.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he breathed, trying to hold himself up on his elbows.

      “You’re not,” I assured him, gasping when I felt him jerk inside me.

      He squeezed his eyes closed. “Oh my god, I’ve missed this.”

      “Me too.”

      “I don’t want you to leave me ever again.”

      “I won’t,” I answered. In that moment, I would have agreed to be the Queen of England. My body was demanding pleasure and release.

      He began to move, still supporting the majority of his weight on his elbows but giving me the full body contact I craved. I kissed his neck, sucking on the flesh as his body set mine on fire. I could feel the tension in him. It radiated off him, telling me he was struggling to hold back.

      I pushed at his chest. “Shit, sorry, was I squishing you?”

      “No, roll over,” I ordered.

      He frowned at me as if he would deny my request. I pushed against his chest until he complied with my order. I sat up and stared down at the man’s gorgeous body stretched out before me. In the future, I was going to spend more time getting to know every inch of him, but just then, there were more pressing matters.

      I climbed on him, positioning myself over him before sliding down his hard length. I heard him suck in a breath and then go completely stiff under me. I opened my eyes and found him squeezing his eyes closed as if he were in brutal pain. “Ashton?” I whispered.

      He opened his eyes and stared into mine. “Oh god,” he groaned.

      “Good?” I said the only word I could get out. The new position had triggered a series of violent spasms that started deep inside my belly and vibrated throughout.

      He jerked his head. “Yes.”

      I nodded, placed my hands on his chest, and began to move. Every stroke with him inside me felt like every little nerve ending was being plucked. I gasped and jerked, feeling completely uncoordinated as I began to ride him in earnest. I moved faster, my fingertips digging into his chest as the need to ride him hard and fast took over. I was no longer in control. My body was demanding more and more, as if I couldn’t get enough.

      “Oh god,” I moaned, my head dropping back as I looked up at the sky. One of his big hands covered my breast, squeezing and then pinching my nipple.

      The shock of pain that was quickly chased away by the bolt of pleasure was the last straw. My body erupted over him. I cried out, releasing all the cries of pleasure I had held back during our other rounds of sex. It felt good to add voice to the ecstasy. He must have seen or felt how good it felt, and his own shouts of pleasure mingled with mine.

      I rode harder and faster, wanting to draw out every last drop of ecstasy before I collapsed onto his chest. My body jerked and spasmed around him as I struggled to catch my breath. “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      He chuckled. “I knew you could be loud.”

      “You weren’t so quiet yourself, mister.”

      His arms wrapped around me, holding me firmly against his chest. “Nope and I won’t be.”

      He held me for a long time, both of us enjoying the moment. “What does all this mean?” I asked him, needing to know he was serious about everything.

      “It means I’m never letting you go. Or my child. I’m here. I’m in it for the long haul.”

      I lifted my head and looked into his eyes. “I don’t want to pressure you.”

      “I’m not pressured. I want you. I want you and the baby and Jake.”

      I smiled, dropping a kiss on his lips. “Only if you’re sure.”

      “I’m ready for anything as long as I have you by my side. I can do this. I might struggle, but I’ll figure it out. If I screw up, I know I can count on you to set me straight.”

      I softly giggled. “Damn straight I will.”

      He was quiet for several minutes. I knew I had to leave soon but didn’t want to go. I liked being in bed with him. It was a new thing for us, but I liked it. A lot. I was already trying to work out the particulars in my head. He could stay with me a couple of nights a week, but I couldn’t really have a sleepover at his place.

      “Willow?” he asked, sounding like he was in pain.

      I popped my head up. “What is it?” I asked with concern, wondering if he’d changed his mind.

      “I love you,” he said, his gaze holding mine.

      Without warning, tears welled in my eyes. “I love you,” I whispered around the lump in my throat.

      He leaned forward and kissed me, squeezing me even tighter against him. “This is strange for me,” he murmured.

      “What part?”

