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      My ex-love affair just showed up again, now as my boss.

      He’s the last person I want in my life. Namely because I’ve been hiding a secret from him.

      My kiddo. His kiddo. Ours.

      This possessive alpha male is impossible to pleasure and hot as sin.

      Being a billionaire, he decided to buy up the tax firm I’m at the top of the ladder with.

      So now I answer to him.

      And of course, he’s cocky enough to make immediate changes during our busiest time of the

      year.

      The damn dust hasn’t even settled.

      We clash at every turn, but every tiff only seems to set my blood more and more on fire.

      There’s only one thing to do when the steam scorches me. Quit.

      He doesn’t seem too fond of the idea, so he slips back into my life again. Through the one place I

      need the most help.

      Our son. It’s time to tell him the truth about our past love.

      Even if it turns us back into enemies.
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      To all of my fantastical readers. May you find the love you're after and cherish it until the day you go! Love you guys.

      

      
        
        Ali<3
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        Well hey there! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you love it.

      

        

      
        I’d hate to part ways once you’re done though. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my  Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on.

      

        

      
        We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites and sneak previews for this amazing group.

      

        

      
        And as a HUGE thank you for joining,

        you’ll receive a free book on me!
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Saige

        

      

    

    
      I checked the time on the small clock sitting on my dresser. How was I always late? No matter how early I got up, I was always in a rush. I put on my earrings while walking into the kitchen. “Jace!” I said. “Jace, are you up?”

      “I’m right here, Mom.”

      I yelped and jumped back when I saw him standing not six inches in front of me. “Oh! You scared me! I didn’t see you.”

      He dumped cereal in a bowl. “I’m not invisible.”

      I laughed and ruffled his dark hair. “No, I guess you aren’t.”

      I grabbed the milk from the fridge and poured it for him.

      “Mom, I can do it.”

      “Yes, you can, but I just want to help.”

      Truthfully, I wanted to avoid cleaning up spilled milk. He was eight and just a little small for his age. I had no doubt he was going to end up being just as big as his father one day. Unfortunately, he hadn’t quite hit that growth spurt yet.

      “Can I go to work with you?” he asked. He stood at the counter and took a bite of cereal. Milk dribbled down his chin.

      “Why would you want to go to my boring work?” I asked and popped a K-pod in the machine.

      “Because I don’t like school.”

      “You have to go to school so you can get smart and get a job when you are a grownup.”

      That didn’t make him happy. He carried his bowl to the table and flopped down. “I don’t want to get a job.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “Nobody does, but it’s just what you do.”

      “Why?”

      I didn’t think the standard excuse of because I said so was going to work. “Because you need to pay a mortgage and buy food. You need electricity and water and maybe even a car.”

      “I’m just going to live with you,” he said matter-of-factly.

      I wasn’t going to burst his bubble that I wouldn’t be around forever. “All right, finish eating. Joss is going to be here any minute.”

      There was a knock followed by a series of little knocks. I went to the door and opened it for Joss and her daughter, Caitlyn. Caitlyn and Jace were the same age but not in the same class unfortunately. I would have loved for him to have a friend in class.

      “Hi, guys,” I said.

      “I’m hungry, Mom,” Caitlyn said.

      “Cereal is on the counter,” I said as she walked by, heading straight for the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry,” Joss said with a shake of her head. “She ate a pop tart. She just likes your cereal better. I will buy you a box.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said as we walked into my kitchen that was flooded with morning sunlight. “Do you want coffee?”

      “I’m good.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for taking them again today. I swear I am going to start picking up the slack. I just feel like I’m running at Mach speed all the time.”

      “It isn’t like I have anything to do,” she answered.

      “You have a lot to do. Working from home is no joke.”

      “But my schedule is flexible,” she said with a laugh. “Are you guys getting busy?”

      I nodded. “I always encourage my clients to get a jumpstart on their taxes. I would prefer they start in May or the minute after their taxes are filed. Do you think they would ever listen?”

      “No one wants to get a jumpstart on taxes,” she groaned. “They suck.”

      “But they don’t go away if you ignore them.”

      “Spoken like a true CPA,” she joked.

      I wasn’t really a CPA. I was, but I rarely did anyone’s taxes. I was a tax director, which meant I did everything when it came to planning taxes and how to best manage the tax burden of a company. I had employees that did the paperwork.

      “Jace, don’t forget to give your teacher the envelope in your backpack,” I told him. “You have to turn in that slip.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      Joss smiled at the kids. They were talking and shoveling cereal into their mouths. “Don’t you wonder when they turned into full-grown kids with personalities and attitudes?”

      I slowly shook my head. “When they are keeping you up all night, all you can think about is the day you can put them to bed and go to sleep for eight hours. I don’t think any new parent realizes that every step forward on the road to independence is a step away from you. I miss my baby boy.”

      “Me too. Do you ever think about having more?”

      I looked at her with wide eyes. “I’ve heard there is a trick to getting one of those.”

      She laughed, her brown eyes full of warmth. “I mean if you were to ever have a man in your life again.”

      I shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I’m thirty-two and very single. I used to think I was going to have at least two kids but now it doesn’t really seem like it’s in the cards. It would be different if I was married or had a steady boyfriend. What about you?”

      “I want more, but like you said, that requires a man.”

      I held up a finger. “Technically, it doesn’t.”

      She curled her lip. “My biological clock isn’t banging that hard. I’m not going the turkey-baster route just yet. I’m sure once my little pumpkin hits thirteen, I’m going to be ripping out my ovaries and calling it a day.”

      “I think when the time is right, you know,” I said. “But right now, the time is right for me to get my shoes on and get out of here.”

      She clapped her hands. “Scarf that cereal down, guys, the school bus is leaving in two point two minutes.”

      “You don’t drive a school bus,” Caitlyn groaned.

      I smiled as I walked away. There was nothing that got by them. I pulled on my heels, tucked in my blouse, and made sure there was not a speck of lint on my black pencil skirt. I insisted my team be dressed for success and I always strived to set a good example.

      “Saige, we’re out of here,” Joss said.

      I walked back into the living room. I didn’t dare give Jace a hug. My ability to hug him in front of witnesses had been halted at the start of third grade. I still got to hug him on some special occasions.

      “Have fun today, buddy,” I told him and handed him his backpack. “Don’t forget—”

      “I know, Mom.”

      I touched his shoulder and offered a smile. I stared into those pretty eyes that reminded me of a man I thought I loved. I loved my little man more than anything in the world, though. “I’ll see you tonight” I said.

      I waved as they walked out the door. I swore every day he grew a little more. My little boy was not so little anymore. I shook off the melancholy that always arose when I thought about the passing time. I often wondered if I was doing the right thing by raising him alone. He needed a father, but as it turned out, there were few qualified applicants. If I couldn’t have the best for him, I didn’t want any.

      I grabbed my purse and briefcase and walked out the door. I hit the button to unlock the door of my Nissan Maxima. “Good morning, Mrs. Benson,” I said with a wave to my neighbor.

      “Have a nice day,” she said before disappearing into her house.

      I loved my neighborhood. I started the car and headed down the road. I missed the short commute to work when I lived in the city, but when Jace was three, I realized he needed a yard and a little room to breathe. I bought the house in Brooklyn and never looked back. I didn’t mind a longer commute.

      When I got to work, I immediately felt something was off. I walked past the cubicles with people working already. I made my way to my office and was just about to go in when my boss, the owner of our firm, called my name.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      That was never good. “Sure.” I put my briefcase and purse in my office and walked to his that was just a little bigger than mine. “What’s going on George?” I took a seat without invitation.

      He looked uncomfortable. I wasn’t the least bit concerned I was going to be fired. I was very good at my job and our business was successful. Mostly.

      “I want you to know you have been the greatest employee I have ever gotten the pleasure to work with. You always give it your all and I know I can depend on your honesty and integrity.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ve called a meeting,” he announced.

      “When?”

      “Ten minutes in the conference room.”

      Now I was concerned. “Is this about the Bonner account?” I asked.

      He smiled, making the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes deepen. “No. That situation was ironed out.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Yes. I just wanted to let you know how much I’ve appreciated working with you.”

      I frowned but decided to just wait it out. “Okay, do I need anything for the meeting?”

      “Nope, just bring that winning smile.”

      Now I knew something was up. I went back to my office to check my emails really quick. I didn’t see any clues there. Curiosity and nervousness were creating quite the stomach discomfort.

      I followed the rest of the CPAs and account managers into the conference room exactly eight minutes later. George was standing at the front of the room. I swore I saw a bead of perspiration trickling down the side of his face. This was not good.

      My mind raced with the many possibilities the meeting could be about.

      “Everyone, I know you’re all wondering what this is about,” George started. “I’m just going to come right out and say it. We’re being bought out. I’ve sold the company and I am headed to Florida to enjoy my glory years.”

      There was a silence that fell over the room that was so thick and heavy, I could actually feel it weighing on my shoulders. After the silence, the room erupted into conversation and low murmurs as everyone digested the information. My mind raced as I calculated my savings and how many mortgage payments I could make until I lost my house. I could find a new job, but how long would it take?

      “Are we out of a job?” someone asked.

      My ears perked up and my gaze focused on George. “No,” he answered. “Everyone will keep their jobs. Nothing changes but the name on the checks. Same company, same clients, just a new owner.”

      I wanted to believe it. He looked like he was being honest. I knew how these things were handled. Promises were made, and a few months down the road, those promises were canceled.

      “Who?” I asked. “Is it one of the bigger firms?”

      “No, his name is Nash Aarons,” George answered.

      The buzzing in my ears grew louder and blood rushed from my face. No way. No way could it be him. It was just one of those strange coincidences. Same name, different people.

      “Do you know this guy?” one of the CPAs asked me.

      “What?”

      “You look like you know the name. Is the guy bad?”

      I looked her in the eyes. “He will destroy this company, given the chance.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh no.”

      I nodded. “Oh no is an understatement.”

      “Look, I know everyone is worried,” George said. “Let’s give the guy a chance. He’ll be coming in at the end of the week to meet everyone and check out the operational side of things. It would be nice for everyone to put their best foot forward. We want to shine for him. I want to hand him the company he bought.”

      George was worried. I could see it on his face. He should be. This was not good news. George had to know we were all in jeopardy of losing our jobs when the new owner ran the company straight into the ground.

      He was going to be sipping Mai Tais and playing golf and we were all going to be subjected to Nash’s horrible habits.
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Nash

        

      

    

    
      I tapped my pen on the conference table that was so shiny I could see my reflection in it. I wasn’t really paying attention to what the guy across from me was saying. It was a lot of nonsense. I was doing my best to be courteous, but it was taxing my patience.

      “You know, I appreciate you considering me and my company to invest in your business, but I just don’t think it’s the right fit,” I said.

      “You haven’t heard my full proposal,” he stammered.

      I’ve heard enough to know it’s a shitty idea. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t think it’s a good fit,” I said in an attempt to be diplomatic.

      “How do you know? You haven’t heard everything.”

      “Look,” I said and leaned forward to try and make sure he heard my words. “If you go forward with this new restructuring plan, you are going to go bankrupt. Your company is going to hemorrhage money until there is nothing left. I’ve looked over the financials you provided, and you are in no position to make changes. You have no money. You don’t need an investor; you need a miracle. I can’t get involved with this.”

      He stared at me with his jaw hanging. “We’ve had a rough year, but we’ll rebound. We always do.”

      I shook my head and closed the pretty little portfolio he’d presented to me at the beginning of the meeting. I slid it across the table. “Thanks for coming in and good luck to you.”

      I got to my feet and walked out of the conference room with the guy trying to get me to stop. I kept going.

      “My office,” I growled as I walked past my assistant. Her desk was just outside my office. She was my gatekeeper.

      “Uh oh,” she groaned.

      I threw open my office door and sat down at my desk. Carly walked in behind me. “Before you say anything—”

      “Why?” I asked her. “Why would you set up a meeting with that man?”

      She sighed and looked down at her feet. “He’s a family friend. My dad asked me to get him a meeting with you.”

      I looked at her for several long seconds. “Carly, have you seen my calendar this week? Next week?”

      “Yes. I know you’re busy, but—”

      “No, there are no buts. My business is not here for you to dole out favors for your friends or family members. I’m busy. There are hundreds of other people that want to get a meeting with me. Those people might actually have worthy business proposals. I just wasted thirty minutes listening to a guy that I would never do business with. Thirty minutes. Do you know how much money I make in a day? When you do a little math, you can calculate what I make in an hour and then down to half an hour. That favor just cost me about ten grand, give or take a thousand.”

      “I know,” she said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize his proposal was garbage. He’s been in business for a long time. I thought he was solid.”

      “Trust me, he’s not solid and he will be out of business within six months.”

      She looked shocked. “Oh.”

      “What do I have next?” I asked.

      She cleared her throat. “You’ve got a conference call in twenty minutes and a meeting at four. That’s all I have.”

      “Good, thank you.”

      “Oh, I need to know when you want me to schedule the meeting with the new company you just bought.”

      I thought about it. “Friday. I want to go when people are in good moods.”

      “Morning or afternoon?”

      “Schedule it for midmorning in case it takes a while.”

      She nodded. “Got it. Anything else? Coffee?”

      “No thank you. I’m good.”

      She left me alone to filter through the stack of papers piled on my desk. I remembered how long it took me to make my first million. The hard work had been daunting but here I was sitting at the helm of a very successful business and now people wanted me to show them the way. They wanted me to help them reach the same success. I held the power to give them the hand up they were asking for.

      At the end of the day, I grabbed my things and headed out of my office. Judging by how quiet it was, everyone was already gone for the day. I was the captain of the ship and I didn’t expect everyone to stick around as long as I did.

      I went downstairs, and as was my usual, I headed for the bar in the building. It wasn’t exactly conventional, but it sure as hell was convenient to have a bar on the bottom floor of the building. I owned the building, and the bar was just an extra revenue stream.

      It catered to the people that worked in the building and the many corporate employees that worked on the block. My bar was designed to be relaxing. It was a place a guy could go after a long day of wearing a tie that was too tight. He could loosen it, sit in a comfortable chair, and drink the good stuff.

      The music was low, and because I knew my clientele, there were several TVs mounted around the bar with the news on. A lot of the people that came into the bar were the Wall-Street type, and even when they were supposed to be relaxing, they were always watching what was happening.

      “Barkeep,” I said and slapped my hand on the smooth bar that had soft LED lights running the length of the semi-circle.

      Davin looked up and rolled his eyes. “Asshole. No one says that.”

      I smirked. “I did.”

      He left the pretty lady he’d been talking to and walked over to where I was standing. “Why are you in here on a Monday? Don’t you have millions of dollars to count?”

      “I need a drink.”

      He winced as he pulled a glass from under the bar and grabbed the usual bottle from the shelf. He poured two fingers of scotch and slid the glass toward me. “What’s going on?”

      “Just the usual.”

      He laughed. “Still crushing the dreams of young entrepreneurs’ who want to grow up and be you? Telling people their businesses are going to sink in a few months.”

      That sounded a little too spot on. “What do you know?”

      He laughed. “Not the full story. I just happened to be the lucky guy that got to serve the man you booted out of your office today.”

      I held up a finger. “I didn’t kick him out. I walked away after giving him thirty minutes of my very valuable time. I think that was more than generous.”

      “That’s not what he said.”

      “Why do you listen to that garbage? And why do they come in here and tell you? Do you have some kind of sign up?” I looked around the dark bar to drive home my point.

      “As it turns out, you are kind of famous,” he said. “It doesn’t take much to get these guys started. I give them a drink at one o’clock in the afternoon and it’s pretty clear something is on their mind. My job as the bartender is to ask them what that thing is.”

      “And you just happen to bring up my name?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Hell no. I don’t dare admit to knowing you. They start complaining about a douchebag named Nash. My favorite is the guy who called you a dick cheese. That one was funny. Bastard and asshole are boring. I like the ones that get creative.”

      I sipped my alcohol. “Why are they coming in here and telling you?”

      “Because we are the closest bar to your office,” he answered. “You send them packing and they end up here. Been that way for five years. They can’t even get home without a drink after meeting you.”

      “I’ve known you for five years,” I said.

      He winked. “And I knew you before you ever knew me.”

      I scowled. “You never told me that.”

      “I don’t tell you everything.”

      “Do you tell them you are friends with me?” I asked.

      “Tell who?”

      “The guys dogging me,” I snapped.

      His eyes flashed with amusement. “Hell no. They wouldn’t leave me a tip.”

      “So, you just let them talk shit about me?”

      He nodded. “Yep. I offer them advice, like a good bartender does. Then I tell them to ignore you and move on. I tell them you are just one asshole and not the be all, end all.”

      “With friends like you, I don’t need enemies.”

      He smirked. “I think what you mean is, I am your only friend and the enemies’ side is just too full to squeeze me in.”

      “I really don’t know why I don’t fire you,” I muttered.

      He grinned and reached under the counter again. He filled a glass from the tap and handed it to another customer at the bar. “Because you like me,” he said.

      “No, because I think you want me to fire you. You want me to fire you so you can collect unemployment. I’m not going to let you sit on your ass.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Dammit, you figured me out.”

      “You know I did.”

      “Why would I want to give up all this?” he said and held up his arms. “My dream job.”

      “Very funny,” I said with a shake of my head.

      “I think you should pay me extra for all the counseling I must provide to your victims.”

      “Please, they could just grow a pair and go back to the drawing board,” I shot back. “I got told no countless times. I never went into a bar and cried about someone being mean to me.”

      “Do you want a cookie for being a stud?” he teased.

      “I am a stud and don’t you forget it.”

      “Are you going to be able to get back out that door tonight? I think your head has grown a good three sizes since you’ve been in here.”

      “Do you know I went to a community college?” I asked him as I took another drink.

      “Nope. I figured you were one of those Yale hotshots.”

      I slowly shook my head. “No. I don’t even have a four-year degree. I went to business school and then dropped out before I could go on. I couldn’t afford it and I figured it didn’t make a lot of sense to start out in debt. I am more of a hands-on guy. I didn’t want or need my father’s help to make it. I paid for my own education, what little I have. I didn’t want anyone to think I owed them anything.”

      “I didn’t know,” he said and sounded surprised. “I assumed you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth.”

      “A lot of people do, and I don’t bother to tell them any different because I don’t care what they think about me. Who I was twenty years ago isn’t who I am now.”

      “So, you’re a self-made man. Congrats.”

      I looked at him. “I am a self-made man. When these guys come in here sniveling and bitching, I don’t care. I don’t have any sympathy for them. Try harder. Do better. Think smarter.”

      He winced and pulled back. “Damn, you are one harsh dude.”

      I shrugged. “I just don’t care for excuses.”

      “Don’t I know it,” he muttered.

      “One more. Then I am heading home.”

      “Bobby was in here earlier,” he said.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I hope you didn’t serve my driver alcohol. That would defeat the purpose of me hiring a driver so I can drink.”

      “You hire a driver because you’re too lazy to drive your royal ass around.”

      I frowned at him. He seemed to be extra insulting today. “I hire a driver because I work while he’s driving, and I usually drink before I leave the building. It’s called being responsible.”

      He smirked. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      “I say give me another drink.”
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Saige

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the screen and then the paperwork in front of me. Something wasn’t adding up. “I don’t get it,” I said aloud. I was speaking to myself but my employee sitting in the chair across from my desk didn’t know that.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know how I screwed up so badly. I swear I put everything in correctly. The numbers aren’t adding up.”

      I looked up at Jody. She was fresh out of school and reminded me a lot of myself at that age. “It’s here. We just have to find it. When this happens, you just need to comb through every line. We’ll find it.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      “Jody, don’t be sorry. I’m glad you caught it before we pushed this through. Taxes are nothing but numbers, and when they are this complicated, it only makes sense there are going to be numbers transposed or entered wrong. It happens.”

      “Do you think our new boss is going to be good?” she asked.

      I flinched but refused to show any emotion. I was supposed to be a leader. I could not disparage the new owner. It put my job at risk and would only lead to problems in the office. I had to pretend all was well. I didn’t want everyone to panic.

      “I think we are going to keep doing our job to the best of our ability,” I said.

      She snorted. “That sounded like a politician answer.”

      “I am trying to be politically correct,” I told her. “I want us all to keep our jobs and I want to make George proud. If we fail or look like we don’t know what we are doing, that makes George look bad.”

      “And you,” she pointed out.

      I nodded once. “And me. A new owner doesn’t mean anything. He won’t be involved in our day-to-day operations. We all need to keep working like we always have.”

      Jody nodded but I could tell she wasn’t completely buying into my story. That was okay. I just needed to keep up a good attitude. I had to be strong for my people. If they panicked, their work would suffer, and they would absolutely end up on Nash’s chopping block. The guy was ruthless and would not hesitate to cut anyone he thought wasn’t pulling their weight.

      “I’m the lowest on the totem pole,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll be the first to go.”

      I stopped looking at the screen and stared at her. “We have all been the new guy. You can’t let that define the work you put out. You have every opportunity to be better than the top guy. You can decide to be better than me. You can’t hold yourself back just because you’re new.”

      “You did that, huh?” she said with a hint of admiration in her voice.

      I didn’t necessarily need her admiration or want a pat on the back, but it was true. “I worked hard to get to where I am. Very hard and I never let anyone tell me I couldn’t or that I wasn’t good enough.”

      She smiled. “You should totally take over.”

      “What?”

      “You are such a good boss. I wish you could have bought the company.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I’m not aiming that high. I like my job and I like the people I work with. I’m okay with it staying like that.”

      “I bet you could own a place like this one day,” she said.

      “Maybe, but that is not today.” I returned my attention to the forms and it was like a beacon lit up. “Found it!”

      “No way!” she exclaimed.

      “Line nineteen,” I said and quickly adjusted the number in the program, saved it, and sent it back to her email. “I just sent it to you. I’m glad you took the time to review this before pushing it off. That’s a sign of good workmanship and I truly appreciate it. The client will as well.”

      “Thank you, Saige. I really appreciate your help.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Everyone was on edge. I was doing my best to carry on like tomorrow wasn’t happening. I knew Nash, and I was almost positive we would be losing a few people in the coming days and weeks. Nash only knew numbers and money. He didn’t care about the people that produced those numbers or the money they made him.

      I thought it was an asshole move to wait a full week before showing up. He was making the people sweat. His people. It pissed me off that he was lording his power and his money over good people that didn’t deserve to be treated like crap. A real man would have shown up on Monday and made the announcement with George. But not Nash Aarons. He was going to hide in his little ivory tower and do whatever pleased him.

      I wasn’t going to give him a reason to fire me or anyone else under me. I spent the week dotting every single “i” and making sure all the “t’s” were crossed. If he wanted to fire one of us, he was going to have to look damn hard to find a reason.

      When I got home that night, Joss was just serving the kids ice cream. I raised an eyebrow and checked the time. “It’s seven thirty,” I pointed out.

      She grinned. “They were so good today. They deserved a treat.”

      “But ice cream an hour before bed?”

      “They were really good,” she insisted.

      “All right, guys, go play,” I told them. “Run off some of that energy.”

      “I’ll pour you a glass of wine,” she said, immediately knowing what I needed.

      I kicked off my heels and ran my fingers through my short dark hair. I rubbed my scalp and tried to release the tension that had been building all week. “Thank you.”

      She handed me a glass before we both moved to sit down at the kitchen table. “What happened?”

      I had been busy all week and working late, making it impossible for me to tell her the big news. “Monday, it was announced our company had been bought out.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Oh no! That is never good. Are you out of work?”

      “No. Not yet. The boss assured us none of us were losing our jobs.”

      “But you’re worried?” she asked.

      “I am.”

      “Saige, I don’t know shit about what you do, but I know you do it very well. You are very successful. No one is going to fire you.”

      “There’s one little detail I haven’t told you.”

      “What?”

      “I know the new owner,” I said.

      “Did you work for him before?” she asked.

      “No, actually, he was a client. It was almost ten years ago. I was just starting out in the business. He was a total dick. We clashed to say the least. He is arrogant and has this air about him that grates on my nerves. On everyone’s nerves. He is seriously one of the biggest pains in the asses I have ever had the misfortune of dealing with.”

      She laughed. “That sounds bad.”

      “It is bad. It’s very bad.”

      “Do you think he’ll remember you?” she questioned.

      I couldn’t imagine how he couldn’t remember me. “I’m not sure. I want to say yes, but maybe he doesn’t.”

      “Did you guys part on bad terms?”

      That was an understatement. “It definitely wasn’t great terms,” I said. I couldn’t tell her about my behind closed door involvement with him. I didn’t want to admit to that just yet. I had a feeling it was all going to come out soon enough. I wanted to enjoy my life the way it was just a little longer.

      “Then he’ll remember you,” she said.

      “Probably.”

      “Do you think he’ll try and get rid of you because of your past?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

      “You’re worried.”

      “I kind of have to be worried. I can’t afford to lose my job.”

      She nodded. I could feel her shrinking me. I supposed it would be hard not to psychoanalyze people. I was always thinking about numbers and tax breaks. “Can I give you my two cents?”

      “You know I welcome your two cents,” I said with a smile. “You have the best cents.”

      “I think you need to have an adult conversation,” she said. “You’re a big girl and I’m assuming he’s a big boy. Flings and love affairs in your twenties aren’t exactly a rarity. Everyone does it.”

      “Everyone?”

      “You know what I mean. It’s common. Our twenties are an extension of our teens, with a few more legal rights. It is natural to want to explore who we are and have some fun. When you’re twenty-two, twenty-three, or whatever, you are still a kid learning to create your own boundaries. How common is it to eat dessert for breakfast or stay up really late on a work night in your early twenties? Whatever happened between you guys was all about you flexing your adulthood.”

      She was right. “But I still have to see him,” I said.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said, which pretty much guaranteed I would take it the wrong way. “What if he doesn’t remember you?”

      I thought about it. “I guess that wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen.”

      “If he remembers you, be polite. What happened is in the past. You both need to move forward.”

      “I’ll try, but unless he’s changed his spots, polite is not a word I would ever associate with him. I think the most I can hope for is a mutual dislike. He’ll stay in his corner and I’ll stay in mine.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, right. I know you. You don’t ever stay in your corner.”

      “I’ll try to be nice,” I said. “I won’t claw his eyes out. I won’t even talk to him.”

      “That could be awkward.”

      “I’ll avoid him as best as I can,” I said with a sigh. “And pray he doesn’t remember me.”

      She put her hand on mine. “It got quiet in there,” she said, referring to the kids. “I think it’s the sugar crash. I’m going to get her home and in the bath. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      After we said goodbye, I got Jace into the bath and started a load of laundry. While I was tossing grass-stained jeans into the laundry, I thought about what I was going to wear tomorrow. I needed to be in my best power suit. I was going to be facing my ex. I wanted him to see I’d made it despite what happened between us. He didn’t think much of me back then.

      I was going to be calm and professional. I wasn’t going to let him see that the mere idea of working with him or for him made me uncomfortable. It made me jittery and nervous. He didn’t get the pleasure of knowing I was out of sorts.

      Jace walked out of the bathroom with wet hair and his jammies on. “Dry your hair,” I told him.

      He groaned and stomped back into the bathroom. “Why do I have to dry my hair?”

      “Because if you go to bed with wet hair, it’s going to be ugly in the morning. Then it is going to take extra time to fix.”

      I could hear him mumbling. I let him work it out for himself. Thirty minutes later, he was in bed with dry hair. I crawled into his small twin bed and pulled him close. “Your hair smells so good,” I told him.

      “You say that all the time,” he said.

      “Because it’s true. You are getting too big, too fast.”

      “I’m supposed to,” he said as if it was obvious.

      “Yes, you are.”

      He didn’t kick me out of his bed, and I wasn’t going to leave willingly. I wanted to cherish these moments. In a month or three months or maybe a year, he would not let me cuddle with him. My baby was on his way to being a teenager, and from there, it was graduation and college.
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      I stepped off the elevator and had a rush of nostalgia. It was the first tax firm I’d hired. I had just been starting out and making good money when I was told about this place. My visits as a client were not all good memories. There was a lot of drama back then. Drama I didn’t care to think about. Not all of it was drama. There had been some good times.

      I doubted Saige would be working here anymore. CPAs tended to bounce around from firm to firm. She was surely long gone by now.

      I stepped through the door of the tax firm I’d purchased. I was immediately greeted by a young woman sitting at a desk with a headset on. I hated those things. That was going to be a change.

      “Hi, can I help you?” she asked.

      She was friendly enough, but it was too fake. “I’m here to see whoever is in charge.”

      She gave me a funny look. “Is there something I can help you with specifically?”

      “Yes, I specifically want to speak to whoever is in charge,” I said in a harsh tone. It was the same tone I used when I was lecturing or scolding an employee.

      She jumped up. “Just a second.”

      I watched as she scurried away. I scanned the open space behind the reception desk. There were desks positioned around the large room with doors lining one wall. I remembered those were bathrooms and I assumed a break room. On the opposite side of the room were three more doors with windows. Those would be the offices of the managers.

      I observed the people in the office without them knowing I was there. They were chatting and talking and not a one of them was on the phone or dealing with a client. I saw one woman holding her phone, and from my view, it looked like she was checking social media.

      I was growing more irritated by the second as I watched the staff. It pissed me off. I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and looked over to see what it was that drew my attention. It was the receptionist with a very sexy woman following her.

      The woman, who I assumed was the boss, was walking toward me with a stern expression. Her dark hair was cut short, brushing just above her shoulders in thick chunks. The black skirt she was wearing was tight with a hem that hit just above the knee. Her beige blouse was tucked in, showing off her stunning curvy figure.

      She walked closer and I realized I was looking at Saige Conway.

      It couldn’t be. She was still here, and she was in charge. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      She came to a stop in front of me. Her pale blue eyes were locked on mine. We stared at each other for several seconds. I didn’t have to wonder if she recognized me. It was apparent.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “You requested to see me,” she said tersely.

      “I asked to see whoever was in charge.”

      “And I’m here.”

      I smirked. “Yes, you are.”

      “What can I do for you?” she asked again.

      I looked at the receptionist and waited for her to get the hint. She nodded and walked back to her desk. I turned my attention to Saige. “I’d like to talk in my office,” I said.

      She quirked one eyebrow. “Your office? Do you have an office nearby?”

      “I have an office here.”

      “Where?”

      I wasn’t sure if she was purposely being obtuse or if she really didn’t know. “I don’t know where. I would like you to show me.”

      “Mr. Aarons, I can’t show you because I don’t know.”

      “Where is the old owner’s office?”

      “George?”

      I shrugged. “If that was his name, yes.”

      “George is in his office.”

      “My office,” I corrected.

      She narrowed her gaze, her lips pursing together. “He is in his office until the end of the day. For now, you don’t have an office.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Fine, we’ll talk in your office.”

      She forced a smile. “This way.”

      I walked behind her and checked out her ass. A woman wearing a skirt that tight knew guys like me were going to look.

      She stepped into her office and waited for me to walk in before closing the door. “Have a seat,” she said and walked around to sit behind her desk.

      “I’d like to talk about operations,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      I stared at her for a few seconds and wondered if I should address the elephant in the room. Did I acknowledge what happened between us? The way she was looking at me with something slightly above disdain told me it was better if I pretended it didn’t happen.

      “I’d like to start by saying all decisions will need to go through me,” I stated.

      “All decisions?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How exactly are we supposed to run all decisions through you when you aren’t here? We make decisions all day long. Are you asking me to call you every time the copier runs out of paper?”

      She hadn’t changed. Saige was always a stubborn woman. She was convinced she knew better. Maybe she did in some things, but this was my business now. She was going to be a challenge. I needed to make sure every employee understood I was the owner. I was the boss. Saige was the lady in charge of day to day, but it was ultimately me.

      “I’m asking you to run all decisions by me,” I said firmly.

      Her lips pressed together again as if she was trying to keep the words inside. “Keep your phone handy.”

      “I will. I’d like to have a meeting. Now.”

      “Now?” she asked.

      “Yes. Now. Is there a conference room?”

      “Yes, there is,” she answered.

      I waited for her to pick up the phone or do something. “I’ve got things to do later.”

      She wanted to say something. I could feel the tension in the room. I liked tension. I had long grown used to making people uncomfortable. It didn’t bother me a bit. I found people said more when they were tense.

      “Right, let me jump right on that,” she said with sarcasm. “Generally, we try and give people a minute before we demand they jump through hoops.”

      “I’ll give you ten,” I said and got to my feet.

      “Yes, sir! All the troops—I mean the staff—will be in the conference room in ten minutes.”

      “The conference room is where?” I asked from the doorway.

      She pasted on a bright smile that was more teeth than anything else. “There’s a map hanging on the wall by the fire extinguisher. There’s a little arrow marking where you are. You can find your way from there.”

      She was sassy. Sassier than I remembered. I walked out of her office and quickly located the fire extinguisher with the map. The office was a lot bigger than I remembered. George had done well and grown the business, but I was going to make it a lot bigger. I was going to take the tax firm to the next level.

      I didn’t miss the stares from the employees that now looked just a little worried. No one was chatting and little Miss Social Media had put her phone away. I wandered around a bit before making my way to my office. My future office. I knocked once and waited.

      “Come in,” someone called out.

      I opened the door and tried not to cringe. This was going to be changing. The office looked like it was straight out of nineteen sixty. “George, it’s nice to finally meet in person,” I said.

      George’s head popped up. He looked at his watch and then me. “Oh shit,” he muttered and jumped to his feet. “You must be Nash.” He extended his hand. “I didn’t realize how late it was.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. There were a few boxes on the floor and another on his desk.

      “I’m just doing some last-minute packing. I’ll introduce you to Saige Conway. She’s the tax director. She runs the show really. I’m just the figurehead. Correction, I was the figurehead. I guess that’s you now.”

      “I’ve met Saige,” I told him.

      “Oh good. She’s going to be your most valuable asset. The people here all respect her. She does a great job and runs a tight ship.”

      I nodded as he spoke. “Good to know.”

      “Look, Nash—Mr. Aarons—during negotiations, I was very clear about what I wanted for the company.”

      This was nothing new. Owners always got cold feet after the ink was dry. “I read your statement.”

      “I’m hoping you will honor your word and keep the staff,” he said in a quiet voice.

      I appreciated someone who cared about their employees, but I cared about running a successful business. “I have no intention to randomly fire anyone. I’m just about to hold a meeting to talk to the staff about my expectations. If my expectations cannot be met, then I’ll need to make some changes.”

      He nodded with his shoulders sagging. He knew he was defeated. “I understand,” he said. “I’ve got someone coming in an hour to help me get this stuff out of here. I guess it’s all yours.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said. “Good luck with your retirement.”

      I walked out of his office and ventured around the rest of the large space. It felt so massive and impersonal. It resembled a warehouse with carpet. I couldn’t imagine clients feeling comfortable in the environment. Taxes were very personal. It wasn’t generally something anyone liked to discuss with twenty people at once.

      That was another change I wanted to make. I finished my self-guided tour and found myself in a break room. A rather lavish break room.

      I scanned the assortment of fresh donuts and muffins sitting on the counter. I opened the fridge and found it stocked with bottled water, Diet Coke, and Sprite. I was guessing I was paying for these things.

      I looked at a bowl of fresh fruit sitting on the table. Someone was trying to pretend to be healthy. It looked like a hotel continental breakfast setup. I opened the cupboard and cringed. There were at least six different boxes of tea. A variety of K-cups were stashed in the cupboard as well. These people were definitely well taken care of.

      I left the breakroom and headed for the conference room. I had seen enough.
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      I didn’t know how I was going to get through this. He was the same arrogant prick I remembered. In fact, I was certain he was even more arrogant. I was surprised he didn’t snap his fingers and demand I jump to do his bidding.

      “Jody, I need you to help me get everyone into the conference room,” I said.

      “When?”

      “Right now,” I told her.

      “What about clients?”

      “We’re clear until this afternoon.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      I headed across the office floor. I needed a minute to get myself together. I pushed open the restroom door and welcomed the solitude. I stood in front of the mirror and sucked in a deep breath. I had hoped when I saw him again, the old feelings would be gone.

      I didn’t expect him to be so damn hot. The guy was pompous and just a little rude. He was also stupid gorgeous. How could he get sexier? I was certain he had somehow gotten taller and bigger. And those eyes. I remembered the way he looked at me just before he kissed me. His light brown eyes were nothing like the man. His eyes were soft. He was not.

      The square jaw, broad shoulders, and trim torso told me he was still swimming. I remembered way too much about the man. He’d been a competitive swimmer in high school. He took me swimming once and showed off his moves. He’d been naked at the time. The last thing I was looking at was his swim stroke. How was I going to work with him and not think about sex?

      I needed to focus. Nash would start off hot and heavy, but he wouldn’t last. We were his new toy. He’d get tired of us and move on. I could go back to running the firm. He’d pop in, do his thing, and leave us alone. I just needed to keep my cool. I could do this. I liked my job. I needed the paycheck.

      I walked out of the bathroom and felt calmer. I was ready. I had only taken a few steps when I heard my name. “Hey, Lana, what’s up?” I asked. “Did Jody tell you guys we need to be in the conference room?”

      She grimaced. “Yes, but I’ve got a problem.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Daniel has a fever,” she said. “The school nurse just called. I need to go pick him up.”

      “Oh no, poor guy,” I said. As a single mom, I could empathize with her. I hated when I got a call from the school. Everything stopped until I was told he was safe and not suffering from some horrible accident. It was the curse of being a mom. No one could keep your child safe like you could.

      “Do you mind if I go? I know this is a bad day for it, but he’s sick.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her I would handle it but didn’t get the chance. Apparently, Nash had developed stealth-like powers. “Is it a high fever?” Nash asked.

      Lana looked confused. “No, but—”

      “Don’t they give them Tylenol and they lie down in the office or something?” he questioned.

      “Well, yes, but—”

      “Then I would imagine he’s fine,” he said with no feeling. “There’s nothing you can do that hasn’t been done. I need everyone in the conference room.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had never heard such selfish, horrible things said to a person, let alone an employee. Lana looked like she was going to cry. “Okay,” she said and rushed away.

      Nash turned to follow Lana. “Nash, wait,” I said.

      He stopped and turned around. “Do you need something?”

      “Yes,” I hissed. I walked away from the conference room, forcing him to follow. I didn’t want anyone to overhear what I had to say.

      “Saige, I need to get in there,” he said impatiently.

      “You can’t do that!”

      “Excuse me?” he questioned. “What can’t I do?”

      “You can’t talk to people like that,” I said. “She needs to go.”

      He shrugged. “I am the boss. I can talk to them anyway I see fit. It wasn’t like I said her kid was going to die.”

      I couldn’t believe how callous he was. The man was truly the most selfish person. “Wow,” I said for lack of a better word. I just couldn’t with him.

      I walked into the conference room. I could only imagine what he was going to say to the people. It would be a miracle if none of them quit after he got through with his little speech.

      I stood near the back of the room. I felt it was safest for all parties involved. I needed some distance between us. The man had a knack for pushing my buttons. Everyone looked at me and then him. He had a commanding appearance. When he walked into a room, people looked at him. You couldn’t not notice him.

      “Thank you, everyone,” he said. “I’m Nash Aarons. As you’ve probably figured out, I’m the new owner of the firm. I am not going to pretend to know anything about taxes, but I do know business. You will all be in the same job you’ve been doing. I have high standards. I do not accept anything less than the best. My companies I own are the best.”

      He paused for a second and looked at his new employees. “I don’t listen to excuses. I don’t tolerate tardiness or half efforts. If anyone does not like my way of doing things or think my standards are too high, I know there are plenty of firms out there looking for employees. It’s tax season. I’m sure any of you would find a job quickly. I won’t settle for anything less than the standards I have set forth. Does anyone have any questions?”

      I scoffed. There was no way anyone was going to ask him any questions. He said the words, but his demeanor made it clear he was not interested in what anyone actually had to say. The arrogance oozing from every pore made me want to scream.

      “All right then,” he said when no one spoke up. “I know you all have a lot of work to do. I don’t want to hold you up. Saige will continue on as manager. I will be taking over the owner’s office. If you have any issues or questions, talk to Saige.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him.

      “She’ll be in the office and will be the one you need to speak to. She’ll report to me.”

      I nearly chewed my tongue off trying to keep my comments professional. “You guys know you can talk to me,” I said.

      I could feel their fear and apprehension. Nash was doing very little to put them at ease. I met his eyes. There was a smirk on his lips. He was enjoying this. He liked messing with people. It was going to take more patience than I had to deal with this man. I couldn’t believe I ever thought I could love him.

      “Thanks, everyone. I’ll check in later. That’s all I have.”

      No one moved. Again, I could feel their stress. Nash looked at me and then walked out. It took a second before anyone talked. Then it was everyone talking at once.

      I held up my hands. “Guys, we have a full day. Let’s get back to work. We all want to get out of here at a decent hour, right? Let’s go.”

      Everyone got up and filtered out of the room. Lana was on her way out of the room when I stopped her. “Lana, go get your son.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “I can’t lose my job. I have to work.”

      “I’ll take care of your stuff. Your son is more important.”

      She looked stressed. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. I know I wouldn’t be able to focus on work if my son was sick. I’ll take care of things here.”

      “I can see if my mom can watch him,” she said.

      “Lana, go,” I insisted.

      “Thank you.”

      I went back to my office. I was going to be working right through lunch. I was not about to let Nash dictate parenting. He didn’t have any idea what it was like to have a sick child that needed you. Sometimes, work was not the most important thing in the world.

      I didn’t mind jumping in and helping out when it was necessary. It was kind of fun to do some of the normal stuff. I liked filling out forms. I was a nerd. I had always been a mathlete. I loved numbers and trying to figure out mathematical problems.

      It was close to the end of the day when I heard Nash’s voice. “Shit,” I muttered. He was back.

      I was really hoping he would be gone for the day. Forever. There was nothing he could possibly do at the office. He wasn’t an accountant. I knew firsthand he didn’t know shit about taxes. He hired people like me to figure out how to keep his ass out of jail for not paying enough taxes.

      He knocked on my door but didn’t bother giving me the chance to tell him to come in. He stood just inside my office door. “I didn’t see that lady from earlier,” he said.

      “You’ll need to be a little more specific,” I said with disgust. “There are a lot of ladies that work here.”

      “You know exactly who I’m talking about,” he said. “The one with the kid that had a fever.”

      “Lana,” I said. “Her name is Lana. Typically when you are speaking to an employee, it is good to know their name. That lady could be considered just a little derogatory.”

      He smirked. “I wasn’t aware I was dealing with the PC police.”

      “You’re dealing with someone who cares about her employees. I believe in treating people with respect. Here’s a tip you might want to think about trying one of these days. Talk to people like you like them.”

      He shrugged. “Why? I don’t know her. I don’t know if I like her.”

      It was like talking to Jace. I wondered how he missed out on learning some of the basic social niceties. I was going to renew my effort to teach Jace good manners. “You’re right. You don’t know and I doubt you will ever know.”

      He nodded at the files on my desk. “Since when do tax managers work on paperwork?”

      “I take a very hands-on approach to my job.”

      “You’re doing her work,” he said.

      It was kind of remarkable that he was able to figure all of that out. “I’m helping out a fellow employee.”

      “You’re doing her work for her. That’s not helping out. That’s enabling bad behavior. It’s a sign of weak management.”

      I could not throw my computer at him. I could not throw the stapler at him. I could not shout at him. He was my boss. I smiled and shut down my laptop. “As it turns out, I’m done for the day. Unless you have something else you need me to do, I’m going to wrap up and get out of here.”

      “You did your normal job and hers?”

      “Yes. Your concern is the work, correct?”

      He nodded once. “Yes.”

      “The work is done. It’s done well. That is all you need to worry about.”

      He looked pissed. “You’re telling me what I need to worry about?”

      “You’re right. You worry if you want to. Now, it’s a Friday night and I’d like to go home. Did you need something else?”

      He looked like he was going to say something and then stopped himself. “No. I don’t need anything.”

      “Then have a good night.”

      “I’ll see you Monday,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Really?”

      “Do you have a problem with me coming into my business?”

      I had to remember he was the owner. He was officially my boss. If that didn’t make me want to chew nails, I didn’t think anything could. “Not at all. I wasn’t aware this was going to be your new home base.”

      “This place needs some attention. I want to make it worth my investment.”

      “Great,” I said with a forced smile.

      He turned and walked out of the office. It was like he funneled the air out with him.

      This really sucked. There were millions of businesses. Why did he have to buy mine? This was way too complicated. This was going to make a mess of my life. I couldn’t have him in my life. It complicated things. Really, really complicated things.

      All I could do was hope he would fade out of my life again. He’d buy another business and go away.