      “Love. I don’t know if I have ever felt this way about anything or anyone in my entire life. It’s strange and a little scary to be honest.”

      “I’ve got you. You don’t have to be afraid.”

      He sighed, relaxing under me. “Move in with me.”

      “Ashton.”

      “Please. You and Jake, move in here. I have so much space in this house. We need to get things ready for the baby. Move in and we can all get to know each other better. I want to try this family thing.”

      “You can’t try the family thing. You do it.”

      “Yes, that’s what I meant. I want to do it. I want to practice now and be really good at it by the time the baby arrives. I want this to work. Please?”

      I blew out a breath. Logistically speaking, it did make sense. When the baby was born, he would obviously want to be around. My tiny apartment wasn’t exactly suitable for four people. “I’ll think about it. I need to talk to Jake.”

      “Tell Jake I have a pool,” he said, grinning big.

      “Oh, that’s cheating.”

      He chuckled. “He told me he loves to swim. I have a pool and I’m not even sure how many bedrooms. There’s plenty of room. You can redecorate, do whatever. I want us to be a real family.”

      My heart was filled with so much love for him in that moment. “I have to talk to Jake.”

      “Fine. I will take that, but I don’t want to be apart from you. I hope you have a big bed, because my ass is going to be in it every night.”

      I burst into laughter. “Well if that isn’t a motivating factor, I don’t know what is.”
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      I stopped at the little store on the corner that seemed to be the only place in the entire world that sold the particular juice Willow liked. I had learned the hard way that the juice was the only one that satisfied her cravings. When she asked for a particular brand and flavor, she wasn’t asking for whatever I could find. Or at least, that was along the general lines of the conversation we had when I had showed up at home with the wrong juice.

      When I tried to order cases of the juice, I was lectured about trying to take the easy way out. The pregnancy had been mostly good but there had been moments I thought about locking her in a room and sliding food and water through a hole cut in the door. I loved her, but damn, she could be demanding.

      I walked into the office that had been expanded to accommodate the program’s growing size. “Hello,” I greeted the young woman who was sitting behind a desk with a young boy.

      “Willow is in the rec room,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      I had become very familiar with the staff and most of the volunteers. I had been spending a lot of time at the center. I considered it hands-on training. I was trying to get as much experience being around kids as I could. All the kids that came to the center were older, but most of them had younger brothers and sisters. That was where I got my real practice.

      I spotted Willow trying to pick up some foam balls but failing miserably. Her belly was quite large. Not that I would ever tell her that, but it was. I loved it. It made me love her even more. Her body was growing and stretching to accommodate my son.

      My son.

      I still couldn’t believe I was going to be a dad. It wasn’t until about three months ago, when she really started to show, that it all became very real. I realized I was going to be a dad.

      I walked over to her, putting my hand on her back. “Hey,” I greeted.

      “Hey there,” she said with an exhausted smile.

      “I brought you some juice,” I said, handing her the bottle and bending over to pick up the balls for her.

      “Thank you. This child has planted its foot in my ribcage and I am really not happy about it.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, putting my hands on her hips and looking into her tired eyes. “Did you tell him to move?”

      “Your son is as stubborn as you are,” she retorted.

      I laughed. “You can’t possibly know that.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “Where’s Jake?” I asked, scanning the room.

      “He’s in the art room with his friend from school. They got here about thirty minutes ago. Jake wanted to show him the new paints.”

      “I’m glad he has a friend,” I said, dropping a kiss on her forehead.

      “Me too,” she said with a smile. “He has completely changed this year, and I am going to say a lot of that is because of you.”

      I couldn’t help but puff out my chest. “I appreciate you saying that, but I can’t take the credit for that. You are a good mom. A great mom. It’s the change in school that has made a huge difference.”

      “Definitely,” she agreed.

      “Are you almost finished for the day?” I asked. “I was thinking I could get your favorite Indian food delivered for dinner.”

      “Yes, I’m ready to go home and get my feet out of these damn shoes.”

      “I’ll give you a good foot rub,” I promised.

      “I promised Jake he could go swimming for a bit,” she said.

      “Works for me. You can rest while he and I get some laps in.”

      “We need to finish the nursery,” she said, the exhaustion in her voice.

      “I have guys coming in next week,” I told her. “I don’t want you doing any of the painting.”

      She groaned. “I don’t need someone to do it.”

      “I do,” I told her, knowing she was still struggling with the idea of being with a very wealthy man. I could take care of all her needs.

      Getting her and Jake to move into my house had proven very difficult. She said the baby got his stubborn streak from me, but I begged to differ. She could give an elephant a run for its money.

      She sighed. “This is where you’re going to tell me we don’t have to worry about money and I need to accept my new lifestyle.” She said it like a child that was repeating a lecture she had heard a hundred times.

      I smiled and dropped another kiss on her nose. “Exactly. I’m going to check out what Jake is up to and then we can go home.”

      “I’ll come with you. I’d like to tell him about the barbecue this weekend.”

      I sighed. “Willow, you’re supposed to be taking it easy, not planning a barbecue.”

      She looked up at me with that mischievous smile. “Too late. I’ve already invited Lilly and Kyle. I want Jake to have a friend there as well.”

      I didn’t know why I tried. She was a machine. I had been telling her to slow down for weeks. She didn’t. She kept going. “I’ll order—”

      “No.” She stopped me from finishing my sentence. “We’ll go to the grocery store like normal people and buy the steaks and burgers. I’ll make a couple of salads and Lilly will bring cookies.”

      “Lilly always brings cookies,” I mumbled.

      Willow burst into laughter. “Because that’s all she knows how to make.”

      “Great.”

      “Kyle said he would bring some chips and dip.”

      It was strange to have people at my house, but it was another part of my new life with Willow. She had friends and insisted they come over. We had backyard barbecues and dinners and it felt like we celebrated every little thing. She found a lot of joy in life and it ended up being contagious. I had seen more of the city with her and Jake in the last few months than I had the entire time I had lived in San Francisco.

      “Hi, Mom!” Jake hollered, waving at us as we came through the door. “Ashton, look what I painted!”

      I walked to the easel that was set up next to his friend, Jason. “Wow!” I said with genuine surprise. “Is that Mario?”

      “Yep.”

      I chuckled, reaching over to ruffle his thick black hair. People often referred to him as my son. We did have the same hair color and I supposed it was an easy mistake to make. I never corrected them. Jake had become a huge part of my life and I did think of him as my son. One day, I wanted to be his father. I wasn’t pushing it. He would call me dad in his own time, if ever.

      “That is awesome. What about you, Jason? What did you paint?”

      The boy was shy. He and Jake had just naturally gravitated toward one another. We had learned that Jason’s mother passed away the year before, and it was just him and his dad, who happened to be a businessman on the go—a lot. Jason spent a lot of time with his grandmother, nanny, and now us. Willow had taken him under her wing. I wished like hell I would have had someone like her in my life when I was younger.

      Jason showed me his painting of what I assumed was supposed to be Luigi. “Awesome, buddy. Awesome!”

      “Can Jason come over tomorrow after school?” Jake asked, looking at me. “We want to play the new Mario game. His dad got it for his Switch too.”

      “Absolutely, if your mom says it’s okay,” I said, turning to look at Willow.

      “I don’t mind. We’ll order pizza.”

      Jake grinned before looking at his buddy. “I told you my parents would say yes.”

      Hearing him refer to me as his parent did something to me I couldn’t quite explain. I imagined it would be like winning a gold medal at the Olympics.

      Willow nudged me. “Your parents are pretty cool,” she teased.

      Jason’s nanny showed up to take him home.

      “When my little brother is born, I’m going to teach him how to play the Switch too,” Jake said. “We need to get him one.”