      “Please go away,” I whispered.
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      That had not gone quite as well as I hoped. Seeing Saige was a surprise. I did not think she would still be working at the same place. She didn’t like me. That much was clear. Again, not a shocker there. Most people didn’t like me. I found it was much easier to get through this crazy life I led when I didn’t have to worry about trying to make people like me. The way someone else felt was none of my concern. I had my own problems.

      I went upstairs to my office. The place was empty, which I expected. It was a Friday night. Everyone had places to be and families to spend time with. I was a bachelor with no family. Technically, I had a family but not one I was close to.

      I spent several hours alone in my office doing what I did best—making money. I heard my stomach growl and realized I’d worked right through dinner. I checked the time and saw it was after nine. I decided to call it a night. I needed a drink and hopefully a little conversation.

      The bar would be closing soon. It wasn’t a typical bar that catered to the late crowd. Davin would hopefully be able to hang out for a bit after closing. I didn’t want to think about what it meant that I basically paid him to be my friend. I knew it wasn’t necessarily that, but it was certainly a strange arrangement.

      I was happy to see the bar was essentially empty. There were a few stragglers but the chairs up on the tables were the cue that it was time to wrap things up. As the owner of the bar, I should have been bothered by the fact there were exactly three guys in the bar on a Friday night. I wasn’t the least bit worried. I was making plenty of money and a slow night wasn’t going to kill me.

      “I thought you would be out with some hot model,” Davin said when I sat down at the bar.

      “Not tonight.”

      “What’s up? You look like you’ve been up for days.”

      I shook my head. “I assure you I haven’t. It’s been a long day and I need a drink.”

      He smirked as he grabbed a glass. “You say that every day.”

      “Every day feels long,” I commented. “Are you closing up?”

      “In five minutes.”

      “Stay and have a drink with me, on me,” I added.

      He grinned. “Only if you say I’m your best friend in the whole wide world.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be an idiot.”

      He pulled back the drink he poured for me. “Do you want to know what I do to the drinks of assholes?” He held my glass to his face and pretended to be spitting in it.

      “Very funny. Give me my drink.”

      He laughed and slid the glass across the bar. “I’m going to grab a beer. These guys can finish up. My feet are killing me. Let’s sit at a table.”

      I slid off the stool and moved to a corner in the far back. I pulled the chairs off and sat down in one. Davin joined me a minute later with a bottle of Coors Light.

      “I hope I’m not paying you to drink with me,” I said dryly.

      He winked. “Of course not.” He took another long drink from the beer. “How was the new business?”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. Not great but not a pile of shit. I’ll have it whipped into shape in no time. It will be one of the top tax firms in the country. I’m already looking into buying more space in the building. I’ll need to hire more people as well.”

      “Look at you, always improving the economy one job at a time,” he teased.

      “I do what I can.”

      I could feel him watching me. “Why don’t you look happy about this new business? Whenever you snatch up a company, you are usually giddy. I’m not getting that vibe this time.”

      “Because this one comes with added complications,” I told him.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I have a past with the manager of the place,” I said.

      His blue eyes flashed, and his grin exploded over his face. The guy was a couple of years younger than I was, but he looked like he was twenty-one without a care in the world, especially when he smiled like that. “A past?” he teased. “Does that mean she was one of the many ladies left in your wake?”

      “Not really.”

      “Please, do tell,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for a juicy story all night.”

      “It isn’t so juicy,” I lied. I wasn’t going to get into the details of that little tryst. “She was someone who did my taxes for me back at the beginning of my career. Back then, she was a CPA at the firm. I had no idea she was still there or running the place.”

      “And is that a bad thing?” he asked. “Like she’s not good at the tax thing?”

      “No, she’s very good. A little bossy but she saved my ass back then and kept me from paying through the nose in taxes. She was smart and knew a lot about all of the little loopholes and how to keep me from being audited.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” he asked.

      “There isn’t one.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve known you five years now and this is clearly a problem for you.”

      “It just brings back some old memories,” I told him.

      That really was the problem. Seeing Saige brought back a part of my life I had long tried to forget. Not that she was something I regretted, but that whole time was bad news.

      “Now you’ve got me curious. Spill.”

      I noticed the last customers had left and the employees had disappeared. The bar was closed. It was just me and him. “I was married, and it did not end well. It didn’t start well either, but the ending was especially bad.”

      “You and this tax lady were married?”

      “No, no. I was married to someone else.”

      He looked confused. “So, the tax lady is just a tax lady? Not your ex?”

      That was a tricky question. “No.”

      He shook his head. “Are you purposely being cagey? Do you want me to know or what? You want to tell me. I can feel it. Spit it out.”

      “My marriage was a fucking joke,” I blurted out. “A cruel joke. I don’t like to admit I’ve made a mistake very often, but that was the biggest mistake of my life.”

      “What happened?”

      I held up my empty glass. “I’m going to need another. Just thinking about those days makes me want to drink a bottle.”

      I got up at the same time he did.

      “I’ll get it,” he said.

      “No, you’re off the clock.”

      He laughed. “Cheapskate. You don’t want to pay me.”

      “I’m grabbing the bottle,” I told him as I moved behind the bar. I quickly found the bottle and carried it back to the table.

      “That bad, huh?” he asked as I filled my glass.

      “It was worse than bad.”

      “Did she cheat on you?” he asked.

      “Probably. I don’t know. I don’t care. It wasn’t like I loved her.”

      “Damn,” he hissed. “Why’d you marry her?”

      “Because she was pretty and very social. I thought I needed a wife on my arm to impress people. I was trying to prove to the rich pricks that were running the business scene in the city that I was just like them. They all had their trophy wives and golfed on the weekends while the wives did the charity stuff. I was trying to fit in and ended up making myself miserable.”

      “Harsh,” he said with a grimace. “What about her?”

      “What about her?”

      “Did you dump her?” he asked.

      “She wasn’t married to me because she loved me. By the end of the marriage, she didn’t even like me. I didn’t much care for her either. We didn’t share a room. We were barely in the same city. She traveled and lived like a queen on my dime. I have no doubt in my mind I was supporting a series of lovers for her as well.”

      “Damn, that is really rough,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Fuck it. I’m over it. It’s in the past. It’s just not something I think about. She got her money and now she’s out of my life. I rarely think about her. Seeing Saige just kind of stirred up those old memories.”

      “Saige, huh?” he said. “Weird name.”

      I shrugged. I never really thought about whether it was weird or not. “I guess.”

      “I’m picking up on some animosity there,” he said.

      “Where?”

      “Between you and Saige. Did she dump you or the other way around?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t say there was a relationship.”

      He grinned. “You didn’t have to. Is she good?”

      I almost choked. “What? What the fuck? We’re not in a locker room.”

      He burst into laughter. “I guess we know where your mind was. I was asking if she is good at the job. Can you afford to have her quit? Can you make the company the best without her help if you have to fire her?”

      “I’m not firing her.”

      “You certainly seem bothered by the idea of working with her,” he said.

      “It isn’t that. She’s good at what she does but there are some things I want changed to make the company better.”

      He slowly nodded as he sipped the beer. “But you’re afraid of her.”

      I scowled at him. “What the hell is wrong with you? What are you even talking about?”

      “You’re all out of sorts and I have to believe it is because you saw her again.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. “I’m sure she’ll be able to adjust to the changes I want made.”

      “You don’t sound very confident,” he said with a laugh.

      “She’s strong-willed,” I muttered.

      “Sounds to me like you’re going to be spending a lot of time with this Saige woman.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      He shrugged. “Because she’s been doing the job for a long time and you want to make changes. In my experience, when someone has been working somewhere for a while, they develop their own way of doing things.”

      “Yes, I get that, but her way is wrong.”

      He laughed again. “I now understand why you are single.”

      “By choice.”

      “You’re going to have a hell of a time getting this lady to change her ways. You’re going to have to be there and see her and spend time with her. Can you handle it?”

      “I don’t care if I can handle it or she can handle it. It needs to be done.”

      He nodded and looked thoughtful. “Do you think you’ll ever get married again?”

      I almost choked on my drink. “Why in the hell would you say something like that?”

      “It’s a valid question. You’re getting a little long in the tooth. Don’t you want to settle down and have a couple of little Nashes?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not ready to bust out the walker just yet.”

      “What are you, forty?”

      “Fuck you. I’m thirty-eight. I’m in my prime and I’m not slowing down with a ball and chain dragging me into a pit of hell.”

      He laughed again. “All right, you’ve got some serious feelings about this marriage thing.”

      “I don’t like it and I don’t want it.”

      “Got it,” he said. “I have a feeling I’m going to see you in here a lot more this coming week.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re going to be trying to change a woman’s mind,” he said with a smile. “I’ve personally tried to change a woman’s mind. It’s not something I’ll do again.”

      “I’m not afraid of a woman,” I said.

      “Famous last words,” he said with a laugh. “I’ll order extra liquor.”

      “It’s not going to be bad,” I said. “I’m actually looking forward to it.”

      “Good luck to you.”
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      I turned my head and looked at the alarm clock. I loved the weekends. I loved sleeping in, and I really loved not having to pull Jace from bed and rush him out the door to school. When I was a young, naïve twenty-something, before I got pregnant, I imagined myself being the typical soccer mom. I was going to stay home and be a fulltime mommy. I was going to bake cookies and be the classroom mom and do all the things mom’s do.

      Unfortunately, being a single parent meant I had to drag my ass out of bed five days a week and earn a living. I liked my job, but I would love to be home when Jace got out of school. I wished I could volunteer in his class more often and be a chaperone on field trips. I wanted the best of both worlds. But wishes were the stuff of little girls’ fairytales.

      “You’re in the real world and that means laundry and grocery shopping,” I muttered.

      At least I got to do those things with my son. I rolled out of bed and headed into the kitchen to make coffee. The first thing I noticed was the sun. Then I heard birds singing. Spring had sprung!

      “Screw laundry and housework!” We were going to the park.

      It had been a long winter and I was looking forward to hanging out in the sun. I started my coffee and found myself humming. A little sun did a lot of good. I was going to make Jace a good breakfast.

      I pulled out the box of Bisquick and the waffle iron. I couldn’t wait until the farmers’ market was open and I could have fresh strawberries to go with the waffles.

      “Do we have to go to school today?” Jace asked.

      I turned to look at his sleepy face. He rubbed his eyes with his little hands and looked totally innocent and precious. “Nope. It’s Saturday. We’re going to eat waffles and then I was thinking we could go to the park.”

      “The big park?” he asked with big eyes.

      “Yes. We’ll stay as long as you want. I’ll pack some snacks and my book, and we can laze away the day.”

      “Can we ask Caitlyn and Joss to come play?” he asked.

      I thought about it for a second. I was kind of hoping to hang with him, but I knew he’d have more fun playing with Caitlyn. I would spend the evening with him. This was his day off too. “I’ll text Joss right now,” I told him. “Have a seat. The first waffles are just about done.”

      I quickly texted Joss to see if she was up for a day out with the kids. She replied almost immediately with an excited yes. After eating breakfast, I got ready for the day before packing a few snacks and drinks in the oversized insulated bag I kept for just this reason.

      We walked to the park that was already bustling with kids in the neighborhood. The first real spring Saturday always brought out the crowds. We were all craving sunshine. It took a few minutes to find Joss and Caitlyn.

      Joss had a blanket spread out. “This is prime real estate,” she joked. “I hoped to get a bench or a picnic table, but they were all spoken for.”

      I put the bag down and settled in next to her on the blanket. The kids were already off and climbing things. “I brought plenty of snacks,” I said.

      “I brought some too. If I can keep her out here all day, I’ll do it. The girl needs to run off some of that energy and attitude.”

      I laughed. “Rough morning?”

      “I swear she woke up and was fourteen,” she groaned. “I love her, but boy, does she try my patience.”

      “She seems to be having fun now,” I said as I watched the kids laugh and play.

      “Good.”

      “How’d it go with the new boss?” she asked. “You didn’t say much last night.”

      “He’s just how I remember him,” I said. “Arrogant, demanding, and certain his shit doesn’t stink.”

      She laughed. “Ah, the best kind of boss.”

      “Exactly. He was so awful. If he finds out I have a kid, I bet he’s going to see it as a reason to demote me.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “He wouldn’t dare.”

      “He wouldn’t say it was for that reason, but I have no doubt he is not going to be happy to learn I have a weakness.”

      “Saige, that’s archaic thinking. Why do you think he would do that?”

      I quickly told her about Lana. “He acted like it was such a horrible sin that she wanted to go pick up her son. It was like he had no conscience. No morals. It was all about him and what he wanted. He was more concerned with making money than that little boy needing his mom.”

      “That is cold, but it isn’t exactly isolated to male bosses,” she said. “I’ve counseled plenty of women who have been pushed out of their jobs by female bosses for the same thing. Look at me. I had to start my own practice and work out of my house because the practice I was in was not happy with the amount of time I wanted off. They didn’t like that I wanted limited hours.”

      “True, but this guy?” I said and shook my head. “He’s just—” I couldn’t think of the words.

      “You know, it seems like there is more than just a past between the two of you. I’m sensing there is a lot more to this story.”

      Of course, she would pick up on it. She was a damn good psychologist. “It isn’t anything worth rehashing.”

      “Are you sure? You’ve been tense all week, ever since you found out he was going to be your new boss.”

      “Trust me, it lasted about five minutes and then he was out of my life,” I told her.

      She smiled. “I get it. When you want to talk about it, you know you can talk to me.”

      “I do know that, and I appreciate it,” I said. “I just need to figure out how to work with him.”

      “Do you think he’s going to be a hard boss?” she asked.

      “Yes and no. If he’s the guy I remember, he’s going to be manageable. He’ll be difficult, but I can handle that guy. I’ve done it before. But the guy that was in the office yesterday, not so much. I just can’t explain how unapproachable he was. It was like he thought he was this king and everyone should jump whenever he snapped his fingers.”

      She was quiet for a few seconds. Her eyes were on the kids. “What about sitting down and having a conversation with him?” she suggested. “You are his manager, and I would expect the two of you need to be on the same page. There should be a meeting of the minds, so to speak. He tells you what he expects, and you tell him what you expect from him.”

      I smirked. “Oh, that sounds great in theory, but he didn’t give the impression he was willing to be involved in a give and take. He’s all about laying down the law and the rest of us should just get in line.”

      “You really don’t like this guy,” she said.

      “It isn’t that I don’t like him. I don’t respect him.”

      “How is this going to impact your work?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “You should send me a monthly bill for all the counseling you do.”

      “This isn’t me counseling. This is me being a friend. We’re having a conversation. When I’m having a bad day, you talk to me.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, are you going to be able to do this?”

      Jace ran by screaming with Caitlyn chasing him. I smiled as I watched them play. I mulled over her question. It was the same thing I’d been thinking about since he gave his little speech in the conference room. I finally turned to look at her. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “Saige, you have worked your ass off to get to where you are. You’ve sacrificed a lot to hold your position. You love your job. Are you willing to walk away and let that all go?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “If you quit, he wins.”

      My lip curled. “Like hell he will.”

      She grinned. “That’s my girl. Fight back. You know you are damn good at what you do. Don’t let him push you out.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Did you hear about Tanya?” she asked me.

      “No. What happened?”

      “She’s engaged,” she announced.

      I whipped around to look at her. “What? How? Who?”

      Joss laughed. “Exactly my reaction. She met him on one of those dating apps.”

      “When? She was single at that Christmas party we went to. Wasn’t she?”

      “Yes, she was. They met just after New Year’s.”

      “Holy shit,” I hissed under my breath. “And they’re engaged?”

      “Not just engaged. They are getting married in Vegas next weekend.”

      My head was spinning. “Tanya?” I said again. “She’s so… so normal. What is she thinking?”

      “I guess she’s thinking she’s tired of being alone.”

      “But to jump into a marriage with a man she doesn’t know, that seems like a cry for help,” I said. “You’re the shrink. Isn’t this the perfect example?”

      “Maybe, but in this case, Tanya seems pretty certain of what she wants. She says she is in love. Only she knows her heart.”

      “Now I really feel old,” I muttered. “We’re going to be the last two standing.”

      She let out a long sigh. “I need a juice box.”

      “I should have put wine in those boxes. I can’t believe she’s getting married. What app?”

      “Don’t tell me you are going to go on the app?” she said with surprise.

      “I’m certainly going to keep an open mind. I’ll wait and see how it goes with Tanya and her husband.”

      She burst into laughter. “And then I’ll wait and see how it goes with you before I jump on the bandwagon.”

      “I’m not saying I’m going to start cyber dating, but it is an option I’m keeping open. I’m not getting any younger. Jace is going to go to college one day and I’m going to be alone. I might want a man at some point.”

      “Starting the search now should make sure you find someone by then,” she teased.

      “I haven’t done any searching. Do you ever think we’re breaking our kids?”

      “Every day.” She laughed. “Are you referring to something specific?”

      “The single-mom thing. Are we ruining them by raising them alone?”

      “No,” she said firmly. “We’ll probably ruin them for a host of other reasons, but not because we are single moms. We love them and take care of them. We probably feed them too much sugar and I know I say stuff in front of her I shouldn’t, but not having a man in our bed is not going to be what breaks them.”

      “I can’t help but wonder if it would be different with a man in his life,” I said.

      “It would be different,” she said. “Of course, it would be different, but that doesn’t mean it would be better. It’s easy to be critical of yourself, but who do you really think is the judge that matters?”

      I thought about it. “Jace?”

      “Exactly. He’s the judge and jury, and look at him. He’s happy and healthy and he knows his mama loves him.”

      I hoped she was right. It never really bothered me before. It was just the last couple of years I began to second-guess my decision to do this all on my own.
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      I stepped off the elevator and heard the hum of conversation. I was immediately irritated. I stepped in front of the reception desk. The young woman had her eyes glued to her screen. I couldn’t see the full screen, but I recognized the coloring of the webpage.

      I cleared my throat. Her eyes popped up. “Oh, Mr. Aarons.”

      I looked at the computer. “When a customer comes in, you need to greet them immediately. Make eye contact at the very least.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And if I see you on social media while you’re on my time again, you won’t have to worry about work getting in the way of your browsing.”

      She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      I walked into the office, and once again, I noticed all of the conversations happening around the area. I wondered how they could possibly get any work done when they talked that much. I had never met so many chatty people in my life. Clearly, this was what they were used to. No one told them they should be working and not gossiping about what they did on the weekend.

      I walked down the row separating the desks. The room fell quiet, and soon enough, I could only hear the sound of tapping on computer keys. That was the way it should sound. Saige’s office door was open. I knocked on the trim and walked in. She was on the phone. She looked up when she saw me, and I was certain I saw a flash of anger.

      “Thank you, I appreciate the information, I’ll talk to you later,” she said and hung up. She looked at me with a hint of disgust. “Can I help you?”

      I smirked and moved to sit down. I was sure she wasn’t going to invite me to sit. “We need to talk.”

      “Why?”

      I raised an eyebrow. She was cocky.  “Because I have some concerns.”

      “About?”

      “The business.”

      She folded her hands and put them on the desk in front of her. “This should be good.”

      “Why do you say that?” I questioned.

      “You’ve spent what, two hours in the office? What kind of concerns could you possibly have? I’ve seen our books. We’re in great shape. You bought the business because you knew it was making money.”

      “It’s making money, and it’s doing okay, but it can be better,” I said. “It will be better.”

      “We’re always looking to improve,” she said.

      “Great! Effective immediately, cubicles will be installed.”

      She blinked. “Cubicles? Like walls?”

      “Temporary partitions. Don’t worry. They won’t be those tacky beige walls. I’ve got a company I work with that does excellent work.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked.

      “I’m talking about the chatty Cathy’s out there,” I said and gestured toward the office. “They are out there talking while they should be working. I’m having cubicles installed to cut down on the unproductiveness. If they can’t see each other, I’m going to assume they won’t talk to each other.”

      “Should I rap their fingers with a ruler if they dare speak? Should I have a stick with a key for the bathroom? Oh wait! I know what we could do. We’ll chain them to their desks.”

      “Are you finished?”

      “I haven’t even gotten started,” she said in a voice that was actually very threatening.

      “I’ll remind you about our positions here,” I said without letting her attitude bother me. “I own this company. I run this place. I call the shots. Your job is to enforce the rules I decide.”

      Her lips pinched together as she leaned back in her seat. “I see. I was remiss. I should have known my place. I’m so glad I have you here to keep me in line.”

      “The cubicles will be installed tomorrow,” I said. I wasn’t going to let her snark derail my plans.

      “You move fast.”

      I offered a small smile. “Every minute they are talking about who fucked who over the weekend, I’m losing money. I don’t buy companies to lose money.”

      She flinched at the F-bomb. “Do you really think their good moods are a problem? Do you think it’s slowing down their work?”

      “Yes.”

      “You obviously have no experience working with or managing a team.”

      “I own numerous companies and manage them just fine,” I said. “After all, I bought this company. Do you think an unsuccessful man could buy a company as valuable as this?”

      It was cocky, but it was true. She clearly didn’t think it was important. I was kind of enjoying sparring with her. She was sexy in general, but piss her off and it was fucking hot. I could just imagine the wild sex that anger would lead to.

      “And did you turn all those successful businesses into prisons?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      Her mouth dropped open. She really didn’t like my smartass answer. “Well then, I guess I can’t argue with science. Prisons it is.”

      “There’s more,” I said.

      Her eyes flashed and I watched her physically struggle not to tell me to get bent. She was now gripping the armrests on her chair like she was afraid she was going to be pulled out of the thing. “Oh good,” she said with a tight smile. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “The breakroom is going to be updated,” I said.

      “Oh. That will go a long way to giving the employees a break from their cells. Should we limit them to fifteen minutes a day? What’s the standard yard time for prisoners?”

      “Are you asking me?”

      She made a show of looking around the office. “You’re the only one in here.”

      “I’ve never been in prison, so I wouldn’t know.”

      “Huh, interesting,” she said with a smirk on her face. “I guess we’ll just have to set our own rules.” She slapped a hand over her heart. “My bad, I forgot you were the warden. You get to make the rules.”

      “Do you talk to all of your bosses like this?” I snapped.

      “Nope. Do you treat all of your employees like they are your servants?”

      I ignored the comment. I wasn’t here to make friends or find a girlfriend. “The breakroom is a distraction. It’s more like a hotel lounge than an employee breakroom.”

      She slapped a hand on the desk. “You’re right! We’ll remove the tables and chairs. There is no reason they should be comfortable.”

      “That’s harsh,” I said with a smile. “I have no plans to take the tables and chairs. I will be cutting the expense for the food and beverage bar in there. I’ll have a coffee machine supplied along with filters and ground coffee.”

      “Why would you do that? We have a perfectly good machine in there.”

      “Fine, keep the machine but people will need to bring their own K-cups as well as their own fancy creams. I will agree to provide the basic cream and sugar packs that my company buys in bulk. I’m not here to run a breakfast bar.”

      I waited for her snarky comeback. She slowly exhaled. “Your business. What’s next?”

      “Do you have any suggestions?”

      “I have plenty of suggestions.”

      I didn’t have to wonder what those might be. I was sure most of them involved something going up my ass. “We’ll start with this and we’ll see how things go. I imagine productivity will increase and we’ll see the difference by the end of the week. Two weeks tops.”

      “You really think destroying employee morale is going to make them work harder?”

      “I’m not destroying anything,” I insisted. “I’m implementing successful strategies. People who talk and eat all day are not working. Do we really want coffee stains on tax paperwork? Jelly donut stains or greasy fingerprints? Come on, Saige. This place is seriously lacking in the professionalism department.”

      She was probably going to kill me if I said another word. “Thank goodness you came in when you did. I can’t imagine how we would have gone on without your expertise.”

      She could be sarcastic all she wanted. It wasn’t going to change my opinion of the office and what I had seen thus far. “I’ll be watching.”

      “Good to know. Exactly how long do you plan on being here?”

      “Here? As in the office?”

      “Yes,” she said tightly. “Will you be gracing us with your presence on a regular basis?”

      “It almost sounds like you want me to leave,” I said and was barely able to hold back my smile. I was having too much fun teasing her.

      “Of course not,” she said with a great deal of sarcasm.

      “I’m meeting a decorator today.”

      “A decorator?” she asked.

      “For my office,” I answered.

      “Your office. Do you plan on working in the office here?”

      “Yes.”

      “For how long?” she asked with gritted teeth.

      “Until things are straightened out and I’m confident I can leave the running of things in your very capable hands.”

      She slowly nodded. “Well, I’d hate to make you late for your meeting with your decorator.”

      She was actually dismissing me. That took balls. I admired that. “I’ll have the breakroom taken care of by the end of the day.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      I got to my feet, ready to leave. She stopped me at the door. “What do you plan to do with the stuff in the breakroom right now?” she asked.

      I turned to look at her. I shrugged and shook my head. “I suppose it’ll go in the trash.”

      She flinched before narrowing her gaze. “That’s definitely the right thing to do.”

      I knew she was being sarcastic once again. I didn’t bother replying. I walked out and slowly made my way toward my new office. I felt the eyes on me. I knew they were all watching and waiting. It was good for the people who worked for you to have a healthy fear of you. I wanted them worried. Some of them needed to be afraid.

      I opened the office door and cringed. The furniture was still there, along with the tackiest picture I’d ever seen. I resisted the urge to jerk it off the wall and stomp all over it. I didn’t want the employees to think I was a lunatic.

      I wished I would have brought my laptop. I had not intended to stay this morning, but I couldn’t leave now. I’d thrown down a gauntlet and I was not about to lose.

      I pulled out my phone and made a call to my assistant at headquarters. After checking in, I leaned back in the horrible chair. The decorator was coming soon. It couldn’t be soon enough. I killed time by checking email and making a few phone calls. I felt like I had become the prisoner. I couldn’t leave the office. Doing so would admit defeat.

      When the decorator finally showed up, I felt like she was breaking me out of my cell. After a short conversation with the decorator, who I gave explicit instructions to tear out everything and make it look new, I left the building.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, thrilled to be out of the office. I was used to being disliked, but the animosity I felt in that place was intense. It was because of her.

      I could give a shit about the rest of them. The looks from her were what had unsettled me. I shouldn’t care, but there was just a strange feeling I couldn’t shake.
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Saige

        

      

    

    
      When I walked into work, it was with a feeling of dread. I used to love my job. I used to enjoy coming in early and making myself a cup of coffee while catching up with the other early birds. I didn’t feel that way today. All night, I tossed and turned and mulled over the things he said. I even took the time to review the financials, at least as much as I could. I didn’t have full access, but I knew we were doing fine. It was insulting to me and to every person who worked under me to insinuate we were lazy.

      I stopped walking and stared at the men standing in my office. They were pushing desks out of the way and making a general mess of things. “Excuse me!” I said in a loud voice.

      The men stopped and looked at me. “What?” one of them asked with a typical New Yorker accent.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We got a work order to install cubicles,” he said.

      “Right now?” I asked. “We start work in ten minutes. You can’t be doing this right now.”

      “The order said first thing this morning,” he argued.

      Lana came in behind me. “Are we being robbed?” she asked.

      “No, apparently we’re being imprisoned.”

      “What?”

      I shook my head. I was going to have to explain everything, but right then, I had more important things to deal with. I stepped forward and approached who I was going to assume the boss was. “Look, I understand you have a work order, and I can appreciate that. However, we are in the middle of one of the busiest tax seasons we’ve ever had. Is there any way you can come back at the end of the day? Please?”

      “I’m sorry, miss, but we’ve got a job to do.”

      “Sir, I understand that, but if you continue to do your job during business hours, we cannot do our jobs. You are moving desks around and unplugging computers. We can’t work without our computers.”

      “Miss, I’m sorry,” he said again.

      “Look, we’ll cut out early. You can come in at three and charge the guy that ordered the work overtime.”

      That seemed to intrigue him. “I don’t know.”

      “Trust me, he’ll be okay with it. I’m the manager here and I have his permission to make these decisions. We lose thousands of dollars if we can’t work today. Clients risk filing their taxes late and that results in fees that will be devastating to some of our clients.”

      He looked like he was considering it. “I need to call the client.”

      “I’m speaking for your client,” I said. “I’m clearing it for you. Be back here at three and the office is all yours. You’ll earn overtime.”

      His guys were clearly liking the idea of overtime. “All right. We’ll be back here at three. I can’t afford to wait a minute after.”

      “That’s fine. It will be all yours.”

      “All right, guys, let’s go.”

      I thought about asking him to put the desks back but didn’t want to push my luck. Lana and I stood out of the way while they exited. The place looked disheveled and almost like we’d been robbed. My hopes for a quiet ten minutes before the craziness of tax season crept up were dashed.

      “What happened?” someone asked. “Did we get robbed?”

      “No,” Lana said. “Saige is taking care of it.”

      Oh, but Saige was not taking care of it. “Guys, let’s go in the conference room,” I announced. I hoped there was a conference room. I was sure that was next on the chopping block. He was going to put down some puppy pads and we would be sitting on the floor.

      I made my way into the conference room and waited for everyone to follow. I knew they would. The buzz of conversation told me they were all nervous. I expected them to be.

      “What’s going on?” someone asked.

      I wanted to kick his ass for dropping this in my lap. He didn’t even have the decency to tell the people what he was doing. “Our new owner has decided the office would be more efficient if we had cubicles.”

      “Cubicles?” Lana asked. “Like walls?”

      “Yes, partitions around each desk. Consider it your own office.”

      “Why cubicles?” someone asked.

      “He thinks it will be better,” I said. I couldn’t tell them he thought they were chatting too much. “I know it is going to be different, but this is his company, and this is what he wants. The construction crew will be in here later today. We’re all cutting out early and giving them the space they need to do their job.”

      “How early?”

      “I told them to be back at three,” I said. “I can’t stop them. I’m going to do what I can to keep you guys in your jobs, but there are going to be changes. It will be easier for everyone if we just go with it. We can accept it and roll with the punches, or we kick, scream and fight. The second option does not end well for us.”

      “Cubicles?” Lana said again. “That is so suffocating.”

      “I know, but we just need to try and make this work. We’re a strong team. We can get through this. I know this is the worst possible time to have all this upheaval, but we just have to make it work. I’m asking everyone to please put your best foot forward. We’ll be okay.”

      I could feel their discomfort and wanted to kick his ass for doing this to good people. I clapped my hands together. “All right, guys, we’re in the homestretch. Let’s get this season behind us.” If I had pompoms, I would have shaken them.

      I left the conference room and headed for my office. I had just sat down when that annoying knock that wasn’t really a knock rang out. “Why do you do that?” I snapped.

      Nash looked confused. “Do what?”

      “Knock and come in without waiting for me to invite you in.”

      He smiled and took a seat. It was what he always did. He was very presumptuous. “Let’s be honest. Would you invite me in?”

      “I’ve heard you’re not supposed to invite the vampire in. Then again, I also heard if you didn’t invite them in, they couldn’t come in.”

      “Is that from Twilight or something?” he asked with a laugh.

      “I’m a little old for that,” I said dryly.

      “True Blood?”

      “It’s common knowledge,” I said with irritation. “Are you here to discuss vampire movies?”

      “I thought it was a television show,” he countered.

      He was going to drive me crazy. “What?” I finally snapped. “What do you want now? Do you want my office? My stapler? Is that too extravagant? Maybe you’d prefer I used the sunlight instead of the actual lights.”

      He looked amused and that pissed me off. “Lights are fine. Where are my cubicles?”

      “Your cubicles will be installed this evening.”

      He folded his hands and crossed one leg over the other. “They were to be installed today.”

      “Nash, do you want those people to work out there?”

      “That’s why I ordered the installation of the cubicles,” he said.

      “Have you ever tried to work with several drills buzzing around your head? How about men building walls around you? Nash, do you know the concentration it takes to fill out taxes? Do you know how difficult it is to do taxes? Oh, no, you don’t because you don’t actually know anything about taxes. You aren’t a CPA. They are. They need to be able to concentrate and focus on their work or you are going to have some very pissed off clients.”

      “You won’t stop this,” he said.

      “I told them to come back at three. I’ve let the staff know they are leaving at three.”

      He scowled. “You did what?”

      “Do you want your cubicles installed?”

      “Yes and they will be,” he said.

      “Yes, they will be, after three,” I said with a smile. “You can either get a full day’s work in or lose a full day. You will lose a full day of work if you bring those men back in here.”

      “You can’t disagree with me,” he said.

      I actually laughed. “Um, actually, I can. You might own this business, but you do not own me, and you do not own the constitution. I can disagree with you. I will disagree with you. I can almost guarantee that.”

      I noticed the quirk of his lips. He was amused. A little pissed but amused. “I’ve never claimed to own anyone.”

      “Your actions speak differently.”

      “I am doing what is best for my company,” he said. “It’s unfortunate you don’t see that. You are someone that knows numbers. You know this company has been operating at half-capacity for years.”

      “It has not,” I protested. “I really don’t think you understand what happens here. You can’t just make money happen.”

      “No, but we can be more efficient and bring in more clients without bringing on more staff.”

      I took a deep breath and licked my lips. It was hard to look at him and not remember what it was like to have his hands on me. I didn’t want to think about it, but damn, he was right there. He was looking at me like he remembered those moments as well. I wasn’t sure he did. I had convinced myself it was nothing more than a passing fancy. He didn’t want me. That was pretty damn clear when he married that woman.

      “What do you want?” I asked him. I was exasperated. The day had not even started, and I was already over it.

      “We’re going to lunch,” he announced.

      I blinked several times. “What?” I asked. I sounded like Jace, but it was the only thing I could say.

      “We need to talk, and we need to talk outside of this place. There is too much chaos here.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Talk. What’s on your mind? I’m all ears. In fact, I stayed up half the night thinking about what wisdom you might impart on us today.”

      “You are very sarcastic,” he said. “You know you are my employee. I own this place. I am your boss.”

      “Yes, you are. How is your office coming along? I heard there were quite a few people in and out of there yesterday.”

      “It’s coming along just fine. I need to meet with someone in an hour. I’ll be back here at eleven thirty to pick you up for lunch.”

      I couldn’t believe how heavy handed he was being. What was he thinking? “What if I have lunch plans?”

      “You do have lunch plans, with me.”

      Arrogant. I expected nothing less. I wasn’t sure I could really argue with him. I wanted to. I wanted to tell him to kiss my ass, but I did need my job. I needed to pay the mortgage. “Fine, I’ll go to lunch with you, but I don’t see why we can’t just talk here.”

      “Because I do better when I’m not dealing with a lot of outside noise. I think you are a little too close to the situation. It will do us good to get out of the office. Maybe we’ll be able to talk instead of snap at each other.”

      “Like you said, you’re the boss. You run the show. I’m just your dutiful employee.”

      He smiled and got to his feet. “Yes, you are.”

      He sauntered out of my office and I had to resist the urge to throw my stapler at him. How could I possibly deal with him on a daily basis? I could barely stand seeing him for five minutes a day. Now I was going to be stuck eating a meal with him. Who in the hell did I piss off? This was cruel and unusual punishment. No one should have to have lunch with their ex.
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Nash

        

      

    

    
      I was using my power and influence. I knew it and I didn’t care. I did not like the way things were starting off between me and my new manager. It was not healthy for us or the business. There was no way the tension between us was going unnoticed. They were going to revolt. I could feel it. That really didn’t bother me because I knew I could hire a whole new team tomorrow. It would be a setback, but it wouldn’t be the first time I had a hundred-percent turnover.

      My driver stopped in front of the building. “I’ll be back in about two minutes,” I said to him.

      “I’ll be right here,” he said with a laugh. “You know I don’t let these meter maids run me off.”

      “Yes, I do know. I’ve seen the parking fines.”

      He chuckled again. I headed inside and upstairs to the tax firm. I was expecting her to be ready, but she was a bit of a firecracker. She could very well stand me up and I really wouldn’t have much recourse. When I walked off the elevator, she was waiting.

      “You’re late,” she snapped.

      “By two minutes.”

      “Would you accept an employee being two minutes late?” she asked.

      “No, I wouldn’t.”

      I turned and pushed the button for the elevator. We rode downstairs without another word spoken. She was obviously pissed. I didn’t care. We were going to clear the air and hopefully find a way to move forward.

      We got to the restaurant and were seated almost immediately. We both ordered sodas. I really wanted a stiff drink, but it was a business lunch. I took a drink and mulled over my words. No matter what I said, she was going to be prickly.

      “We need to clear the air,” I said. It sounded like a good phrase in my head. It was a good starting-off point.

      “Go for it.”

      “We need to come to a mutual understanding,” I started. “We are going to be working together. That’s a fact. I have no doubt in my mind you are competent at your job. I am a competent business owner. We have to work together. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Lose me? Are you threatening my job?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “Definitely not. However, we have to be able to support one another when we are in that building. We have to put up a united front. Think of us as the parents to those people. They can’t see us fighting or at odds.”

      “You are new to the party,” she shot back. “They don’t know you and what they do know of you isn’t exactly impressive.”

      I held up a hand. “Can we just talk about what is really happening here?”

      “Oh, please tell me.”

      “We have a past,” I started.

      She shook her head. “Don’t say it. Do not even go there. What is happening right now has nothing to do with what happened then. Nothing. Zero. Nada. Don’t you dare bring up old history. It’s in the past and I have left it there. I would suggest you do that as well.”

      “Fine. Great. Then tell me what your problem is.”

      It wasn’t professional, but damn if she didn’t get under my skin. I wanted to know why she disliked me. If it was truly in the past, then there shouldn’t be an issue.

      “My problem is you waltz into my firm and start dismantling a successful company,” she shot back. “You don’t know jack about jack and yet you are trying to take it all apart.”

      “I’m not trying to dismantle anything,” I defended. “Why would I want to take apart something that is set to make me even richer?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me. Our firm has been growing every year. We are doing very well. I don’t know why you think destroying the teamwork and positive working environment is going to help, but it won’t. You are going to destroy it all.”

      “No, I won’t,” I said. “I am going to strip down the company and rebuild it better. It has to be better to handle the growth that I am projecting. Yes, you have a great foundation, but there are some flaws. I’m here to fix the flaws. Once we get all the kinks ironed out, we are going to have one hell of a year. We are going to double the business.”

      “Newsflash, you can’t double your business if you don’t have employees.”

      “Are you suggesting I’m going to fire them?”

      She smiled. “No, I’m telling you they are going to quit. They are some of the best in the business and you are pushing them out.”

      “I’m not pushing them out,” I said. “I’m raising the bar.”

      A waiter came by and took our orders. It was a nice reprieve from the verbal sparring.

      “Nash, I hope we can be on a first-name basis,” she said.

      “Saige,” I said. “Yes, first names would be preferable.”

      “Good. I’m going to tell you something and I hope you can keep an open mind. Shut off that little voice that pipes up and says you are somehow smarter than the rest of the world. I want you to step back and look at the total package.”

      It was insulting that she didn’t think I could. “I buy businesses that I know I can make better. Businesses that I see are not living up to their full potential. I saw that in this business. It’s why I bought it. I think you believe this is personal.”

      That familiar flash of anger in her blue eyes told me this wasn’t working. It was still not going well. “You truly are the most arrogant man I have ever met,” she said with a sigh. “Do you ever think of anyone else but yourself?”

      “All the time.”

      “No, you don’t,” she said. “I don’t care who or what you do. You do you. You are the one making this personal.”

      “I’m not trying to,” I defended.

      “That’s just it. You don’t have to try. You just do it. I don’t have a personal problem with you. I have a problem with your professional decisions. To be very blunt, you’re wrong. You’re making decisions based on something that might have worked in one place. You aren’t looking at what is working in another place. You’re making bad decisions.”

      I was not used to hearing that. It had been a long time since anyone argued with me. “I’m sorry you feel that way, but I stand by my decisions.”

      “Great,” she said with a tight smile. “I guess time will tell if your decisions are as great as you think they are.”

      “You doubt they are?”

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “I think a wise leader knows when to listen to his people. I think you should consider the fact I’ve been in the job for years and have a better understanding of the inner workings than you do. The people that work for me, and you now, know their jobs a little better than either of us could. Granted, I could step in and do what they do in a pinch, but could you?”

      “I wouldn’t need to,” I replied easily. “I would hire someone that would do their job as they were asked and as they were paid to do.”

      “You don’t think that there are exceptions to the rule?”

      “No.”

      She slowly nodded. I could see her irritation with me growing. I wished I knew what she was thinking. I wasn’t surprised she didn’t like me after the way things ended, but I wasn’t sure why she disliked me so much. I shouldn’t let it bother me, but it was unsettling to see her openly despise me. Most people that worked for me tried to hide it.

      “Do you want me to continue working at the office?” she asked and looked me dead in the eyes. It was blunt and put me on the spot. I liked it and hated it at the same time.

      “I have no intention of firing you,” I answered.

      “Do you want me to work there and continue on in my capacity as the manager?” she rephrased the question. “I need to know now.”

      She was going to make me say it. “The work you do is valuable.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine, you aren’t going to say it. Then let me say this. If we are going to work together, there needs to be an understanding.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” I said. “To come to an understanding.”

      “Not every decision will be yours,” she said forcefully. “When a situation arises, we will discuss it like grownups. You will need to listen to my input. I’ve been doing this a while and I do know how to run my office. I will keep an open mind, but I expect you to do the same. Yes, I know you’re the boss and it is your company. On paper, it’s yours. In that office, it’s mine. Those people don’t know you. They know me and I am the one that sees them every day. I am the one who leads them. If you don’t like the way I’m doing it, then you need to tell me now.”

      “I don’t like it,” I said and watched her face express her shock.

      “Okay. Can you be specific?”

      “Let’s take Friday for example,” I started. “That woman with the kid. You gave her the day off after I said no. You let her go home and you did her work. That’s a sign of weakness. How do you expect them to respect you if you are a pushover?”

      “I’m not a pushover. I’m empathetic to my employees’ needs. She was not going to give me her best work if she was worried about her child.”

      That just grated on my nerves. “How convenient,” I muttered. “Her kid just happens to get sick on a Friday. I’ve seen this before. These people use their kids as a crutch. Kids are not an excuse. They need to figure out their daycare situation or stay home. I really don’t want to hear that excuse again. Ever. I won’t have it. If someone has kids, they choose to be here or be there. One or the other.”

      She sipped her drink. “I see. Do you see children as a weakness?”

      I mulled it over. “I see people that use them as a crutch or make them their weakness.”

      “I’m going to assume you don’t have children?”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t and I won’t. I’ve chosen my path. I’ve decided to put my work first. Other people need to decide what is more important to them.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “So, it’s all work or it’s reproducing?”

      “I’m not telling anyone how they should live their lives. I’m only saying my companies require a commitment to the job. If that is too much to ask, there are plenty of other places looking for employees.”

      “You’re right. There are a lot of jobs out there.”

      I felt like we were finally getting somewhere. “Do you understand my expectations?”

      “I understand you have expectations,” she said and very carefully dodged the question.

      “And?”

      The waiter delivered our lunches and drifted away. “And I think there will be many discussions in the future.”

      “About?”

      “All of it. I don’t agree with you. I will do what I can to uphold your expectations, but I am asking you to be open to discussion. You may not realize this, but other people have some really great ideas. Other people might know better.”

      She was going to challenge me at every turn. I wasn’t sure that was going to be good for the company. I predicted a lot of difficult conversations in our future. I just hoped we could find a way to work together.
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      I rubbed my eyes, being careful not to smear my mascara across my face. It had been a long day—a long week—and it was Wednesday. Not even the end of the day. Nash was making my life difficult. I felt the tension in the office. The walls were a mood killer. It looked like an office from days gone by. It was ugly and depressing.

      I was doing my best to pretend it wasn’t there. I had to be the one that told the employees it was all fine. It was a good thing and now they had just a tiny bit of privacy. They all knew why the walls were up. The new regime liked control. He hated happy people apparently. Anytime he was in the office, there was a thick tension. No one talked, which was exactly what he wanted. I found it to be depressing and I knew the changes were going to have a negative impact on the work. It was just a matter of time.

      I grabbed my bag and stuffed my tablet inside, along with the company portfolio that we used to promote the business. I had a meeting with a potential client. I was thrilled to get out of the office. I felt like I was abandoning my people, but my escape was necessary for my own mental health.

      “Saige,” I heard someone say as I made my way through the cubicle maze.

      I turned but of course I couldn’t see who it was over the stupid wall. I moved a few feet and looked around. No one was there. I frowned and started on my way again when I heard my name. I turned around and caught a glimpse of an arm.

      “This is ridiculous,” I muttered. I felt like a mouse in a maze and I was failing. I was going to have to put arrows on the floor to guide everyone to the exits. I just didn’t understand how he thought this was better.