      “Jake, those are expensive toys,” Willow said. “We just don’t go out and buy them.”

      “We’ll wait until he’s a little older and knows how to use his fingers and toes,” I said. “Then we will get him one.”

      Willow groaned. “You are spoiling them and one of them doesn’t even draw breath yet.”

      I grinned. “I cannot tell you how much pleasure it gives me to spoil them.”

      “I’m going to grab my purse. You two try and stay out of trouble while I’m gone. Jake, clean up your station please.”

      “I’ll help,” I offered.

      She waddled out of the room, leaving me and Jake to put away the paints. “Are you excited about being a big brother soon?” I asked him.

      “Yes! I can’t wait to hold him. Mom says I can feed him a bottle sometimes.”

      I nodded. “You better believe it. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      “My brother is going to call you dad, right?” he asked, his back to me.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      He didn’t say anything. His back was still to me. “Okay.”

      “Jake,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      He turned to look at me. “Nothing.”

      “Jake, what is it? You can tell me.”

      He let out a long sigh. “My brother has a dad, but I don’t.”

      “Jake, no. That is not the case at all.” I swallowed, not sure I had any business interfering in something so sensitive without Willow’s approval. I took another look at Jake and realized I had to call an audible. This was a moment that needed to be handled now. “I can be your dad if you want me to. You can call me dad, or you can call me Ashton. It’s up to you.”

      He looked at me like he wasn’t sure I was being serious. “I can?”

      “Absolutely. Definitely. I don’t want to pressure you, but I would be thrilled to be your dad.”

      “You would?”

      “Hell—” I stopped myself. “Heck yeah!”

      His eyes lit up. “Okay. Dad.”

      I laughed. “I like the way that sounds.”

      “Can I tell Mom I can call you Dad?”

      “Of course. I think it will make her happy.”

      “What will make her happy?” Willow asked, coming into the room. “What’s going on in here? You guys were on cleanup duty.”

      “Ashton is going to be my dad too,” Jake announced.

      Willow clapped a hand over her mouth. Tears immediately flooded her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. It wasn’t really all that surprising. She often cried these days. “That’s great,” she squeaked.

      I walked to her, wrapping my arms around her. “I hope I didn’t overstep,” I whispered close to her ear.

      “No. I’m so in love with you.”

      “Good, because I’m so in love with you.”

      “Mom, Dad,” Jake said, obviously testing the word on his tongue. “Can we go home now?”

      I found myself fighting back my own tears. “Yes. Let’s go. I’m starving and your mom needs to get off her feet.”

      “I’ll make your tea, Mom,” Jake said with a great deal of pride.

      “And then we’re going swimming,” I told him.

      “Yep, Dad.”

      I laughed. I had a feeling the word was going to be well used in the next few weeks. I didn’t mind. I had a family of my own. A real family. I was a dad, almost twice over.
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      I took another picture. I was going to have to buy more storage space on my cloud. Our little boy, Cash, was absolutely perfect. He was too perfect for words. I didn’t know my heart could feel so full. Jake looked up at me, his smile just melting my heart. He held his baby brother in his arms, running one little finger over Cash’s perfect, baby-smooth skin.

      “He’s so soft,” he whispered.

      I took another picture. Literally at least two hundred pictures since Cash entered the world almost forty-eight hours earlier. I knew my picture taking was nothing compared to Ashton. I had not stopped seeing stars until just a little bit ago. He had taken pictures throughout the labor, but I threatened to chop off his man parts if there were any pictures of my lady parts. That was not a memory I wanted.

      “Should I put him in bed?” Jake asked.

      “I will do it this time because we have to be super careful with his head,” I told him.

      He leaned down and gave his brother a kiss on the head. “Goodnight, little Cash. I’m your big brother. I’m going to see you in the morning.”