      “Saige!”

      I looked to my left and finally saw him. “Arthur,” I said. “What’s up?”

      He was slightly out of breath. “Have you been in the breakroom?” he asked.

      I noticed a couple of people coming to the center of the room where we were standing. “I haven’t,” I said.

      “It’s been cleaned out,” he said. “Are we getting a new food service?”

      I sighed. I had hoped Nash would change his mind. “Mr. Aarons said he was going to make some changes,” I said.

      “Changes?” I heard someone else say. I was drawing a crowd in the center of our cubicle maze.

      “Guys, I have a meeting. I promise I will get into this when I get back. For now, just try and focus on the work.”

      “He took the Keurig,” Arthur complained. “I had to wait several minutes and brew coffee.”

      “I’m sorry. We all have to accept there are going to be changes coming and we aren’t going to like them all. I’m doing what I can, but this is out of my control. I promise I will talk to him and see if we can come to some kind of compromise.”

      “Is he a former warden?” someone muttered.

      I didn’t laugh, but I had the same opinion of his rather strict ways of running a business. “I’ll work on it, guys,” I said. “Please just try and stay focused. We can’t lose sight of the bigger picture here, which is our clients that are counting on us. We hold their futures in our hands. They don’t deserve to suffer because we are having some struggles here.”

      They didn’t look happy but there was little I could do about it. I left the office and took my first breath of fresh air. It was silly, but the cubicles made the office feel stifled, like the air changed. I was going to burn sage or have some kind of exorcism to get rid of the bad juju.

      I caught a cab to the business I was courting. I would worry about the office environment when I got back. No matter what Nash thought of my abilities to lead my team, I knew I was good at my job. I was almost solely responsible for bringing in new clients. People trusted me. I capitalized on my girl next door looks and used my years of experience to reel them in. I was proud of our stellar client rating.

      When I arrived at the electronics store, I was quickly escorted to a suite of offices above the flagship store. There was music blaring from somewhere down the hall. It wasn’t good music. It was noise.

      “You must be Saige,” a portly man said with a wide smile. “I’m Hal, the owner of this very loud business. I’m sorry, I’m not sure what’s going on. I’m sure someone is testing some equipment. Come into my office.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Hal,” I said with a friendly smile. “It’s a little like walking into a candy store downstairs. I can never bring my son here. He’d have me buying every gadget and gizmo you sell.”

      He laughed and walked into a very large office with a window that faced the street. “We do try to appeal to the youngsters. Honestly, they are our targets. They are the ones that convince mom and dad they need the latest toys on the market.”

      “And they probably have to show mom and dad how to use said toys.” I laughed.

      “Have a seat please.”

      “Thank you,” I said and took a seat on the comfortable couch in his office.

      “Can I get you some water? Coffee?”

      “Water would be nice.”

      He opened a minifridge and pulled out two bottles of water. “It’s warm today,” he commented. “I think we’re in for a hot one.”

      “I think it is going to be an early summer and I’m not sad,” I replied. The small talk was part of the pitch. I could make small talk all day. Whatever it took to put the client at ease. After all, they had to trust me to handle their money. That was a big ask and I wanted my clients to feel comfortable talking to me.

      “I appreciate you coming to my office,” he said. “I know you’re probably up to your eyeballs in tax forms and panicking clients.”

      I laughed. “We do have some worried clients, but I always tell them we’ve got it handled and we always do.”

      He nodded as he leaned back in his chair. “I’ve heard that about your company. I’ve found myself in a bit of a pickle this tax year and I don’t want to have it happen again. I think someone, somewhere dropped the ball. Maybe it’s my fault for not following up, but when I pay for a service, it seems like I shouldn’t have to.”

      “Absolutely not,” I agreed with him. “We handle everything when it comes to keeping the books straight and identifying tax-savings opportunities. We do quarterly reviews and look for any places we could do better for the client. Our clients are always looped into the meetings. We encourage feedback as well.”

      “What do you do if I’m audited?”

      I smiled. It was a common question I often got from clients. “If that were to happen, we would handle the bulk of the process. I can assure you we are all very organized. I have a team of CPAs that I oversee. Nothing is ever just one pair of eyes. I check and doublecheck. Audits happen, but I am happy to say our clients have never found themselves in hot water with the IRS for the years we’ve handled their business.”

      He nodded and digested the information. “I like to think I’m an honest man,” he said. “I don’t like games and I don’t do cheating. I may not agree with all the taxes I have to pay, but I don’t want to cheat my government either. I have been dealing with some unscrupulous people and I don’t like it. It gives me and my company a bad name.”

      “I absolutely agree,” I told him. I pulled out the prepared portfolio and handed it to him while I went into my spiel. I knew I was winning him over. I kept going, sprinkling bits of laughter into my speech to keep him engaged. It was going to be a good account. I could feel it.

      “You sure do know your stuff,” he said when I was done giving my speech.

      “I’ve been doing this for ten years, and while I might not have as much experience as some of the other accountants, I do know my stuff. I make it my mission to know every tax law. Our firm is small enough that I get to know all my clients and big enough to handle companies like yours.”

      “I like what I’m hearing, Saige.”

      “I’m not going to give you any high-pressure sales tactics, Hal. I don’t work like that, but I will tell you I know we would be a good fit for your company. I will personally be handling your account with the help of a few of my trusted staff members. You’re not going to get pushed off onto some first-year kid. I’ve got your back.”

      He smiled. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that. I need to meet with my board, but I will definitely be in touch.”

      I got to my feet and shook his hand. “I look forward to hearing from you. Feel free to stop by the office if you’d like to see things firsthand.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said and walked me to the door. I left the business knowing I just landed another client. A big client at that.

      When I got back to the office, I was riding high. For one short hour, I had forgotten about the chaos my office was in. It was just a little depressing. I went from feeling great to feeling dread.

      “There you are,” I heard Nash say.

      I turned to see him walking toward me. “Here I am,” I said.

      “I went to your office and you weren’t there. Are you late?”

      “No, I’ve been at a meeting,” I answered tersely. I kept walking. I was not going to have it out with him in front of the staff. Things were bad enough as it was.

      “Why would you go to a meeting?” he asked incredulously. “A business meeting?”

      “Yes, a business meeting. I was talking to a potential client.”

      “Why wouldn’t the client come here?”

      I put my stuff on my desk and turned to look at him. “Because he’s a busy man. I went to him and met him on his terms.”

      He looked disgusted, like it was the worst thing he’d ever heard. “I would think they came here.”

      “Then you would think wrong.”

      “In the future, I’d like to be included in these sales meetings.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “It wasn’t a sales meeting. Do you know about tax liability? Can you answer questions about appropriate office expenditures?”

      “I’m the owner,” he stated for what I was certain was the tenth time. “I think it sends a clear message about the company when I am in attendance.”

      “It sends a message,” I muttered. “By the way, I got the account. A large account I might add, and guess what, I did it all by myself. This may come as a shock to you, but I bring in the big fish all the time. It’s what I do.”

      “Good. Congrats. I’m impressed.”

      I saw an opportunity and I had to take it. “If you’re so impressed, put the coffee machine back in the breakroom.”

      He snorted. “I’m not that impressed,” he said and walked out of the office.

      He was insufferable. I could have brought in Microsoft and he would still cinch up his little purse strings. The guy was so tight I was certain he squeaked when he walked. I bet the new office he was having designed for himself cost twenty times the monthly allotment for the breakroom supplies.

      That was a battle that would require some strategizing. I had to find a way to appeal to the man’s human side. That was assuming he had one. I was beginning to wonder if he did.
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      I pulled to a stop in front of Davin’s building and waited. He said he would be waiting for me. I wasn’t early. He was late. I really hated when people were late. It wasn’t like I could leave my Porsche sitting unattended. He didn’t live in a great neighborhood. I was certain I would come out of the building and find my car stolen.

      He came out of the building with his clubs slung over his shoulder. I popped the trunk and waited for him to load them. “The Porsche today?” he said as he folded his body into the front passenger seat.

      “I was feeling frisky,” I said with a laugh.

      “I wore the dumb shirt,” he said and tugged at the polo shirt.

      “It’s worth it,” I told him. “This is one of the best courses in the state. When we have more time, you have to go out to my house in the Hamptons. Sebonack is absolutely the best of the best.”

      “Yeah, I’ll take your word for it. Green is green to me.”

      I shook my head. “You’ll see,” I said. “Trust me, you’ll love it.”

      “Are you sure I’m dressed appropriately?”

      I glanced over and nodded. “Yes.”

      “Is this a date?”

      I almost choked. “Come again?”

      “You sent me an outfit to wear. That’s weird.”

      “I sent you an outfit because you are going as my guest and you have to be dressed a certain way to get in. And I don’t want you to embarrass me.”

      He laughed and threw his head back. “You mean I shouldn’t fart or burp?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t.”

      I drove over George Washington Bridge and headed into New Jersey. The sun was out, and it was a perfect day to get out on the course. I was itching to do something I had not been able to do in months. I handed my keys to the valet and we headed inside the club.

      “Holy shit,” Davin whispered. “This is swanky. Thanks for the clothes. I would have stuck out like a sore thumb in my shorts and tee.”

      “You wouldn’t have been allowed in the door.”

      Our tee time wasn’t for an hour. We headed for the lounge to grab a mimosa and some fresh fruit. “So, this is how the other half lives,” he teased.

      “Don’t act like I never take you anywhere nice,” I said.

      “You’ve never taken me here,” he said.

      “I’ve taken you to my beach house.”

      “Yes, which reminds me, summer is coming.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said. “Hopefully, we have some free time. My hands are full right now.”

      “Because you keep buying companies,” he said.

      “I like buying companies.”

      “You like money,” he retorted.

      “I like being successful.”

      “How is it going?” he asked. “I haven’t seen you in the bar all week. I’m guessing that means you’ve been there.”

      “I have been there. It’s been a challenge.”

      “What do you actually do?” he asked. “I know you’re not filling out tax stuff. That would be like me trying to do it.”

      “No, I’m there to help streamline the process. I’m trying to identify the reasons why the firm isn’t making money hand over fist.”

      “And have you figured it out?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve got it narrowed down. I’ve installed cubicles to separate the employees. Now they can’t spend their days chatting away. I’ve instituted a strict policy about what is okay to do on work time and what isn’t. I had my IT guy restrict access to all social media platforms. That’s going to be huge in cutting down on the screwing around.”

      He winced. “Damn, that’s very fascist of you.”

      “No, it isn’t. I don’t pay them to sit around and take selfies. Nor do I pay them to look at every other selfie on the internet. Do you know how many social media sites there are?”

      “No, but wouldn’t they just use their phones for that?” he questioned.

      “I’ve made a rule that personal cell phones must remain in their desks, purses, or whatever during business hours. I don’t want them blabbing all damn day to their best friends and significant others.”

      He looked at me like he was staring at a monster. “Damn. You are one tough boss. I’m glad I don’t work for you.”

      I looked at him. “You don’t?”

      “Not like that. Dude, if you were in my bar doing that shit to me, I’m sorry, but I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. I mean, I might be sitting here as your friend, but I would sure as hell never want to work for you.”

      “It isn’t asking too much to have them focus on their jobs. They are paid well. Very well quite frankly. They should be doing the work in front of them and not worrying about who ate pho for lunch.”

      He laughed. “I’ll give you that, but I keep my cell phone on me. You never know when there might be an emergency.”

      “Then you answer those calls, but texting and stalking your ex’s new girlfriend on Instagram isn’t exactly conducive to getting real work done. Especially now. It’s the middle of tax season. Shouldn’t they be busy?”

      “I’m sure they are busy. I don’t know about them, but if I had to stare at numbers all day and count other people’s money, I’d need a break. I would lose my shit if I had to spend eight hours a day staring at a computer screen.”

      I figured since he already thought I was a monster, I may as well confess all my sins. “That was something else I adjusted,” I said.

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “Their breakroom was a buffet. Food, snacks, and drinks along with every coffee flavor you can think of.”

      He slowly shook his head. “Don’t tell me you took it.”

      “I had a real coffeemaker installed. There were some complaints about the bottled water being removed. I had a water cooler installed and requested they bring their own water bottles.”

      “I think you better start brushing up on your tax law,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you aren’t going to have a staff left. You bought a business that you are going to be left running all by yourself.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t think so. There are a stack of applications on my desk as we speak. There are plenty of people who will do the job. That’s what those people need to see. They’re bitching and moaning to Saige right now, but they’ll figure it out soon enough. They can accept the changes and be a part of the new company or find somewhere else to work.”

      I could tell by his expression he didn’t like my theory. “Do you know, most people quit a boss, not the job?”

      I shrugged. “And?”

      “People don’t like to work for assholes, and I say this with all the love in the world, but you’re a dick. I really am glad you don’t pull this shit at the bar because I know I wouldn’t stick around. It isn’t like you are paying anyone a million bucks to work for you and take your dictatorship.”

      “Is anyone worth a million bucks?” I quipped.

      “You should treat them like they are,” he countered. “A little employee appreciation can go a long way.”

      “They are paid, and it isn’t like I turned off the heat and make them sit at their desks with no breaks. I’m asking them to do their job. I don’t know if you know this, but I’m very successful. This isn’t my first rodeo. This is kind of my thing. I buy businesses that are stagnant, and I infuse life into them. I make them successful. I increase profits.”

      “For you,” he shot back. “You get richer while they work harder. I’m not sure anyone is going to see that as a fair trade.”

      “They aren’t working harder because I’m mean. It’s the damn job.”

      “I’m curious about something,” he said.

      “I can only imagine,” I muttered.

      “What is your turnover?”

      I shrugged. “It’s high, but that’s to be expected. People don’t like change. They often want to find a new job after new management comes in. That’s not a shocker.”

      “But imagine how much money you would save if you retained the employees you bought with the business.”

      I smiled. “I don’t think I can legally buy people.”

      “Very funny. You know what I mean.”

      I thought about it for a few seconds. “Technically, yes, it would save money initially. But when I buy a business, I’m looking at my long-term investment. I have to have a crystal ball. I have to think about taking a hit now and training the right people for the job that I want done. If I try and retain those employees that have been trained the wrong way and allowed to develop bad habits, it’s only going to cost me more in the end. Not to mention, a shitty attitude is like a cancer in the workplace. You just can’t allow it to stay. You have to cut far and wide and get rid of the bad to make room for the good.”

      He let out a low whistle. “I never realized just how ruthless you were. Damn. Like seriously, damn.”

      “Contrary to what people think, I don’t try to be a dick.”

      “No, it seems to come pretty naturally to you,” he quipped. “Congratulations.”

      I wasn’t offended. Davin was the only person in the world who said what he thought. Except Saige now. Saige was also a pretty straight shooter. “Thanks.”

      “What are you going to do when your boss lady quits?” he asked.

      “Saige?”

      “Yes. I assume you two are butting heads.”

      “Why do you assume that?” I asked.

      He laughed. “I knew it!”

      I sighed. “She isn’t happy with the changes.”

      “Why would she be? You went and pissed all over in her sandbox. Women are territorial, and if she is anything like the women I’ve worked for, they consider their employees theirs. As in their babies. You are messing with the woman’s kids, man. Don’t you know you never piss off a mama bear?”

      “That would explain a lot,” I said.

      “You guys clashing quite a bit?”

      I smirked. “That’s an understatement.”

      “Here’s a suggestion, and I know you’re the big rich guy who buys and sells companies more often than I change my underwear, but hear me out.”

      “I hope to god you change your underwear more often than that,” I muttered.

      He grinned. “If you don’t wear them, you don’t have to change them.”

      I had to give myself a mental shake to jar the image of him free-balling from my head. “So gross.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I have no doubt in my mind you are serious. You can keep the clothes by the way.”

      He laughed with that goofy expression on his face that made him look so easygoing. “Talk to her about all these things you see that you think are wrong. Maybe you two can come to a compromise about the best way to handle the problems. You are making all these decisions and not consulting her. I hate to say it, but she’s going to quit. I give it a month before she leaves you high and dry.”

      “She isn’t going to quit,” I said. “She’s been at the same job forever. She isn’t going anywhere. She’ll get on board once she sees how well the changes work out.”

      He slowly shook his head. “I forgot you’re single.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “You don’t know the first thing about women.”

      “I know enough,” I said with a sly smile.

      “You might be great in bed, but there’s a reason none of them stay in your bed.”

      “Because I don’t want them to,” I replied.

      “They’d run out the door screaming the first time you opened your mouth and barked an order at them. You don’t know shit about women.”
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      I dropped the box of crayons on the table before putting the coloring books down. Jace walked in behind me. He was in a funk. The weather was nice, but he did not want to go to the park. Usually, I would force it, but today, I got the feeling he really didn’t want to do it. I was cool with just taking a day off and hanging out in our jammies.

      “Which one do you want?” I asked him as I sat down.

      He scanned the coloring books and grabbed one that was filled with superheroes. I took the adult coloring book that was full of beach scenes. We started to color, which was really the open invitation for talking. It was a trick I learned a couple years ago.

      “How was your after-school STEM class yesterday?” I asked. I was hoping to get the ball rolling. I sensed there was something off, but if I pushed, he would clam up.

      “It was fine.”

      “Did that boy go? Nathan I think was his name.”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you guys eat lunch together again?”

      He sighed. “No. He doesn’t like me anymore.”

      “What?” I asked with surprise. My mama-heart hurt.

      “He says I’m weird. All the kids say I’m weird. They don’t want to be friends with me.”

      “Why?” I couldn’t understand it. “Why do they think you’re weird?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. They say I’m not really a boy.”

      I almost choked. “What? Why in the world do they say that?” I was ready to start spanking some kids.

      “Because I’m not a very good boy.”

      “You are a very good boy,” I told him.

      “I mean I’m not good at being a boy.”

      “Jace, there isn’t a ruler to measure how good you are at being a boy. You are a boy. That’s a fact. You are a great kid. Your teachers love you. You’re smart and kind. You are very handsome, and you are personally my favorite son in the whole world.”

      “I’m your only son,” he reminded me.

      I smiled. “You are.”

      “They said I don’t know how to play football or baseball. Boys are supposed to play sports and I don’t.”

      If he was trying to break my heart, he was doing a good job at it. “Not all boys play sports. I know plenty of boys and men that don’t play. That does not make you less of a boy.”

      “They also said I’m scared of everything,” he said.

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “One of the girls jumped out of the bathroom when I was in the hallway. I got scared and screamed. Now all the kids like to scare me. They hide and jump out. One of them threw a fake spider at me and I screamed again.”

      I was going to call the teacher on Monday morning. My child was being tormented and I did not like it. My blood was boiling. “Jace, I hate to say this, but kids are mean. When you get a bunch of kids together, they all turn extra mean.”

      “I just wish they would leave me alone.”

      “I’m sorry, Jace,” I said and reached out to touch his arm. “This might seem terrible, but it will get better. They will want to be friends with you. Just give them some time.”

      “They don’t like me, Mom,” he said.

      “They will. I promise. It might not be today or tomorrow, but eventually, they will see how awesome you are.”

      “I am going to try and be a better boy. I don’t want to scream and be scared anymore.”

      I was out of my depth. I needed professional help. We colored a bit longer before I offered to pick up McDonald’s and go hang out with Joss and Caitlyn. He seemed to be in a much better mood. We ran through a drive thru and were on our way.

      “This is a really nice surprise,” Joss said. “Thank you guys for coming over.”

      “Thanks for letting us come over,” I said.

      “Guys, do you want to go out back?” Joss said. “We got a new yard game. Caitlyn, why don’t you show him how to play?”

      “Let’s go, Jace!” Caitlyn said.

      Jace smiled and raced out back, both of them carrying their Happy Meals. Joss turned to me. “Sit and tell me what is going on.”

      We sat down with our salads and diet sodas. “Jace says none of the kids like him because he isn’t boy enough. They say he is weird and not a real boy.”

      She sighed. “Why is he not a real boy? I swear, kids these days never fail to surprise me. They just come up with new ways to tease their peers every damn day.”

      “He isn’t a real boy because he doesn’t play sports,” I said with disgust. “What kind of crap is that?”

      “It’s kid stuff. You know how they can be.”

      “Why my kid? Why can’t they just leave him alone? He’s a good kid.”

      She nodded. “I agree. He’s a great kid. This is just part of the growing up process.”

      “I don’t like it. Sports? Really? I bet half those kids can’t play football or baseball worth a shit. Just because they can throw a ball doesn’t make them any more of a boy. Hell, I know girls that can play better than a lot of boys. Since when did this become the standard for determining how boyish someone was?”

      “You know there is no rhyme or reason to this stuff,” she said. “I know it sounds crazy, but you can’t take it personal. You know bullies are bullying because they are insecure. I would bet money the kid that started the silly rumor is terrible at football. He wanted to deflect the attention from his own faults and found Jace.”

      I knew she was right, but it didn’t make it any easier to accept. “How do I fix this?”

      “I don’t think you can fix this. I think you have to support Jace and do what you can to bolster his confidence so he isn’t an easy target.”

      I nodded. I was thrilled to have some homework. “Tell me. How do I do that?”

      “I’ll tell you what could help. You aren’t going to like it.”

      I curled my lip. “Do not tell me I have to play a sport. I’m all about being a boy’s mom, but sports are not my jam. I don’t think of myself as a girly girl, but I’m not trying to get skinned knees and broken nails.”

      She burst into laughter. “Don’t I know it. I would never ask you to do anything so horrible as playing a sport.”

      “Thank god.”

      “You need to think about what kind of difference a man in his life would make,” she said.

      “What?” I said with confusion.

      “I think it’s time to start dating.”

      I cringed. “I’d rather pick a sport.”

      “I know we’ve talked about this before and I’m absolutely certain you are the best mom ever. You give him all the love he needs but what if there was more he could have? I am all about women’s empowerment and all that, but there are some things that a daddy just does better.”

      “Like what? I can work on those things.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Unless you plan on sprouting testicles and growing facial hair, there are some things you just can’t do.”

      I groaned. “I don’t have time to deal with men. I’ve barely got time to spend with my son.”

      “Don’t you want a man?”

      “No,” I answered.

      “Yes, you do. I do.”

      “No, I don’t. There is too much drama with men. I don’t want to deal with dating. It’s messy and confusing. I have to think about what to wear and what to say. I can’t introduce anyone to Jace until I’m certain they are worthy. I’m not going to have Jace on my dating merry-go-round.”

      “That’s fair, but you have to get out there.”

      “I’m seriously so busy right now,” I said. “I can’t date. I don’t have the time to take Jace to a movie or anything else. I can’t go to a movie with a man and leave Jace with a sitter.”

      “First of all, I don’t think of myself as a sitter and we both know I would be the one to watch him. Secondly, I’m not saying you need to rush out and get married right now. I’m saying you just need to start getting used to the idea. Get your head around it now, and on April sixteenth, you get your ass out there.”

      “Very funny,” I said. “What about you? Are you going to get out there?”

      She laughed. “I have a little girl. She doesn’t care about the dad thing as much as a boy does.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said.

      “Not a good enough excuse?” she said with a laugh.

      “No. Not even close. I’m just going to have to try harder. I can do better. I’m going to figure out how to work less.”

      “That might work, and I’m sure he’s going to be just fine, but a man in his life might make it easier.”

      I frowned at her. “You are really pushing this man thing.”

      “I am.”

      “I’m not going to run out and pick up a man at the market,” I said. “I’m waiting for Mr. Wonderful to waltz into my life. It’s going to be easy. We’ll meet and fall in love and live happily ever after.”

      “Oh, sign me up for that plan,” she said with a laugh.

      “I’m seriously considering that app Tanya used.”

      “What about work?” she asked and quickly changed subjects.

      I groaned and looked up at the ceiling. “It is a mess. Nash is next level asshole. I really thought there was a limit to his dickishness.”

      “Dickishness?” she repeated. “Is that a word?”

      “It should be. He is like the fun police magnified. He hates anything that brings the employees joy. I seriously go into work every day and wonder what new hell he is going to throw our way. I don’t understand why he wants people to be miserable.”

      “Maybe he’s miserable,” she suggested.

      “Don’t shrink him,” I said. “He is not worthy of being shrunk. He is a bully and gets off flaunting his money and power. Do you know he had the audacity to completely redo his office? He had new furniture brought in. He had it painted and the carpet ripped out. That kind of expense is okay, but we can’t have a five-dollar box of donuts in the breakroom.”

      “He sounds like a douchebag.”

      My eyes widened. “That’s not very professional.”

      “You said I didn’t have to shrink him. That means I can talk smack about him on your behalf.”

      I grinned. “Thank you.”

      “Let’s go play with the kids,” she said. “You have got to see this big Yahtzee game. The dice are the size of Jace’s head.”

      “That sounds, um, weird.”

      “It’s awesome. You’re going to love it.”

      We spent the next two hours playing her massive yard game. By the time we went home, I felt like Jace was in much better spirits. A little playdate worked wonders for both of us. I wasn’t going to take Joss’s advice and go chase down a man. That was just not an option I was willing to consider. I was going to look into one of those mentor programs. I would find a way to get a man in his life on my terms.
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      I flipped through the pages one by one, reading every single line item. I didn’t get rich by not paying attention. I noticed everything. I had to. One mistake could disrupt all of my plans. My door was halfway open. I felt like the teacher keeping an eye on the students. I wanted to make sure they were staying focused on the work. I knew they hated me. I didn’t care.

      “Sir,” I heard a voice say.

      I looked up to find the receptionist in my doorway. “Yes?”

      “I have a gentleman here that asked to see you?”

      “I don’t have anything on my calendar,” I said.

      She looked uncomfortable. “It’s a walk-in.”

      “I don’t take walk-ins. Set up an appointment.”

      A man stepped in behind her. “I’m sorry, Mr. Aarons. I was downstairs meeting with a supplier and thought I would stop by and check the place out.”

      “Check the place out?” I asked. “I’m sorry, but I’m a busy man. I have an appointment in an hour. You’ll need to schedule a meeting.”

      “I don’t think you understand,” he said. His face was turning red. “I’m a very busy man as well. I was told I could stop by and check out the operation. I didn’t realize it was such an inconvenience.”

      “I don’t know you. I don’t know who would tell you to stop by, but this is a place of business. It’s not a museum. We don’t give out tours.”

      His face turned bright red. “Is this how you treat all of your clients?”

      “Are you a client? Our clients generally make appointments. We’re a busy firm. We can’t just let clients dictate our time.”

      “You know what, you’re right,” he said. “You are obviously far too busy for my business. I would hate to inconvenience you. I’ll take my business elsewhere. I’m so sorry I bothered you.”

      “Hal,” I heard Saige say. “I’m so glad you stopped by!”

      The man turned to look at her. “Don’t bother,” he grumbled. “Clearly, you’re too busy.”

      “No, no,” she assured him. “I didn’t know you were here. I’d love to show you around.”

      “But that man…” he said and looked at me.

      Saige shot me a dirty look. “Will not be working on your account, I assure you. I invited you and I forgot to mention it to Mr. Aarons. Let’s go to my office first.”

      She managed to get the man out of my office. I didn’t miss the angry look she shot me over her shoulder. I didn’t know who the guy was. I didn’t care. It was rude to show up and expect special favors.

      I went back to looking over the spreadsheets. I wasn’t thrilled with what I was seeing. I hoped my changes would have been a bit more effective. I would have to give it some more time. It would get better. It had to. I refused to accept the idea I didn’t know what I was doing.

      I was knee-deep in the numbers game when my door opened. I felt the whoosh of air. I was going to fire the receptionist. She sucked at her job and needed to be retrained or replaced. “What now?” I said without looking up.

      The door shut. “What now?” Saige snapped. “We need to have a talk.”

      “I’m not a child,” I said.

      “Then stop acting like one.”

      I inhaled through my nose and stared at her. “I’m busy. Very busy. I didn’t have time to give your little pet project the two-cent tour. I don’t have time for your lecture either. Make an appointment and we’ll sit down and go over expectations.  I have a few things to go over with you as well. I’ll get something on the books for tomorrow afternoon.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and gave me the dirtiest look. “I’m not interested in waiting.”

      “I’m busy,” I hissed. “Busy trying to figure out why this place isn’t turning around. It should be better. Have you seen the numbers? Have you noticed there are less returns being filed?”

      “This is why we are going to talk right now.”

      To argue would be futile. I had learned that Saige was not the typical employee. She was not afraid of me. She didn’t take my threats seriously. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. I was still trying to figure it out. But I also knew when to pick my battles. This was not one I wanted to engage in.

      “Why don’t you have a seat?” I said and gestured to the chair. Her standing gave her the power. I never let anyone have the power over me. I took command of every situation.

      “I’m fine,” she snapped. “I’d rather stand.”

      “I’d rather not have this conversation at all but you’re the one in here making demands.”

      She flopped down in the chair. “We have a problem.”

      “Funny, I was going to say the same thing to you.”

      She smirked. “You have a problem with everything. That has been made very clear.”

      “I don’t wear blinders,” I shot back. “I see problems and I address them. I don’t brush them under the rug.”

      “Good, then make sure you have your special glasses on because I’m going to point out a few problems you seem to have missed.”

      “This should be good,” I muttered.

      “Let’s start with what just happened with Hal. Do you know who he is?”

      I shrugged. “Should I?”

      “I suppose not because that would require you to give a—” She stopped her sentence. She cleared her throat. “It would require you to pay attention to the operational side of things. You’re too focused on those little spreadsheets you have. Hal is the client I brought in last week. He owns a chain of electronic stores. His account is worth a lot of money. You almost cost us that account. You treated him like shit. I had to kiss his ass to keep him from pulling his account. You have been preaching about money and so on. You won’t even let the employees have a damn Keurig because it’s too indulgent, but you are going to let a multi-million-dollar account walk out the door. Not walk, shove! You practically kicked him out.”

      “I told him to make an appointment,” I defended. “Who shows up unannounced and expects a tour? What did he think he was going to see? Seriously? There is nothing here. It’s desks and computers. Big deal.”

      “It is a big deal to him. He needs to know the people he is entrusting his money to are capable. He needs to trust them. He needs to trust you and me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

      “This is careless. What you did was reckless.”

      “Reckless? I didn’t want to give the guy a fucking tour. I’m not a tour guide. I’m not a cruise director. I own a business. If he wanted to see the place, he could have scheduled with you or the receptionist.”

      She shook her head. “Fine, you aren’t going to agree you screwed up. Let’s move on.”

      “Am I supposed to make myself available to do tours for schoolkids? Should I show them tax forms and how exciting it is to be a CPA?”

      She practically spit fire through her nose. “I find all of this to be very serious. You are being sarcastic and cavalier. You are destroying this entire firm.”

      “I am rebuilding this firm,” I countered.

      “You’re too busy destroying it. You can’t rebuild something that hasn’t been destroyed, but I’m sure you’re on your way to flattening it.”

      “I’m not destroying everything. You’re on the inside. You can’t see the big picture. You are too close to the problem.”

      Her lips curled in. “I’ve had two people resign since you’ve come on. Two people in a week. We haven’t lost two people in a year. What do you think that says about you?”

      “I think it says I’m strict and I have high standards. Few people can live up to my standards.”

      “It says you have no people skills,” she said bluntly.

      “No people skills?” I repeated. “I’m sorry, is that an important qualification to have to own a business and make money?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “Tomorrow, we are going to give you a crash course in the art of human decency,” she said. “We are going to teach you how to talk to people like they are humans that matter.”

      That sounded like the worst day ever. “No thanks.”

      “You do this, or you are going to lose a lot more,” she said.

      I was certain I was picking up on a threat. “Are you suggesting people are going to quit if I don’t play nice?”

      “I’m not suggesting it,” she said with a tight smile. “I’m telling you that is exactly what’s going to happen. No one is happy. No one likes your changes.”

      “Including you?”

      “Yes, I’ll be the first in line to tell you I think your changes are insulting and ineffective.”

      I laughed. It slipped out before I could think about it. I maintained a serious demeanor at all times. “Tell me how you really feel.”

      “I just did, but if you’re interested in hearing more, I’d love to fill you in on my opinion.”

      “No thanks,” I said and put up a hand. “I get it. You think I suck. You don’t like the way I’m doing things and you want me gone.”

      She smiled. “It’s like you read my mind.”

      I folded my hands and put them on my stomach. “Do you remember when you liked me?”

      “No.”

      “Liar,” I said with a smile.

      “Trust me, it’s becoming harder to remember those days. Every day I’m here, it becomes a very distant memory.”

      I didn’t believe her. There was no way she could just forget me. “I remember,” I said in a low voice.

      “Then hold on to those memories. You can hold them for both of us.”

      “Was it that bad?” I asked her.

      I could admit my recollection of events was not the clearest. That had been a weird time. I was looking for someone to cement my position in the business world. I was hyper-focused. I didn’t think about the collateral damage. Saige would probably consider herself part of that damage.

      “I don’t remember,” she said in a breezy voice. “It was a long time ago. I try not to dwell on my mistakes.”

      That was a zinger. She wanted to let me know she was pissed about the way things ended without really saying she was pissed. That was the worst kind of pissed-off woman. Those were the ones to keep an eye on.

      “That’s a good motto,” I said.

      “I thought so.”

      She got to her feet and walked out, making it a point not to close the door. I shook my head. If it had been anyone else, I would have fired them. Saige was a different story.

      Not only was she good at her job, but our history did also pose a bit of a tricky situation. I didn’t think she would cry foul and bring up our past, but one never knew. Money made people do crazy things. I hated to admit it, but I had been forced to pay a few claims. People got butthurt and sued.

      I could only imagine what she was going to say tomorrow. It would be a lecture about being nice and putting the stupid donuts back in the breakroom. I couldn’t believe she was still pissed about that. There was something to be said for eating healthy.

      I didn’t see anyone complaining about the missing fruit.
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      My heart was racing when I sat down at my desk. I couldn’t believe I had just said all that to him. I didn’t know where the nerve came from. He’d just pushed me too far. Seeing the way he treated Hal was the breaking point. We were all busting our asses a little harder because he was pushing out staff. He didn’t have to pick up the slack. The rest of us did.

      We were all working harder and longer to make up for being short staffed. I had ads out on the job boards, but this was not the time to be shuffling CPAs. He wouldn’t know that. He was in his posh little office doing whatever it was he did. He was worse than the Grinch. He was every villain I had ever seen in Jace’s cartoons.

      My phone rang, interrupting my nasty thoughts about my new boss. I really wanted him to go away. “This is Saige,” I answered.

      “Miss Conway?”

      “This is she.”

      “This is Mrs. Link at the school,” she said.

      Everything stopped. It was the call no mom wanted to get.

      “Yes?” I breathed. I was already on my feet. I just knew I had to get to him.

      “We have a minor problem,” she said.

      That meant it was a big problem. “What kind of problem?” I asked. I was hoping she would tell me he was sick. I could deal with sick.

      “He was involved in a fight.”

      “Is he okay?” I asked.

      “He is fine, but it would be best if you could pick him up.”

      “I’m on my way,” I said and hung up the phone. I grabbed my purse and headed for the door.

      Jody stopped me just before I made it to the door. “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “I have to pick up Jace. Can you make sure everyone stays on task? We can’t afford to slip up. We have eyes on us, and one mistake can land us in hot water.”

      She scoffed. “With the boss.”

      “Yes. I’ll see you tomorrow. I have to go.”

      “I understand,” she said. “I hope everything is okay.”

      “Thanks,” I said and rushed out the door.

      I made it to the school in record time. I was probably going to have a nice stack of tickets mailed to me. I didn’t care. All I could think about was getting to my baby. I was envisioning him with a black eye and swollen lip. I was certain he was the victim, and I was going to make heads roll. There were going to be some parents being held responsible.

      “Hi, hello,” I said and slapped my hand on the front desk. “I’m Saige Conway, Jace Conway’s mom.”

      “Oh, you’re here to see Principal Friend,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “Have a seat,” she said.

      “Uh, excuse me, I’d like to see my son. Now.”

      “He’s in the nurse’s office,” she said with a tight smile.

      My stomach dropped. “Then I’ll be going to see him now.”

      “Saige,” Principal Friend called my name. “Come in please.”

      “I’d like to see Jace,” I said.

      He smiled. “Jace is fine. I’d like to talk without him.”

      It was crazy that I still felt like I had to listen to the principal. I was a grown woman, and I was still intimidated by the principal. “Fine,” I muttered and followed him into the office.

      “Have a seat,” he said, and I did it because I was a good little girl.

      “What happened? Is he okay?”

      “Jace is fine. Thankfully, eight-year-olds don’t pack much of a punch.”

      My eyes widened. “He was punched?”

      He slowly nodded. “Once, but I promise you, he only went to the nurse’s office because I didn’t want to send him back to class. He was understandably upset.”

      “Jace was punched?” I repeated. “Why and by who?”

      “We’re handling the discipline,” he said.

      “Good to know, but is it effective?”

      “We’ll monitor the situation closely,” he said.

      “What happened?” I asked again.

      “Jace has been having some trouble with some of the boys.”

      “He’s been bullied,” I clarified.

      “Yes, he has, and I promise you we are handling it.”

      I had to bite my tongue. “Please tell me exactly how you are doing that because I’ve been talking to Jace. This isn’t a first. This has been a problem for months.”

      “It is being handled,” he said again.

      It was the classic non-answer. They weren’t going to tell me who, but I would find out. They got one chance to fix it, and when they failed again, I would be handling things.

      “Fine, I’d like to see Jace.”

      “I’m excusing him for the rest of the day,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I muttered. “What about the kid that hit him? Will he be here tomorrow?”

      He slowly nodded. “Yes.”

      My eyes narrowed. “And my son is going to be safe?”

      “Absolutely. We’ll keep a very close eye on things. Now that we know there is an issue, we are going to watch the boys.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      It was supposed to sound like a threat. I hoped it landed. I did not like the idea of sending my baby into a dangerous environment. I wasn’t going to be there to protect him. It was going to be extremely difficult to send him off to school.

      I made my way to the nurse’s office and found Jace sitting in a chair and reading a book. His legs were swinging back and forth. “Jace,” I said his name. I dropped to my knees in front of him. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      I touched his cheek. There was a hint of redness, but it didn’t look too bad. “Does it hurt?”

      “No.”

      He flinched, telling me it did hurt. “Let’s go.”

      “Am I in trouble?” he asked.

      “No. Not at all.”

      He got off the chair and followed me out of the school. “Why don’t we go get some lunch?” I said in a cheery voice. “We can get milkshakes and chicken nuggets.”

      “I’m not hungry. I just want to go home.”

      “Are you sure? How about some ice cream?”

      “No, Mom!” he shouted. “I just want to go home.”

      I didn’t blame the kid. When I was having a shitty day, I wanted to go home and hide from the world. “Okay, all right,” I said. “Do you want to talk about what happened?”

      “No,” he muttered and stared out the window.

      I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel. I wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t want to say the wrong thing. I knew I was in a tenuous situation. This was one of those moments that he was not going to forget. I had to choose my words carefully. I didn’t want to encourage him to fight back, but I sure as hell didn’t want him to lie down and get his ass kicked.

      When we got home, I knew I had to say something. I couldn’t say nothing at all. “I’ll make you a sandwich,” I told him. “Go ahead and sit down.”

      I pulled out the stuff to make him a sandwich and took the time to cut it into triangles before putting it on a plate. I added his favorite cheese puffs and carried it to the table. I sat down and watched him eat. He was such a sweet boy. How could anyone want to hurt him? He was sweet and funny.

      “Who hit you?” I asked him.

      “Cash,” he said.

      “Cash? Who is that? I don’t think I’ve heard of him before.”

      “He’s just some kid,” he muttered.

      “Why did he hit you?”

      He sighed. “Because he said I wasn’t a boy and he wanted to know if I fought like a girl.”

      I had to keep myself from saying too much. “Jace, you are a boy. I don’t understand why these kids are messing with you. It isn’t nice.”

      “They said I’m going to be a girl because I don’t have a dad.”

      And there it was. What could I possibly say to that? “Jace, a lot of kids don’t have dads at home. You are not any different from those kids. Having a father in your life does not make you any more of a boy.”

      He took another bite of his sandwich. “It isn’t fair.”

      “What isn’t fair?”

      “I don’t have a dad and everyone else does,” he pouted.

      “If someone wants to hurt you because you don’t have a father, that’s on them. They are wrong. You are a good boy. A great boy. I will happily talk to this boy and his parents. It isn’t polite to make fun of someone for something they can’t control.”

      “But they do it anyway,” he said.

      I nodded. “I know,” I said with a sigh. “It sucks. It really sucks and I wish I could make it better.”

      “You can’t,” he said and jumped up from his chair. He rushed out of the room, and a second later, his bedroom door slammed shut.

      “Good job, Mom.”

      I buried my face in my hands. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I couldn’t let him be bullied. I refused to let him get his ass kicked because his mother got knocked up by a man that didn’t want to be a father. I was the one the kids needed to start beef with.

      It wasn’t like I could go back in time and fix this. I couldn’t pull a dad out of thin air. If only I could rent a dad. Just one day a week. It seemed like it would be so easy if I could just find a guy to throw the ball around with him a few hours on the weekends. I was sure I could handle the other six days a week. Jace and I had a great relationship, and any kind of outside interference would just get in the way.

      I dumped the rest of the sandwich and rinsed the plate before going to his room to talk to him. He was sitting on his bed with a baseball in his little hand. The ball was a gift for his last birthday. It was still pretty much new.

      I sat down on his bed and put my hand on his knee. “I really am sorry,” I told him.

      “They hate me,” he mumbled.

      “They don’t understand you,” I said. “They will one day.”

      “It’s going to take too long.”

      “I know it feels like it, but the time will fly by.”

      “Did you get beat up?” he asked.

      My heart was breaking. “I didn’t get beat up, but kids were mean to me. I was really skinny when I was little. They used to say I had bird legs. When I walked down the hall, they would squawk. Sometimes they would throw birdseed at me.”

      His eyes widened. “They did?”

      I sighed and nodded. I wasn’t going to tell him the teasing carried on through middle school. It wasn’t until I finally grew boobs and hips that the teasing stopped. It had been a rough few years. “It hurt my feelings, but I survived.”

      “Why did they say you had bird legs?”

      “Because kids are mean. Like I said, I was really skinny, and my legs were kind of boney. I don’t remember when it started but I remember I was very sad. It hurt my feelings.”

      “Did you cry?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I did. A lot.”

      “I don’t cry,” he said.

      “But if you want to cry, you can,” I told him.

      “But then they’ll call me a girl,” he said in a small voice.

      “Jace, you are safe here. You can cry here if you want to. I’m not going to tell anyone.”

      “I don’t want to cry,” he said.

      “Okay, then you don’t have to. I know this is going to be hard, but I want you to try and ignore this stuff. You know you are a boy. What they say doesn’t matter. They are just a bunch of mean kids who probably feel bad about themselves. They might have their own problems.”

      He didn’t look convinced. “I’ll try,” he said.

      I smiled and ruffled his hair. “I’ll leave you alone. If you want to watch a movie, I’ll be in the living room.”

      He nodded and went back to his book. I was so sad for him. All I wanted to do was protect him. I wanted to keep him in a little bubble for the rest of his days.
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      Bobby pulled to a stop in front of the building. I was not looking forward to going in, although I did have a bone to pick with Saige. I went to find her at the end of the day, and she was gone. I discovered she’d left hours earlier. No one was willing to tell me why.

      I barely stepped into the building when Saige ambushed me. “I was thinking you weren’t going to show up.”

      “Would that have made you sad?”

      “Not at all,” she said.

      “You left early yesterday,” I said.

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Girl problems,” she said with a tight smile.

      “Oh,” I said, but I didn’t believe her. She wasn’t a girl. She was a woman and every woman I knew had their girl problems well in hand by this stage of the game.

      I started to move to the elevator when she stopped me. “No,” she said.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “I told you we have work to do today,” she said.

      “Yes, we have a lot of work to do. We should probably get up there.”

      “Nope. I’ve let them know we won’t be in until later, if at all. I have no idea how long this will take. You’re a difficult student.”

      “Student?” I scoffed. “I haven’t been a student in a long time.”

      “I think you missed good social skills one-oh-one. We’re going to get you up to speed.”

      I could have told her no. I could have told her to kiss my ass, but I was feeling feisty. I wanted to see what she had up her sleeve. “Are we going to be staying in the building?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll have my driver pull back around and he can take us to school,” I offered.

      I expected her to tell me we didn’t need him. “That sounds great.”

      I grabbed my phone and called Bobby. He was in front of the building within minutes. I held the door open for her. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “We are going on a little field trip,” she said and gave Bobby an address.

      “Where exactly is this place? A tearoom? Am I going to be taught decorum?”

      “We are going to my first job,” she said.