      I leaned down and took the baby from Jake. Ashton came into the living room. The smile that had been on his face since I had told him I was in labor was still there. For a man who declared he didn’t want to be a father, he was certainly looking very fatherly.

      “I’ll put Jake to bed while you get Cash settled in.”

      “Thanks,” I whispered, cradling my baby against me.

      I carried Cash to our bedroom where he would be sleeping for the first month or two. The house was huge, which was great, but I didn’t like being that far from the baby. Ashton agreed. I laid the baby in the little bassinet and stared down at the perfect seven-pound, eight-ounce baby boy with a head full of black hair. He had blue eyes now, but time would tell if they would stay that way.

      I grabbed the baby monitor and moved down the hall to pop my head in on Jake and Ashton. I leaned against the wall, listening to the two of them talk. Jake was on Cloud Nine. I had been a little worried about sibling rivalry or Jake being jealous. Ashton and I talked a great deal about how important it was to make sure Jake didn’t feel jilted. I didn’t see or hear any signs of that yet, but we were all in the honeymoon phase. Two weeks into it, things might be a little different.

      I heard Ashton give Jake a kiss on the head. He came out of the room and spotted me eavesdropping. “Going in?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “I’ll be in the room.”

      “I’m going to read with him for about fifteen minutes,” I told him.

      “Take your time,” he said, a little glint in his eye.

      I went into the room and found Jake in his favorite pajamas and tucked into bed. He had a book in his hand, clearly waiting for me. “Hey, bud, I hope you didn’t start the next chapter without me.”

      He grinned. “Nope. I was waiting for you.”

      I settled into his bed beside him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “It’s been a big day today.”

      “I can’t wait to go to school and tell everyone my brother is here.”

      “I guess that means you like him?” I teased.

      He smiled. “I do. I hope he doesn’t cry a lot. My friend, Robby, told me his little sister cried for years.”

      I laughed. “That’s a long time.”

      “Will Cash cry a lot?”

      I shrugged. “He will cry when he is hungry or sleepy or uncomfortable. He might cry if he has an icky belly. That’s how babies talk.”

      “It is?” he asked, wide-eyed.

      “Yep. When he cries, we have to listen and try to help him feel better again.”

      He was very serious. “I will.”

      “Good. With you as a big brother, he is going to be very well taken care of.”

      “I promise I will take care of him,” he vowed.

      “Thank you. Let’s read this book and get to sleep. We’re going to be very tired while we work on getting Cash on a schedule.”

      I spent the next twenty minutes with Jake before using the bathroom and going to our suite a couple of doors down. I smelled the candles before I walked into the room. There were several candles burning on the table and both nightstands. I wasn’t sure if he was aware of what had just very recently happened, but he was going to have a very rude awakening.

      “Ashton?” I called out in a soft voice.

      “In here,” he said.

      I went through the double doors and into the retreat connected to our master suite. There were more candles and dozens of roses. “What’s this?” I asked.

      He stepped toward me, his hands on my rounded waistline. “I love you.”

      “This is very sweet.”

      “I wanted to tell you—show you—how much I love you. You are an amazing woman. I’m in awe of your strength and I just wanted to tell you.”

      I smiled, reaching up and running my hand through his hair. “Thank you.”

      “I know you can’t have champagne right now, but I got us some sparkling cider to celebrate.” He grabbed my hand and led me to one of the light blue chairs in the room that faced a gas fireplace.

      “This is all very sweet and romantic and very unexpected.”

      “I wanted to surprise you. I have an entire speech in my head, but I don’t want it to sound like a speech. Have a seat please.”

      I hoped he didn’t think we could stay up for the next couple of hours talking. I loved him more than anything, but I also knew I needed to sleep when Cash slept. The next few days and weeks were going to be exhausting. “It feels good to sit and not have a foot in my rib.”

      He grinned. “I can only imagine.”

      “How are you feeling?” I asked him.