      “Your first job?” I questioned.

      “Yes. I worked here for a couple of years. I learned how to run a tax firm here. I learned from one of the best in the business as far as I’m concerned.”

      “I don’t think I have ever heard of it,” I said.

      “No, I doubt you would have.”

      “I don’t understand why we are going here,” I said. “I appreciate your attempt to teach me how to be a good boy, but I’m not sure it’s going to take. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

      “I think we can certainly try. I’m hoping to teach by example.”

      “I will not allow you to humiliate me.”

      “I would never think of doing that,” she said with sarcasm. “I told my old boss I wanted to stop by for a visit. We’ll just pretend you are my boyfriend.”

      I almost choked. “Boyfriend?”

      “I don’t think you can pass as my brother.”

      “Boyfriend it is,” I said.

      When we got to the place, it was out of the way and in a very small building. Saige walked in and was immediately greeted by a middle-aged woman. “It’s so good to see you again,” she said and gave Saige a hug.

      “Hi, Mary,” Saige replied. “This is my boyfriend, Nash.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Hello, Mary.”

      Mary’s face lit up. “Hello, Nash.”

      “You look good,” Saige gushed. “How are the kids?”

      “Oh, I don’t think I can call them kids anymore.” She laughed. “They have kids of their own.”

      While the two women caught up, my eyes wandered around the office. There were three small offices on one side with employees completely focused. The office was small and outdated with the ugliest fluorescent lighting I’d ever been subjected to.

      “What brings you by?” I heard Mary ask.

      “I wanted to show my boyfriend where I used to work,” Saige said. “I’m taking a walk down Memory Lane and you are a big part of my roots.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet,” the older woman said. “I’m just glad I get to say I knew you when. Now I hear you’re working at one of the big firms.”

      “I am,” Saige agreed. “I love my job.”

      The phone rang, pulling Mary away for a few. “What are we doing here?” I hissed. “Seriously, you worked in a small office. Big deal.”

      “Mary is the big deal,” she shot back. “Follow me. I want to show you my old office.”

      We walked to the small windowless office that was closest to the waiting room. “Hello,” she said when the woman working in the office looked up. “I’m Saige. I used to work in this office forever ago.”

      “I’m Carla,” the woman said. “I’ve only been here a few months.”

      “How do you like it?” Saige asked.

      “I love it. Mary is truly the best boss ever.”

      “Is this your first CPA job?” she asked, continuing her questioning.

      Carla shook her head. “No, actually, I worked at one of the larger firms before here.”

      “Really?” Saige said with surprise. “Uptown?”

      “In Jersey.”

      “What brought you here?” Saige pressed.

      The woman sighed. “I couldn’t deal with the corporate stuff anymore. I love what I do, but I didn’t feel like I was valued. I hated going to work every day. My friend, who just happens to work next door to me, told me her work was hiring. I came in and met Mary and made the leap. It’s less pay, but I don’t care. I love working here.”

      I got it. Her little field trip was supposed to show me how much I sucked, and Mary was great. I listened to them chat for a few minutes before Mary came back. I stayed out of the way while they talked a bit more. I was growing impatient and didn’t try to hide it.

      “Thanks so much for letting me stop by, Mary,” Saige said. “I know you’re busy right now.”

      The two hugged once again and then we were free. When we were outside, I turned to look at her. She was smiling like she was really happy. “Was that for show?” I asked.

      “No, that was me catching up with an old friend who happens to be the owner of that little place,” she said.

      I opened the car door for her before going around to get in on the other side. “I’m sure you have a point to make.”

      “I do,” she said. “Mary doesn’t own a big firm, but she is the most successful person I’ve ever met.”

      “How can you say that?” I asked. “She works in a closet with three employees.”

      “Those employees love her. I love her. I hated when I left but I had to do it for me. I needed to keep climbing and I knew I couldn’t do it there. That doesn’t mean I wanted to leave. I still keep in touch with her. Everyone who has ever got to work with her keeps in touch.”

      “And?”

      “And those employees make less than what you pay, but I guarantee they will always choose Mary over your firm any day of the week.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me you are quitting?”

      “No, I’m telling you Mary should be someone you model your own business after. I have modeled my management style after her and I feel like I’ve done very well. It’s about treating people right. The better they’re treated, the harder they are going to work. They want to help you be successful and will put forth the extra effort. You can’t force people to work harder. I mean yes, you might get some results initially, but those people are eventually going to leave you and work somewhere else. No one wants to work for a tyrant.”

      “I’ve been called worse,” I said with a small laugh.

      “I have no doubt in my mind that you have. Do you understand what I’m trying to show you?”

      “I do. I get it and I will take your advice into consideration. Now I would like to show you something.”

      She gave me a skeptical look. “Like what?”

      I smirked. “You’ll just have to wait.”

      Bobby drove us back to my headquarters. The building was huge and dominated the block. A doorman opened the door for us. I didn’t miss the surprise on her face when she walked into the massive lobby that was similar to that of a hotel with plenty of comfortable seating around the place.

      “Is that a bar?” she asked while looking to the far left of the lobby.

      “It is,” I answered.

      “You have a bar in your office building,” she said with a laugh. “I think that says it all. Your employees need liquor at the ready to get through a day.”

      “Very funny,” I mumbled and walked her to the bar. “It’s a coffee bar as well. My staff and tenants that work in the building appreciate having a good place to get top-quality coffee throughout the day.”

      “And stiff drinks,” she said with a laugh.

      Davin was just coming in. He gave me a funny look when he saw Saige. I replied with a subtle shake of my head that said not now. I didn’t care to make the introductions.

      “This way,” I told her and walked to the elevators.

      “Where are we going?”

      “My office.”

      “You own the building?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Are you showing off?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, I just want to show you what my offices look like. We occupy three floors.”

      I stepped off the elevator and gave her the grand tour of the floor with the HR department along with marketing and advertising. I didn’t get the same warm greeting as Mary, but my people were dedicated to doing their jobs.

      “This is my floor,” I said when the elevator doors slid open again.

      There was a quiet buzz to the place. Everyone was working, doing exactly what they were paid to do. There were a few nods as we made our way to my office. No one rushed out to hug me and I wouldn’t have appreciated it if they had. I didn’t do the hugging thing. I didn’t think that belonged in the workplace at all, but that was something to be discussed later.

      I opened the doors to my office and gestured for her to enter. “Wow,” she said as she walked in. “Why are you wasting time at our offices when you could be here?”

      “Because I need to be at the tax firm right now,” I said and closed the doors behind us. “Can I get you something to drink?” I walked to the fully stocked bar and opened the fridge.

      “Water, please,” she murmured as she moved toward the windows. “This view is amazing.”

      “Yes, it is,” I answered and handed her the water.

      “No one said a word to you,” she said without looking at me. “Doesn’t that bother you?”

      “Nope. They are working. Did you hear any chatter?”

      She slowly turned to face me. “No. I heard nothing. I felt nothing. We could have been walking through a museum.”

      I smiled. “Exactly.”

      “That’s what you want our office to be like?”

      I nodded while staring into her blue eyes. “I do.”

      Her eyes dropped to my mouth. I wasn’t sure what changed, but there was a definite shift in the air. I stepped away from her and walked across the plush carpeting and locked my office door. I wasn’t going to assume anything was going to happen, but I was going to be prepared.

      She was still standing in front of the window and watching me as I crossed the room toward her once again. “They’re all out there doing their jobs. No one is complaining. No one is looking for accolades. They get paid well and they know what I want.”

      “And what you want, you get?” she asked.

      I stopped about a foot in front of her. “Usually.”

      “Does that get you off?” she whispered. “Being in control? Feeling powerful?”

      “That’s not how I get off, but I think you know that,” I said in a husky voice and took a step closer to her. “You can’t tell me you forgot what gets me off.”

      Her eyes locked on mine. I knew she wanted me. She hated me, but she wanted me. I decided to take what we both wanted. I leaned forward and kissed her. I half-expected her to knee me in the balls. When she grabbed my waist and jerked me forward, I knew my balls were safe.
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      His mouth opened wide, making room for my tongue to slide right in. I had a white-knuckle grip on his waist and suddenly felt the need to feel his skin. I needed to have his body against mine. I jerked the shirt up, pulling it from his pants. My hands slipped under the shirt and brushed over his skin that felt overheated.

      His hands reached around me and grabbed my ass. He jerked my body against his as his mouth devoured mine. There was a ferocity to the kiss that fueled my passion like I had never experienced before. My nails dragged over his chest. I felt him jerk as he sucked in a breath.

      “I knew you remembered,” he hissed against my mouth.

      I hated it, but I remembered every little detail. I reached for the belt buckle and quickly undid it. There was a desperation inside me I couldn’t explain. I had to have him. Nothing was going to stop me from getting what I wanted. I jerked the pants open and stuck my hand inside, wrapping my fingers around his swollen member.

      “I remembered this,” I told him and tugged on him.

      He grunted, his head going back before he leaned forward and looked me in the eyes. “I might need a refresher,” he whispered.

      His hands reached for the hem of my skirt and hiked it up. “Window!” I gasped when I realized I was exposed from the waist down.

      “Tinted. No one can see in.”

      “Oh,” I said and returned my attention to the more pressing matters in hand. I squeezed his cock and pulled another grunt from him.

      His hand reached for my panties and jerked them down. I shimmied out of them and kicked them from my ankles. “You want this,” he hissed as he cupped between my legs.

      “Just do it,” I snapped.

      I wasn’t interested in conversation or fueling that alpha-male thing. I was doing this for me, not him. He chuckled before attacking my neck with teeth and tongue. “Always so demanding,” he murmured as his fingers slid over my folds.

      I dropped his cock and wrapped my arms around him. I felt unsteady and was afraid I would collapse. The pleasure he was giving me with just a few well-placed kisses on my neck and his hand between my legs threatened to knock me to my knees.

      “That’s it,” he encouraged. “Hold on tight.”

      He pushed a finger inside me. I stifled the cry that tried to escape my throat. I was going to come. The man had barely done anything, and I was ready to come apart in his arms. I didn’t want him to get the satisfaction, but damn if I didn’t want my own.

      “Don’t stop,” I groaned.

      “Not a chance in hell.”

      He pushed the finger in deeper. I was on my tippy toes with my heels still on. His other hand wrapped around me, anchoring me to his body while he pushed a second finger inside. It had been too long, and my body had been starving for this kind of attention. Trying to stop the orgasm would be like trying to stop a speeding freight train with my finger.

      I arched, my head going back as my nails dug into his shoulders through his shirt. “Holy shit,” he breathed. “Fuck me. I have to be inside you. I have to feel this.”

      He released me and pushed down his pants with jerky hands. I was still spasming from the orgasm. My vision actually blurred. His hands were on me again, pushing me back before lifting me a few inches and dropping me on the corner of his desk. He stepped between my legs and returned his hand to intimately touch me.

      “You’re not done yet,” he growled.

      I wanted to tell him I was, but damn if I wasn’t craving his dick. I wiggled a bit on the desk and opened my legs a little wider. He was a large man in every sense of the word. A moment later, he was rolling on a condom and  was pushing inside of me. There was some resistance initially. I wiggled and opened my legs wider.

      “Stop,” he gasped. “Stop fucking moving.”

      “I can’t. It won’t. Please.” I couldn’t form sentences. My brain was overloaded with a hundred different sensations of pleasure. I was certain I was going to implode. Every cell in my body had suddenly awoken. There was a hum of excited electricity pumping through my veins as he entered my body one glorious inch at a time.

      “Don’t stop,” I begged. “Oh god, please don’t stop.”

      I could hear his ragged breathing as his forehead rested on my shoulder. “Shh,” he murmured. “Stop. I can’t hold back if you keep begging me like that.”

      He rocked inside me, pushing hard enough to slide me back on the desk. I reached around and grabbed his ass, pulling myself back against him. “More!”

      He growled and thrust inside over and over. I held on for dear life. I wanted closer. I wanted more. I clawed at his back, wishing like hell I could feel his flesh rubbing against mine. He cursed and jerked back with his dick still impaling me. His hands grabbed my wrists, holding them away from my body before his mouth slammed against mine. I could feel him throbbing inside me. The pulsations matched my own as my body squeezed him.

      He let go of my wrists and jerked his mouth away. The desire in his eyes was intense. A flash of heat rolled through my body a second before he pushed my chest. He pushed again until I fell backward. I felt a stapler and papers under my back. “Stay,” he ordered before reaching under my thighs and jerking me to the edge of the desk. “You are going to take every last inch.”

      His hand settled on my belly. I watched as he looked down, looking at the place where he was joined with me. I moaned and rolled my head back and forth on the desk. It was perfectly naughty and sending me racing toward another orgasm.

      His nostrils flared and his hands tightened on my thighs. He held me at the edge while his body pounded against mine. Our flesh slapping against each other filled the room. My own moans and gasps mingled with his grunts and groans. I was lost in the moment. Nothing mattered but getting that second orgasm. I could feel it coming. I reached out my hands, trying to grab him. He batted them away and kept moving with an intensity I had never felt before. He was on a mission.

      I arched, bucking my hips as the first wave of the orgasm rolled over me. “Yes!” I moaned the word. “More.”

      “God dammit, you are so fucking greedy,” he growled a second before I felt him release inside me.

      His grunts of ecstasy made me even hotter than I already was. He was carnal and animalistic as he thrust harder and harder like he couldn’t get deep enough. I reached for him again, this time grabbing his forearm and holding on.

      When his body stopped jerking, he leaned forward, his face resting against my breasts. I ran my fingers through his hair and allowed myself just a minute of postcoital bliss. Just for a minute. Then I was pushing him away.

      I sat up and hopped off the desk, pulling my skirt down at the same time. He had a smug look on his face. “Don’t,” I said and held up one finger. “Don’t say a word.”

      He gave a lazy grin. His hair was mussed, and he looked sexier than he had ever looked before in his disheveled state. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      He pulled up his pants and tucked himself back in while I went on a hunt for my panties. I put them on, struggling to keep my skirt down as I did so. I could feel him watching me and was not interested in giving him a show.

      “This never happened,” I told him.

      “I didn’t just fuck you on my desk?” he questioned with that same smug look.

      “No.”

      “I used to fuck you all the time,” he reminded me.

      I took a deep breath. “That doesn’t matter, and it wasn’t all the time. That is in our past. This cannot happen again.”

      “You know you liked it.”

      I rolled my eyes. If I had a dollar for every time a man said that to a woman, I would be richer than he was. “Don’t let your ego get too big. Sex is sex. I like sex.”

      “You really liked sex with me,” he said with another grin. “You came twice.” He held up two fingers.

      “Do you want a trophy?” I snapped.

      “Nope. I got what I wanted.”

      I shook my head. “You are so arrogant.”

      “Tell me you did not just get off twice,” he said with a laugh. “I think I get to be proud of that.”

      I straightened my blouse and looked him in the eye. “This will not happen again. It shouldn’t have happened this time.”

      He straightened his shirt. “I don’t remember you being such a wildcat,” he said with a smirk before turning and giving me his back. “Is my shirt shredded?”

      My cheeks burned. “I’m leaving.”

      “And I’m going to watch you go,” he said.

      “I suppose I’ll see you later.”

      He laughed. “You will,” he said. “You bet that sweet ass you will.”

      I hoped like hell no one heard us in there. I raised my chin and walked out of the office. I didn’t see anyone looking at me, but my shame was enough. I hailed a cab and went back to my own office.

      I sat down behind my desk and finally let out a breath. I could not believe I had just done that. What was I thinking? I couldn’t sleep with my boss. I definitely couldn’t sleep with the man that had broken my heart all those years ago. I needed therapy. Of all the choices I could have made, that was the worst one yet.

      I decided I was going to pretend it didn’t happen. We’d never talk about it and it would just go away. I could go back to hating him and his tyranny.
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      After that, I needed a drink. I needed a cigarette as well, but I didn’t smoke. A drink would have to do. I felt loose limbed after the little tryst. I sauntered toward the elevator and got a few strange looks. That was when I realized I was smiling.

      I walked into the bar that was empty. Davin was sitting at a table near the bar. “Am I paying you to eat lunch now?”

      “Woah,” he said when he looked up at me.

      I sat down. “What?”

      “You got a little something going on,” he said and reached up to his own head.

      I reached up and smoothed down my hair. “Thanks.”

      “Where’s the lady?” he asked.

      “That was Saige.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “And now it is all clear.”

      “What’s clear?”

      He pointed to my hair and my neck. I reached up and put my hand over my neck. It was a minor scratch. I didn’t think it was obvious, but apparently, he saw it. “Yeah, that,” he said with a laugh. “You just got laid.”

      “I’m not discussing this with you.”

      He shook his head with a smile. “She’s pretty. I get why you’re so hot for her.”

      “She’s gorgeous,” I replied.

      “Yes, she is. So, what were you guys doing here?”

      “She wanted to show me her old job,” I said.

      “Why? Is she going back?”

      “No,” I said and then thought about it. “I don’t think so anyway.”

      “Why’d she want you to go there?” he asked.

      “Because I’m an asshole and her old boss is great. I was supposed to learn a lesson. Her old boss is this sweet lady, and everyone loves her. She wants me to change my ways and get soft.”

      “And that ended with sex in your office?” He laughed. “I assume it was in your office.”

      “Yes, we went to my office. I didn’t take her there to do that. I wanted to show her how we worked here. She thinks I’m this horrible boss. I wanted to show her that my people work just as hard, and I don’t have to be all soft and bubbly. I don’t have to hug everyone. There is more than one way to run a business.”

      “I think she’s trying to tell you to just be nice,” he said.

      I smirked. “I think I just proved I can be very nice.”

      He groaned. “Gross.”

      “It isn’t gross. Did I mention we had a past?”

      He nodded. “You did. I thought you were worried about that past making for some murky waters.”

      “Apparently, it isn’t so murky. She tried to pretend like it never happened. It happened. Now that we’ve addressed the elephant in the room, I think things will be better.”

      “You think a quickie in your office is going to make it easier to work together?” he asked with skepticism.

      “Yes, I do,” I said. “There was a lot of tension between us. I think it was sexual tension. She will never admit it, but she wanted me.”

      He groaned. “You think every woman wants you.”

      “Most of them do,” I said with my usual cockiness.

      “I think you might have just made your situation worse,” he warned.

      “She came onto me,” I said.

      “You are her boss. How are you going to tell her what to do and demand she do anything when you’ve seen her naked and vice versa?”

      “Technically, neither of us was naked,” I told him.

      “You know what I mean. You’re supposed to keep a certain distance between boss and subordinate. That’s a rule in life and it’s there for a reason.”

      “Yes, but we were lovers before I was her boss,” I said.

      “And now you just went back to the—I can’t even say it,” he muttered.

      “Lovers,” I teased. “Sleeping together? What is more comfortable for you to say?”

      “None of it.”

      “This was the right thing to do,” I said. “I feel a hell of a lot better about things. We agreed it wouldn’t happen again. It was scratching an itch. Now that we’ve taken care of that business, we can focus on the actual business.”

      “How can you look at a woman that is that hot and not want her after you’ve already had her? Judging by that scratch on your neck, she’s one of those wild ones. You know you are going to want her again.”

      I shook my head. “I have no problem doing it again, but it will not interfere with my work. I’m here to make money. I can get laid anywhere. The job is my priority. She is a perk. She’s great at what she does, and I want her to stay on. I might even offer her a promotion when it’s time.”

      “A promotion?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m only there to get things on track. I don’t plan on staying there forever to act as a babysitter. I want her to do it.”

      “Does that promotion include a raise?” he asked.

      “Obviously.”

      He grinned and undid the top button of his shirt. “In that case, I’m ready and willing.”

      “For?”

      “If having sex with you gets me a raise, count me in,” he teased. “You’re a little used up, but I don’t mind.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      He laughed and fixed his shirt. “I’m being completely serious here,” he said. “You need to be careful. You’re walking a very fine line.”

      “She’s not going to come after me for sexual harassment,” I insisted. “She started it.”

      “I’m not talking about that, but yes, you should keep that whole thing in mind. I’m warning you not to get played.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Me? You think I’m going to get played? Do you know me at all?”

      “You said she initiated the sex?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Basically.”

      “And before today, you two have been at odds?”

      I nodded again. “Yes, Davin. She didn’t like me, but I think that was just the sexual tension speaking. She wanted me and didn’t know how to go about it.”

      “And you have a past relationship, which means she knows you. She knows how to manipulate you. She knows what you like and how to appeal to that basic male instinct.”

      “Saige isn’t manipulative.”

      “You had sex with her in your office,” he pointed out. “When have you ever had sex in your office?”

      I smiled. “Do you want me to list the times?”

      “I mean with an employee,” he said. “I know you and you have always made it very clear you will not have sex with your assistants or employees, ever. You just broke your own rule.”

      “This is different,” I said. “She’s different. I know her. I’m not worried anything is going to come of it. I’m only going to be working with her a few more weeks at most. There is nothing that requires my full attention once I get things straightened out.”

      He looked thoughtful. “And what if she thinks this is a rekindling of that old relationship? What if she is looking for a sugar daddy? You just walked right into her trap.”

      “If it was any other woman, I would agree with you. Saige isn’t any other woman. In fact, she is the one who said it was never happening again. She had a need, and I filled the need. So to speak.” I couldn’t help making a little joke.

      “You didn’t just say that,” he groaned.

      “I did. You worry too much.”

      He held up a finger. “One more thing, hear me out.”

      I sighed and sat back in the chair. “You’re really killing my after-sex buzz,” I complained.

      “What if she is going to use sex to get what she wants? You said you made a bunch of changes she didn’t like, which I’m taking her side on that. What if now she can offer you sex in exchange for getting what she wants?”

      I laughed. “You think she’s trying to soften me? Create some kind of quid pro quo situation?”

      “I think it’s something you need to consider.”

      “No. I don’t get softened. Like I said, business is business with me. I can get sex anywhere. If she thinks to somehow lord it over me, she’d be very wrong. She can keep her sexual favors and I’ll do what I think is right regardless. Again, I don’t need her to get laid.”

      “Are you bragging?”

      I laughed. “No, I’m stating the facts. But none of that matters because that’s not what it was. We never really got closure when things ended. This was that closure. We got that one last hurrah in and now it’s over.”

      “You’re cute but you sure are an idiot,” he said with a sigh.

      “If you’re trying to come on to me, I still don’t want your ass. You’re too blond for my tastes. I prefer dark and mysterious.”

      “You couldn’t handle me anyway,” he said with a laugh.

      “Thank god.”

      “So pretend I didn’t just tell you to walk away from her and I didn’t call her manipulative,” he said. “She’s hot. She’s obviously smart. You liked her before. Maybe you should think about dating her.”

      I almost fell out of the chair. “Why in the hell would you say something like that?”

      “Because you’re getting old. You need a woman. She seems to be your match, and now that it’s been proven you are physically compatible, why not?”

      I shook my head. “Because of all the reasons we just talked about. I’m not looking for a wife or a girlfriend.”

      “Oh right, you’re just looking for a little action in your office now and again.”

      I grinned. “If that’s where it happens, I don’t mind.”

      “You are such a pig,” he said with feigned disgust. “I don’t understand what women see in you.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I shot back.

      He shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. I wasn’t really coming onto you.”

      I slapped my hand on the table. “I better get back to work. I came down to get a drink, but you’ve ruined it.”

      “Gee, sorry to keep you from an afternoon drink.”

      “It’s all good.”

      “Are you going upstairs or to her place? Her office, I mean.”

      “It’s my office and I think I’ll be working out of my office here today. I don’t want there to be that weirdness between us.”

      “You mean you don’t have it in you to go a second round if she asks,” he said with a laugh.

      “Fuck you. I’ll go ten rounds.”

      He was laughing as he got to his feet. “I’m not getting into a competition with you and I really don’t want to know that many details about your life.”

      “Never insult my virility. I can please a woman.”

      “I’m sure you can.”

      He waved as I walked out. I had planned to work out of the tax firm today, but I was going to give them a break. She wasn’t manipulating me. I refused to even consider that option. Saige was not that kind of a person. She said what she wanted and didn’t beat around the bush. I already knew she didn’t like my changes. That was not a secret. I was also fairly certain she knew one round of sex was not going to have me groveling at her feet and putting everything back to the way it was.

      It was sex. It was basic needs being met. But damn if it wasn’t some of the best sex I could remember. It was way too fast, but the woman had me turned inside out. I was damn lucky I managed to last as long as I did. Her first orgasm had me dripping. The woman was better than I remembered. Being inside her after too many years was like returning home after too long away.

      I shook off the nostalgia. I wasn’t going back. I was not going to fall for a woman. I didn’t have the time or energy it would take to maintain a relationship. After my marriage, I vowed never to let myself fall into that trap again.

      Never.
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      I buttoned my blouse, hiding the lacy bra I had on underneath. I wore it with the sole intention of it being seen by a certain sexy client. Not seen in its entirety but just a little flash here and there. It was naughty and probably completely inappropriate, but it would be fun. Plus, it would hopefully get the guy to let me work on his account without being a total asshole.

      “Nash Aarons,” I said his name while looking in the mirror. “Hello, Mr. Aarons,” I tried again. “I’m Saige and I’ll be your new CPA.”

      I shook my head. That sounded a little too cheesy. “Mr. Aarons, thanks for coming in,” I started.

      I liked that better. It put me in control. I was going to prove to the other accountants I could do this. I was good enough to handle the most difficult clients.

      I finished dressing and felt ready. If I could get this one client to cool his jets and let me do my job, it would prove to everyone I wasn’t just a pretty face. I wanted to prove to my coworkers that while I was young and inexperienced, I could be just as good as they were.

      When I got to the office, everyone else was already there doing the water cooler thing. “Good morning,” I greeted.

      “You’re dressed nice,” one of them commented.

      “Thank you.”

      “I hear you’re going to try and handle Nash Aarons today,” he joked.

      I shrugged. “I think he just needs to understand what all the line items mean.”

      The man scoffed. “He’s an arrogant little prick who thinks he knows more than I do. More than anybody. He’s made a little money and he thinks he is king of the world. I’ve seen his type before. They make it fast and lose it even faster. There’s no point in trying to win his business. He’ll be broke by this time next year.”

      “That’s kind of rude,” I said.

      “You haven’t had to sit and talk to the guy,” he shot back. “The guy is rude. He’s worse than rude. I wish you luck, but I know I won’t take his business. I’m done with his shitty attitude. He’s not any better than anyone else that walks through those doors. He acts like he is doing us a big favor by bringing us his business. I talked to a buddy of mine at another firm. They refused to take him on as a client. I heard a lot of the bigger firms have all rejected him.”

      That was a little concerning, but it just made me want to try harder. I was going to prove them wrong. I carried my cup of coffee to my desk in the smallest office in the place. It was the office closest to the door, which meant I was supposed to greet anyone who came in. I was the one who had to answer questions and make appointments. It was my job because I was the newbie. I didn’t mind.

      I flicked open the top button on my blouse and then another one. Yes, I was using boobs and sexuality to disarm the man. If everyone else had tried it their way, I was going to try it mine. I had seen him when he walked in the first day. He was good looking and he knew it. He was used to women wanting him.

      I heard the door open and leaned over to see if it was him or someone else. He walked in looking confident as ever in what looked to be a new suit. I rose from my chair, tugged my skirt down just a bit, and walked out to greet him. “Mr. Aarons,” I said with a bright smile. “Thanks for coming in.”

      “Are you the one who called me?” he asked irritably.

      “I am. I understand there was some troubles and I thought I would go over your account.”

      He scrutinized me. “Is this your first day?” he quipped.

      “You’ve seen me here before. You know it isn’t my first day.”

      He smiled. “Good point.”

      “Come into my office and we’ll go over what you have.”

      I walked in, swaying my hips just a bit. I sat down and waited for him to get comfortable. “Are you actually a CPA?” he asked.

      I laughed. “I am. Can you tell me what’s been going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I smiled at him. “I think we both know you’ve been struggling to find someone to work with.”

      He sighed, and for the first time, that permanent scowl faded just a bit. “I know what I want and what I need. I’ve just started my business and I can’t afford a single misstep. I need someone who understands how to get me the most tax breaks and how to keep my ass from being hounded by the IRS. I need to invest, and I can’t do that if I’m paying out the money in taxes.”

      I nodded and jotted down a few notes. “I’m going to open up your file if that’s okay with you?”

      “Are you wasting my time?” he asked.

      I flashed him a smile. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because every other accountant in New York has kicked me out after hearing my demands.”

      I smiled as I pulled up his file in the system. “I’m not every other accountant.”

      “You sure don’t look like every other accountant.”

      I flashed him a smile. He was flirting. I scanned the information that had been entered. I started doing what I did. I pulled out hard copies and started writing things down and explaining the ins and outs of money management. I gave him my best plan to keep as much money in his pocket while reducing his tax burden significantly. I explained what I was doing and answered every single one of his questions. It was good that he was interested. If it were my money, I would want to know how it was being handled.

      “And that’s all legal?” he asked.

      “It is. It is perfectly legal. I would never lead you astray.”

      “I bet you could lead any man astray,” he said.

      “I vowed to only use my powers for good,” I said with a wink.

      I saw amusement in his eyes. “I would hate to see when you turned those powers to the dark side. A man would follow you into hell.”

      “I would hope not.” I laughed.

      “But they would,” he said.

      I looked at him, and for a brief moment, I got lost in his eyes. His husky voice sent chills running down my spine. I bet he was good in bed. A man like that with that kind of intensity about him would be amazing.

      “So, tell me about this business you’ve got. Is it yours?”

      “It’s mine.”

      “I meant did you inherit?”

      He shook his head. “No. This was all me. I did this with my own two hands. I’m not a wealthy man yet, but I’m going to be. I’m going to go back to all those firms that refused to take my business because it wasn’t a big enough account and laugh in their faces. They see me as a flash in the pan. I’m not. I’m here to stay.”

      “I’m looking at your taxes,” I said with a coy smile. “It’s the most intimate thing a person can do in my opinion. I don’t know what you consider wealthy, but I would say you are well on your way to throwing this in their faces. I don’t think you are a flash in the pan. I’m looking at your income from last year and I see steady growth. It’s impressive.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate the compliment. It’s been a lot of work.”

      “Do you think it’s worth it?”

      His head bobbed up and down. “Absolutely. I’m a driven man. When I say I’m going to do something, I do it. I told everyone in my life I was going to do this on my own and they laughed.”

      “I’m guessing they won’t be laughing long,” I said with a laugh.

      “With you managing my money, I just might be there within the year.”

      I leaned forward, knowing the action would give him the slightest glimpse of the lace under my blouse. “Does that mean I’ve got the job?” I asked him in a breathy voice.

      He matched my move and leaned across my desk. “Does that mean you’re willing to take on a difficult client?”

      “I like a good challenge.”

      “Me too,” he said with a sexy as sin smile.

      I leaned back. “Then I guess we’re officially in a relationship.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are we?”

      “Yes, I’m your accountant. That is a business relationship.”

      He chuckled before getting to his feet. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I know I’ve earned a bad reputation.”

      “I guess I’m drawn to those bad reputations,” I said. “I look for the diamond in the rough.”

      “Baby, I’m about to shine brighter than any other diamond you’ve seen. Give me a year and I’m going to do it.”

      I was drawn to his cockiness. He was so confident. “I’ll be watching.”

      “You’ll call me?” he asked.

      “What? Call you?”

      He nodded at the papers scattered around my desk. “Once you’ve got all that stuff filled out. Call me and I’ll come in for another meeting.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to come in,” I told him. “I can shoot you an email.”

      He looked me directly in the eyes. “I would prefer to come in and see you in person, if that’s okay.”

      I nodded. “That would be okay.”

      He winked and headed out of my office. His phone rang just before he made it to the door. “Hey, babe,” I heard him answer.

      My mouth dropped open. “Babe?” I whispered.

      He had a babe and yet he was flirting with me. He’d called me baby! Maybe it was just the way he talked. I convinced myself he was still an eligible bachelor. Flirting with him was the highlight of my day.

      No way was I going to feel guilty about it.

      

      Present Day

      “Saige?” I heard my name and blinked several times. Lana was standing in my office doorway. “Are you okay?”

      I cleared my throat. “I’m fine. What’s up?”

      “I am going to lunch,” she said. “I wanted to make sure that was okay.”

      “Of course. Yes, go.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked again. “You seem a little out of it. Was he awful?”

      “What?” I asked with shock before I realized my guilty conscience was getting the best of me. “No. It was fine. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

      “Okay,” she said with a smile. “Would you like me to bring you something back?”

      “No, thank you. Thanks for offering, though.”

      She left me alone. I rubbed a hand over my face. I had gotten lost in the past. Being with him again stirred up some old feelings. It was a time I thought I would never think about again. It was painful. It took me back to a time when I had never felt more naïve. I was silly and youthful. I made mistakes. Going back to those mistakes was not something I wanted to do.

      You were supposed to learn from your mistakes, not repeat the damn things.

      Those two words still haunted me. “Hey, babe,” I muttered. “Hey, babe. Hey, wife.”

      My stomach turned just thinking about my part in that whole disaster. I was ashamed of my behavior, which was why I chose to ignore that part of my life. I was not the same person. I would never be that person again.
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      I tapped my foot, a nervous habit I had been cursed with for as long as I could remember. I tapped my foot when I was anxious. I was reviewing the reports for last week and was concerned. If this business went bust under my watch, I was going to be seriously pissed. There was no explanation for the reduction in revenue. Man hours were down but so was productivity. That was not how this was supposed to go.

      I tapped on the keyboard and pulled up more reports. This was something I needed to go over with Saige. Ever since the thing on Tuesday, she’d been avoiding me like the plague. She hadn’t even bitched at me once. There were no dirty looks or insults muttered under her breath. I almost missed the snark.

      I was assuming the sex would clear the air between us, but I didn’t expect it to clear the air to the point there was nothing between us at all. I expected to have a minor friendship with an improved working relationship. There was nothing. It was like she didn’t even see me.

      I got up from the desk, ready to go find her. She needed to explain what was happening. I did not like what I was seeing. Before I could get out of the office, my cell rang. I saw it was my assistant. “Hello?”

      “Nash, we’ve got a problem,” she said.

      “Why do you say we?” I snapped. “What you really mean is me. I have a problem.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Well? What is it? What’s wrong.”

      “There is a burst pipe in the building, and it is causing major damage on the bottom floor,” she blurted out.

      “Carly, I’m not a plumber. I’ve never been a plumber. Why would you call me?”

      “Because it’s your building,” she said with frustration. “I thought this was something you would want to know. It’s bad, Nash. Really bad.”

      I sighed. “Fine, I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Call a plumber!”

      I ended the call and immediately called my driver. I did not have time to be putting out stupid little fires. This was not something I could personally fix. I had building maintenance and an assistant for a reason. If I got there only to find the burst pipe was nothing more than a minor leak, I was going to fire her. She was an alarmist. I hated that trait in anyone.

      I was on my way out when Saige stopped me. “Are you leaving?” she asked.

      It was the most she’d said to me in days. “Yes. I have a problem at my other building.”

      “I need to talk to you,” she said.

      “I can’t right now,” I said. “I really need to go.”

      “This is important,” she insisted.

      “So is the fact my building is flooding, according to my assistant. It will have to wait until Monday.”

      She didn’t look happy, but she picked the worst timing to have the conversation. I was certain it was going to be something along the lines of not mixing business with pleasure and what not. That or she was going to tell me she had feelings for me and wanted a relationship. Neither option appealed to me. I had other problems to deal with.

      “Good luck,” she said as I rushed out the door.

      I was certain I heard a “thank god” from someone as I left. Nothing new there. I made my way to my waiting car. “To the office,” I told Bobby. “Quickly, please. I’ve apparently become a plumber in the last five minutes. Do you happen to have a wrench?”

      His deep baritone laugh made me chuckle. “I am going to have to get a picture of this. Will you be showing some crack?”

      “That has yet to be seen,” I muttered.

      When I walked into the building, the first thing I saw was Davin with a squeegee in his hand and frantically pushing water away from the bar entrance. I looked down and saw I was standing in at least an inch of water.

      “What in the hell?” I exclaimed.

      The security guard rushed toward me. “We’ve got a call to the city,” he said.

      “You called the cops?” I asked incredulously.

      “No, the water department. We can’t find the shutoff.”

      I shook my head with disgust. “Did anyone check the basement?”

      He looked at me. “No, sir.”

      I thrust my briefcase at him, took off my jacket, and shoved it in his arms. I walked through the water and made my way to the stairs. I didn’t dare take the elevator. I quickly made it downstairs, rolling up my sleeves as I walked. I found the water main, used the wrench on a cord next to it, and shut the damn thing off.

      With the water off, I turned my attention to the electric panel. I shut off the power to the entire building. I wasn’t taking any chances. Security lights popped on and illuminated my exit.

      I made it back upstairs and found the same security guard evacuating the building. “We lost power,” he said.

      “Just get everyone out,” I said. I wasn’t going to explain to him the hazards of water and electricity.

      Carly came out of the stairwell with a stream of employees behind her. “We lost power,” she said with shock.

      “Yes, we did. Did you call a plumber?”

      She nodded. “I called three. I told them whoever got here first got the job.”

      That was impressive. “Good job. And the city?”

      “They said it was our problem,” she said.

      “And they were right. I need you to call a water remediation service. I want them out here now.”

      “A what?” she asked with confusion.

      “Someone to clean up the water and dry the place out before there is major damage,” I explained.

      I looked at Davin, who was still fighting the tide of water. He was losing the battle. I didn’t know if he knew it, but he was giving it his best effort.

      “Okay, but we don’t have power,” she said.

      I looked at her. “Do you have your cell phone?”

      “Yes.” I waited a beat. “Oh. I’ll make the calls from outside.”

      “Thanks.”

      I walked over to Davin and put my hands on my hips and watched him. “What are you doing?” I asked him.

      “Swimming,” he said. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “Fighting a losing battle.”

      “Look in the bar,” he countered. “Barely a drop in there. I don’t want the wood to get ruined. The marble out here is fine with a little water, but in there, that would be bad.”

      “Where’s the maintenance closet?” I asked him.

      He pointed down a corridor. I quickly went to the closet and found another squeegee with a mop and bucket. I pushed it back toward him. My shoes were going to be ruined. Leather and water were not a great combo.

      “What happened?” I asked him and started doing what I could to squeegee the water away from the bar.

      “I walked in and thought maybe you were finally putting in that waterpark I’ve been asking for.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I just got here a few minutes ago. There was a lot of panicking and water everywhere. I just started doing what I could to keep it from the bar.”

      “Let’s push the water out the front,” I suggested.

      “You know you’re going to have the city all over your ass,” he warned.

      “They can fine me. Their fine will be cheaper than replacing the flooring and walls in the bar.”

      He laughed. “The sidewalk could use a good cleaning.”

      “Open all the doors,” I said to security, who had called in reinforcements.

      “We’ve got the building locked down while the power is out,” he replied.

      “Stand guard and don’t let anyone in. We need to get this water out of here.”

      He did what I asked, opening the four sets of main doors that opened to the city sidewalk. One of them was smart enough to grab the wet-floor signs from the closet and place them on the sidewalk. Davin and I started pushing water out of the building. We got more than one middle finger and numerous, creative suggestions about what we could do with our squeegees. I couldn’t give a shit.

      “Damn, I didn’t know you knew how to do manual labor,” Davin teased.

      “Very funny. I shouldn’t have to be doing this. I pay people to do this, and I’m still stuck doing it.”

      “I guarantee you this wasn’t in my job description either,” he said with a laugh.

      The cavalry showed up about an hour into the crisis. The plumbers went to work looking for the source while the remediation team brought in wet vacs and fans. Davin and I went to the bar and sat down. He handed me a clean bar towel. “Thanks,” I said and wiped the sweat from my face. “My feet are soaked.”

      “Mine too,” he said. “Think we’re closed for the day?”

      I sighed and slowly nodded. “At least. Hopefully, they get it taken care of by the end of the day.”

      “How are things going with the other place?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      “It means she has not spoken to me since Tuesday. She barely looks at me.”

      He sucked in a breath through his teeth before kicking off his shoes and peeling off his soaked socks. He walked around the bar barefoot and poured us each a drink. I took it from him, ignoring the fact he had just touched his feet.

      “Do you think she’s pissed at you?” he asked.

      “I don’t know why she would be,” I replied.

      “Maybe you weren’t very good and she’s disappointed,” he said with a smirk.

      “Trust me, I was plenty good, and she was satisfied.”

      “Do you think she’s embarrassed?” he suggested.

      “I don’t know why. It isn’t like we haven’t done it before.”

      “Maybe she expected you to call her,” he said.

      I frowned. “Why would I call her?”

      He slapped a hand to his head. “You really suck at understanding females.”

      “She made it very clear she didn’t want anything from me,” I said. “She said, and I quote, ‘this cannot happen again,’ which tells me she didn’t want me to call her.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “I’m not sure that’s what she really meant.”

      “Are you suggesting she is speaking in code?” I asked.

      “I’m saying she’s pissed about something.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think she’s pissed. She just seemed indifferent. Like she doesn’t hate me but doesn’t like me either.”

      “If you are going to work with her, you better fix this,” he said. “Maybe you need to ask her out to dinner. She probably feels a little used.”

      “Again, I could say the same thing,” I told him. “She initiated it.”

      “She attacked you?”

      “No, but she gave me the look, and when I kissed her, she didn’t pull away. She was into it.”

      “What would it hurt to take her out?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “That’s not what this is.”

      “Sex is sex, and if she’s acting differently, it’s for a reason. Take her out, away from the office. Go somewhere that you don’t have to worry about your clothes falling off. Talk to her and let her know what you expect. She’ll tell you what she expects. It’s called adulting.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said and looked around the empty bar. “I’ve got bigger things to deal with right now.”

      “Yeah, you do. I need to call the staff and let them know we’re shut down for the day.”

      “I’m going to find the plumber and find out what the damage is and just how long we’re going to be down.”

      “Hey,” he said before I walked out.

      “What?”

      “This isn’t the end of the world. A weekend off isn’t a terrible thing. We all know you can afford a few days down.”

      “Yes, but I don’t like it.”

      “Take a break and go out to the Hamptons. Relax. Think about this girl problem you’ve got and come back Monday ready to make a move.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t need to worry about the girl problem. It’s not really a problem.”

      “Suit yourself, but you better fix it before it blows up in your face.”

      I smirked, and with my shoes squeaking, I walked out in search of the plumber. I hoped it wasn’t as bad as it looked.
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      “Let’s go kid!” I shouted down the hall.

      “I can’t find my helmet,” he called back.

      “It’s in your closet,” I said. I finished stuffing sandwiches into plastic baggies and added them to our lunch bag. We were spending the afternoon with Joss and Caitlyn again. It was how we usually spent our weekends.

      “Found it,” he hollered and bounced into the kitchen.

      “All right, go get in the car. I’m grabbing my purse and I’ll be right out.”

      It took me a few minutes to get his bike loaded on the rack mounted to the back of my car. I was glad Caitlyn rode with him. I wasn’t very good at committing to regular rides. I had my bike, and we did go for a few rides, but it wasn’t my favorite activity.

      We got to Joss’s house to find Caitlyn waiting outside on the front porch. “Jace!” she shouted when he climbed out of the car. They were chattering away as I unloaded his bike.

      “Let’s go,” Caitlyn hollered.

      “Helmets,” Joss and I said at the same time.

      There was some grumbling, but the kids suited up and rode up and down the road. I sat down in the lawn chair in her front yard. “He was so excited to get to ride today,” I said. “Thank you for suggesting it.”

      “I guess him and Caitlyn talked about it at school this week.”

      “Your neighborhood is much safer for riding bikes,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t dare let him out on his own in my area.”

      “He’s always welcome here. Why don’t you leave his bike here and they can ride after school?”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Yes. Absolutely. It’s good for them.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Has it been another wild week?” she asked as she sipped on her lemonade.

      “That’s an understatement. I have a confession to make. A really, really bad confession.”

      “Uh oh, that sounds bad.”

      “It is,” I said. I couldn’t look at her. I was so ashamed of what I did.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I slept with Nash.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “How? When? Why?”

      I sighed and hung my head for a minute. “I think the how is pretty clear. It was Tuesday morning in his office.”

      “Oh my god. Give me a second to get my head around this.”

      “I’m terrible,” I moaned.

      “I don’t understand how this happens. You hated him the last time we talked.”

      “I don’t know that I hate him, but I don’t like him.”

      “Same thing,” she said. “How did you fall into bed with him?”

      “It was on his desk actually.”

      “In your office!” she gasped. “Who are you and what have you done with my friend?”

      “It wasn’t in my office. Not at the tax firm. In his office at his headquarters building.”

      She shook her head. “I guess that’s a little better. But I’m still confused. I really got the impression you didn’t like him.”

      “I don’t. Not really. It was a weird moment. I looked at him and I remembered everything from before.”

      “I knew you guys were hot and heavy before,” she said with a laugh.

      “It wasn’t like that. It was not one of my finer moments in life. He was married.”

      Her mouth dropped open. I couldn’t see her eyes behind her sunglasses, but I knew she was pissed. “You had an affair with a married man?”

      “No, no,” I quickly corrected. “He wasn’t married when we were together. I didn’t know it, but apparently, he was engaged or almost engaged. I didn’t listen to the excuses. One day, we were doing our thing, and the next, he was married.”

      “Did the wife find out?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. As soon as I figured out he was in a relationship, I ended things. He never mentioned her. I had no idea. You have to believe me when I say I didn’t know. When I saw his picture in the paper, my first reaction was that he cheated on me. Then I figured out it was the other way around.”

      “Wow. Now I hate him.”

      “What if he is still married?” I asked. “It has been driving me crazy. I cannot be a homewrecker.”

      “You don’t know if he’s married?”

      I shrugged. “He wasn’t wearing a ring. He is tanned and I didn’t see a tan line on his finger. He doesn’t act like he is married.”

      “He didn’t act like he was engaged either,” she muttered.

      “Don’t hate me,” I said. “You know I don’t do that.”

      “Can you tell me why you slept with him?”

      I thought about it and shook my head. “No, I can’t. I wish I could. I wish there was some magic answer. The truth is, I just did what I wanted. He was looking at me and we were alone. That familiar feeling came over me, and I thought, just one kiss. I was going to kiss him one time and see if those old feelings came back. They did. Good lord did they come back with a vengeance. I was like a woman starving.”

      She laughed. “That’s what happens when you don’t have sex for years.”

      “No kidding.”

      “So, now you’re sleeping with your boss,” she stated.

      “No, definitely not. I told him it was just the once and it can never happen again.”

      “Yeah, right,” she scoffed. “Once you have something like that, you can’t walk away.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “He’s the forbidden fruit,” she said. “Trust me when I say our brains are just preprogrammed to want what we can’t have. You are not the first and you will not be the last to fall victim to this thing. You want him again. I can tell.”

      “I do not.”

      “Yes, you do. It’s written all over your face.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going to get into an affair with him. Not again. I don’t trust him. He might have a girlfriend. I will not do that to another woman, and I won’t do it to myself.”

      “Good. That’s exactly the right approach. But can you do it? If he’s as hot as you say he is and all those old feelings are still festering, you’re going to struggle to stay away from him. You’re gorgeous and he’s going to want you again.”

      “I can’t do it. I cannot do this thing with him. He broke my heart last time. I won’t give him the chance to do it again. Back then, I didn’t have a little boy to think about. I do now.”

      “I’m not totally against you dating him—if you know he’s single,” she said.

      “I can’t. I’m not dating.”

      “We talked about this,” she reminded me.

      I laughed. “We talked about a lot of things, but Nash is not the guy I want in my life.”

      “Maybe he’s changed.”

      “You just said you didn’t like him,” I reminded her.

      She laughed. “Oh yeah. You’re right. Never mind. He’s not the one for you. You can’t trust a cheater.”

      “I have to think about Jace. He needs me more than ever right now. I have to give him my full attention. We’re so close to the end of tax season. I can see the light at the end of the tunnel. Then I think I’m going to take Jace on a weekend getaway. Maybe I’ll see if there is some sports game I can take him to. Do something manly.”

      “Or just do something you both enjoy,” she said with a laugh. “Don’t fall victim to what a bunch of eight-year-olds say.”

      “True. I’m going to. Just as soon as we get through this season.”

      “Going back to that other subject, you should probably talk to Nash,” she said.

      “About?”

      “Uh, having sex with him. Find out if he is married for one thing.”

      “It doesn’t matter because it isn’t going to happen again.”

      “But there is going to be an awkwardness between you if you don’t clear the air,” she said. “That’s going to make work weird and angsty.”

      “I did try and talk to him yesterday, but he had to run out.”

      “Do you think you can work with him and not want him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Liar.”

      I groaned. “It’s the craziest thing. I don’t want to want him. I really don’t but damn if my body doesn’t have different ideas. I don’t want to be tempted by the forbidden fruit.”

      “Why are you even there?” she questioned. “With your experience and your talent, you could open your own firm. Keep it small and work from home. You could be there when Jace gets home from school and work flexible hours.”

      I winced. “I don’t know if I could afford to do that.”

      “I did it and it was the best thing I ever did. It’s scary to go out on your own, but you could do it.”

      “I wouldn’t make the same money,” I said.

      “Not at first, but you have to think about the money you will make. You’re cutting out all of the overhead. You don’t have a boss taking money for the work you’re doing. All you need is a computer and a space to work out of.”

      I thought about it. “It would be nice,” I murmured.

      “And you wouldn’t have to worry about falling onto anybody’s dick,” she said bluntly.

      “Damn, Dr. Joss. That was a little crass.”

      “But true,” she teased. “Do you want more lemonade? You look like you might be getting a little overheated.”

      “Very funny.”

      My eyes were on the kids laughing and chasing each other on their bikes. I thought about what my life would look like if I didn’t have to go to work. I would save on commute costs. I could make more meals at home. It was doable, but damn if it didn’t terrify me.

      Joss came back with two fresh glasses of lemonade. “How is Jace doing?” she asked. “Caitlyn was so worried about him.”

      “He’s doing better. I honestly don’t know what else to do to help him through this stuff. It’s such a bitch to grow up. Kids are cruel.”

      “Yes, they are. I think all you can do is support him.”

      “I call the school every day and remind them to keep an eye on things. They probably hate me, but in my opinion, they got caught sitting down on the job. I’m going to be on them every damn day to remind them to watch the kids. If he gets popped again, I swear it’s going to end badly for everyone.”

      “Rawr, mama bear ain’t playing.”

      “No, she isn’t,” I said. “You know the kid that hit him only got suspended for two days.”

      “Did he apologize?”

      “Yes, Jace said the teacher made him, but you know how that goes. They don’t mean it and all it does is add fuel to the fire.”

      “But maybe it won’t,” she said. “Maybe they got it out of their systems, and they can be friends now.”

      “I hope so, but I’m not going to hold my breath.”

      “Caitlyn is keeping an eye on things too,” she said. “She’s my little spy. She’ll let me know if there is any trouble.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that. At this point, she is his only friend.”

      “He’ll make more friends. I’m sure of it. It’s just an awkward time for him.”

      I watched them do circles before pumping their little legs and speeding off. I didn’t understand why the other kids couldn’t see how awesome he was.
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      I was pissed to be stuck at this office. It wasn’t that I wasn’t planning to work at the tax firm today, but my other office was still shut down for the day. None of my staff was in the office. Carly was trying to work from home, but it wasn’t very effective. My tenants in the building couldn’t be in their offices and they were all raising hell. It was a clusterfuck and I was helpless to fix it.

      I was waiting on a call back from the plumber. They worked all damn weekend. I knew they were milking me for overtime. I was furious to find out late last night the problem was still not fixed. I didn’t know shit about plumbing, but I did know that the five guys working on the problem should have had it done by now.

      I rubbed my eyes and rolled my neck back and forth. I knew it would get fixed. It would get better. I just had to get through today. It would be all good. This was just another part of owning real estate. Shit happened.

      The plumbing issues were a pain in the ass, but that wasn’t it. I needed to talk to Saige today. I knew I had to do it, but I was dreading the conversation. I could only imagine what she was going to say. Davin’s words had hit home. Did she think I was using her? Was she using me? It shouldn’t have bothered me to think she was, but it did. I just wanted to pretend it was already talked about and we could go on with our days.

      When my cell rang, I glanced at the name on the caller ID and practically jumped on the phone. “Hello,” I answered.

      “Mr. Aarons, this is Hank with Floyd’s Plumbing.”

      “Yes, Hank. I’ve been waiting for your call. Tell me you’ve got good news.”

      “We’ve isolated the problem and can get it fixed. It’ll be tomorrow.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Great. Tomorrow morning?”

      He hesitated. “I would expect by tomorrow night.”

      “Where is the problem?” I asked.

      “There were several pipes that were corroded. We’re replacing all of the ones we found to be potential problems.”

      He was purposely running up the bill. “I suppose there are a lot?”

      “It’s extensive. You might want to hold the builder responsible. You’ve got some issues here.”

      That was typical contractor speak. He wanted a nice, big job. “Thanks, I’ll take it under advisement. And what’s the bill? What is this going to cost me?”

      When he told me, I almost fell out of my chair. “What the hell? Are the pipes lined with gold?”

      I listened to him list out all the work he did. It was bullshit and he knew it. I ended up hanging up after letting him know what a scam it was. It pissed me off to be taken advantage of. I worked hard for my money, and when I had to pay exorbitant costs for shit I knew wasn’t that expensive, it made me very angry. People assumed because I had deep pockets, I could pay more.

      I put the phone away and tapped my fingers on the desk. I needed a break. I figured now was a good time to find Saige and find out what she wanted to say to me. It was probably going to be something about the breakroom or something else.

      I opened the door and the first thing I heard was conversation. I walked around the corner of one of the cubicle walls and saw three employees leaning against the wall and talking. Just talking. I was in a shitty mood and seeing that was the last thing I needed. It struck a chord within me. It was like adding gas to a spark.

      “Are you guys on a break?” I asked.

      The two women looked startled. “Uh, no, we were just grabbing something to drink.” They scurried away but the man stayed right where he was. He was challenging me with a stare.

      “And you?” I asked.

      “I’m taking a minute,” he said defiantly.

      I nodded. “I see. How long exactly is this minute going to be?”

      “I’ve been working all morning. I’m resting my eyes and my brain. We’re doing real work here.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you insinuating I’m not?”

      “I’m insinuating you’re counting your money. We are counting other people’s money. We’re doing work that can have a huge impact on a person and their company. It requires a lot of focus. My brain needs a break.”

      I noticed the other employees doing their best not to look like they were eavesdropping, but they clearly were. They were watching and waiting to see what I would do. This was not unusual. I was used to having my authority tested.

      “And I’m asking you how long your brain will need that break? Is it more than the three ten-minute breaks you take during the day? Is it longer than the hour you take for lunch? Give me a ballpark figure here.”

      “Until I can see straight again.”

      “Do you wear glasses?” I asked. My voice was calm. That was always far more effective than shouting. They had to listen to my every word if I kept my voice low.

      “No, I don’t wear glasses,” he snapped.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Arthur,” he said with a snideness I really didn’t like.

      I nodded. “Okay, Arthur. Please tell me you are not on my clock.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I don’t pay you to rest your brain or your eyes. Every other person here seems to manage with the breaks they are given. If you need to be accommodated, I will be happy to do that, but I will not pay you to stand around.”

      Arthur shook his head. “You’ve been working us like dogs for two weeks. You took away our food and coffee and put up these ugly partitions.”

      “Dogs don’t get paid,” I quipped.

      “You don’t pay us enough to take this shit from you,” he snapped. “We were doing just fine before you came along and decided to make all these changes. We work just as hard, and you don’t even bother saying thank you. You just crack your whip louder.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that me asking you to do the job you are paid to do is too much. Anyone else feel that way?”

      I looked around and waited for someone to chime in. A woman stepped around the corner of her cubicle. “We are doing our best,” she said. “This is just a really stressful time for everyone. Arthur was just catching his breath before he helps me on one of the larger accounts.”

      I nodded. “I see. Arthur, have you caught your breath?”

      He smirked. “Nope.”

      I was not going to let him talk to me like that. “That’s unfortunate, Arthur. I don’t think you’re cut out for work here. Go ahead and pack your things and you’ve got the rest of your day to catch your breath. You won’t need to worry about coming in tomorrow or ever again for that matter. Good luck finding some other schmuck to pay you to stand around and catch your breath.”

      “You’re firing me?” he said as his face paled.

      “Yes. Have a nice day.” I turned and started to walk away.

      “You can’t fire me!”

      “I can and I did,” I said without stopping. “Clear your desk and leave or security will escort you out.”

      I went back to my office and closed the door. I had a feeling I wouldn’t have to wait long for Saige to come to me.

      I had barely got my email pulled up when my door was thrown open. “Come in, Saige,” I said without looking up.

      “What in the world is wrong with you?”

      “Shut the door please.”

      “No!”

      I turned to look at her. “Shut the door before I fire you for insubordination. You will not disrespect me in front of those people.”

      She kicked the door shut. “Those people. You mean our employees? Do you mean the staff that keeps the lights on in this place by busting their asses day in and day out?”

      “I mean the people that are paid to do a job. I’ve checked the average wage of a CPA in the city. The people here are paid more than fair wages. No one is being worked like a dog. They are at a job. They come to work to do just that. I don’t know why this is such a hard concept to understand.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “What happened? Why did you fire him?”

      “Because he was being cocky and disrespectful.”

      She gave me a look. “If that was a fireable offense, you’d be hard to find a job for.”

      “That’s why I own the company,” I shot back.

      “You didn’t like the attitude so you fired him,” she said. “That sounds legit. Good plan. Every time someone looks at me funny, I’ll fire them.”

      “It was more than attitude. He’s the one that has been stirring everyone up over this breakroom stuff. I’ve heard him on countless occasions. I will not tolerate that kind of crap. He was leaning against the wall and acting like I was bothering him.”

      “I could have talked to him,” she said. “I thought we were going to run this place together.”

      “I am trying to help you run this place,” I said.

      “Help me? Really? The only thing you’ve done is pissed off my employees. You’ve made their lives miserable. Now you just fired one of my best people. We have got to discuss these things. You can’t just fire people!”

      She turned around and walked out, making sure to slam the door behind her.

      “Fuck me.”

      How could the day get any worse? I hated Mondays. It was like the weekend was spent trying to find ways to make my life shit. Every damn day, I was beginning to regret my decision to buy the stupid tax firm. It was causing me more headaches than I needed. It wasn’t making the money I expected. It was just a fucking mess.

      I slapped my hand on the desk. I needed to get some fresh air before I fired the whole damn staff. I snatched my phone and walked out of my office. I strolled through the little maze the cubicles created. I knew they were all looking at me with hatred and maybe a little fear. I passed Arthur tossing shit in a box. I didn’t give him the time of day.

      I went outside and looked up and down the street until I found a coffee shop. I really needed a drink, but it was a little early, and I knew my day was nowhere near done. I got myself a stout coffee and slowly walked back to the office.

      I found myself in quite the predicament. Saige could not continually undermine me. We were going to have to have a stern conversation that wasn’t going to go well. Add in the sex and I was really going to step in it. I didn’t think she was the litigious type but I had to be careful. I wasn’t going to get myself caught up in a lawsuit.

      I would try and be diplomatic, but Saige tended to run hot. I would try and get her out of the office before we got into it. I didn’t want her staff to see her raging at me. If she did, they would never respect me. I sipped my coffee and stepped onto the elevator.

      “Here goes nothing,” I breathed.
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      I had to take a few minutes to get my own rage under control. I knew the staff was all looking to me to see what I would do. I was torn. I was just as outraged as my staff, but I was also supposed to be management. I was supposed to be leading the team with Nash. What was happening was not a joint command. We were very divided. I disagreed with him on every turn, and it wasn’t getting any better.

      Clearly, our little field trip didn’t do any good. I was going to have to try another approach. I just didn’t know what that approach was going to be. For now, I needed to deal with my people. I straightened my blouse and opened my office door.

      I walked to Arthur’s desk and found him badmouthing me and Nash. “Arthur,” I said with surprise when I heard him call me a bitch.

      “I’m going,” he growled.

      I looked at the woman he was complaining to. “Can you excuse us?”

      “They’re thin walls,” Arthur snapped. “Just because they can’t see us, they can hear us. They all heard what happened. Thanks for that.”

      “I didn’t do it, Arthur,” I said and did my best to stay calm. “Do you want to tell me your side?”

      “It doesn’t matter, does it? You let him fire me.”

      “I didn’t let him do anything. I was on a call in my office. I’m asking you what happened?”

      Arthur stood up and glared at me. “I was taking a break.”

      “You were on a break?”

      “No, I was taking a few minutes to grab a drink of lukewarm water since we aren’t allowed to have bottled water anymore.”

      “You are welcome to bring your own bottles of water,” I corrected.

      He scoffed. “There you go. Be a good little soldier for your new boss.”

      “You were standing around and he saw you,” I said. “Is that what happened?”

      “I wasn’t the only one.”

      “Okay, then explain to me how you are the one that got fired.”

      “I’m not going to stand around and let him disrespect me,” he said. “He is a smug asshole, and I don’t care if he owns the entire state. I work here and I do my best to make every client happy. You know how hard I work. Spending five minutes talking and drinking water does not affect my job performance.”

      He had a good point. “I will talk to him.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m done. I wouldn’t come back here if he begged.”

      I knew there was no way Nash would ever beg. “Arthur, I wish you the best of luck.”

      “Whatever. You’re falling in step behind him. All of you aren’t going to last much longer. Good luck.”

      He walked out making sure everyone knew he was pissed and disgruntled. I could understand why he and Nash did not get along. Arthur could rub some people the wrong way, but he was a damn good employee, and his absence was going to be difficult.

      “Everyone, I know that was tough, but we still have clients that need our attention.”

      “Is he right?” Lana asked.

      “Who?”

      “Arthur. Are we all going to be fired?”

      “Lana, Arthur was angry. We have to expect growing pains. Things have to change. We embrace change. We’ll get better.”

      I walked back to his office. I was in much better control over my emotions. I knocked once.

      “What?” he barked.

      Not exactly the best way to start a conversation. I opened the door and stepped inside. He looked at me and for a brief moment I saw the exhaustion in his eyes.

      “Round two?” he asked.

      I closed the door behind me and sat down. “I’d prefer we not think of it as a round.”

      “Fine.”

      “We need to figure out how we are going to run this place,” I told him. “We are never going to agree on management styles. You are not going to be around forever. You’re here for a week, maybe two, and then you are going to go. If you want to be the manager, then you should plan on moving your permanent offices here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I won’t be here to run your business,” I said.

      “Are you quitting?”

      “I’m either the manager or you are.”

      “So if I’m the manager, you won’t work for me?” he asked.

      I had to think about it for a second. “I would not be the tax director if you are the acting manager.”

      “What role do you think I should have?” he asked.

      He was being sarcastic, which pissed me off. I was trying to have an adult conversation and he was being a smartass. “I think you are better suited to being owner rather than manager. You do not have people skills.”

      He smirked. “Because I fired a man that slacked off and was insubordinate.”

      “Because you don’t understand how to talk to other humans in general,” I said.

      “That’s your opinion.”

      “And you don’t care,” I said with a sigh.

      “These people walk all over you,” he said. “I’ve tried to get you to stand up to them, but you won’t. I took action and you can benefit from it. Use this to your advantage.”

      “You want me to use the fact that you fired a valued employee to my advantage? How does that work?”

      “Because they need to see you are serious. You are a pushover!”

      I was having a very hard time biting my tongue. “I see. Well since you know the business so well, can you tell me who is going to take on Arthur’s clients?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      “Oh, so this is the stuff I’m supposed to do. I’m the cleanup person. You make a mess and I get to figure out how to fix it. Does that help me grow or does that help you make more money? You keep firing people or making them quit and the staff that is remaining gets to pick up the pieces while you sit back and think about the next change you want to make.”

      “Look, I get it, you’re angry, but I’m not going to accept mediocre performance. It’s the best or it’s nothing.”

      “Oh, of course not. Tell me something. What are you doing in here?”

      “I’m working.”

      “But you aren’t working on the workload involved with this business, are you?”

      “No.”

      She nodded. “You decorated your little office and made it nice and comfy so you can sit in here and not work. The rest of the staff gets to work in lackluster conditions and make money for you to count. I can understand why Arthur had an issue. It’s a tough pill to swallow. We had a great owner before you. George knew the business, and when things got hectic, he wasn’t afraid to jump in and help out. The donuts and gourmet coffee were his way of thanking all of us for keeping him wealthy. You want to punish the people that work for you.”

      “I am not punishing anyone,” he growled.

      “Why don’t you take the next couple of weeks off from here? I’m sure you can still get the same daily reports from your main office. Install cameras if it makes you feel better, but we’ll all work better if you’re not here breathing down our necks.”

      “You can’t kick me out of my own office,” he growled.

      “No, I can’t, but I’m asking you to have the courtesy to leave us alone. You just dumped a ridiculous amount of work in our laps in the final weeks of tax season. That doesn’t mean anything to you, but for me, it means I’ll be working late nights and weekends. I have a life and that does not make me happy. I doubt you’re going to want to unclench your tight ass and pay overtime, so that means tax returns are late and customers are unhappy. They’ll take their business elsewhere.”

      He slowly shook his head. “Why do you think you can talk to me like this? Do you think you are untouchable?”

      I smiled. “Not at all. I just don’t care anymore. I know what’s right and what’s wrong and I’m not afraid to stand up to you or anyone else. Take it as you will. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to find a babysitter since I’ll be staying late.”

      His eyes widened. “A babysitter? Why would you—”

      I shot him a dirty look. I wasn’t even going to tell him that much. “Good day.”

      “Saige,” he said.

      I sighed and turned to look at him. “What?”

      “I won’t be here tomorrow. I have some problems to take care at headquarters.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      He smirked. “Are you pissed at me?” he asked. “I don’t mean me as your boss, but me.”

      This was tricky business. “I don’t care enough about you to be pissed,” I said quietly before I walked out the door.

      I thought I saw a hint of hurt but it was probably wishful thinking. He didn’t care. I had to remember he was the guy that cheated on his fiancée with me or cheated on me to hook up with another woman. I would never be able to get over that.

      It had almost destroyed me back then. To see his smiling face in the wedding photo that was published in the paper had been like a knife to my heart.

      I went back to my office and felt the weight of the world on my shoulders. The office was eerily quiet. I wasn’t even sure there was anybody in the office. The stupid walls made it impossible for me to see them. I felt alone.

      I turned on my computer and used my manager account to pull up Arthur’s accounts. I groaned when I saw the number of clients he had and how many were left unfinished. Tax day was around the corner and it was going to take a lot of energy and effort to get these all done in time.

      Why did he do it? Why would he go out of his way to make my life so much harder? I opened the first file and got to work. I started to think about what Joss said. Did I really need this job?

      The stress was making it difficult to be the best mom for Jace. The workload I was facing meant I was going to be up late every night after he went to bed. Instead of sitting with him to color or watch a movie, I was going to be working.

      On a whim, I grabbed my phone and opened my bank app. I checked my savings account and did a little mental math. At some point, I had to decide what was my time really worth? Not just my time but the stress of the situation.

      Me and Nash getting along was likely never going to happen. He was a terrible boss, and from personal experience, I knew his character was lacking as well. I put my phone away and dug into the financials of the client. It took me the rest of the day, but I managed to get that one done.

      “One down, twenty to go.”

      I got up and stretched. When I walked out of my office, the quiet was the first thing I heard. I slowly walked around the cubicles and realized they had all left. Not one of them stopped to say goodbye. That hurt. They were holding me responsible for his actions. I glanced toward his office and could tell the lights were off.

      “Snake,” I hissed under my breath. He’d left as well. Nice of him to make sure he went home at a decent hour while I busted my ass.

      I wondered if he had to get home to his little woman. She would probably frown on her man working late. They were likely on their way to a swanky restaurant. He’d spend five-hundred bucks on a bottle of wine and tell her all about his day of firing people.

      I just didn’t think I could do it. I was ashamed and didn’t want to see him and be reminded of my misdeed.
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      The security guard let me in. He didn’t look happy. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “They say we won’t have water until the end of the day. I had to make the call.”

      “I appreciate you doing that for me,” I told him. “I expected they wouldn’t be done.”

      “Are you going up?”

      “I need to get some work done. The power is on. I’ll go across the street to use the bathroom if necessary. Are the plumbers here?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      I checked the time. It was after eight. I didn’t know why I expected them to have their asses in there getting the damn thing fixed before nine. “Let me know when they come in. I’d like to talk to them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I went up to my office. The quiet was exactly what I needed after the turbulent day yesterday. I was still trying to figure out that minefield. Saige had been really mad.

      I knew that kind of mad. It was the kind of mad that made you so angry you couldn’t even find the energy to care. You didn’t raise your voice or show any emotion at all because you were just drained. That was where she had been.

      I sat down and got to work. I had a lot of balls in the air and the attention that was going to the tax firm was taking away from my other businesses. I was elbow deep in paperwork, signing and stacking for Carly to handle tomorrow, when there was a knock on the door. I was surprised to see Davin standing there.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I thought I’d come up and see what the Ivory Tower looked like.”

      “Very funny. Is it all you thought it would be?”

      He wrinkled his nose. “It’s kind of dull. I think I like my bar better.”

      “Didn’t they call you?” I asked. “Let you know the bar was closed again today?”

      “They did. I came in because we had a delivery coming. I didn’t want to reschedule it.”

      “Thanks for that,” I said. “Really, that is going above and beyond. I wish all my employees were like you.”

      His brows shot up. “Who are you and what have you done with the asshole that usually sits here like Scrooge McDuck?”

      I scowled. “Nice. I give you a compliment and you insult me.”

      “Sorry, you caught me off guard.” He took a seat. “What’s up? You’re all squinty and scowly. You look constipated.”

      “I still can’t figure out why I’m friends with you,” I said. “You’re an insulting prick.”

      “Because I’m the only guy who will be friends with you. Everyone else thinks you’re a dick or you’re going to fuck their girlfriends.”

      “You don’t think I’ll fuck your girlfriend?” I asked just to piss him off.

      “You might, but she wouldn’t fuck you. My girl is faithful.”

      “That’s a bold statement.”

      “When you figure out how to love someone, you’ll understand.”

      “Loyalty is fleeting,” I told him. “Trust me, I learned the hard way. Not even a hundred-thousand-dollar ring on her finger and marriage vows can keep a woman from stepping out.”

      “The right woman wouldn’t need either of those things to stay faithful.”

      “Talk to me when you have a few million dollars in the bank,” I said. “Let me know how faithful she is then.”

      He shrugged. “My girl is faithful. I love her and she loves me. There is no question that either of us would be unfaithful. It just won’t happen. When you love someone, you don’t look at others. You don’t have a wandering eye. I read something a while ago. It was along the lines of people who love you will never cheat on you with someone they never plan to keep. If your wife cheated on you, it was because she never loved you.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. I figured that out without your internet wisdom.”

      He laughed, still unbothered by my insult. “You know what I mean. I don’t have to worry about cheating because she loves me.”

      “Fine. Congrats.”

      “You’re extra cranky today. No nookie?”

      “I’m extra cranky because the tax firm is falling apart and the assholes that are supposed to be fixing the pipes are charging me over fifty grand.”

      “That’s steep.”

      “I’m so glad you are here to guide me, Captain Obvious.”

      He chuckled. “You’re getting pretty good at those comebacks. I’m proud of you.”

      “And that’s exactly what I was going for.”

      “Relax, fifty grand isn’t even a drop in the bucket for you. Quit crying. You’re stupid rich.”

      “The rich don’t stay rich by overpaying for services,” I told him.

      He laughed. “Tight ass.”

      “I’ve heard that before and I’m not going to be insulted. It means I budget every penny, and when someone is trying to rob me of my hard-earned money, it really pisses me off.”

      “Think they’ll be done today?” he asked.

      “If they’re not, they’re fired. I’ll hire someone else to get the job done.”

      “Damn, you are cranky,” he said. “What happened with Saige? And don’t say ‘nothing’ because only a woman could get under your skin this bad.”

      “I fired one of her people yesterday and now she’s really pissed at me,” I blurted out.

      “Man, you have to stop firing her people,” he said. “Didn’t we discuss this?”

      “The guy had it coming,” I replied. “Besides, they run over her and she thinks they are all friends.”

      “Maybe she likes them.”

      “Too bad. She’s supposed to be their boss.”

      He nodded. “I forgot you don’t associate with the help.”

      I smirked. “You’re the exception.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “She told me not to go into the office today,” I said. Now that I was talking about it, I was on a roll.

      “That was ballsy.”

      “We’ve already established she has zero respect for my authority. She said a lot of other shit too.”

      “I told you to take her to dinner,” he said. “You’ve got to smooth things over with her lady side if you want to have a good working relationship.”

      “Her lady side?” I questioned.

      “Yes, the one you banged in here.” He looked around. “You didn’t bang in this chair, did you? I don’t want to be sitting in your shit.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, not there.” My eyes drifted to the spot where she’d been on my desk with me buried inside her.

      He grinned and looked at my desk. “Ah, there.”

      “Stop.”

      “Talk to her before this gets really bad,” he warned.

      “I think it’s too late for that,” I said. “She really doesn’t like me. When she said it wasn’t happening again, she wasn’t joking. She was serious. It is never happening again. Taking her to dinner would be a waste of time and I doubt she wants to spend any more time with me than she has to.”

      “Understandable,” he said with a laugh.

      “She just can’t see how those people treat her,” I said and jumped to my feet. “She thinks they are her friends, but they aren’t. They are nice to her, and I have no doubt they like her, but that’s because if they stay on her good side, she’ll never be hard on them.”

      “Look, I think you need to try and be nice to the employees if you want to get back in her good graces. Start there and work your way up to her.”

      “I’m not mean to them,” I retorted. “I’m just asking them to do their jobs.”

      “Put their damn donuts back, man. Seriously, don’t you want employees that are amped up on sugar and caffeine? I think you are shooting yourself in the foot with this one.”

      “The only way I’m getting back in her good graces is to fire myself in front of everyone and show myself to the door.”

      He laughed. “Then do it. You don’t want to be an accountant anyway. That’s what you pay people to do for you.”

      “I can’t let that place go just yet,” I said. “If I’m being honest, I might have fucked up a little. I need to fix it, but I’m not bringing back donuts. I’m going to do some interviews and hire good people that know the meaning of hard work. She’s upset because they are short-staffed. I’ll fix that problem and then she’ll be more chill.”

      He shook his head. “Yeah, sure. That’ll do it. You banged the woman on your desk and then you went and fired her friends.”

      “One,” I said. “One friend and he deserved it.”

      “Regardless, you are not going about this the right way. The only thing you’re doing is making it worse. Just swallow your pride and open your wallet. You can afford to do it.”

      “It’s not pride.”

      “It is,” he said. “You have to decide if you want to be the big, bad boss with no employees and a tanking company, or if you want to be the guy that is willing to bend a little to keep his employees happy.”

      “I’m going to check on the plumbers,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about the stupid tax firm or Saige. What was done was done.

      “All right, I’m just trying to help you out.”

      “I get it, and I appreciate it, but the tax firm is not quite so easy to fix. It’s got problems and I’m handling it.”

      I headed out of the office. I knew he would follow. When we stepped into the lobby, all I could hear was a loud banging sound. “What the hell is that?” I asked.

      “Sounds like they’re working on it,” Davin said.

      “It sounds like they are trying to destroy it. No wonder it’s taking them so damn long.”

      I followed the noise and found the plumber I spoke to on the phone. “What in the hell is going on here?” I asked.

      “We’re installing the new pipes.”

      “That sounds like you are busting the new pipes.”

      He grinned like he thought I was joking. “You’ll be good as new by the end of the day.”

      “I’m not interested in waiting that long. I want this done in the next hour.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” he said with a smug look.

      “If you can’t get it done, I’ll call someone who can. The only reason you got this job is because you showed up first. There are a hundred other companies that will come in here and get this done on my schedule.”

      “We’re almost done.”

      “Almost isn’t good enough,” I growled. “I want it done in the next hour. Tell all those guys standing over there to get their asses in gear. I don’t pay people to stand around.”

      “You’ve got a real problem, man,” he growled.

      “Yes, I do. Apparently, I hired the wrong plumber for the job. You better believe I won’t be making that mistake again.”

      The man stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled. The guys that were standing around jumped into motion.

      “I’ll be back in an hour and you better be presenting me with a bill for your finished work,” I said and walked away.

      Davin followed me into the bar. “Dude, that was a douchebag move,” he said.

      “Five fucking days to replace a few sections of pipe,” I growled. “It doesn’t take that long. He’s dicking me over. You know it and I know it. He’s milking the clock with as much labor as he can. I guarantee you he’ll be done in an hour.”

      “Remind me to never go to dinner with you,” he said. “You’re the kind of guy that gets spit in his food.”

      I didn’t care if the world thought I was a douchebag. I was sick of being taken advantage of. I didn’t expect much, just the job they were paid for.
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      It was almost seven when I walked through my front door. The first thing I did was kick off my shoes. My feet were killing me. I wanted a glass of wine and a hot bath. Unfortunately, that would have to wait. I walked into the kitchen and Joss was loading the dishwasher.

      “Hi,” I said with a sigh.

      “Oh, hon, you need a drink.”

      “I do,” I said. “It’s been a long day. So long.”

      I grabbed the bottle of wine and poured myself a very full glass. “Still trying to play catch-up?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes. I don’t know if I will ever be caught up. How’s Jace?”

      She grimaced. “It hasn’t been a great day.”

      “Oh no,” I said. “Do you know what happened?”

      “He wasn’t really talking to me. He’s in his room. He didn’t even want Caitlyn around him.”

      I nodded, feeling miserable for him. “I better talk to him.”

      She gave me a hug. “We’ll see you tomorrow. Call me later if you want to talk.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Caitlyn, let’s go.”

      I walked them out and went into Jace’s room. He was lying on his bed with yet another book. “Hey, bud,” I said and sat down.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “How are you?”

      “It’s almost bedtime. You’re late.”

      I sighed and nodded. “I know. I’m sorry I wasn’t here for dinner. It’s been a busy week.”

      “I know you have to work a lot.”

      “Did you have a bad day at school?” I asked him.

      “I don’t like school.”

      “I’m sorry, buddy. Was it the kids picking on you?”

      He put his book down and sat up. “How come I don’t have a dad?” he asked.

      “Sweetie, not everyone has a dad. That little guy we met at your open house didn’t have a dad living with him.”

      “His dad is in the Army,” he corrected. “He has a dad.”

      This was not a problem that was going away. “What did they say?”

      “They just say I don’t have a dad because he ran away. They say because he doesn’t like me.”

      “Oh no, no, no,” I said. I was not going to allow him to be tormented over something he had no control over. “Sweetie, that is not true. Your dad would be here if he could.”

      “But why can’t he?” he asked. “Where is he?”

      I was going to hell, but I had to think of something, and there was only one thing that would satisfy his curiosity and get the other kids to shut up. “Jace, your father died when you were still in my belly.” The lie felt bitter on my tongue. I hated to say it, but I didn’t know what else to say.

      “My dad died?” he asked with shock.

      “Yes. I’m sorry. I thought it would be better if we never talked about him so you wouldn’t feel sad.”

      He seemed more confused than anything. “I was in your belly?”

      “Yes. When I was pregnant with you. You never met him, and he never met you. I know if he could have met you, he would never leave you. You are the best son any mom or dad could ask for. You are amazing.”

      “How come he died?”

      Fuck. “He got sick,” I said.

      “Oh.”

      “You can tell the other kids that your dad loves you from heaven. They can’t make fun of you.”

      “Do you have a picture?” he asked innocently.

      Oh, this kid was making this way too hard. “I don’t, hon.”

      “Do I look like him?” he asked.

      That part, I could answer. “You do.”

      “How?”

      “You have his hair color,” I told him.

      He looked at my hair. “I thought I had your hair color.”

      I smiled. “Your hair is darker than mine. Your dad had really dark hair. You have the same mouth as him too.”

      He touched his lips. “Were you guys married?”

      I was just digging a bigger hole for myself. When he grew up and learned the truth, he was going to hate me for lying to him. “No, we were not married.”

      “The other kids have lots of mommies and daddies.”

      I had to laugh. “That’s because their mommies and daddies married new people. Then they get stepparents. A lot of kids end up with three or four parents.”

      He looked mind blown. “Are you going to get married?”

      I needed more wine. This was not the conversation I was planning to have when I got home. I was not prepared for this. This was the kind of thing a parent needed to plan for. I was being put on the spot and I was certain I was saying all the wrong things. When he was in therapy in twenty years, this conversation was going to be the one he told the counselor about.

      I was in it now and there was no way back. “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Maybe one day I will. Do you want me to get married?”

      “Do I get a new dad if you get married?”

      I laughed. “Yes, I suppose you do.”

      “Then I want you to get married. I want a new dad. You have to get a boyfriend first.”

      “Who told you that?” I asked. I was really going to have to have a conversation with his teacher. I wanted to know what they were teaching. The last thing I needed was family dynamics one-oh-one being taught to my little boy.

      “Caitlyn.”

      “Caitlyn?” I said with surprise. “Were you guys talking about this?”

      “Caitlyn wants a dad. She says her mom says she has to find a boyfriend first.”

      I nodded. “That sounds like a good plan.”

      “So, are you going to get a boyfriend?”

      “I will think about it. Now, you need to get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Are you going to work late tomorrow too?” he asked.

      It was the kind of question that could cut a mama’s heart in two. “I’ll try not to.”

      He looked bummed. “That’s okay.”

      It wasn’t okay. I kissed his forehead and turned on his nightlight before walking out. I looked at him one last time as he was cuddled up in bed. I couldn’t believe I just lied to my son. I grabbed my glass of wine and carried it into my room to change into my pajamas. I was failing at life right now. I didn’t like the way I felt about work, about my home life, and about Nash.

      My life was not going in the right direction. I needed to make some changes. I knew what I had to do. I went back to the kitchen and dug around to find something to eat. I settled for the tuna casserole from the other night. I poured another glass of wine and sat down at the table with my laptop.

      I took a deep breath and opened the writing program. How to start? This was going to be one of the hardest things I did, but I knew it was the right thing to do.

      “Dear Nash,” I started. I stopped and deleted it. “To whom it may concern.”

      I growled and backspaced again. I was going formal. I started the resignation letter once again. I opened with a basic thank you for the opportunity before I jumped right into my reason for leaving. I apologized for the lack of notice and thanked him for the opportunity to work for the firm.

      I hit the print button and heard the printer at my desk whir to life. I finished my dinner and then went to get the letter. I stared at it. It was crazy to be holding my resignation letter in my hands. I never imagined I would be quitting the job I used to love. It had to be done.

      Jace was more important than a paycheck. He was going through a difficult time in his life, and I needed to be completely present. I needed to be there for him before and after school. I knew Joss would appreciate the help with the carpool. I had relied on her for too long. It was time I stepped up.

      I finished the wine and went to bed.

      The following morning, Jace and I went through our normal routine. The whole time, I had a knot in my stomach just thinking about what I was going to do. “I’ll see you after school,” I told Jace.

      “Tonight?” he asked as I walked him to Joss’s car.

      “Nope, I’ll be here after school.”

      Joss looked at me through the passenger window. “You will?”

      I nodded. “I will. If I’m delayed, I’ll let you now.”

      She gave me a funny look. “Okay. Have a good day.” They all waved as she backed out of my driveway.

      I went to my car and did the same thing I had been doing five days a week for years. I parked in my usual spot and greeted the security guard that had been working in the building as long as I had. I rode up in the elevator counting off each floor as we moved up.

      When I stepped off the elevator, I had a strange feeling. It almost felt like I was walking in slow motion. The silence echoed around me as I walked through the office. I went to my office first and grabbed the very personal items I had. I dropped them in my large purse and took a moment to look around the space.

      “It was good while it lasted,” I whispered.

      I took the letter from my purse that had been carefully folded and stuck in an envelope. I carried it to his office. I knew there was no way he was in already. I opened the door and didn’t bother turning on the light. I carefully placed the letter on his desk.

      I inhaled and caught a whiff of his cologne. It was crazy how he could leave behind a little piece of himself after just a few days in the office.

      I walked out, silently closing the door. I went back to my office and grabbed my purse. I was on my way out when I ran into Lana. “Hey,” she said. “You scared me. I thought I would be the first one in.”

      I smiled. “I beat you.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “Home,” I said.

      “What?”

      I gave her a hug. “Jace needs me today,” I said and tried to cover up the truth. “I’m taking a personal day.”

      “Oh, goodness, is he okay?”

      “He will be,” I said. “Thanks for asking. I’ll see you later.”

      “Saige, are you okay?”

      I nodded, trying to hide the lump in my throat. “I’m good. I’m just a little tired.”

      “I hear that. It’s been a long couple of weeks. But there’s light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “Yes, there is and I’m sprinting toward it.” I laughed. “Have a good day and just keep being awesome.”

      “I will try,” she said. “It is challenging.”

      “I know,” I said.

      I felt terrible for leaving them on their own, but I had to do this for me and my son. They would be fine. They could find new jobs if they couldn’t handle working with Nash. I wouldn’t blame them a bit. I walked out of the building, and as I walked, I felt a wild feeling. It was like a literal weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

      It was over. I was done. I did it. I ripped the band-aid off, and it didn’t hurt nearly as bad as I thought it would. This was going to be the first day of the rest of my new life and I was going to celebrate it with a nice homecooked meal.

      I drove straight to the grocery store and went a little overboard. I stocked up on everything. We were going to be eating at home a lot.

      As I carried my groceries into the house, I let myself fantasize about the future. We were going to be okay. I was going to take care of my son and all would be well.

      Or so I hoped.
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      I couldn’t stop watching her. She was that fantasy woman that every guy dreamed about. She was smart and sexy. The only things missing were the black-rimmed glasses and the fact that she left her long hair down.

      I could imagine her hair up in a bun and then she would turn to me and pull it out. It would fall around her shoulders and she would do that sexy slow shake of her head. The glasses would come off and she would unbutton the blouse until that lace bra that she teased me with would be on full display.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I blinked. “What?”

      “You look uncomfortable. Are you okay? Do you need some water?”

      I smiled. The discomfort I was feeling had nothing to do with a lack of hydration. “I’m good.”

      “Okay, I’m almost done.”

      “Am I going to owe the IRS and the state of New York my first-born child?”

      “Do you plan on them splitting the child in two?”

      I laughed. “Are you saying I need two children?”

      “Nope. No human sacrifices are going to be needed this year.”

      That surprised me. “Really? The other firm told me I was looking at a massive tax bill.”

      She winked. “That’s because you weren’t talking to me. I told you I was good.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Now, I’ve set you up for the next year, but if you think you’re going to make a lot more than you projected, you have to call me right away.”

      “Why?” I questioned.

      “Because I will need to do some creative accounting to make sure you don’t have to pop out a couple of kids this year,” she said with a laugh.

      “If I have to pop out kids, we might have a problem. I don’t think I have all the right parts.”

      She giggled. “Then I better really do a good job cutting your tax liability.”

      I watched her work for another minute. Her fingers flew over the keys. “I want to take you to dinner.”

      “You what?” she asked.

      “You’ve saved me a boatload of money and given me more financial tips than I could have ever expected to learn at some fancy college,” I told her. “I want to treat you to dinner to say thank you.”

      She smiled. “When?”

      “Are you busy in an hour?”

      “I might still be doing your taxes in an hour,” she said.

      “It’s fine. I’ll wait.”

      “But I would need to go home and get changed,” she said.

      I looked at the white satin blouse she was wearing with the button straining across her cleavage. “You are fine the way you are.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “I’m positive.”

      “Well then.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      She looked at me again. “How long for what?”

      “Until we are done here.”

      “Oh, maybe thirty minutes? I’m almost done.”

      I leaned back in the chair. “I’ll wait.”

      I was going to enjoy the wait because that meant I got to watch her and continue that little fantasy brewing in my head. The last two weeks had been fun. I never imagined I would ever think taxes could be fun, but here we were.

      She was one of the few people that was nice to me. I supposed it could be because I was nice to her. I was never nice to anyone.

      “Ready!” she said and shut down her computer.

      “Did you drive to work?”

      “No, I live close by. I usually walk.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “We’ll take my car.”

      The restaurant was nothing fancy, but I didn’t think she cared. We ordered and then it was just the two of us. It was almost a date. But not an official date. I wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend. I needed a wife that had connections and would kick open some doors that were currently closed to a young cocky bachelor.

      “How did you get into this business?” she asked me. “I mean, did you wake up one morning and decide you were going to buy a business, fix it, and sell it for a profit?”

      “It came to me while I was sitting in a boring business class. The professor was talking about a basic business model. It was about buying and flipping properties. I didn’t want to flip houses, but I got to thinking about businesses on the verge of bankruptcy.”

      “What about them?” she asked.