      His smile grew bigger. “Good. Better than good. I feel high. I’m not, but I feel high. I know I’m going to come down, and the crash is going to suck, but I don’t care. I feel too good.”

      “You’re not worried about being a dad?”

      He shrugged. “I’m a little worried but not against it. I’m worried now because I want him to be healthy. I don’t want to fail him. I already know I love him. I knew I loved him the moment you told me he was good and healthy.”

      “You definitely sound like a father.”

      “I feel good, Willow,” he said it like a man that had just won a race. “I feel cheesy. Like I am that guy. The guy that everyone hates for being so happy.”

      “I’m happy to be a part of that happiness.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t believe I thought I didn’t want a family. I had no idea what I was missing. You have changed my life. You opened my eyes to a world I didn’t know existed. I feel like I just woke up. I just stepped into a world that is brighter and happier.”

      “You make my head swim,” I told him with a laugh. “I’m so happy you are happy. When I first realized I was pregnant, I was terrified of your reaction. I didn’t want you to think I wanted something from you.”

      “You have all of me. Every piece of me is yours.”

      A tear slid down my cheek. I blamed the hormones again. I was so happy. Having Jake made me happy, and those moments were beautiful, but sharing the moment with someone I loved just made everything so much bigger and better. “And I am yours,” I whispered.

      “Good. Because I need this to be official.”

      “Official?” I breathed the word.

      He slid out of his chair and onto one knee, pulling a black velvet box from somewhere under the chair. “Willow, I love you. I need you. I can’t be in this world without you. I need you to be my wife. Please, please say you will marry me.”

      I could barely see him through the tears in my eyes. “Yes. I absolutely will. I want to be your wife. I want us to be a whole family.”

      He opened the box and slid the ring on my finger. I looked down at the rock, not really seeing it. I wasn’t sure if it was possible, but I felt like my heart grew. It felt huge. I had so much love for him and my boys.

      He reached for my face, holding it in his hands and dropping a kiss on my lips. “You are the most stubborn woman and I cannot wait to spend the rest of my days seeing you raise our boys, having you tell me what’s what. I know it’s cheesy, but I truly feel like you are my other half.”

      “It isn’t cheesy. I’ve waited my whole life for you. And here you are. I wonder if Kyle had any idea what he was doing when he hired me that day.”

      He chuckled. “I think he hoped it would happen, but I’m not going to give him that much credit.”

      “We should go to bed,” I told him, anxious to cuddle with my future husband.

      He helped me to my feet and led me by the hand back to the bedroom. We both went to the little bed where our son was sound asleep. We both stared down at our son, neither of us talking. We didn’t need words.

      We both changed for bed, blew out the candles, and crawled in. “It’s strange to hold you in my arms without the belly in between.”

      I softly laughed, resting my head on his chest. “Does that mean you don’t want that belly coming back?”

      His hand stroked up and down my arm. “I’m thinking we need a little girl to add to the mix.”

      “Boy, you better take that somewhere else. This body needs to recover.”

      “I’m happy to wait, but now that you got me onto this dad thing, I’m kind of hooked. We can buy a new house. A bigger house with a bigger yard.”

      I loved hearing him dream. I didn’t think it was something he had allowed himself to do before. I loved that I was a part of the change. I loved that I could take a man that had been in a dark, lonely place for most of his life and bring him into the light.

      “I would love to try for a little girl in a year. If we don’t get a girl, I’m good with a boy. We made a beautiful boy.”

      “Jake will be over the moon,” I said.

      “Yes, he will be. I’ll take him to school in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, sleep pulling me under.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      “Can we get married very, very soon?”

      I laughed. “The sooner the better.”

      “I’m going to be the best damn husband there ever was. I know I can count on you to keep me in line when I screw up. Together, we are going to be the best team ever.”

      “Definitely.”

      I closed my eyes and let myself dream of our future together. Things had been so dark for me at many times in my life. Having a man like Ashton by my side made me feel like I could handle even the darkest hours.
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