      “I lived next door to a laundromat. It was up for sale for over a year. I called the owner, asked what they were selling it for, and then made a lower offer. The guy resisted at first, but I knew he was desperate to sell. He took my offer after some convincing. I fixed the broken stuff myself. Slapped a coat of paint on it and cleaned the place top to bottom. I sold it two months later for a much higher price than what I bought it for.”

      “You did the work yourself?”

      I nodded. “I did. The loan I was able to get was just enough to buy the place. I had to do all the work myself.”

      “Wow. And now you own two more laundromats?”

      I smiled. “I do.”

      “And will you sell them?”

      “Once I find another business to invest in,” I said.

      “So, you’re looking?”

      “I am. It has to be the right one. I have a couple where I’ve talked to the owners, but they aren’t willing to sell—yet.”

      “Are you hounding them?” she asked with a laugh.

      “No,” I said a little too firmly. “I will not act like some don from the mob. My father does business like that. He’s this powerful man and he thinks everyone needs to bend to his will. He intimidates people. He bullies people into doing what he wants.”

      “Like you?” she asked.

      “Like me until I walked away and never looked back.”

      “That must have been hard,” she said.

      “It was the easiest and best thing I ever did,” I said.

      “Do you have a relationship with him now?”

      I shook my head. “Nope and I don’t mind.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “It’s for the best. He was going to keep me under his thumb until I was crushed. I had to get away from him.”

      “Was he mad?”

      I laughed. “Oh, you could say that. He let me know I wasn’t welcome back and that I would get no help from him. He called me a loser and said I would never make it. He bet me I’d be crawling back in less than a year.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “Eleven years,” I answered.

      She looked surprised. “Wow.”

      “It’s taken a little longer than I hoped to make my money. I’m going to get there.”

      “I think you are well on your way,” she said with a laugh. “Remember, I’m your tax lady. I know all your dirty laundry.”

      I winked. “Not all.”

      “What happens when you do make it?” she asked. “Do you have a goal? How do you know when you’ve reached your goal?”

      I thought about it for a second. “I don’t know. I think I’ll know when I get there.”

      “Does he know what you’ve done so far?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

      “All right then.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “Have you always wanted to be a CPA?”

      “Yes,” she answered. “I loved math in school. I did lots of economic stuff, and when I was staring at the college classes, I realized nothing else appealed to me. I wanted to do accounting. It’s kind of like doing puzzles. I love plugging in numbers and watching the magic happen. It’s fun.”

      “I’m going to have to take your word for it,” I said with a laugh. “I was not great at math. I can do it, but I don’t get excited about it.”

      She giggled. “I think accountants are a different breed.”

      “I think you are the prettiest accountant I’ve ever seen,” I told her. “I’ve been doing a bit of a dance around the firms in the city, and I have to tell you, accountants are not generally the most exciting people.”

      “Hey,” she protested. “We can be fun and exciting.”

      “I have no doubt in my mind you can be very fun.”

      She had a bright smile. “I never knew wealthy businessmen could be fun either.”

      “I don’t think I’m wealthy, but I guarantee I can be fun.”

      “I bet you are,” she said coyly.

      We finished our dinners, getting to know one another a little better. I was not ready to part ways with her. I wanted to hang out a little longer. “Do you have plans?”

      “Plans?” she questioned.

      I was certain she knew what I was asking. She was being coy. “Right now. Do you need to go home?”

      She slowly shook her head. “I don’t need to.”

      “Come home with me,” I said while looking her in the eyes. My voice was low, barely above a whisper. I wasn’t new to the game. I was very good at the game.

      She hesitated. I wouldn’t pressure her. “Okay,” she said.

      I got to my feet and practically ran for the door with her right behind me. We got back to my place, which was nothing more than a very small one-bedroom apartment.

      “This is cute,” she said as she looked around.

      I pulled a bottle of wine from the small wire rack on the counter. “Can I get you a drink?” I asked.

      “Yes, please,” she said as she walked around the small living room. “How long have you lived here?”

      “A couple of years,” I answered.

      “You travel light,” she joked.

      “I figure once I find a place I want to be in for a while, I’ll buy stuff then. I don’t want to pack around a bunch of junk.” I handed her the glass of wine.

      “Don’t be offended by this, but you can afford something bigger in a better neighborhood.”

      I smirked. “I could but it would cut into my savings. I’ll live like a pauper for a while longer. Soon enough, I’ll have a penthouse and be looking down on the city from high above. This is temporary.”

      “I think that’s very smart. You’re being frugal. You are an accountant’s wet dream.”

      I raised my brows. “Am I your wet dream?”

      She sucked in a breath. I made her nervous. “Maybe.”

      I walked to the remote and turned on the TV. I flipped through until I found the channel with the fireplace video that played continuously. I turned it up just a little. The sound of wood crackling set the perfect ambiance. I turned off the lights and took her hand. I led her to the couch to sit down in front of our pseudo-fire.

      “Is this your go-to move?” she teased.

      I grinned. “Is it working?”

      “It’s very nice.”

      We sipped wine in front of the fake fireplace and snuggled together. It was nice to just be chill with someone who didn’t have any expectations. She was down to earth. I didn’t feel like I needed to show off for her. She was someone I could have a conversation with and not watch every word I said. I didn’t have to sound pompous.

      I leaned over and took a chance. I kissed her neck. I heard her suck in a breath. She didn’t pull away. I kissed again, sliding my mouth toward her ear and nibbling on her earlobe. All the signs were telling me she wanted this. I leaned forward and put both our wine glasses on the coffee table. Then I kissed her. I kissed her like I’d been wanting to do since I first laid eyes on her.

      I heard her soft moan and took it up a notch. I needed this woman.
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      His kiss was better than I’d fantasized about. He was more than I could have hoped for. I was riding the high of a lovely night out with him and the kiss was the icing on the cake. But I wanted more. I wanted the sprinkles and all the little extras. I never slept with a man on a first date, but this was different. This was Nash. We’d spent a lot of time together over the last few weeks and I felt like I knew him better than anyone else.

      His hands slid over my breasts while his thumbs rubbed over my nipples. The lace bra I was wearing provided very little barrier between us. I gasped, sucking in a sharp breath. It felt like an electric shock but delicious.

      “Come to bed with me,” he whispered against my lips.

      There were probably about a hundred rules that said I shouldn’t sleep with a client. I understood why, but this was different. This was Nash. “Are you sure?” I whispered.

      I wanted him to tell me he was absolutely sure. I wanted him. Period.

      He rested his forehead against mine. I could feel him breathing hard. Feeling his desire was like dumping fuel on my own. “If you want me to stop, I will,” he said in a strained voice.

      I decided to throw caution to the wind. There was no reason we couldn’t remain professional after tonight. It was sex. My coworkers and friends were all doing it. I was the good girl. I was tired of being the responsible one. I wanted to have some fun.

      I did what came naturally. I leaned forward and kissed him. I forced my tongue into his mouth and opened my own mouth wide. It was a wild dueling of tongues and teeth. The initial kiss had been hot. This kiss made my toes curl and overheated my blood. I could feel heat pumping through me, sending fiery-hot liquid between my legs.

      He got to his feet, bending forward and keeping his mouth sealed to mine. He pulled me up and jerked my body against his. My chest heaved against his. I let my own hands slide down his back. I kneaded and pulled against him until I had his ass clenched tight in my hands. I swallowed the groan that escaped his throat and rubbed myself against him.

      “I want you,” he breathed.

      “Take me.”

      He growled and reached his hands under my ass, lifting me against him. I wrapped my legs around him, rubbing my core against the hardness I felt under his pants. I moaned, lifting myself and sliding down as I mimicked what I was hoping we could do without clothes.

      He began to move, navigating around the furniture in his small apartment until I heard a door slam against a wall. I didn’t look behind me. I trusted him. He lowered me to my feet, letting me slide down his body until I was touching the floor, and yet, I was still leaned against him. His hands slid between us and deftly unbuttoned my blouse with a skill that had to have come from a lot of practice. I didn’t let myself think about that.

      “You’ve been teasing me with this bra,” he whispered.

      He stepped back with one hand cupping my breast and the other gliding over the lace that covered one mound. He bent forward and kissed my nipple straining against the fabric before he sucked it between his teeth. I groaned and arched into him.

      With the same practiced skill he used to undo my blouse, his hand reached behind me and flicked open the bra. A moment later, he was peeling off the blouse and bra and letting them fall to the floor.

      I grabbed him by the waistband and jerked him against me. A short grunt followed by him slamming his mouth over mine followed. He backed me up and then shoved me backward. I stumbled and fell onto his bed. He was immediately over me. I quickly worked at the button and zipper of his pants. I was just as frantic as he was. I pushed his pants down as far as I could before using my feet to push them off the rest of the way.

      It turned into a tug-o-war with each of us pulling and tugging at each other’s clothes. When we were both naked, there was a moment. We both stopped and stared at each other with our chests heaving up and down. It was the point of no return. This was the last chance I had to back away.

      I reached for him and pulled him against me. He collapsed against my chest. His hot skin covered mine. The contact scorched me in the best way. I could have orgasmed with just his large body pressed against mine. I groaned as his mouth covered mine. He slowly slid his body up and down mine, rubbing everything against him and vice versa.

      I was hot. So hot. I felt like I was going to implode. Everything felt too good. When he slid to the side with one of his legs wrapped over mine, I immediately longed for the contact. My hand reached for his defined bicep as I tried to pull him back over me. “Don’t stop,” I begged.

      “Not a chance in hell,” he answered as his hand slipped down my chest. He groped my breast with an intensity that had not been there before. Then it was over my belly and between my legs. A gasp escaped my lips when his hand stroked over my mound.

      “You’re so wet,” he breathed. “Holy shit.”

      “Touch me.”

      He slid his fingers down my slit. My body opening to him like a flower opening to the sun. His finger slipped inside me and I was certain I was going to pass out. He massaged over my clit several times, bringing me to the brink of an orgasm.

      “Do you want it?”

      “I want it. Please, Nash.”

      His mouth closed over mine again as he pushed in a second finger. The unexpected pressure and stretching combined with his kiss shredded the last of my self-control. My mind and body tumbled into a warm, happy place full of ecstasy. My body arched, rising to meet his hand and take his fingers deeper inside me. His kiss intensified. His tongue shoved down my throat as his fingers pushed inside.

      When the orgasm subsided and I felt like I was floating back down to earth, he moved over the top of me. I opened my eyes to find him watching me. I was a little embarrassed, but I felt too good to care. “You’re beautiful,” he said.

      I reached up and stroked my hand over his face. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      He smirked in that sexy, cocky way that drove me mad a moment before he was pushing inside me. All thoughts left my mind. It was all about what was happening and the way he felt inside me. I didn’t dare breathe or close my eyes. My gaze was locked on him. I couldn’t look away. It was terribly erotic. When he was fully seated inside me, I finally released the breath I’d been holding since he first pushed inside me.

      “Damn,” he breathed.

      A slow smile spread over my face. “Yes. Damn.”

      “I’d love to take this slow, but baby, I’m burning for you.”

      “Don’t take it slow. Not this time.”

      His eyes darkened as he stared into mine. “This time?”

      I was suddenly embarrassed. “I meant—”

      He reached up and put a finger to my lips. “This time,” he whispered. “There will be a next time.”

      I nodded once. “Okay.”

      He began to move again. He rode me hard and then slow and then fast again. The man was a skilled lover. He knew exactly where to touch and when. By the time the next orgasm blossomed, I felt like I was going to explode. Then I did. He joined me, shouting out his pleasure in a series of vulgar but sexy phrases.

      He lay beside me. His hand slid up and down my arm before casually trailing over my breast. I wanted to enjoy the moment. “Crazy,” I murmured.

      “What was?” he asked. I could hear the languidness in his voice.

      “This. I know you’re a man on the move. You are going to have every wealthy socialite jumping in line to be with you. I’m not exactly a mover and shaker in the city.”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked.

      “I enjoyed this,” I told him.

      He grinned and nibbled my chin. “I know you did. I felt every last spasm.”

      I pushed at his chest. “Stop. You’re embarrassing me.”

      “How?” he teased and kissed the side of my neck. “Because you were wet. Hot and tight. So fucking slippery.”

      “You are bad.” I giggled.

      His hand roamed over my belly. “Bad?” he said in a raspy voice. “Are you sure that’s the word you would use? I think you enjoyed yourself. Could that be bad?”

      “Not at all, but you’re not supposed to talk about it,” I said with a laugh.

      He rolled on top of me once again. The weight of his body pressed me into the mattress. I never enjoyed being squished but when it was him doing the squishing, it was awesome. “Are you shy?” he asked.

      “I am,” I said. I felt my cheeks turning red. “I can’t say I’m skilled at dirty talk.”

      “I’ll teach you,” he said and kissed me again.

      “I want to learn.”

      “I will teach you everything I know because there will be a next time,” he said.

      His kisses intensified, and before I knew it, he was riding me again. When we’d both reached a level of satisfaction that left me sated, he asked me to stay the night. I snuggled up against him. “Is this how you normally treat your CPAs?” I teased.

      He went up on an elbow and looked down at me. “No,” he said. He was completely serious. “Never. I don’t do this.”

      “I would say after that performance, you absolutely do this often enough to be that good at it.”

      His cocky smile actually sent shivers down my spine. “I strive for excellence, but that’s not what I meant. I’ve never slept with someone I actually talked to.”

      “I have no idea what that means,” I said.

      “I mean, you know more about me than anyone else. I opened up to you like I’ve never opened up to anyone else. And then we slept together. That’s new for me.”

      I felt so special. I smiled at him. “Thank you. That’s very sweet.”

      “No, I’m not sweet. I just wanted you to know this is not a one-time thing for me.”

      I wanted to believe him. I could pretend he was being serious for one night. I pushed him to his back and kissed him. Then I lay down with my head on his chest. I closed my eyes and let myself pretend this thing could be real. I wasn’t that naïve. He could say all kinds of flowery things, but I was certain this was not real.
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      I had a moment of clarity. Self-reflection or some psycho-babble nonsense got me to accept I might have been a little hard on Saige and the others. I was frustrated with the lack of progress at the tax firm. I was pissed about the stupid pipes and I was shorter than normal. I was usually able to differentiate between personal stuff and business stuff. Usually. Unfortunately, the stuff with Saige was throwing me off my game.

      I felt like I was being pulled in too many different directions. There were things I remembered. Old memories were boiling to the forefront. They’d been buried a long time. I was certain I was long over that crazy time. I was beginning to think I was wrong. My past was coming back to haunt me.

      I knew she was a good person. She was one of the first people I ever allowed myself to trust back then. She exuded kindness. After being jerked around by one accountant after another, she was the first one to talk to me like she actually gave two shits about my concerns. She saved my ass back then. She was smart and funny and made me laugh.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered and slapped my hand against the steering wheel. What the hell was I doing? She was making me feel for her. I could not fall for my employee.

      “Too late.”

      Being with her stirred up all those old feelings. It also brought the sting of regret. I had screwed up back then. I owed her more than an apology for firing the guy.

      I had been able to get through the last several years because I never saw her. I was able to bury all of those old feelings and I focused on making millions.

      I didn’t see this thing with Saige and I ever getting better if I didn’t make a big effort. I needed to eat crow. Swallow my pride and all the other stuff Davin told me. It wasn’t really what I did, but this felt different. It felt like I needed to change my ways. At least this one time. I would try it Davin’s way and see if it worked. If it didn’t, I wouldn’t do it again.

      I decided to pave the way to reconciliation with some breakfast. I went through a drive thru and ordered two breakfasts before going into the tax firm. When I walked into the office, I noticed a palpable tension. It was worse than ever.

      That was to be expected after Monday.

      I carried my bag of food to her office. Her office was dark. I checked the time and was surprised to see it was after nine. That was late for her, but I expected she worked late last night. I was disappointed but I wasn’t giving up.

      I walked into my office, dodging the daggers that were shooting my way. I dropped the bag of breakfast food on my desk. I sat down and that was when I saw it.

      I stared at the envelop with my name written on it. It was her writing. I didn’t have to open the letter to know what it said. “Fuck.”

      I’d pushed her too far. I snatched it off the desk and practically tore it open. If Davin was here, he would be shouting “I told you so” as loud as he could. I had a moment when I knew I was stepping over the line. I knew it and I did it anyway because that was what I was used to. I expected people to just put up with my shit because they always did.

      I began to read the letter. “I appreciate the chance to work at a job doing what I love. I have enjoyed my time with the firm, and I will miss the people I have come to appreciate and think of as friends. After a lot of thinking and wrestling with what is right for me and my family, I am leaving the firm. My son needs me, and I am putting his needs first.”

      “Son?” I said aloud. “A kid?”

      I remembered she mentioned a babysitter, but I had thought she was being sarcastic. She sure as hell didn’t look like a mom. At least not my idea of what a mom looked like. If she really did have a kid, I knew it was just an excuse. She’d been working all this time with the kid at home, and it wasn’t a problem, but now it was suddenly a big thing?

      I didn’t buy it. She quit because of me. My asshole attitude had pushed her out. I realized the office had been awful quiet when I walked in. I wondered just how many others had quit. I got up and casually strolled through the maze of cubicles. None of them would look me directly in the eyes. I wondered if they knew she quit. Did she try to stage a walkout?

      “Hello,” I said to the woman with the sick kid. I racked my brain trying to remember her name. “Lana, right?”

      She offered a tight smile. “Yes.”

      “How are you?” I asked. I was trying.

      “Fine.”

      “Have you seen Saige?” I asked casually.

      “She was taking a personal day,” she answered tightly. “She’s been working twelve-hour days.”

      I didn’t have to question her loyalty. It was evident. “I see,” I murmured. “Has anyone else taken a personal day?”

      “Nobody else can afford to,” she snapped.

      I nodded. “I’ll be in my office if anyone needs me.”

      She offered a tight smile mixed with a snort. She didn’t like me. I walked back to my office and closed the door. I picked up the letter and reread it. Lana thought Saige was taking a personal day. Did that mean she was coming back?

      I read the words once again. No. She was gone. She didn’t want her people to know, which I was happy for. I would be dealing with a complete disaster if they knew she quit. There would be nothing keeping them at their jobs.

      I sat in silence, the smell of muffins and eggs suddenly heavy in the room. I wasn’t hungry anymore. I was staring down defeat. For the first time in a long time, I felt truly worried. My new business was about to go belly up.

      I grabbed my phone and called Davin. I was going to vent and then listen to him gloat because he warned me this would happen one day. It turned out that day was today. “Are you at the bar?” I asked him when he answered.

      “Uh, it’s nine,” he said.

      “I know what time it is, and I also know you go in early.”

      He laughed. “Yes, I’m here. Damn, are you checking up on me?”

      “No.”

      There was a pregnant pause. “What happened?” he asked with a sigh. “Did you fire someone else?”

      “Not exactly,” I answered.

      “What exactly did you do?” he questioned. I didn’t miss the hint of accusation in his tone.

      “Technically, nothing today,” I said. “I was ready to apologize and I hoped we could have a nice conversation about everything. I even picked up breakfast for her.”

      “For Saige,” he clarified.

      “Yes, for Saige. I know things didn’t go well on Monday. I didn’t talk to her yesterday. My plan was to give her some time to cool off.”

      “And you somehow managed to screw up bringing her breakfast.” He laughed. “Only you.”

      “She quit.” I said the two words and let them hang in the air.

      “Saige quit?”

      “Yes,” I said and let all the feelings roll over me.

      “What’d you buy her for breakfast?” he asked. “Warm cup of piss or what? Don’t tell me you were a tight-ass and bought her some shitty ninety-nine-cent breakfast sandwich.”

      I looked at the fast-food bag on my desk. “It was two dollars actually and that doesn’t matter because she doesn’t know I brought her breakfast. She left me a letter on my desk. I haven’t seen her since Monday.”

      “Damn, you really pissed her off when you fired that guy,” he said, stating the obvious.

      “Maybe, and I’m sure it’s a bullshit excuse, but in her resignation letter, if you can call it that, she says she needs to spend more time with her son.”

      “Her son?” he repeated. “I didn’t know you were chasing a mama.”

      “I wasn’t. I’m not. I mean, I didn’t know. She mentioned a babysitter, but I thought she was joking.”

      He laughed. “You thought a woman who mentioned her babysitter was joking? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I don’t know. She doesn’t look like she has a kid.”

      I could hear him groaning. “You’re such an idiot. Look at the many models and actresses that have several kids, and by your standards, you couldn’t tell. She has a kid. Maybe more than one.”

      My eyes bulged. “You think?”

      “What did the letter say?”

      I quickly read him the letter aloud. It was short and sweet, and if one read between the lines, it was a big “fuck you, you’re an asshole, and I quit.”

      “So, just one kid,” he said. “Not that it matters, but if you were expecting her to work as much as you do, she probably couldn’t or wouldn’t keep up. She’s not a bachelor with servants to do all the stuff normal people do on top of being a mom. I’m going to assume there isn’t a husband in the picture.”

      “Fuck, I hope not,” I muttered.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you know how to do that tax stuff?” he questioned.

      I chuckled. “Nope.”

      “I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news, but with her gone, the rest are going to go soon.”

      I leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. “I know,” I groaned. “I know and I have no idea what to do. I don’t know how to do the day-to-day stuff. What good is a business if I have no one to run it? It would be like me trying to run the bar by myself. I don’t know shit about mixing drinks or any of that.”

      “No, you don’t, which is why you hire people like me. The problem is, you get this idea in your head that you know what’s best. You have to listen to the little people.”

      This was the part where I let him give me the “I told you so” lecture. I certainly deserved it. “I know. I fucked up. I’m going to be screwed if I can’t get someone in here tomorrow.”

      “Do you want her back?” he asked.

      “I need her to run this place.”

      “Then let her run it and get your ass out of there,” he said. “It isn’t like you don’t have anything else to do. Why’d you insinuate yourself in that place?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Because of her and your past,” he said.

      “Not just because of that.”

      “But a lot because of that,” he said with a laugh.

      “I know she’s good at her job. That’s what I wanted her for. I wanted her to keep running the place but with my improvements.”

      “Your people skills suck, Nash. You have got to have the highest turnover percentage in New York.”

      I sat forward. “Watch yourself or you are going to be a part of that statistic,” I warned.

      “Oh, you’re going to run a bar and a tax firm?” he joked. “Good luck with that.”

      “There are people out there that want the jobs,” I reminded him.

      “And like you have time to find those people. Why would you want to go through the trouble when you have people perfectly capable of handling the job? Do you want her back?”

      “Yes,” I said without hesitation. “It’s good business.”

      He laughed. “Okay, we’ll go with that. If you want her back at work, you better fight for her. You can’t let her go without trying to get her to stay. You need to let her know she’s a valuable employee. You need to pull your head out of your ass and listen to what she wants. She’s been there a lot longer than you have. You have to listen to people that know just a little bit more than you about certain things.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” I asked. “I’m guessing she isn’t going to take my calls.”

      “Extreme problems require extreme measures,” he said. “Unless you want to watch your shiny, new business go up in smoke, you should probably get your ass in gear and do something that will make her give you a second chance.”

      I blew out a breath. “Thanks. Seriously, thanks for being a straight shooter, even if it does piss me off.”

      He laughed again. “I wouldn’t be any other way. Good luck and call if you need any advice.”

      “I think I’ve had about as much of your advice as I can handle today.”
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      I knew I should have been freaking out about not having a job. I wasn’t. It could be a little bit of shock. I quit my job and had nothing lined up. I was essentially a free woman. A free woman without a paycheck coming in and bills to pay.

      I sipped my coffee and pushed away the negative thoughts. I was going to stay positive. This was something I could handle. I was going to give myself a couple of days before I started to plan for the future. I was going to give my attention to Jace. That was why I was doing this.

      I flipped the pancake in the pan and spaced out. I wondered if he’d seen the letter yet. I felt horribly guilty about leaving my people to fend for themselves, but it had to be done. I had to think about Jace and my own mental health. The guy was going to drive me crazy. I had to get away from him. I couldn’t stop thinking about that day in his office. It was too much to be around him. I was worried it would happen again. I didn’t have the self-control needed to work with him day in and day out.

      “Jace, come eat,” I said.

      He came into the kitchen a moment later. “How come you’re not getting ready?” he asked.

      “I will later,” I told him. “Joss and Caitlyn will be here in a minute. They’re going to have breakfast with us.”

      Right on cue, the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” he said and dashed out of the kitchen.

      “You’re not dressed,” Joss said as she walked into the kitchen.

      I looked down at my jeans and sweater. “I’m not naked.”

      “You going for a casual day?”

      I handed her a plate with two pancakes. “For Caitlyn.”

      “Thank you.”

      She quickly delivered the pancakes and got the kids busy eating before she came back into the kitchen. “When you texted and said you were making breakfast, I was thinking pop tarts.”

      “I thought I’d make something a little more substantial.”

      She nodded and folded her arms across her chest. “Do you want me to take over so you can get ready?”

      “No.”

      “Woman, you are being cagey! What is going on?”

      To say it would make it real. “I have time to make breakfast,” I said without actually saying the words.

      “Are you okay?” she whispered.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are obviously not fine. Something is going on. You were home early yesterday, and you aren’t rushing out the door today. Why? Did he fire you?” Her eyes flashed with anger. “If he fired you…”

      “He didn’t fire me. I quit.”

      Her eyes widened. She glanced over her shoulder to check on the kids. “You quit?” she whisper-shouted.

      I nodded. “I did.”

      “When?”

      “Yesterday.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand. What happened?”

      “I just couldn’t take it anymore. He is not a man I want to work for.”

      She blew out a breath. “Wow. I don’t blame you, but now what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you have another job lined up?”

      I smiled. “No.”

      “Saige! What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not going to worry. I’ve got money in the bank. I’ve got some time before I have to panic. Right now, I’m focusing on Jace. It’s all about him and keeping him happy. I’m going to be around after school. Whatever he’s going through right now requires me to be officially on. I cannot screw this up. He needs me.”

      “I can’t believe you did it.”

      I put the next pancake on a plate and handed it to her. “I did it and I’m sure I’m going to freak out eventually, but not today. I’m going to enjoy today.”

      “You know,” she said with a big smile, “it’s a half-day today. We could do something fun to celebrate.”

      I’d totally spaced on the half-day. “That sounds amazing. I would love to. What are you thinking?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe the children’s museum or the zoo.”

      I couldn’t stop smiling. “I love that I can do this in the middle of the week. The crowds will be much smaller.”

      “Yep, welcome to the dark side of the unemployed.” She laughed.

      “You’re not unemployed,” I said.

      “No, but I only see a couple of clients a day,” she said.

      “I’m just a little jealous you can make the living you do and only work a few hours a day,” I complained.

      She flashed a smile. “I am lucky.”

      “Let’s do it. Should I pick them up?”

      “Yes, sounds good. It’s going to be fun having you around more,” she said.

      “I’m looking forward to it. I’m excited to make cookies and finally do some of those little jobs that have been piling up.”

      She gave me a hug. “Congratulations. This is going to be good for you, I think. At least for a month or two.”

      “I know. I’m going to figure something out, but I’ve told myself I’m not worried about any of that right now. I’m keeping my focus on him.”

      “Good for you. Let me know if I can help with anything.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m going to be helping you. I’m going to be able to help out.”

      “Relax a bit,” she said. “I don’t mind taking them to school.”

      “Thank you,” I told her. “Really, thank you so much for all you do for me.”

      She patted my shoulder. “I don’t mind.” She turned to the kids. “Let’s roll, guys. We’re going to have a fun day today.”

      I gave Jace a hug. “I’ll see you after school. We’re going to go and do something fun this afternoon.”

      He looked confused. “We are?”

      “We are,” I said with a big smile. “Have fun.”

      After they were gone, I spent some extra time cleaning up. I had my music playing and got into the housework. It was nice to know I had time to do it. I could get some of the deep cleaning done that had been neglected for a long time.

      When it was time to pick up the kids, I was certain I was more excited than they were. We decided to go to the children’s museum, saving the zoo for another day. I was looking forward to lots of days just like this. I’d pick him up from school and we’d go do something fun.

      “How come you’re not at work?” Jace asked as we walked past an electricity display.

      “Because I’m taking some time off to be with you,” I told him.

      “You are?”

      I nodded, running my hand over his hair. “I am. How was your day?”

      “It was all right,” he said with a sigh.

      “I’m going to talk to your teacher and ask if I can volunteer in your class,” I told him.

      “Okay.”

      “How about we get some hot dogs?” Joss asked. “I’m starving.”

      I followed them to the little food court area. “Mom never lets me have French fries,” Jace said.

      “That is not true,” I said with a laugh. “We just had McDonald’s last week.”

      “But not on a school day,” he argued.

      He had a point. “But today is a special day,” I told him.

      “Is it my birthday?” he asked with confusion.

      “Nope. It’s just a special day. I get to hang out with you and that is very special to me.”

      He took a bite of his fry before looking at me again. “Are you going to be home tomorrow after school?”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      He nodded as he took another bite. He looked happy. Like really happy. The kind of happy I had not seen in him in a long time. It made it all better. I would eat grilled cheese and ramen noodles if that was what it took to keep my little man happy.

      We finished our lunch and headed for the sand tables that Jace loved. “This is fun, huh?” I said to Jace.

      “Yep. Can we go play in the music room?”

      I looked at Joss, who nodded. It was probably the least favorite exhibit in the place for any parent. “Let’s do it,” I said and clapped my hands. “We are going to make Bach proud!”

      “Who?” Caitlyn asked.

      Joss and I laughed and followed the kids toward the room that was somewhat soundproof. I figured it was only thirty minutes. There was Advil in my purse. If he wanted to beat the hell out of the drums, I was good with it. We played until I was certain my ears were broken. When we left the museum, I felt like I had just made up for months of neglect. He was in a great mood.

      “It was good,” Joss said with a smile from the front passenger seat.

      “So good. Thank you for hanging with us. He needed the extra attention.”

      “You are doing a good thing,” she said. “Really, you are making sacrifices that I know terrify you, but it’s going to work out. I have no doubt in my mind you will land on your feet.”

      I nodded. “Thank you. “This is a good thing. I have to keep telling myself that. Whenever doubt creeps up, I shut it down. I remind myself that being poor isn’t criminal. We can be happy without going to McDonald’s every weekend or buying every game he likes.”

      “You’re assuming you’re not going to get a job,” she said with a laugh. “It’s been a day. Just take a breath. You know you’re going to be fine.”

      I nodded. “I know. Most of the time I’m fine, but there are moments I panic a little.”

      “I still panic sometimes.” She laughed.

      She drove down my street and the first thing I noticed was the car that was out of place on my street. I frowned, staring at the Porsche parked in front of my house.

      “Wow, your neighbor is moving up in the world,” Joss teased.

      “That’s not my neighbor’s car,” I murmured.

      She pulled into my driveway. Nash was sitting on my porch in my rocking chair. “Woah, that’s him?” she said.

      I nodded. “Um, do you think you can take Jace to your house for a bit?” I asked. “I’ll pick him up as soon as I’m done here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “I can stay,” she offered. “We’ll play in the backyard and give you guys some privacy if you want.”

      “It’s okay. I need to get this over with. I know him and he tends to get vocal. I don’t want Jace around if it does get ugly.”

      “I understand. If you need me, you call. I’ll come right back.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Jace, you’re going to Caitlyn’s house for a bit. I’ll pick you up soon.”

      “Okay, Mom,” he said without a care in the world.

      I closed my eyes and counted to five. “Here goes nothing,” I muttered.

      “Stay strong,” she said.
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      I watched as she got out of the car and then blew a kiss to a little boy in the backseat. She did have a kid. I didn’t know why that was such a shock. I just never saw her as a mommy. It was crazy to think she had a child. I tried to imagine her pregnant. My imagination just wouldn’t go there. I tried to think of her holding a baby.

      She walked toward the porch. She was wearing jeans and a blue sweater. It was very casual, but she looked sexier than I had ever seen her before. It was hot. I almost forgot the reason I came to her house. When I discovered she wasn’t home, I couldn’t bring myself to leave. I ended up taking a seat and mulling over life in general.

      She stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up at me. “Do you always show up at the houses of the employees that quit one of your businesses?”

      I smirked. “If I did that, I’d never get any work done.”

      “Very true. I imagine employees quitting is just another Tuesday for you.”

      I shrugged. “It is.”

      “Why are you here, Nash?”

      “I want to talk.”

      “You couldn’t call?” she asked.

      “I’d prefer to talk in person.”

      She took a deep breath and then blew it out. “Fine. I need to get some water and take Advil.”

      I got to my feet when she walked onto the porch. She unlocked the door and walked in without explicitly inviting me in. I followed her inside without an invitation. I looked around her small house and it was pretty evident she definitely had a kid. Her house was tidy and comfortable. It looked like the typical American home.

      “Do I have to offer you a drink?” she asked from her kitchen. “Is this going to be a long lecture?”

      “I’m not here to lecture you,” I said.

      I sat down at the kitchen table and felt something sticky. I got up and moved to a different seat. I rubbed at the sticky part on my hand.

      “Oh shit,” she muttered. “We had pancakes this morning.”

      She ripped off a paper towel, got it wet and then handed it to me. “Thanks,” I said and wiped away the sticky stuff.

      She cleaned off the table and then came back to sit down. “All right, you’re here. Why?”

      “I wanted to talk about the letter you left,” I said.

      “It was a resignation letter,” she said.

      “Yes and that’s what I want to discuss.”

      “There’s nothing to discuss. I quit. I’m sorry I couldn’t give you a full two-week notice, but it became critical that I leave. I explained that to you.”

      “I need you back at the company,” I stated.

      “No.”

      “You’re not being reasonable,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re not being reasonable. I quit. You can’t just tell me I have to go back.”

      “It’s a job you love.”

      “Used to love,” she corrected. “I don’t want to work there anymore.”

      “Are you angling for a pay raise?”

      She slowly shook her head. “Nope. I don’t work there.”

      “Why would you walk away from the firm I know you loved? From your people, as you called them.”

      She leaned forward. “I didn’t walk away from them. I walked away from you.”

      That was kind of harsh. “It’s a job,” I shot back.

      “It was a little more than a job to me. It is more than a job to the people that work there.”

      “Then we’ll pretend this didn’t happen,” I said. “You can come back tomorrow.”

      She looked at me with frustration. “Are you out of your mind? No. I quit. I will not work for you. Your management style is atrocious. You managed to turn a successful company on its head in a matter of weeks. That is one very special talent. Not a talent I admire, but a talent nonetheless.”

      “I might have made some decisions that you didn’t appreciate, but that does not mean they were bad decisions.”

      “In your opinion,” she shot back.

      “You can run the business,” I offered. “I will leave the daily decisions to you. My hands are full, and I don’t have the time to handle the stuff at the tax firm.”

      “You should hire someone to run it for you,” she said with a smile.

      “I have someone that runs it. You.”

      “No. You don’t have me. I don’t work for you. I gave you plenty of opportunities to pull back, but you didn’t listen. You know it’s only a matter of time before the others leave.”

      I shot her a hard look. “Are you trying to convince them to quit?”

      “I haven’t spoken to any of them.”

      “You know you want the job,” I said with a hint of disgust.

      “No, I wanted the job. I liked the job. Then you bought the company.”

      “I am making improvements,” I said. “You might not be able to appreciate the changes, but they are for the best. They will make the company run smoother. Profits will increase. The firm will grow.”

      “Congrats,” she said in a snide tone. “Sounds like you don’t need me.”

      “No one has to know you tried to quit,” I told her. “I haven’t discussed it with anyone at the office. You’ll come back and nobody will know.”

      “No, I won’t go back.”

      She was being extra stubborn. “Are you asking me for a raise?”

      “No. I’m not asking for you anything. I don’t want anything from you.”

      I couldn’t believe she was being so damn ridiculous. I was sitting in her house and it was pretty clear she wasn’t wealthy. Then it hit me. “You’ve got another job!” I accused. “That’s why you quit! Who? Who poached you?”

      “No one poached me,” she said with disgust. “You’re paranoid.”

      “I’m not paranoid. Did you go to another firm?”

      “That’s none of your business,” she shot back.

      “What are they paying you?” I asked. “I’ll match it.”

      She shook her head. “No thanks.”

      “So, you are working somewhere else?”

      “No, I’m not. I don’t have a job. I will not work for you. I do not and will not work in an office you own. And seriously, I feel like I’m reading a Dr. Seuss book. Are you really so used to people doing whatever you ask?”

      “I am used to that, yes, but that’s not what I think this is,” I said. “No one else can do that job like you did. You know you are the right fit.”

      She smiled and I realized I said something wrong. “I am the perfect fit. I was great at the job and the firm prospered under me and George. You are turning it upside down. I have to say it’s impressive at how fast you managed to destroy something good. I can just imagine what you’ve done to the other business you purchased. I can’t believe you are the same guy who told me he flipped a laundromat after doing the work with his own two hands. I bet that was bullshit.”

      “It was not bullshit,” I said, bristling at the accusation.

      “Too bad you weren’t as good as you used to be.”

      “I’m better.” I was struggling not to lose my temper. She was out of line. “Just because I’m not fixing rusty washing machines and scrubbing walls, it doesn’t mean I’m not as good as I used to be. I’m better. I’m smarter and I know what works. The changes I made are going to make the business better.”

      “Great!” she said and slapped a hand on the table. “You make your changes, and you live with the consequences. I won’t.”

      “Just come back,” I said, unable to hide my frustration. “You can have your job and your people. I’ll check in once in a while. I need someone in there that knows the business. I need someone to keep the staff under control. That business can’t run without you.”

      She gave a tight smile. “No. You made the mess. You wallow in it.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “You made these problems. These are your failures. You don’t know the first thing about what it takes to keep good staff. You want to treat people like crap and demand they jump at your beck and call? Then you deal with the fallout. It’s about time you had to learn to deal with your mistakes. When my son makes a mistake or does something that is wrong, he has to deal with the consequences. That’s your problem. You’ve never had to deal with the consequences. You get to go on your merry way like nothing happened and everyone else picks up the slack. You get to be a jerk, and no one can say anything to you because you are Nash Aarons, billionaire extraordinaire. No, you made your bed. You lie in it.”

      I was stunned for about half a second before I got pissed. “You know, I thought because we knew each other a little better than boss and employee, I would extend a courtesy to you. I don’t beg anyone. There are a hundred other people out there that will be willing to fill your shoes. You underestimate my drive to succeed. I will make that firm into something great. You and George were okay, but I’m great. I make money. I know what it takes to be successful.”

      “Good luck,” she said as she rose. “I need to go pick up my son. Thanks so much for coming by. Please never come back.”

      I got to my feet and stared at her. “You are not the person you used to be,” I said with surprise. “You used to be kind and gentle.”

      “Life has a funny way of teaching people to be just a little tougher. I’ll show you out.”

      I had underestimated her. I didn’t do that often. I walked to the door and paused on the porch. “Good luck to you too, then.”

      “I won’t need it,” she said and closed the door.

      I walked to my car and understood the finality of the situation. That was a woman who had been pushed too far. She wasn’t interested in taking any crap from me. It wasn’t something I was used to.

      She was right. Most people did end up doing what I asked of them. Mostly because it benefited them in one way or another. It wasn’t like I was asking her to come back and work for free. I even offered her a pay bump.

      “Fuck it,” I growled. I was not going to beg anyone to do their damn job.

      I drove back to headquarters. I needed to get my HR team on hiring for the tax firm. If she wanted to play hardball, fine. I didn’t get to where I was by being a pushover. I walked into the lobby and almost ran right into Davin.

      “Woah, you look like you’ve been sucking on lemons,” he said with a laugh.

      “Yes, you caught me, I sucked on lemons.”

      He grimaced. “You really are a sourpuss today. What happened now?”

      “I went to talk to Saige. I offered her the job back.”

      “And?”

      “And she said no.”

      He gave me a funny look. “Why do I get the feeling there was more to it than that?”

      I shrugged. “It is what it is. She is convinced I’ve ruined the business and she doesn’t want to be a part of it. I’m not going to force it. She can do whatever the hell she wants to do. I didn’t fail. I won’t fail. Now, I have to go up to HR and get started on the process of finding her replacement. I won’t beg anyone to work for me. I won’t pretend that anyone is that important.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Damn, dude. You are going to have a tough life if you keep up that attitude.”

      “Tough makes you stronger,” I said and walked away.

    

  







            Chapter 31

          

          

      

    

    






Saige

        

      

    

    
      I had cleaned everything. I had caught up on the laundry. Jace’s bedroom was cleaned. Not just clean, I actually went through his closet and pulled out the clothes he couldn’t wear. Then my own closet. Jace and I had hung out and watched a movie every night. I did his homework with him, and life was all that I thought it would be with me not working.

      Until today.

      I was a little bored and the reality of my situation was sinking in. I was unemployed. I couldn’t go on like this indefinitely. In fact, I couldn’t go on like this for more than a month or two. I needed to start thinking about the next step.

      I grabbed my laptop and my second cup of coffee and sat down at the table. The silence took a bit to get used to. I kept the TV on just to drown out the silence. I was used to being on the go and having employees constantly asking me questions or for advice. Being home all day by myself was messing with my brain.

      “Let’s see what we have today,” I said and pulled up the job search site I had looked at yesterday.

      I was struggling to find something that appealed to me. There were plenty of job openings for CPAs, but I didn’t think I could go back. I enjoyed being at the top of the food chain. I liked the pay as well. I couldn’t imagine going back to being a paper pusher and making a lot less money. I didn’t think that was really an option.

      I flipped through some of the job postings and just couldn’t get excited. My pride would seriously be wounded if I had to go back to fetching coffee and filling out basic ten-forties. I liked the challenge my old position provided. I was being too proud. My climb to the top was hard. It came with a lot of sacrifices. Could I really start over? Could I afford to?

      “Shit,” I muttered and closed the laptop. I needed advice. I was beginning to wonder if I had been too hasty.

      I grabbed my purse and headed out the door. I was hoping a drive would help clear my head. I couldn’t be in the house alone another minute. I picked up yet another coffee and found myself going to Joss’s house. I wasn’t sure if she would be busy with a client, but I stopped by anyway.

      “Hey,” she said with obvious surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      “Are you with a client?” I asked.

      “Nope, just finished. I don’t have another appointment until later. What brings you by?”

      I sighed. “I’m stressing out.”

      She smiled and walked into her home office. I followed her in and sat down in one of the comfortable chairs her clients sat in. She sat down in the chair across from mine. It wasn’t like I was in a therapist’s office. I was hanging out with my best friend.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Nothing happened. I think reality is sinking in.”

      She smiled and nodded. “How so?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve done all those things I wanted to get done. I feel like I’ve reconnected with Jace and things seem much better.”

      “That’s a good thing,” she stated.

      “It’s great. I feel like I’ve caught up on life.”

      “And now?” she asked.

      “And now panic is setting in,” I confessed.

      “The money thing?” she asked gently.

      “Yes. What was I thinking? I can’t just not work. I’m looking for a job and I’ve realized I just put myself at the bottom again. I’m going to have to climb my way up. I’m going to have to deal with younger people that are hungry to get to the top. I had my chance and now I’ve blown it.”

      “Not necessarily,” she said. “You can start over and move up faster. You’ve got experience.”

      I groaned. “I’m going to be taking a serious job cut. I’m not going to have the same flexibility. I think I might have made a mistake.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Why do you think it was a mistake?”

      “Because I have no income coming in, but I still have bills. I think I was a little too quick on the draw.”

      She took a deep breath and crossed her legs, both of her hands resting on her knee. “I think you did what you needed to do in that moment. You were struggling to fit all the pieces of your life together. You made a decision that allowed you to take a giant step back and really evaluate the situation. Now that you’ve had time to settle the stuff with Jace, you see the other problem. You’re a good mom and you were focusing on your son. I think that’s admirable.”

      “But?” I said. I sensed a big but coming.

      “It isn’t a but,” she said with a laugh. “I think it’s a moment of clarity. You’ve been in survival mode these past couple of weeks and now you can see clearly. You have a good savings to fall back on, but it isn’t sustainable.”

      I slowly shook my head. “No, it isn’t.”

      “What is your plan?”

      “I have no idea,” I said. “I have been thinking a lot about what you said about opening my own business. I want to do that, but I’m not sure I’m quite ready for that.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m ready, but right now might not be the best time. My savings is going to have to be used for my living expenses. I wouldn’t have what it takes to start the business.”

      “You could do a loan,” she offered.

      “I could.”

      “But you’re hesitant,” she said.

      I nodded. “I am. I’m a big chicken shit. What if I do all this and get the business off the ground while incurring more debt? Then it all falls apart? I would have no savings, no business, and a lot of debt. I would lose my house.”

      She held up a hand. “That is a lot of what-ifs. I think you might be getting ahead of yourself.”

      I nodded. “You’re right, I am, but I have to. I can’t just jump into this without really thinking about it. I need to have a backup plan just in case.”

      “All right, that’s fair. What do you think you need to do right now?”

      “Right now?” I said with a laugh. “I’m talking to you. You always have the best advice.”

      “Do you regret leaving your job?” she asked.

      I thought about it for a second. “I don’t regret leaving my job exactly, but I do wish I would have done it a little differently.”

      “How so?”

      I shrugged. “I hate that I just up and left. I hate that I didn’t say goodbye to my people. I feel awful about leaving them in the lurch. That wasn’t cool.”

      “You want to go back to the job?” she pressed.

      She was going to make me say it. “It isn’t that I want to go back to the job that I left. I want to go back to the job I had before he came along.”

      “But that ship has sailed. He’s there to stay. Can you work with him? For him?”

      I gnawed on my lower lip. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can. His values are so different from mine. Just thinking about working with him again makes me nauseous.”

      “But he came to ask you to come back, right?”

      I nodded. “He did, but he was just as stubborn as he was before. He’s so damn arrogant. And cocky. He acts like he is a king and we should all bow to him. I’ve been working there for years. We’ve never had a real complaint. We’ve never been investigated. My team was good at their job. Sure, we probably spent more money than we should have on employee relations, but I thought it was a good investment. It kept people happy.”

      “I hear you saying there could be some compromise required,” she said.

      I gave her a look. “You’re shrinking me.”

      She laughed. “Sorry, hazard of the job. I was just trying to point out that you and he might have some things you can compromise on. Maybe you get him to put back one thing and you get the staff to agree to bring their own special creamers or whatever. Make the donuts or treats a special thing for Fridays or something. I think if you look hard enough, you can find compromise.”

      She had a point, but I had to decide if I wanted to make that compromise. Could I take more of the man’s shit? “I don’t know. I just can’t see myself answering to him. He did so much damage in just a matter of weeks. What will he do in a month or in three months?”

      “You could grin and bear it for let’s say three months while you are working on getting your own business established. That gets him through tax season, and you get to have a better plan. Yes, you might be out of work for a week or two and things might start slow, but you’ll get there.”

      “It sounds so simple when you say it.” I laughed. “I want to say yes but there is just one minor little problem.”

      “What would that be?”

      “I really pissed him off,” I said. “Like really bad. I’m not sure he would even want me back.”

      She laughed. “He knows nothing about taxes. I bet he’s about knee-deep in the shit right now and looking for a lifeboat.”

      “Lana told me he’s doing interviews to replace me,” I said. “If he replaces me, I can’t go back. I will not go back as a CPA and work for him. At least as the tax director, I had some authority. He would treat me worse than he treated me before. I can’t. I refuse to be his lemming.”

      “What about another firm?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve been looking. Nothing appeals to me.”

      “Because you want what you had,” she said calmly.

      “Yes. Can’t I buy a time machine and go back to those days when my life was so much easier?”

      “If only,” she said with a laugh. “Unfortunately, it’s all about moving forward. We have to get uncomfortable to grow. If we stayed in our comfort zone, we’d never find anything new. We’d never blossom.”

      “I don’t think I want to blossom,” I pouted. “I was happy with being stagnant.”

      She leaned forward. “No, you weren’t. You’ve been in this stir-crazy mode for a year at least. You see and feel Jace growing up and it’s triggering your own need to change.”

      I stared at her for several seconds. “I think you might be right. I want something different, but not this. This is too hard.”

      “So, find a way to make it suit you. Don’t give up on working for yourself. I think you’ll do great at it, but I do think you need to have some planning involved. I’m glad you were brave enough to make that leap once. Now go back and get a running start.”

      I let out a long breath. “I’ll have to think about it. Going back and asking for my job is worse than eating crow. I will not grovel. Period. Not to him.”

      “I don’t blame you. Think about it and then look to the future. Imagine yourself at the same job and then try to imagine yourself working from home doing what you love. You have to see it to believe it. You have to let yourself see it. Don’t hold back.”

      “You’re good.” I laughed. “Really good.”

      She winked. “They don’t pay me the big bucks to sit at home all day for nothing.”
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      They were doing it on purpose. They were trying to push me over the edge. There was no way this was real. They were fucking with me because they hated me. They knew I didn’t know shit about taxes and the forms. I stared at the hard copies and the files on the screen. I didn’t know what I was looking at. I was supposed to sign off on the files after I checked them over. I couldn’t sign something I didn’t know what the hell I was signing.

      “Sir, I—”

      I looked up and shot the woman a glare. “What?” I snapped. “What now?”

      “Your assistant called me,” the receptionist said. “She said you weren’t answering your phone.”

      “Because I’m busy,” I growled.

      “Should I tell her to call later?” she asked nervously.

      “Or you could take a message,” I said dryly. “You do realize that is what your job is, right?”

      “Yes sir, but I don’t take your messages.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?”

      “No, I do, but I thought you had an assistant who did that stuff.”

      “What do you need?” I asked irritably.

      She looked like she was walking into a lion’s den. “Your assistant told me to get you even if you told me to leave.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Whatever. Is she on the phone?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll take the call,” I snapped. “Tell everyone I’m on a call and I am not to be disturbed.”

      She bobbed her head. “Okay. I mean, yes. I’ll do that.”

      She left and closed the door behind her. I felt rabid. I was pissed and cranky and taking it out on everyone else. I snatched up the phone. “What?” I asked.

      “I need to know when you’re going to be in the office,” she said. I sensed the same irritation in her voice that I felt.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because I’ve got people who have been trying to get a meeting with you all week. I don’t know what your schedule is. You haven’t told me. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “I don’t know.”

      “I need to know when I can schedule these meetings,” she insisted.

      “I don’t know!” I growled. “I am trying to sort through this mess. I don’t know when I will have time to take a meeting!”

      “What do you want me to tell them?” she snapped. “You’re too busy.”

      “Yes, actually, that works. Tell them I’ve got my hands full. Tell them I’m incompetent.”

      There was a pause. “Is that real or are you being sarcastic?” she asked.

      I blew out another breath. “Tell them I’m out for the week,” I said. “Do your damn job.”

      I hung up the phone and ran my hands through my hair. This was not working. I was losing money every hour I sat in this damn office and stared at paperwork I didn’t understand. I was going to end up getting sued or getting the people who trusted us with their taxes sued.

      “What a fucking mess,” I muttered.

      I got up and rolled my shoulders. I could feel the tension in my neck and shoulders, and it was still early. I was going to age twenty years in just one week. I’d stepped in the shit this time. I could just imagine what my father would say if he could see me now. I fucked up. I fucked myself. I shouldn’t have bitten off more than I could chew. I got ahead of myself and I was going to pay a high price for it.

      I heard the door open. “Not now,” I barked without turning around to see who it was.

      I heard someone clear their throat. “Should I come back later?” Saige asked.

      I whipped my head around to find her standing partway in the door. I wasn’t going to let her know I was flustered. I straightened my tie and ran a hand over my head to make sure my hair wasn’t sticking up. I was not going to give her the satisfaction of knowing she’d left me in the lurch.

      “Did you need something?” I asked as coolly as possible.

      “I was hoping I could have five minutes of your time,” she said.

      I took a seat and gestured for her to take a seat as well. “What’s on your mind?”

      “How are you doing?” she asked.

      “Why? What did they say?”

      “Who?” she asked with confusion.

      “Them. All of them. What did they tell you?”

      “I don’t know who you are talking about, but no one has said anything. I’m asking how you are doing?”

      I studied her, trying to determine if she was being sincere or if she was there to rub it in my face. “I’m doing fine,” I said. “Why?”

      “I was just asking. I was wondering how things were going here. You seemed concerned last week.”

      “I’m fine,” I said again.

      “I’m not an idiot,” she said. “I see the paperwork. I can see the look on your face. Things aren’t going well, are they?”

      “It is no concern of yours,” I spat back. I was not going to let her see me sweat. No way would I let her think she was somehow winning this little game she was playing. Show no weakness. That was my motto.

      “I’m not here to lecture you or rub it in your face,” she said.

      “There is nothing to rub in my face,” I told her, doing my best to sound nonchalant.

      “You’re lying,” she said. “I can see it in your face. I’m looking at that form right there, and I know it should have already been filed. Swallow your pride and admit you need help.”

      “We’re going to be fine,” I insisted. “It was somewhat rocky, but we’re getting through it.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. You need help.”

      “And I’m actively seeking to hire someone to do that. For now, it’s me, and contrary to what you might think, I’m doing just fine.”

      She raised an eyebrow and clearly did not believe me. “Yeah, it looks like it,” she scoffed.

      “Do you want to tell me why you are here?” I asked with every ounce of my impatience showing. “Is it to try and get the rest of my staff to quit?”

      “No, I’m here to make you a deal.”

      “What makes you think I would want to deal with you? I already tried to offer you your job back. You didn’t want it. In fact, if I remember correctly, you had quite a bit to say about working here and for me.”

      “I’m here to suggest a way we can make this work.”

      “Make what work?”

      She pointed at the paperwork. “I can get this train back on the tracks. We need each other to make this work.”

      “I don’t need anyone.”

      “You say that, but we both know you are wrong,” she said without missing a beat. “You need me to help you run this place and get you over the finish line. Without me, you are going to destroy the reputation of this firm. No one will leave their business with us if you screw this up.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “If I screw this up? I didn’t quit without notice because I didn’t like someone. I didn’t walk out and leave the clients and the staff in the lurch because someone took away my donuts.”

      “You know it was so much more than that,” she said with a glare. “I’m not trying to rehash all of that. I’m here to offer you my help. If we work together, we can save this firm. If you don’t want my help, fine, but you will fail.”

      “I don’t fail,” I said without missing a beat. “Won’t happen.”

      “It will happen.”

      I mulled it over for a moment. I did need help. I could feel myself drowning. I was the captain of a sinking ship. It was an uncomfortable feeling I did not relish. I had a choice to make. My pride was telling me to go down with the ship. The more sensible side of me was saying take the help and deal with the aftermath later.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why are you willing to come back now after I went to your house and personally asked you? Is this a game to you? Are you messing with me?”

      “It isn’t a game, and I am not messing with you. I’m willing to come back and work for a couple of months to get you through this season and set you up for success. I’ll train my replacement.”

      I studied her. I sensed there was a but. There was more to her little offer. I had been in business a long time and I knew when I was being worked. “Why? What’s in it for you?”

      “I’m going to start my own firm,” she said. “I’d like to learn from you about the business side of things. I know what I’m doing when it comes to managing people and actually doing the work, but I’m not all that familiar with whatever it is you do in here.”

      “You want me to train my competition?” I asked.

      She smiled. “I guess you can think of it like that. I’d be going out on my own. I’m not sure I would really be your competition. I can’t compete with this place.”

      I didn’t know if I believed her. “Are you trying to poach my clients?”

      “No, and they aren’t your clients,” she said. “If you don’t bring me back, you don’t have to worry about me poaching your clients. It will be one of the other firms.”

      “Have you heard something?” I asked.

      “No, but I will,” she replied. “This isn’t exactly surprising. I’m gone. You’ve lost several key employees. This accounting community is small. Everyone knows you are sinking. I’m offering you a lifeline.”

      Just the mere thought of someone helping me made my skin crawl. I was more than capable of taking care of myself. “You’re assuming I need one.”

      “You do,” she stated. “It helps you and me.”

      I didn’t like it. I was certain there was something else going on. “And when you quit again, then what?”

      “I go on my way and you run this business any way you see fit.”

      “I’m not going to help you get better than me,” I said and immediately regretted it. I sounded like a petulant child. “You are asking me to help you become the best. I would lose clients and money.”

      “You don’t have to if you hire the right people and figure out how to keep them,” she said. “There are plenty of clients that need our services. I’m going to be a small one-woman firm. I can’t really take on a lot of clients and I wouldn’t be able to steal any of the larger companies that use your firm. I’m not really your competition. However, if you don’t get this mess sorted out soon, all those other firms out there are going to swoop in like vultures. Your big clients are going to be picked off faster than you can blink. You are going to end up being in competition with me because you’re only going to be able to court the little guys.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “I know so. They’re already circling. Word is getting out that I left. People came here because they knew me, and they trusted me. You keep up at this pace and they’re going to bail. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “I don’t like being threatened,” I told her.

      “No one is threatening you. I’m telling you what will happen if you don’t bring me back. I’m offering you a lifeline. Take it. Trust me, you need it.”

      “I won’t give you my secrets,” I told her.

      “I don’t need your secrets. I just want to learn the backend of the business. I’m sure I already know, but I’d like to get a peek at the way things are done in here. George gave me some responsibilities, but I’d like to learn it all. Once I’m confident I have it figured out, I’ll be on my merry way and you can treat your staff any way you’d like. When I’m here, I want it my way.”

      “Your way?”

      “The way that works,” she said with a smirk.

      I glanced down at the paperwork. I had meetings to take and I needed to take care of my business in general. I couldn’t afford to sit at this desk and lose money. “Fine,” I said.

      She smiled. “Really?”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      “I’ll be here tomorrow morning,” she said and got to her feet.

      She walked out of my office and I felt like I’d just made a deal with the devil. It was her or this mess covering my desk.

      I was hoping I had picked the lesser of two evils.
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      I dressed in my favorite business suit for my first day back. It was a little strange to think I was going back to the place I said I would never step foot in again. Jace was bummed that I was going to work but after a lot of promising, I managed to convince him it would all be okay. I would still be home for dinners, and it was only temporary.

      I hoped.

      I did not see this as something I could sustain for a long time. Nash was a lot to take. I only had so much patience. This was the right thing to do for now.

      I would deal with him just long enough to get my own company off the ground. I was certain he would not want to work in our office five days a week. He’d go back to making his millions and I could get the tax firm back on track. We could all enjoy ourselves at work again.

      I would train my replacement, which would make me feel much better about leaving my staff in their hands. Then it would be over. I was going to quit, and if fate was kind, I would never have to see Nash again.

      I heard the doorbell ring. It was time to go. I got butterflies in my stomach at the thought of going into work. “I got it,” Jace hollered.

      I put on my earrings and grabbed my briefcase. Joss and Caitlyn were there to take Jace to school. It was a little sad that I wasn’t going to get the privilege to take them to school for a while. “Thanks for doing this,” I said to Joss. “I’m sorry I have to go back to this.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I love this part of my morning. I’m happy to go back to the routine.”

      “Hopefully only temporary. Next school year, I hope to be able to do at least some of the morning drop-offs.”

      “I hope that plan works out,” she said. “All right, guys, let’s go. We’re going to be late.”

      “I love you, buddy,” I said to Jace and gave him a hug. Hugs were back in fashion for the week. I planned on taking full advantage of it. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Bye, Mom,” he said as he headed out the door.

      “Good luck today,” Joss said. “Don’t take any shit from him.”

      I smiled. “I won’t.”

      I stopped by my favorite bakery and picked up two dozen donuts before heading into the office. I arrived about twenty minutes early. I was hoping to take a few minutes to settle in and see just how bad the mess was going to be. I carried the donuts and the bag of coffee pods I bought last night at the grocery into the breakroom.

      The Keurig was stashed under the counter. I pulled it out, cleaned it up, and plugged it in. I arranged the pods and the donuts on the counter and took a step back to admire my work.

      “What are you doing?” Nash asked.

      I turned to see him scowling. “I’m giving the staff an incentive to work longer than exactly eight hours.”

      “And you think that’s going to work?” He smirked.

      “Yes. It’s about the little things. I’m here to get this train back on the rails. Please, let me do that. Give me the reins for just a little bit and I will get us over the finish line. You just sit in your office or go back to your headquarters and work there. I can do this. Do not get in the way.”

      “Don’t forget who is really in charge here,” he growled before walking out of the breakroom.

      I rolled my eyes. “How could I possibly forget?”

      I knew it was hard for him to sit back and let me run the show. He was a proud man, and if he was still the same guy he’d been all those years ago, he needed to prove something to himself. He hated the idea of not being as good as he thought he was. I was not going to get in the way of him being great. I was here for me, my son, and the people I did care about.

      I left the breakroom and weaved through the partition walls. “Saige?” I heard someone say.

      I smiled when I saw Lana walking toward me with a small bag in her hand. “Hi,” I greeted. I was relieved to see she still worked in the office.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m back.” I grinned.

      “You’re back?”

      “Temporarily, but yes, I’m back. How are things going?”

      She rolled her eyes and held up her bag. “I brought my usual bottled water, coffee, and my lunch. We haven’t been able to leave for lunch. I’m lucky if I get to scarf down a sandwich.”

      I grimaced and shook my head. “I’m sorry. I brought in coffee pods and donuts.”

      “Our lord will not like that,” she warned.

      “He’s already seen them, and he didn’t say anything.”

      A few more people trickled in. They were all surprised—and I wanted to believe happy—to see me. Some of them looked a little irritated to see me. I owed them all an apology for the way I left.

      I turned to Lana. “Can you put out the word that I’d like to have a quick meeting in the conference room this morning?”

      “Is he going to be there?” she asked with a slight sneer.

      “I don’t think so, but he is the owner, and if he chooses to be there, we need to accept that.”

      She didn’t look happy but nodded. “Fine. If you say so.”

      “I’m going to see what my office looks like,” I said with a laugh. “Has anyone been in there?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. We’ve all been piling our files on his desk, which he just loves.”

      “I noticed that yesterday,” I said. “He looked a little overwhelmed.”

      “Good. He’s overwhelmed us. We are so far behind. I don’t see how we are ever going to make the deadline. I see us filing a lot of extensions this week and next.”

      “Let me get caught up and we’ll come up with a plan,” I told her.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” she said with a sigh. “Seriously, this place is a shitshow right now. I think Lennie quit.”

      “Lennie?” I asked with surprise. “Really? Didn’t he just have a new baby at home?”

      “Yep, but he was actively looking for another job. Any job. He didn’t care. He just couldn’t stand to work for that man anymore. He said he was going to quit before he could get fired.”

      “Is he coming in today?” I questioned.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. He said when he got a job, he was out of here. I don’t see him or anyone here giving the dictator the courtesy of a notice. If he’s willing to fire people with little provocation, no one is willing to be the bigger man.”

      “Does that include you?” I asked.

      “Yes, to be honest. I have a lot of applications out there. I’m not limiting myself to CPA work. I’ll take just about anything.”

      I hadn’t suspected it was this bad. “I’ll talk to everyone in thirty minutes.”

      I walked into my office and flipped on the light. It looked exactly as it had when I walked out the door last week. I sat down at my desk and turned on my computer. I could check everyone’s work from my PC. I started popping in on various accounts and cringed when I realized we were really in bad shape.

      I jotted down a few things, got myself organized, and then headed for the conference room. It was going to require nothing short of a miracle to get these people on board. Nash’s office door was closed. I was hoping he wouldn’t attend my impromptu meeting. I wanted to connect with what I very much considered to be my people.

      “Hello, everyone,” I said as I walked in.

      I noticed Lennie wasn’t there. He’d quit before I got the chance to retain him. “Another one bites the dust,” I murmured.

      I stood at the front of the room and felt the tension and general apathy for being at work. It was sad to see how far the morale had fallen. “I want to start off by apologizing for what I did. I shouldn’t have up and left without giving anyone a second thought. I was dealing with my own issues.”

      “Him you mean,” someone said. “He is an issue for everyone.”

      “Guys, I’m not here to disparage the new owner,” I said. “Nash is the owner, and he is learning the ropes. We need to do our best to support him as the owner. We have all worked here a long time and each of us is invested in the clients we work for. Things have been tough these last few weeks, but we are tougher. We can do this together. We’ll get through this season and then we can take some time to reflect and maybe make some changes.”

      They didn’t look convinced. “The only change we need is for George to come back.”

      “Guys, George deserves to retire and be happy. And honestly, George wasn’t doing a lot of the hands-on stuff. That’s always been us.”

      “But we had a good leader,” Lana said. “Someone we could trust to be good to us.”

      I nodded. “I understand, and trust me, I get it. We have to make some changes. That’s evident and I am going to work hard to restore the high morale. We have all worked together for a long time. Don’t let one person destroy that. Think of the clients you’ve been working with for years. They trust you. They don’t care who signs the paychecks. I know many of you have developed great relationships. Let’s not mess that up. The clients don’t deserve to be put in a bad spot.”

      “We’re so far behind,” Lana complained.

      I nodded. “I get it. I can pick up a lot of the slack. Guys, I know no one wants to do it, but we’ve got some long days ahead of us. We’ll do what we do every year. We’ll pull some late nights and have a little fun. We’ll catch up. We always do. We can’t let this be the thing that destroys our excellent track record. I brought in donuts and the good coffee. We’ll load up and bust this out. If you guys want to work in here for a change of scenery, do it. I know this is going to be tedious, but we can do it. We’ve done it before.”

      I felt the shift in the room and knew they were buying into my speech. I hated that I was going to have to work late. I hoped Jace would let me make it up to him. “I’ll order dinner,” I threw out. “Who wants Mexican?”

      That pushed them over the line and onto my side once again. “Let’s get this done!” I said in my best cheerleader voice.

      Everyone got up and started to filter out of the office. I felt better. My little speech actually pepped me up as well. I stepped out of the conference room and ran smack into Nash, who’d been lurking outside the door.

      “What was that about?” he asked with his arms folded over his chest.

      “We’re buying dinner for the team,” I said. “I’ll need the company credit card.”

      “We?” he questioned.

      “Yes, we. You’re paying. I’m ordering.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ve essentially killed their drive. They’re all dead inside. They’re here because they need a paycheck, which means they’ll only do enough to not get fired. We need them to be here because they care. It’s going to be a late night and rewarding them for hard work is going to help us get caught up. Demanding they do it is only going to cost you more money in the long run. Trust me.”

      He shook his head. “Whatever. I’ll handle dinner.”

      “Mexican,” I said. “Tacos and good guacamole.”

      He nodded and walked back to his own office. I was pushing him, but it needed to be done. We were really in the weeds and it was going to take a small miracle to get out.
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      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. She was a miracle worker. It was all coming together. Hell, better than that. It was more than just caught up.

      She kicked ass. They all did.

      It was crazy to think last week at this time, I’d been thinking about flipping the tax firm and selling it for less than I paid. I just wanted out of the firm. I was going to chalk it up to a mistake and learn from it.

      Then she walked through the door and it was like I was in a different office altogether. It was crazy. She waved a magic wand and here we were. I didn’t know exactly what she did, but I didn’t care. It was working.

      I had very little contact with the staff. I barely even spoke to her. I had a feeling that was why things were working so well. The only reason I was coming in was to make sure they didn’t revert to the bad habits I was confident I had broken.

      I flipped through the reports stacked in a neat pile on my desk. She was good. Damn good. I knew she was going to kick some serious ass when she started her own firm. She didn’t think she was going to be my competition, but I knew she would be. There were bound to be some clients that wanted to follow her.

      That was a problem for another day. There was still a chance I could convince her to stay on. I hated the idea of begging, but the alternative was the steaming pile of shit I’d been dealing with before she’d come back. I was going to seriously have to think about giving her a big fat raise and convincing her to stay.

      I worked through the day, bouncing back and forth between paperwork for the firm and my own company. It was good to be able to focus on my company. I heard the general rumble of a lot of people talking at once. I looked at the time, ready to put my foot down when I realized it was after five. I got up and opened the door. Everyone was milling about, walking out of the office as they chatted with one another. They were in much better spirits.

      I noticed the light in Saige’s office was still on. She’d been working late hours. I knew she was balancing the work with her home life situation. She fed dinner to the staff last week and it had been a game-changer. That inspired me. It gave me an idea. I made a quick call and waited.

      When the delivery driver showed up, I collected the food and went to her office. I knocked on the door and waited a beat before opening it. She looked up. “Did you need something?”

      I held up the Styrofoam containers. “I ordered dinner.”

      “For?” she asked.

      “Us.”

      I walked in and put the containers on her desk before pushing one across to her. She looked nervous. “Why?”

      “Why? Because it’s dinner time and you’re still here. It’s not poison.”

      She gave me a small smile. “Thanks.”

      I opened the bag and handed her the package of plastic utensils and condiments. “I was going over the reports,” I started.

      She sighed. “I knew there was a reason you came in here.”

      “Will you not be so negative?” I said. “I come in peace.”

      “What about the reports?” she asked without giving an inch.

      “They’re good,” I said. “You’ve pulled a genie out of a bottle. I really thought we were screwed there for a minute.”

      “Screwed?” she said with a laugh.

      “Yes. Screwed. Fucked. I was looking at the end of the road and had no idea how to stop it from happening. You worked a miracle.”

      “Thank you,” she said and actually blushed a little. It was a familiar look. It took me back to the first time we were together. She had an innocent quality about her that appealed to me.

      “You’re welcome. How’d you do it?”

      She shrugged as she took a bite of the lasagna. “I talked to them. And cheered them on. I rolled up my sleeves, I guess you could say. I got in there with them. I didn’t criticize or lecture anyone.”

      “Are you saying that’s what I did?”

      “Yes. I tried to tell you before your people skills left a little something to be desired. They are good people. You just need to encourage them instead of tearing them down.”

      I nodded. “I think that is one management style.”

      “It is a good management style.”

      “But is it always effective?” I countered. “If you’re a friend, you’ll get walked all over. If you are always clapping and cheering them on, when are you correcting them? No one is perfect. If you let them run roughshod over you, it’s going to lead to disaster. It might be great right now, but it’s bound to lead to disaster.”

      “You can provide constructive criticism without tearing into them,” she said. “There are bound to be some bad apples, but I firmly believe that good hiring practices can help weed those out.”

      “Are you saying the people that are here are bad apples?”

      “Not at all. I know change brings some discomfort. I expected there to be some waves, but you came in here and caused a tsunami. Can’t you admit you were a little heavy-handed?”

      “I am very heavy-handed,” I said. “It’s effective. I don’t buy companies with the hopes of buying friends. I don’t need friends. I need good employees who will live up to my standards.”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I think you can be friendly and respectful without being friends.”

      “True.”

      “Have you ever heard the phrase you can catch more flies with honey than vinegar?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      “That’s my style,” she said. “You said you wanted to know how I pulled off the miracle. That’s how. I have always found people are willing to work harder for people they like and respect than those they don’t like and don’t respect.”

      “You don’t think they respect me?” I asked with a laugh. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “Gee, I just don’t know,” she teased.

      “Whatever it is you use, honey or syrup or flypaper, I don’t care. You do what you need to do. I’m glad you came back.” I said that with complete seriousness.

      “Thank you,” she said with a soft smile.

      “The people here respect you,” I said. “I can feel the change in the atmosphere.”

      “That’s what a good leader should do,” she said. “You set the tone. You decide the mood. When someone isn’t feeling it, you step it up and pull them along. We all have bad days. You can’t be the bad day.”

      “I feel like I should be offended,” I said with a small laugh.

      “I’m not trying to be insulting. I am just being honest and maybe a little blunt. That seems to be what gets through to you.”

      I nodded. “I tend to prefer people to be straight. I don’t like bullshit.”

      “I remember that about you,” she said with a smile.

      “You do?”

      “I remember a lot of details about working with you. That’s the only thing that keeps me here.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “The past?”

      “Not that,” she said. “I remember your passion.” Her cheeks turned bright red. “I mean, your desire.” I had to bite my tongue. If I didn’t know any better, I would think she was flustered. “I meant, you wanted to be the best in the field. You craved success and you’ve worked hard to get it.”

      “And?”

      “And what?” she asked.

      “That’s why you’re here? You want to be a part of my success.”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I’ll find my own success. We all have our own idea what successful is. I have no desire to be wealthy or own twenty companies. I just want my little piece of the pie.”

      I nodded. “I get that.”

      She rubbed her neck and rolled her head back and forth. She’d been putting in long hours and looked exhausted. I rose from my chair and walked around her desk. She turned to look up at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Shh, relax, you’re very tense.” I put my hands on her shoulders and began to rub.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she said and shrugged away from me.

      “I want to,” I told her and turned her chair. “Let me do this for you.”

      I began to rub again. Her head dropped forward as I worked out the tension I could feel across her shoulders. “Thank you,” she moaned. “I guess I’m not as used to the long hours as I used to be.”

      “You’ve been working very hard,” I told her.

      “You spend hours at your computer,” she said. “Aren’t you stiff?”

      I was stiff in more ways than one. Touching her and staring down at her bare neck was pulling up memories I didn’t need to have just then. I could smell the scent of her shampoo combined with her natural feminine scent. I found myself leaning forward and inhaling just a bit more.

      “I get up and walk around a lot,” I told her. “It helps.”

      “I should do that,” she murmured. “God, that feels good.”

      I was using every ounce of my self-control not to lean down and run my tongue across her neck. I heard her let out a long breath. It sounded very much like the kind of breath she would release during sex. My hands drifted down her back and began to massage the muscles there. I felt her bra strap and thought about unhooking it. I could do it through the shirt. I had no doubt in my mind.

      She moaned again. I couldn’t resist another minute. I slowly turned her chair to face me. She looked up and I saw the desire. She wanted this. I leaned forward and put my hands on either side of her, resting on the armrests. I looked into her eyes and waited a brief moment before I leaned forward and kissed her.

      My mouth brushed over hers gently at first as I tested the waters. If she didn’t want me, she’d push me away. I didn’t want to come on too strong. When there was no pushing, I pressed my mouth to hers and pushed my tongue inside. I kept my hands planted on the armrests. I didn’t make a move to deepen the kiss any more than it already was. If she wanted me, she’d touch me. That would be my clue.

      When her hands reached up and stroked down my biceps, I knew it was a go. I reached down and grabbed her by the waist and pulled her up. I jerked her body against mine, keeping my hands firmly on her hips.

      “We can’t do this,” she breathed against my lips.

      “Why not?”

      “It blurs the lines,” she said.

      I moved my mouth over her neck. “I like playing outside the lines.”

      Her head moved to the side, giving me plenty of landscape to run my tongue over her neck. She groaned. “Just this once,” she whispered.

      I smiled against her flesh and nibbled the skin. I heard her suck in a breath and knew she was ripe for the plucking.
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      I told myself I wasn’t going to do this with him anymore. I hated that he had some kind of strange power over me. He made me want to crawl up him every time he gave me a certain look. It was a look that said he wanted me.

      His hands dropped to the back of my skirt and slowly unzipped it. “This is so wrong,” I murmured aloud.

      “How can anything that feels this good be wrong?” he said with his mouth next to my ear. “We’re so good at this. It’s like our bodies were made for each other. I fit inside you like the best glove.”

      I shuddered at the thought of him filling me once again. “How do you do that?” I moaned and stepped out of the skirt he’d pushed to the floor.

      “Do what?”

      “You make me so horny with just a few words. Whenever you talk like that, I feel like you are touching me.”

      “If I could touch you every time I wanted you, things would never get done.”

      I slid my hands under his shirt. “Is it bad that I think about touching you when you’re sitting in your office scowling at everyone?”

      He nibbled my collarbone as he pushed my blouse open. “Don’t just think it, do it. You can touch me anytime.”

      There was a little voice in the back of my head that started out small and then suddenly roared to life. It would not be ignored. His hand slipped between my legs and intimately cupped me. I froze and dropped my hand to where his rested against me. “Wait,” I managed to get out.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I have to ask you something before we do this. Again.”

      He licked a spot between my ear and shoulder. It was a guaranteed gasp every time he touched me there. He knew it. He knew all my sensitive spots. “What do you want to ask me?” he teased.

      “Are you married?”

      He jerked away, his hand pulling away from me. “What?”

      “Married,” I managed to get out the word a second time. “Are you still married?”

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to do if he said yes. I was standing in my office naked from the waist down with my blouse hanging open. His pants were open with his hard cock jutting out. This was probably not the right time to broach the subject, but I had to know.

      “No,” he answered. He held up his left hand. “No ring.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. You were married the last time I saw you.”

      “We were divorced five years ago,” he said. “It was a mistake and we both knew it. I’m not married.”

      “Are you engaged?”

      “No.”

      I studied him. I wanted to believe him, but damn, he’d burned me once before. “Are you seeing anyone seriously? Do you have a girlfriend?”

      He smiled and put his hands on my hips. “No and no. There is no one else.”

      His mouth returned to my neck. He could make me mindless with a few kisses. I believed he wasn’t married, and I believe he wasn’t engaged, but I did not believe he wasn’t seeing anyone else. I knew him too well to believe that. He was one of the most eligible bachelors in the state.

      “Stop thinking about it,” he murmured against my neck. “There’s no one else. There’s just me and you and my cock that is on the verge of exploding. Touch me.”

      I reached my hands into his hair and kissed him. I felt the possession in my own kiss. I didn’t know if it would scare him away. Last time we’d been close, my possessiveness had scared him off. I didn’t want that to happen again.

      “No strings,” I whispered as my hand slipped between us.

      “Just the way I like it,” he replied.

      I should have probably been offended. I wasn’t. I didn’t want anything serious. I was happy to do this thing just the way we were. Convenient sex was very satisfying.

      His finger slipped inside me. He pushed deep and I went up on my tippy toes. All thoughts of his previous marriage slipped my mind. It was all about the here and now. “That’s it,” he murmured. “That’s my girl. So wet. Do you want me?”

      I nodded. “I do.”

      He pulled his finger out and slowly turned me around. “Put your hands on the desk and spread your legs,” he ordered.

      I sucked in a breath. I shouldn’t have been turned on by the words, but I was. I did what he asked, placing my hands flat on the desk with my legs slightly spread. I felt like I was about to be frisked. His hand traced over my backside and down my thigh. He stood close enough to me that I could feel his erection rubbing against my butt.

      I wiggled my rump a little. “Stop stalling,” I said.

      He laughed and squeezed my ass. “Patience.”

      “I don’t have patience. I want you inside me.”

      “Bossy, aren’t you?”

      “Dammit, Nash!”

      He moved his hand between my legs, and a moment later, he was ripping the small foiled packet and preparing himself to push inside me. He wasn’t gentle. It was one hard thrust to seat himself all the way to his balls. I arched my back and slapped a hand against the desk.

      “Can you handle this?” he asked.

      “Yes, do it. Move.”

      “Are you telling me what to do?” he growled.

      I moved my hips and clamped down on the cock pressed inside me. “Yes.”

      He sucked in a breath. His hands went to my hips with his fingers digging into my flesh. “I’m going to fuck you until you are screaming for mercy.”

      “Do it. I’m ready.”

      He slapped his body against mine. The initial thrusts were sporadic, but once he found his groove, he rode me like a trained rider. My boobs bounced in the bra I still had on. They threatened to spill over. My hair hung in my face as my body slammed against the desk over and over.

      “Don’t stop,” I groaned. “Oh god, don’t stop.”

      He did exactly that. I cried out. “Shh,” he said and bent forward. The movement shifted his dick inside me and set off a series of electric spasms.

      “Shit, that’s too much. Too good.”

      He reached under me and fondled my breasts while he nibbled at the back of my neck. His chest pressed against my back. I could feel his heart pounding as he caught his breath. “I want to ride you until neither of us can stand.”

      “I’m game.”

      He laughed next to my ear. “Not in here. Not like this. Another time.”

      “Nash, don’t you dare leave me hanging like this.”

      He laughed again. “Baby, there is no way I’m leaving either one of us unsatisfied. I was just giving you a minute to catch your breath.”

      “I’m good.”

      “So demanding,” he said and stood behind me once again. “I like it. I like a woman who knows what they want and how they want it.”

      “I want it hard, Nash. Right now, I want it hard.”

      His hand reached into my hair and gently pulled. I rose up from the desk and looked up at the ceiling while he gave me exactly what I was asking for. I hoped like hell the cleaning people weren’t on the floor. I couldn’t stop the cry of ecstasy that escaped my lips.

      When we were both sagging against the desk with him still deep inside me, I began to see a problem. It was hard to see it when I was in a haze of lust and desire, but every time I got to this side of things, I saw it clearly.

      “Nash?”

      “Hmm?” he murmured.

      “We can’t keep doing this,” I told him.

      He stood up and pulled away from me. “You keep saying that and then this keeps happening.”

      “We have to stop it from happening.”

      “Okay,” he said nonchalantly.

      “What? Okay? That’s it?”

      He handed me my panties. “What would you like me to say?”

      “I don’t know but that didn’t feel right. Don’t you think it’s wrong?”

      He shrugged and shook his head. “I think I’m a grown man who likes having sex. You’re a grown woman who likes having sex. Why can’t we do that together?”

      “Because we work together.”

      “It’s not like we’re banging in the breakroom in the middle of the day,” he countered. “When we’re working, we’re working. There’s never been a moment during work hours. It’s after hours and releasing a little pressure after a long day is natural. I’m sure it’s encouraged.”

      “I suppose, but I always feel so guilty when we’re done.”

      He disposed of the condom in some tissue paper and zipped up his pants. “Not me. I feel good. I feel sated. I feel like I could run a marathon.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re not getting it.”

      “I get it, but I’m just not reading into it as much as you are. We had consensual sex, big deal.”

      I had to let it go. I was going to talk myself right into an anxiety attack. “Fine. It’s forgotten.”

      “Wait, I never said forget about it. I said it isn’t a big deal. You don’t have to worry about it.”

      “I won’t. You’re right.”

      We finished dressing and cleaned up the dinner. “I should probably get home,” I said.

      “I think I’m going to give everyone a half day tomorrow,” he announced.

      “What? Why? They’ve been doing so well.”

      “Not as a punishment. I want to reward them for kicking ass. Isn’t that what a good boss should do?”

      I smiled. “Yes. Rewards for good work are exactly what a good boss should do.”

      “Then I’ll make the announcement before lunch tomorrow,” he said.

      “Really? You’re really going to let everyone go home early?”

      “Yes, is that so hard to believe?”

      I laughed. “No offense, but with you, yes. You don’t exactly encourage slacking.”

      “No, and because I don’t, they’ve worked hard and got us ahead. I’m not a total barbarian. I can recognize good work when I see it.”

      “Then good for you. They are going to be thrilled. They might even forgive you for taking away the breakroom treats.”

      He smirked. “I’m not trying to earn forgiveness.”

      I stepped close to him and patted his chest. “Try not to be such an ogre. You can still be a happy man and an effective boss. You don’t have to go around growling and snapping at everyone.”

      “I don’t do that and I’m not an ogre.”

      I kissed him before stepping away. I had to step away. Breathing in his scent and touching his hard body messed with my brain. I was going to end up getting naked with him all over again. “Okay, maybe not, but I did hear someone call you Shrek the other day.”

      He looked absolutely stricken. “What? What the fuck? Why? Is that an insult?”

      It was cute to see him get so upset about being compared to a real ogre. “It’s term of endearment,” I lied.

      “I’ve changed my mind. They don’t deserve a half day.”

      “Don’t be a bully. It was a joke. Although you do tend to scowl and grunt a lot. Shrek and you could be brothers.”

      He gave me a dry look. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

      I winked. “I am. I like teasing you.”

      “Great. As long as I can entertain you.”

      “Oh no, you’ve already entertained me. This is just the icing on the cake.”
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      I knew it was silly to count today as a good day because no one was shooting daggers at me with their harsh stares, but it was. I was certain Saige and I had turned a corner in our relationship. She seemed happier this morning. I knew it wasn’t just because she got laid, although I’d like to think that had a little something to do with the extra pep in her step.

      I hoped it meant she would be willing to stay. We worked out the kinks and now we could work together. I hoped.

      It might take a little more maneuvering, but I was hoping to convince her to stay. I would still offer the raise. God knew she deserved it. I never knew just how valuable she was. I had a feeling her week away was meant to show me just how important she was.

      “Lesson learned,” I said.

      I checked the time and got up. I wanted to catch the staff before they headed out to lunch. I walked out of my office and into what had been affectionately dubbed, the bullpen.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention?” I asked. It was kind of obnoxious to try and speak over the partitions. I was beginning to understand why everyone was annoyed by the damn things. I wasn’t ready to give them up. Not yet.

      “Everyone! I need everyone in the conference room!” I had to shout to make sure everyone heard me.

      I knew they heard me when the ripple of whispers spread around the room. They were complaining. I suspected they were expecting me to take something else from them. I couldn’t wait to drop my little surprise on them.

      “What’s going on?” Saige asked.

      “I told you what I was going to do,” I reminded her.

      “You were serious?” she questioned.

      I smiled and winked. “Why don’t we find out?”

      We walked into the conference room together. Everyone was already crowded in. I glanced to my left where she stood beside me at the front of the room. This was what it was supposed to be like. We were supposed to be putting on a united front.

      “Guys, let’s give Nash our full attention,” Saige said.

      The group quieted almost immediately. “Everyone, I brought you in here because I wanted to say a few things,” I said.

      I didn’t miss the groans. That was expected. “I wanted to tell you that you’ve all done a great job this last week.”

      That stunned them into silence. I looked over at Saige and smiled. She offered me a smile in return and encouraged me to keep talking.

      “We went from being weeks behind to finding ourselves a week ahead. The hard work you’ve all put in over the last week has been amazing. I am impressed with the way you guys were able to come together. Your teamwork is admirable. The long days are worth it. We made it.”

      I watched the faces transform from dread to relief. I even saw a few smiles. That was a good thing. I was doing great. This was what it was like to woo people. I understood why she liked it so much. I saw an opportunity.

      “I want to take advantage of the energy we’ve got going here. There are a few things we can do to improve operations.”

      Saige cleared her throat and very subtly nudged my elbow. I looked at her to see what the problem was. “Move on,” she said in a low voice.

      “What?”

      She gave a gentle shake of her head. “Move on,” she said again.

      I looked at the room. The looks on their faces said it all. They were not happy. We went from happy to pissed within a few seconds. I suddenly caught on to where I went wrong. The improvements were not to be discussed. Not now.

      “Guys, I wanted to thank you for all the hard work and give you the rest of the day off.”

      No one moved or talked. I looked to Saige for help. “Guys, Nash was just telling me how impressed he is with you guys. You guys make me proud. I never doubted you could pull it off. Good job! Great job! Give yourselves a round of applause.” She started the applause. As she clapped her hands, she looked at me and widened her eyes.

      I picked up what she was saying and started clapping with the rest of them. “Thank you all,” I said as the clapping faded. “Take the day. Go home. Go shopping. Go enjoy the sunshine.”

      Again, they looked to Saige. They saw her as the boss, not me. I supposed that should be expected. I looked to her as well, giving her the go-ahead to tell them again.

      “Guys, why are you still sitting here?” she teased. “Go on. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      The woman with the kid, Lana was her name, stared at me. “Why?” she asked me.

      I shrugged. “Because I wanted to do something nice for you. I wanted to show you all how much I appreciate the hard work you’ve put in. Please, take the rest of the day and spend it however you want.”

      “I can’t afford to lose the hours,” she said. “I have plenty of things to do.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said and held up my hands. “I wasn’t clear. Take the rest of the day off with pay. Everyone will be paid for the full eight-hour workday.”

      That got them excited, but alas, they looked to her once again. “With pay?” she asked me.

      I nodded. “With pay.”

      Saige grinned and turned to face the people watching us. “You guys heard him,” she exclaimed. “We are all witnesses. Go! Don’t wait for him to change his mind.”

      Everyone got up but they looked confused. It was making me feel like I was really a shitty boss. “Have a good day,” I said with a wave.

      They made their way out of the conference room with a buzz of conversation following them. Saige looked at me with a big smile on her face. “With pay, huh?” she teased.

      “I guess I should have made that a bit clearer.”

      “I think you found the honey pot,” she said with a wink.

      I leaned over. “I found the honey pot last night,” I said.

      She shuddered. “Damn you,” she hissed. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Just so easily talk like that. You can make anything sexual.”

      I smiled. “I am a sexual man, and you are a very sexual and sensual woman. It’s not much of a leap.”

      “What are you doing now?” she asked.

      “Like this moment?”

      “No. You sent everyone home. Now what?”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t sure if this was her asking for sex. I would clear my whole schedule if that was what she wanted. “What do you want?” I asked in a husky voice.

      She touched my chest. “I was going to ask you to lunch. Nothing sexual.”

      “Bummer.”

      “I need to take care of a few things,” she said. “How about thirty minutes?”

      “Works for me. I need to make a few calls.”

      We went our separate ways. I closed my office door and sat down. I had a bunch of stuff to do, but instead of doing any of that, I called Davin. “Don’t tell me,” he answered.

      “Tell you what?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. You are calling me in the middle of the day. What did you do?”

      “Man, I haven’t done shit. Why do you always assume the worst?”

      He was silent for a second. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      “No.”

      “All right.” He laughed. “What’s going on? Are you checking up on the bar?”

      “Not really,” I replied. “I am going to brag a little.”

      “About?”

      “I just gave the staff here at the tax firm the day off. With pay.”

      He started coughing. “Who is this?” he joked. “Where’s the other guy?”

      “Very funny. I told you, I’m bragging. I did a good thing. I rewarded them with a paid day. Half day. That was a good thing.”

      “Are you giving me a paid day?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “What made you do that?” he questioned.

      “I don’t know. I guess Saige is wearing off on me.”

      He burst into laughter. “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      “You were moved to do it because you are trying to impress her,” he said. “You are trying to prove you can be good.”

      “I am good.”

      “You know what I mean. You are trying to prove you aren’t the asshole she thinks you are.”

      He was probably right. “She gave me some good advice. I’m taking it. I think it works. They seemed happy. And she invited me to lunch.”

      “Wow, afternoon delight,” he joked.

      “I don’t know, but I wouldn’t turn her down.”

      He laughed. “Of course, you wouldn’t. You’re hung up on this one.”

      “I am not hung up on her.”

      “Yes, you are. Why deny it?”

      “It’s not like that,” I said with a laugh. “You know that is not how I am.”

      “Whatever. What are you going to do?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Are you going to give her the space or are you going to keep being in her face?”

      “I’m not in her face,” I shot back. “I don’t know why I call you.”

      “Because you are going to lunch with her and you’re afraid it’s getting serious,” he said.

      “No. I’m not afraid of anything. I was only telling you about my good deed. Way to kill the mood.”

      He laughed. “Sorry. I thought I was talking you out of something. Or into something. I don’t know. Good job. Enjoy your lunch. Wear protection.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered. “Hey, make me some damn money. I just gave a bunch of people the day off with pay. I need the income.”

      “You don’t need the income,” he scoffed. “And you better believe I’m coming to you for my paid day off.”

      I ended the call and got busy working on the few things I had to get done. His words played through my head. I looked at Saige and I saw a woman I liked and really enjoyed having sex with. I didn’t look at her and think serious relationship. Did I? I wasn’t even sure what that looked like. I didn’t know how to do a relationship. She had a kid. That was way too much for me.

      I was getting all worked up over a lunch date. Not even a lunch date. It was a casual thing between boss and employee. Last night had been a fluke. It was just a couple of people trying to take the edge off. It had been a stressful week and we were blowing off some steam. It wasn’t a big deal. I wasn’t going to read into it.

      I finished up what I needed to get done while preparing to be gone the rest of the day if the situation presented itself. If she wanted to go back to my place, I wasn’t going to reject her. I was a man after all, and she was a beautiful woman.

      I knocked on her open door. “Ready?” I asked her.

      She looked up from her computer. “I am. I was just finishing up a few reports.”

      “Do you plan on coming back after lunch?” I asked. It was direct, but that was the way I liked things.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Do I need to? Am I not part of the staff?”

      “You are and I’m okay with you taking the rest of the day off,” I told her.

      “Great, then I’m ready. The rest of this will be here tomorrow.”
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      This was probably really stupid, but here I was, going to lunch with the object of my obsession. Not necessarily my obsession, but it felt like that. After last night, I didn’t know what I was doing with him. It was all wrong and yet I kept going back to him. I should have told him no last night, but I didn’t. I found myself practically jumping on him.

      “We’ll take my car,” he said in his usual domineering way.

      “What if I don’t come back to work?” I asked.

      “Are you inviting me back to your place?” he teased.

      “No.”

      He laughed. “I had to try.”

      “Did you?”

      We stepped out of the building and he automatically assumed we were going to take his car. I didn’t fight it. I followed him like a good girl. We crawled into his tiny car and we were off. I gave him the address of the restaurant.

      “Fancy,” he said.

      “I figured we deserved a little treat.”

      When we were seated at the table, he looked around. “This place is pretty swanky. How much am I paying you?”

      I laughed and picked up my menu. “Not enough, but I’m not paying for lunch. This is a business lunch and therefore a tax write-off.”

      His sexy smile damn near did me in. I was ready to drag him into the bathroom and get in a quickie. “I forget you’re an accountant sometimes.”

      “Why do you forget that?”

      “Because no CPA should ever look that sexy.”

      His compliments were always out of the blue and genuine. It was hard not to feel flattered. It had been a long time since I felt sexy. He made me feel incredibly sexy. It was like I was a goddess whenever he looked at me. Being a boy’s mom with very little time to do any kind of self-pampering, I didn’t usually feel sexy.

      “You’re a very smooth talker,” I told him. “I remember that about you.”

      “What else do you remember about me?”

      “I’m not telling you.”

      “Aw, come on,” he said with that same flirty smile. “Do you think about that first time?”

      I was going to end up blushing. “No.”

      “Liar.”

      “Do you?” I asked.

      He slowly nodded while looking directly into my eyes. “I’ll admit I didn’t think about it a lot, but I do now. It’s hard not to think about it.”

      “Why?” I pushed. I was enjoying making him squirm a little. It was nice to put the shoe on the other foot.

      He leaned forward. “Because of things like last night. You wear those skirts that hug your body, and you look at me with that crazy hot look. How can I think of anything else?”

      He was naughty, naughty, naughty. And I loved it. “I don’t wear tight skirts.”

      “Tight enough,” he said with a laugh. “I have a very good memory.”

      We ordered and I tried very hard to change the subject. He somehow turned everything into a sexual innuendo. Almost everything.

      “How old is your son?” he asked. “The one you mentioned in your letter.”

      I almost choked on the bite of salad. It was an innocent question. No big deal. He wasn’t asking anything specific. “I only have one son,” I said with a nervous laugh. “You didn’t need to be specific. He’s eight.”

      He took a bite of his own salad. “I’m not good at beating around the bush,” he said. “So, I’m just going to say it. If I’m blunt, sorry.”

      “Okay, I’ve learned that about you. I expect it of you.”

      “Where’s the father?” he asked.

      I swallowed the lump of lettuce in my throat. That was not the question I expected. It was rude. “He’s dead,” I blurted out. When I saw him flinch, I realized my answer was cold. “I mean, he died before Jace was born.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Were you close?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      “You weren’t married?”

      I smiled and sipped my diet soda. “I didn’t know you were so old-fashioned.”

      “I guess I assumed you were,” he countered. “You’ve always struck me as traditional.”

      “I guess I’m not,” I said.

      “I can’t say I’m not sad that I don’t have to deal with baby-daddy drama,” he said nonchalantly.

      I raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t want your baby daddy getting jealous.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re safe.”

      “I can’t believe you have a kid,” he said. “I never pictured you as a mom.”

      “Were you expecting something frumpy?”

      “I guess. I don’t know. I’m not sure. It just took me by surprise. Is he a good kid?”

      I smiled. “I don’t think any parent is going to say no, whether the kid is good or bad. We tend to be kind of territorial and oblivious at the same time.”

      “Is he like you or like his dad?”

      The questions were getting harder. They were innocent, but when he asked, it felt like I was being interrogated. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I guess me. I’m the only one that has been around him. I’ve raised him. He only has me to be influenced by.”

      “I see. I guess that makes sense. Does he do well in school? Does he have your math brain?”

      “You’re opening a can of worms,” I warned him with a laugh. “Another piece of advice. Parents will brag and talk about their kids all day.”

      “I don’t mind. I asked.”

      “He is smart. Very smart. Unfortunately, when you’re in the third grade, being smart isn’t necessarily a key to being popular.”

      He frowned. “Is he picked on?” he asked.

      It was a topic close to my heart. I slowly nodded. “He is.”

      “I’m sorry. That’s brutal. I’ve been there before. It is not fun.”

      “I just don’t know how to help him. I thought quitting my job was the answer. It did seem to help, but I don’t know if it’s a permanent solution.”

      “Are they beating him up?”

      “I don’t know if I could say beating him up, but when I had to leave a couple of weeks ago, it was because he’d been punched by one of the boys.”

      His eyes narrowed. “They hit him?”

      “Yes. It’s so sad because he is such a good kid. He’s funny and nice and they are just not getting to see him for who he really is.”

      “How does your son take it?” he asked. “What’s his name?”

      “Jace, and he takes it like a champ, but I know it hurts him. I can’t help but feel guilty.”

      “Why would you feel guilty?” he asked.

      I shouldn’t tell him, but I was desperate to get a man’s opinion. “Because he’s never had a male influence in his life. It’s just me. I feel like I might be making him a target. The kids tell him he isn’t a real boy.”

      “Why would they say that?”

      “Because he doesn’t have a dad and doesn’t play sports. I’m not going to say he’s effeminate, but he’s not really the rough-and-tumble type. He tends to like drawing and reading more than chasing other kids around on the playground. His best friend is a girl.”

      “And they say he isn’t a real boy?” he asked with shock. “What is that about? What little shits.”

      It made me feel good that he was riled up on behalf of my little guy. “They are shits. I think I need to get out there and throw a ball at him or something.”

      “With him,” he said.

      “What?”

      “You don’t want to throw the ball at him. You want to toss the ball around with him.”

      “Oh, yeah, that,” I said and waved my fork. Now that I was talking about it, I couldn’t stop. “I taught him how to ride a bike. Isn’t that boyish?”

      “Don’t girls ride bikes?” he questioned.

      “Yes, but I wanted to make sure he could. I don’t see why he has to play sports. He likes to do other things. Not all boys play football.”

      “No, they don’t.”

      “It’s not like he is the only kid that comes from a one-parent household. Isn’t that more common than a two-parent household?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I went to school with a lot of kids that only lived with their moms.”

      “Exactly!” I said and slapped my hand on the table. “He’s a little small for his age, but his dad is a big guy. He’ll probably be one of the biggest kids in his class once he hits his stride.”

      “His dad is big?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You said is, like his dad is still alive. You used it in the present tense.”

      Damn. “Habit. I meant to say his dad was big.”

      “It sounds like your son, Jace, could use a man day.”

      “Turns out I’m fresh out of men,” I quipped.

      “Would you like me to hang out with him?” he offered.

      “What? You?”

      “I am a man,” he said with a smirk. “You want me to prove it? Again?”

      “No. But you’re busy.”

      “I could come by this weekend. Are you doing anything on Saturday?”

      I didn’t know what to say. “Uh, no. Not really. I usually take Jace to the park or to hang out with a friend.”

      “I could go to the park and we can throw a ball around.”

      I slowly shook my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because I love my son.”

      He stared at me for several seconds. “I didn’t offer to come over and kill the kid. I offered to hang out with him. Share a little testosterone.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. It was exactly what I wanted for him, but I didn’t think Nash was the right man for the job.

      “Whatever. Suit yourself. I was offering to help. I’m a guy. I can hang out with him. With you, of course. A boy needs a strong, male figure to emulate. You know that. You are worried about it because you know it’s a thing.”

      “But it’s just—well, you’re kind of a dick. You made grownups quit. You’ve probably made more than one cry. I can’t let you be mean to my kid.”

      “I’m not mean to kids,” he said. “Relax. I’m going to do this. Your son sounds a lot like me when I was his age. I know I would have been thrilled to have someone to hang out with me. My dad was always too busy.”

      If I was there, it couldn’t hurt, right? It would give Jace the one thing I simply had not been able to give him in all these years. I had failed Jace in so many ways. I could do this. It was for Jace. “Okay, but if Jace isn’t up for it, I’m not going to force him to hang out with a guy he doesn’t know.”

      “But you know me,” he argued.

      I wrinkled my nose. “That’s not your best argument.”

      “Very funny.”

      “You have to promise me you will be on your best behavior,” I said. “I don’t want you to say anything about what happened between us.”

      He gave me a dry look. “Do you really think I’d tell a kid about banging his mother in the office?”

      Again, a piece of lettuce made me choke. “No. I hope not. Please, don’t even hint at anything like that. Jace is young and I’m not afraid to say he is a little sheltered.”

      “All right, then I’ll be over tomorrow morning. I know where you live.”

      “You don’t have to pity him, or me, for that matter. We’re getting along fine. It’s just a bit rocky.”

      “And I’m going to be there tomorrow morning. We’re going to do boy things. He’s going to see me walk, talk, and do normal guy things. I’m not going to pretend it’s a cure for all that ails him, but it can’t hurt.”

      “Thank you,” I finally agreed. “I do appreciate it. I might be a little bit of a helicopter mom. I feel like I have to be extra since he doesn’t have a dad. I have to be enough for him.”

      “I’m looking forward to it. I haven’t been around kids. This should be fun.”

      I groaned and shook my head. “Please don’t make me regret this.”

      He winked. “I’ll try not to.”
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      I followed the instructions on my GPS, winding down one narrow street after another until I made it to her house. The first time I visited her house, I had been in a bit of a state. I didn’t feel that way now. I wasn’t sure what I felt. Crazy maybe. I couldn’t believe I was going to hang out with a kid. That was not my usual thing. Hell, I went out of my way to avoid the things. Humans, not things.

      I wasn’t trying to impress Saige. This was about a kid that needed some help. I’d been the nerd back in my own childhood. I’d been picked on and bullied until I was certain life was about the cruelest gift a parent could give their kid. My dad never helped me. He could give a shit about the drama I was dealing with.

      I pulled to a stop in front of her house and suddenly got a bad case of nerves. “What the hell are you doing, Nash?” I asked myself. I didn’t know shit about this kind of thing. I could end up telling the kid all the wrong things.

      I thought about calling her and telling her I couldn’t make it. I could make up a good excuse. Unfortunately, the front door of her house opened, and she was standing on the little porch. There was no escape. I was in it now.

      I took a deep breath and got out of the SUV I’d pulled from the garage. I never drove the thing. It was big and bulky and not nearly as easy to get around in, but it was far more sensible with a kid in tow.

      “Hi,” I said as I walked toward her.

      “I wasn’t sure you would actually show.”

      I shrugged. “Here I am.”

      “Be nice,” she said with a hard look. “You might be bigger than me, but I will drop you if I don’t like what you say.”

      “Got it. I’m not an ogre.”

      “That has yet to be determined.”

      I followed her inside. The kid was sitting on the couch with his eyes glued to the TV. “Jace,” Saige said. “I’d like you to meet my boss.”

      He barely looked at me. “Hi,” he said.

      “Jace, turn off the TV.”

      The kid did not look happy, but he did what she asked.

      “Hi, Jace,” I said. “I was hoping we could hang out today.”

      He didn’t look impressed. “Okay.”

      “I want to take you guys somewhere,” I said while looking at her. “Is that okay?”

      She shrugged. “I think so. Jace, do you want to go out?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Grab your jacket, buddy,” Saige instructed.

      The kid climbed off the couch and walked out of the living room. “He’s nervous around new people,” she explained.

      I nodded. “It’s cool. He’s shy.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I have a buddy that owns an indoor gun range. He will hook us up with whatever we need.”

      She was staring at me with an odd look. “You’re serious?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “You want to take my eight-year-old son to a gun range? A place where people will be shooting loud guns.”

      “You wear ear protection,” I told her.

      She slowly shook her head. “He’s eight. He’s never been around guns. That’s not exactly a kid-friendly thing to do, especially with a complete stranger.”

      That changed everything. “Can I take him fishing?” I asked.

      “Fishing?”

      “Yes, with fishing poles. That’s not dangerous. It’s boyish.”

      “I don’t have any of that stuff,” she hesitated.

      “We’ll stop at the store and buy what we need.”

      “Isn’t it a lot?” she questioned.

      “Not really.”

      “Where are we going?” Jace asked. He stood just behind Saige, like he was afraid to get too close to me. He really was a timid kid. He had some of Saige’s features if I really tried to see it, but I was guessing the kid favored his father.

      “Nash would like to take you fishing,” she answered in a cheery voice. “Does that sound fun?”

      He looked uncertain. “I don’t know how to fish.”

      “I’m going to show you,” I told him. “Let’s go.”

      I drove to a sporting goods store and looked like the consummate city boy with my designer jeans and expensive tennis shoes. Saige was wearing tight jeans and flat shoes, but she had that uptown look as well. We didn’t quite fit in with the plaids and old, worn baseball caps, but I didn’t care.

      “Let’s start with the necessities,” I said and stopped in front of a row of tackle boxes. I had some at my place, but it wasn’t like I had used them in the last ten years.

      “What’s that?” Jace asked and pointed to one of the boxes.

      My initial response was surprise. Then I remembered the kid had never been exposed to this kind of thing. “That’s a tackle box,” I answered. “We’re going to buy hooks, bait, weights, and line to put inside it.”

      “Why?” he said and touched one of the boxes. “I like this one.”

      “Put it in the cart,” I told him. “We need tackle to catch fish.”

      “I thought tackle was for football,” he said as we moved down the aisle.

      “It is, but this is tackle for fishing. It basically means supplies. Grab some of those.” I pointed to some neon bobbers that we wouldn’t use but I remembered how much I loved bobbers when I was a kid.

      “Those are cool,” he said and pointed out another package.

      “Grab them,” I said without hesitating.

      “What about these?” he asked and held up some neon worms.

      “Toss them in. Those too.”

      We were only halfway down one aisle and we were already looking at buying a second tackle box to fit all of our gear in. “What about this one?” he asked and pointed to a very large box with telescoping shelves.

      I nodded. “I like it. Let’s do it. This one you’ll take home with you.”

      “No,” Saige said. “You don’t need to do that. I think one sensible box thingy is enough.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s a tackle box and we need a lot of stuff. You don’t want it scattered all over your house, do you?”

      “No, but we don’t need every little thing they have,” she argued.

      “Saige, when is the last time you went fishing?”

      “That’s not the point,” she argued.

      Jace was watching me. This was the part when I was supposed to be a man. I didn’t want him to grow up and be a prick thinking it was okay to talk down to women. “I would like to buy these things,” I said calmly. “Having the right gear for any occasion is the key to success. Please, let me buy this stuff.”

      She was looking at me like I’d sprouted a second head. It wasn’t my usual style, but I didn’t usually have an eight-year-old hanging on my every word. She seemed to understand. “Thank you. Jace, what do you say to Nash?”

      Jace grinned. “Thanks, Nash. What about poles?” he asked and got right back into the shopping mode.

      “Let’s go to the next aisle. This is going to be one of the most important decisions we make all day. This is critical to catching fish.”

      He looked at me wide-eyed. “Okay.”

      We spent a good thirty minutes handling just about every pole they had. A salesman tried to help, but this was something I wanted to do with the kid. It was fun to dig up all that stuff I remembered from when I was his age. It took me back to a time that was simpler. I wouldn’t say happier, but it was a hell of a lot easier.

      “This is really too much,” Saige hissed as we made our way over to the clothing department.

      “It’s just enough,” I replied and picked up a camo hoodie that looked like it might fit Jace. “Is this his size?”

      “You are not buying him a hoodie,” she argued.

      “I’m buying all of us hoodies,” I replied. “We have to look the part. Oh, I want to get one of those vests too!”

      “I like it,” Jace said when Saige started to put the hoodie back.

      “We’ll wear matching ones,” I told him. “We’ll be down by the water and it’s going to be a little chilly.”

      I browsed the fishing vests and found one for each of us. “Don’t even think about it,” Saige said when I held one up to her torso. “There are lines that will not be crossed. I might wear that hoodie, but I am not wearing an ugly hat or that vest.”

      I snapped my fingers. “That’s what we need!”

      “What?” Jace asked with excitement in his eyes.

      “We need the hat. All fishermen wear the hat.”

      “What hat?”

      It wasn’t long before I found the hats. Our cart was loaded with stuff. I ignored the looks from the hardened men that were real fishermen. I didn’t care if I looked out of place and like a total putz with my shiny new gear. This was a teaching expedition, and I was confident Jace was absorbing every word I said.

      I bought licenses for all of us as well. I didn’t want to ruin our day by getting a ticket. Plus, I was hoping it was a lesson Jace would remember. Of course, a license meant he needed a plastic protector to keep it in. By the time we were finished shopping, Jace and I were almost best buddies.

      We carried our tackle and poles down to the shore. “Are we going to eat the fish?” Jace asked.

      I looked to Saige to answer the question. “I don’t know if we can,” she said.

      “Can we?” Jace asked and looked at me. It was the first time he made eye contact with me.

      “We can if we catch the right kind,” I explained. “This is saltwater fishing so the city says we can. If we went to the park and we caught fish, we would have to put them back. It’s called catch and release.”

      His eyes practically glazed over. I was giving too much information and losing his interest. Instead of getting into the laws and all the boring stuff, I focused on finding the perfect spot.

      “There’s a fence,” Saige pointed out.

      I saw a sign posted on a fence that blocked the part of the shore I wanted to get to. I searched the fence until I found the spot I was looking for. I peeled back the wires and gestured for the two of them to go through.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed. “You can’t trespass.”

      “I know the guy that owns this land. He won’t mind.”

      “He put up a fence with a sign that very clearly says he does mind,” she argued.

      “He’s not trying to keep me out.” I grinned. “We go way back. He’s trying to keep out everyone else.”

      “Come on, Mom,” Jace said and crawled through the opening.

      “Great, I let you near my kid and you’re teaching him how to commit felonies.”

      I smiled and followed her through. “I don’t think trespassing is a felony. Probably a misdemeanor, but every good boy needs to learn how to be a little bad.”

      She stopped walking and shot me a dirty look. “Do they though?”

      I laughed and led the way down to the shore. “This way we get the whole place to ourselves. We don’t have to share with anyone.”

      “Great, another good lesson,” she muttered. “Don’t share. When committing a crime, don’t share the wealth.”

      “That’s actually not a terrible piece of advice,” I told her.

      “Mom, he said he knows the guy,” Jace said.

      I grinned and winked at her. “Exactly,” I said.

      The kid was warming up to me. It might not be so bad hanging out with the little dude. Granted, it had only been about five minutes, but I was hopeful we could get along.
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      I was grateful for the hoodie. It was uglier than sin, but it was warm. My light sweater did nothing to ward off the chill coming from the water. I huddled in the folding chair Nash insisted on buying. We all had one, with Jace’s chair being smaller and perfect for his size.

      “All right,” Nash said as he opened up the white Styrofoam bowl. “Reach in there and grab a worm.”

      I felt my lip involuntarily curling at the thought of Jace grabbing a worm. I watched as he dug his fingers into the dirt and came up with a worm. “Now what?” he asked Nash.

      Nash had the hook in his hand. I was picturing the thing embedding in Jace’s finger or a gust of wind coming up and catching it in his eye. “We need to put the worm on the hook,” he announced.

      “How?” Jace asked as the worm stretched and curled between his fingers.

      “We have to poke it on the hook,” Nash answered. “I’ll do the first one. Then you can do the next one.”

      Jace watched with wonderment as Nash put the worm on the hook. “Does it hurt him?” he asked.

      Nash shook his head. “Nah, worms don’t mind.”

      I was about to give them a wet wipe to clean the dirt and worm goo from their hands, but Nash wiped his hands on his jeans. His expensive designer jeans that were not exactly meant for dirt and grime. Jace imitated him and never looked prouder to get dirty.

      I watched as Nash went through every step of casting the line. He was so patient with Jace. The Nash standing on the shoreline was nothing like the man I saw in the office every day. I found myself imagining the two of them spending more time together. I could already see the positive influence Nash was having on Jace. My little man looked like he was on top of the world with that fishing pole in his hand. He constantly looked up at Nash and adjusted his hands or the way he stood to perfectly imitate Nash.

      “Let’s sit down,” Nash said after they cast out a few times.

      “Do you want a wipe?” I asked Jace.

      He sat down with his pole between his legs. “Nope. I’m good.”

      Nash winked. “He’s catching on quick.”

      “He’s having fun,” I agreed.

      “Are you warm enough?” he asked.

      I smiled and looked down at the ugly green hoodie. “I am. Thanks for this. I’ll pay you when we get back to the car.”

      “No, you won’t. I like that look on you. We’re going to have to get you matching pants.”

      “Not a chance in hell.” I laughed.

      He grinned. “Give it some time. Jace is going to convince you to go hunting next.”

      I scoffed. “When pigs fly, you’ll see me traipsing through the woods with a gun in hand.”

      “Nash?” Jace said.

      He turned his attention to Jace. “What’s up, buddy?”

      My heart warmed at the way he spoke to him. “Something’s wrong with my pole,” Jace said.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It keeps jerking,” Jace said with confusion.

      Nash jumped out of his chair. “You got a fish!”

      Jace looked panicked. “What?”

      “Get up! We have to reel it in!”

      Even I got to my feet and watched Nash help Jace reel in the fish on the line. I clapped my hands and immediately reached for my phone. I had to document this event. I snapped twenty pictures of every expression on Jace’s face as he pulled the fish out of the water. I took pics of Nash taking it off the hook while Jace watched with rapt attention.

      “You have to hold it up,” Nash instructed. “This is your first fish. It’s a big deal and requires a picture.”

      Nash stood out of the way while I took another full series of pictures. “You get in with him,” I instructed without thinking about what I was doing.

      Nash bent forward and pointed at the fish with a huge smile on his face. Jace’s matching smile said it all. This was exactly what I wanted for him. “All right, I think I got it,” I said.

      “Do we put him back now?” Jace asked.

      Nash looked to me. I gave a subtle nod. Nash smiled before helping Jace return the fish back to the water. After they were all set up again, Nash sat down while Jace stood next to the shore.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve ever cleaned a fish?” he asked.

      “Um, I’ve cleaned the fish I buy at the grocery store,” I told him.

      He laughed. “We’ll save that for next time.”

      “Thanks. I need to ease into this. Scales and all that are not my thing.”

      “It’s been a while for me,” he said. “I can’t say I’m thrilled to do it, but it’s good for him to learn. If he wants to fish, he needs to know.”

      “I agree.”

      “I bet he would like to shoot guns,” he said.

      “No.”

      “BB gun?” he questioned.

      I cringed at the thought, but I had to remember Jace wasn’t a baby. “Maybe. I need to work up to that.”

      “My pole is broken,” Jace complained.

      Nash hopped up and went to help him. Watching the two of them together was making my mama heart do some pretty crazy things. It was a strange warm and fluttery thing. Nash was actually really good with him. I thought Jace would have been hesitant to be around a stranger, but he was taking to him like they’d known each other for years.

      When it was time to go back, I was a little sad that it was over too soon. “Do you want to come in for a snack?” I asked him.

      “Sure,” he said.

      Jace helped him carry all their new fishing gear into the basement. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with the stuff, but maybe there was a slim chance I could take Jace fishing by myself. We’d have to look into fake worms though. I wasn’t about to touch those nasty things.

      I grabbed the crackers from the cupboard and sliced some cheese. “Do you catch big fish?” Jace asked Nash.

      “I have not been fishing in a really long time. I have a boat. Maybe one of these days we’ll go out and do some real fishing.”

      Jace’s eyes grew wide. “You have a boat?”

      “Yes, I do. When your mom says it’s okay, we’ll go for a ride.”

      Jace looked at me. “Can we?”

      “We’ll see,” I said.

      It was going to be difficult to explain to Jace that Nash wasn’t someone that would be in his life for a long time. I was certain this was a one-off. Nash would feel better about doing whatever it was he was doing and then go back to his life. He did not want a kid around.

      We finished our snack before Nash said he had to go. “Thanks for hanging out with me today,” Nash said to Jace.

      Jace surprised us both when he launched himself at Nash. He threw his arms around Nash’s waist and hugged. “Thank you for showing me how to fish,” he said.

      Nash looked at me with what looked like horror and confusion. He patted Jace’s head. “I had fun today,” he said. “I hope we can do it again really soon.”

      “Jace, go wash up and change your clothes please,” I told him.

      “Bye, Nash,” he said and waved before dashing down the hall to his bedroom.

      I walked Nash to the door and stepped outside. “Thanks again for doing this,” I said.

      “It wasn’t a big deal. It was fun.”

      I smiled. “You had fun hanging out with a little kid who had no idea how to fish?”

      “I did. It’s been a while since I just hung out without thinking about what I needed to do at work.”

      “I appreciate it more than you can ever know,” I told him. “I think you made a big difference in his life.”

      “I hope so,” he said. “I know what it’s like to feel like you are all alone.”

      “I’ll see you Monday,” I told him. “Thanks again. For all of it. The hoodies and gear and just everything.”

      He grinned. “Trust me, I can afford it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course, you can.”

      I went back inside to find Jace sitting on the couch with the TV on. I sat down beside him. “Did you have fun today?” I asked.

      He bobbed his head up and down. “That was so fun!” he exclaimed. “I want to go again!”

      “I think I can take you, but you’ll have to put the worm on your hook all by yourself.”

      “I know how,” he said confidently. “Nash showed me.”

      “Good.”

      “I can show you,” he offered.

      “I don’t think I want to mess with a worm.”

      He laughed. “It’s not bad, Mom,” he said. I could see the confidence in him. A few hours with Nash and he was already changing into a stronger boy.

      “Maybe I’ll let you show me, but I think I’m going to need you to do it for me. You’re going to be much better at it.”

      “Nash says he has a boat,” he said.

      I nodded. “I heard him.”

      “Can we go on his boat?”

      “I don’t know. Nash is a busy man. He might not have time.”

      “But he said,” he argued.

      “We’ll have to see.”

      He watched the TV for a minute before turning back to me. “I like Nash,” he stated.

      “Good. He’s a nice guy.”

      “Isn’t he your boss?”

      I slowly nodded. “He is.”

      “I thought you didn’t like your boss?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because you told Joss you weren’t going to work there anymore. You said you quit.”

      I sighed. “I did say that, but I’m working there again and he’s okay. Sometimes, adults get angry just like you get angry with the kids at school.”

      “He said he would buy me a BB gun and show me how to shoot it,” he announced.

      “He did, did he?” I asked with surprise.

      “Yep. He said boys shoot guns at things, but we can’t shoot at animals or people.”

      “No, you definitely can’t. We’ll see about the gun. I think fishing is good for now.”

      “But Mom, I’m going to be a man,” he reminded me. “I have to know how to shoot.”

      “It’s not a requirement,” I said dryly. “We’ll see. I’ll talk to Nash on Monday and maybe we can find some time for you guys to hang out again.”

      “I want to!” he said with a great deal of enthusiasm. “I want to go fishing again.”

      “I will see if he has time. He’s a very busy man.”

      “I bet he will,” he said matter-of-factly. “He told me he liked hanging out with me.”

      I smiled at my little boy that was happier than I’d seen in a while. It wasn’t just happy. He had a look about him that said he felt good in his own skin. It had been too long since I had seen that. Maybe I was reading into it, but I was certain a few hours with a male figure transformed him. I knew for certain I needed to find a male influence to help keep up the progress. I wanted my boy to be happy and healthy. I wanted him to feel confident and certain of who he was.
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      I nodded at the security guard as he closed and locked the door behind me. I needed to catch up on some paperwork. It felt strange to be back at headquarters after being gone all week. I wasn’t able to tear myself away from the tax firm. Technically, I could have, but I didn’t want to. I had enjoyed working with Saige, even if we spent very little time together.

      It was the occasional conversation or being able to watch her interact with the employees. It was nice to watch her. Very nice. The little daytime fantasies that went along with the watching were an added perk. It certainly kept the day interesting.

      I stepped out of the elevator and walked toward my office. As usual, my eyes were scanning the area. I was always on the lookout for anything that was out of place or presented a less than perfect first impression. I wanted potential investors to see my headquarters and understand just how much I paid attention to every detail.

      There was a neat stack of paperwork on my desk awaiting my attention. I sat down and got busy. I didn’t have anything planned for the day, but I was hoping to catch Davin. I had not seen him at all this week. I usually saw him almost every day. I kind of missed the guy, but I would never admit to that.

      After finishing up with the most pressing tasks, I shut everything down and headed downstairs. The lobby of the building was open for the bar only. I could hear the sound of a sportscaster mingled with what sounded like a reporter.

      I walked into the bar and found a few customers sitting at the tables. The TVs were on to provide just enough background noise to drown out conversations. Davin was behind the bar with a clipboard in hand.

      “Woah, I didn’t know if you still worked here,” he teased.

      “Funny. You’re still getting paid, so I guess that means I do.”

      “Want a drink?” he asked.

      “Just a club soda,” I said and sat down on a barstool. “It’s quiet in here. I’m not sure it makes a lot of sense to open on a Sunday.”

      “It’ll pick up. Guys do the family thing in the morning and manage to escape by late afternoon.”

      I nodded and took the glass he offered. “Speaking of family things,” I said as a very uncool segue into the topic I wanted to talk to him about.

      “I don’t even know where you’re going with that,” he said with a laugh.

      “I spent yesterday with Saige and her kid,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow. “And the kid is still alive?”

      “Very funny.”

      “Why?” he asked with a confused expression.

      “Because I wanted to help her out.”

      He shook his head. “Again, why?”

      “Her little boy is getting picked on at school because he doesn’t have a dad,” I explained.

      “Newsflash, I guarantee you there is a dad.”

      “He’s dead, smartass.”

      He winced. “Ouch. That’s awful.”

      “He never met his father. She said the guy died when she was pregnant.”

      “Wow. That’s really sad.”

      He actually seemed affected by the story. “I don’t get the feeling it was a love match,” I told him. “Probably wouldn’t have been in Jace’s life if he did live.”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I asked. “You’re acting like a girl. Are you crying?”

      “I’m not crying. I just feel really bad for her and the kid. That’s harsh. I can’t imagine having to go through all that alone.”

      I stared at him and wondered if there was something seriously wrong with the guy. “What are you talking about?”

      He sighed. “We’re pregnant.”

      “Who? Me and you? Are you fucking high?”

      “You really are an asshole,” he shot back. “Me and my girlfriend. She just found out Friday. She’s pregnant.”

      “Is it yours?”

      He threw his bar towel at me. “Fuck you.”

      I laughed. “Sorry, habit. Someone says that and my first question is, am I the daddy?”

      “I’m the daddy,” he said.

      “Okay. Next question, is this a good thing?”

      He laughed. “It’s a surprise thing, but it’s good. It caught me off guard, but I’m cool with it.”

      “Congratulations then.”

      “Thanks. I’m still trying to get my head around it. I can’t believe I’m going to have a kid.”

      “You’re old enough for it,” I said with a laugh.

      “Look who’s talking. Are you just going to keep poaching Saige’s kid to satisfy your daddy cravings?”

      “I’m not poaching her kid. I was offering my manliness to help the kid out.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Is that even a thing?”

      “She wanted him to have a male influence. I volunteered my services.”

      “What’d you do? Scratch? Burp? Look at women?”

      “I took him fishing,” I said.

      He frowned. “You did what?”

      “We went fishing. We had to go buy gear but then we went fishing.”

      “How in the hell did you do that?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “How did you go fishing? Did you pay someone?”

      He was being an asshole. “I’m not a total pussy. I can fish and do the stuff you probably do all the time. I choose not to.”

      “Why are you doing it?” he asked. “In all the years I’ve known you, fishing is not something I have ever heard or seen you do.”

      “Like I said, he needed a male influence. He’s getting bullied and she’s worried he’s too soft because he doesn’t have a father around.”

      He slowly shook his head. “You’re walking into some seriously dangerous territory.”

      “I know how to fish.”

      “You don’t know how to handle kids. Have you ever been around them?”

      “No, but I’m not planning on kidnapping the kid and keeping him for myself,” I said sarcastically. “I felt bad for the kid and wanted to help out.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not a fucking scumbag. I can feel bad for people, especially kids.”

      “Did it hurt?” he teased.

      “Man, I have to ask myself almost every damn time I talk to you why I talk to you. You are just a real piece of work.”

      “Because I’m the only one that can tolerate your bullshit.” He grinned.

      “I need to find new friends,” I muttered.

      “Probably, but we both know you won’t.”

      “I might.”

      “You won’t,” he said. “Tell me about the kid.”

      “He’s smart. A little shy, but I think he’s lacking self-confidence. You know how it is.”

      “How old is he?” he asked.

      “Eight.”

      “You know, I think you have to be really careful,” he said. His expression revealed his concern.

      “With what? I already said there isn’t a baby daddy that’s going to get jealous.”

      “With him. He’s old enough to get hurt by this.”

      I shook my head. “By what?”

      “You’re popping in for a minute. You’re not in this for the long run. He’s going to get attached and then you bounce out of his life. That’s not fair to him.”

      “I’m not trying to be his dad,” I said. “I’m spending a little time with him to give him some male influence. You know how it is when you’re that age. You look to your dad or grandpa or an uncle for everything. You develop your mannerisms, language, everything from following your parents. He is a lot like Saige. He even stands like her.”

      He nodded. “I get it, and I agree, but, and I say this not to be a dick, but you’re not exactly reliable in the relationship department.”

      “I’m not trying to date the kid,” I said.

      “No, but are you trying to date the mom by getting close to the kid?”

      “No! Shit. Why are you trying to make this a bad thing? I hung out with them for a couple of hours. There was nothing more to it than that. Saige and I aren’t dating. We aren’t going to date.”

      “You just have sex after hours?” he teased.

      “Actually, yes. It’s not anything more than that. There is no reason to read into anything. Contrary to your opinion, I’m not a total asshole. I can be friends with people other than you. Saige is a nice person, and I didn’t see a problem with me hanging out with her and Jace for a little bit. It isn’t like we are having sleepovers or spending every day together.”

      He held up his hands. “All right, I get it. I’m not trying to warn you away from her, but just be careful of the kid and his feelings.”

      “I get it. I’ll make sure he knows me and his mom are just friends. I don’t want him getting any ideas about me being his new dad.”

      He laughed. “Good, but maybe not tell him that.”

      “I’ll talk to Saige. She seems like a protective mom. If she doesn’t want me hanging around the kid, she’ll tell me.”

      He wagged his finger at me. “Or maybe—” he said and dragged out the word.

      “Maybe what?”

      “Maybe that’s exactly what she is hoping will happen.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll fall in love with the kid. Maybe she is looking for a baby daddy. You’re wealthy and we know she likes having sex with you. She’s looking for her new man.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That would almost be believable if she could stand to talk to me. She hates me most of the time and tolerates me the rest.”

      “You mean when she lets you bang her on your desk, she is just tolerating you? Damn, I would hate to see how she is when she actually likes you. The two of you would have to keep a bucket of ice water handy.”

      I smirked. “I might have to see what happens when I’m nice to her.”

      “Be careful. Me and you might be raising kids together.” He laughed.

      “I’m good.”

      “It’d be cool,” he said. “Our kids could be best friends like their dads.”

      “I’m not your best friend.”

      “But I’m your best friend,” he joked. “Don’t deny it because we both know it’s true.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Whatever. I’m going. I need to take care of some stuff. Congrats again on the kid. If there’s anything you need, let me know.”

      “Are you offering to babysit?”

      “Not a chance in hell.”

      “How about a trust fund for the little nugget?” he joked.

      “Yeah, let me get right on that. I suppose you’re going to want time off.”

      “Duh, asshole. That’s what men do. Men that want to be in their baby mama’s good graces anyway.”

      “Are you going to marry her?” I asked.

      “You mean like a shotgun wedding?”

      I shrugged. “If that’s what you want to call it. I thought maybe because you knocked her up, you might want to put a ring on it.”

      “I’ve thought about it,” he said. “I was thinking about it before this happened but now I can’t ask her to marry me.”

      “What kind of fucked-up logic is that?”

      “Because she’s going to think I’m only asking her to marry me because she’s pregnant,” he explained.

      “Aren’t you?” I asked. I was so confused.

      “No. Yes. I loved her before she was pregnant and I think I love her even more now, but I can’t tell her that. I have to wait now.”

      I groaned. “This is why I don’t do relationships. I don’t like the games. I think it should be way easier than all of that. If you want to marry her, marry her. If you don’t, then just keep things the way they are. It’s worse than navigating a minefield. I like what I have with Saige. There aren’t any questions. There’s no drama. If we happen to be alone and the mood strikes, we have sex. When we’re done, we go on with our lives. There is no conversation about what I should and shouldn’t do. It’s just easy.”

      “Bullshit,” he scoffed. “You’re thinking about her even if you pretend you’re not. You’re all up in her business, literally, because you like her.”

      “It’s my business,” I reminded him.

      “But you don’t have to be there. She could run it for you.”

      “Yes, but I need to be there to make sure it’s going the way I think it should. She doesn’t plan on staying long anyway. I need to hire a replacement and then supervise the training.”

      “Good excuse. You just want to hang out with her a little longer.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not all that bad.”
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      “I see them,” I said to Jace as I waved to Joss.

      They were already seated in a booth at our favorite diner that served the best brunch in the city. Jace practically floated toward them. He was thrilled to see them. I knew it was because he couldn’t wait to tell them all about his exciting day yesterday. I had purposely kept my own explanation of our day to a minimum so he could have the pleasure of telling Joss and Caitlyn.

      “Hi, guys,” I said as we slid into the booth.

      “Guess what I did?” Jace said. His eyes were so full of joy. It made my heart so happy to see him in such a good place.

      “What?” Caitlyn asked.

      “I went fishing!”

      Joss looked at me. “Fishing?”

      “Yep,” Jace answered. “I caught two fish. I didn’t keep them because I didn’t want to kill them. Nash said he was going to show me how to cut them up later.”

      “Nash said?” Joss repeated again.

      I smiled and nodded. “Yes, Nash took us fishing. Well, he and Jace fished. I watched.”

      “Wow,” she murmured.

      Jace was talking a mile a minute as he regaled Caitlyn with every detail of his time with Nash. Joss kept giving me funny looks. We knew each other well enough to be able to communicate without words. I silently told her I would fill her in on the details once we were at the park, which was our next stop. We finished our brunch and headed across the street to the park for the kids to run.

      “Okay, spill. I thought Jace was telling us a tall tale.”

      “Nope, all real.”

      “He took him fishing?” she questioned. “What happened? You hated him two weeks ago.”

      “I told you we went to lunch and talked. I mentioned Jace was having some trouble at school. He volunteered to hang out with him.”

      “This is the man you hate?” she said.

      “Hate is a strong word. We just have very different values and ways of doing things.”

      “And yet he volunteered to come over and hang out with a kid he’s never met,” she said with a great deal of skepticism.

      I nodded. “He did.”

      “Wow. And you still don’t like this guy?”

      “It isn’t that I don’t like him. He’s just not my type. We are too different.”

      “You certainly seem like you have something in common,” she said with a laugh. “He just did this out of the kindness of his heart? I don’t understand. You’re not telling me something.”

      I looked away, watching Caitlyn and Jace sit on a bench and chatter away with each other. “Things have been a little different between us,” I confessed.

      “As in working together?”

      “Yes and more.”

      “I knew it!” she exclaimed loud enough to attract the attention of people around us.

      “Shh,” I shushed.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!”

      “It isn’t like it’s a regular thing,” I told her. “It’s just so hard to resist him. There is something about the man that makes me a little crazy.”

      “You mean horny,” she said and laughed. “I’ve never known you to be so, uh, wild.”

      “I don’t know why he does this to me,” I said with a sigh. “I see him and it’s like I’m watching a male model do a striptease in my mind. He’s too sexy for my own good.”

      “You could try not looking at him.”

      “I can’t. I work with him.”

      “Is that why you went back?” she asked.

      “No, definitely not. I never expected it to happen after the first time.”

      “And then it did and then it did again and again and again.” She laughed.

      “No, not that often.”

      “What about yesterday?” she asked.

      “What about it?”

      “Was it an overnight visit?” she asked in a low voice.

      “No. Yesterday was absolutely innocent. There was nothing happening. He really was completely focused on Jace. I was only there as a chaperone. The two of them talked and fished. Jace soaked up everything Nash said. It was so cute to watch him try to imitate everything Nash did, right down to the way he stood.”

      “That’s what little boys do with their daddies,” she said.

      “He needs a male figure in his life. I wasn’t sure before, but I am now. Look how happy he is. All he could talk about last night was how awesome Nash was. He gave me play-by-play details of everything Nash said and did several times.”

      “I think it’s sweet, and I am glad Jace got to have a fun day, but I think you have to be very careful.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You hated this guy up until a few days ago,” she reminded me. “You said over and over he was not a good person and you didn’t want to work for him. You told me how poorly he treated your staff. Those are adults with thicker skin and lower expectations. I think Jace is a little more vulnerable.”

      “I would never do anything to hurt Jace,” I told her. “I’ve never dated anyone or brought a man into the house. I think that shows, with the way he’s all over Nash. He is starving for that male attention.”

      She nodded as she watched the kids. There was a dad there with his three kids. She could warn me off of Nash, but I knew she was longing for the same thing. Watching a man treat his children well was something every woman craved deep in their soul. It was sexy and appealing on a much deeper level.

      “I know you would never hurt your son. I know that, but can you trust Nash?”

      I thought about it. “No, I can’t, which is why this will never go further than an occasional day out. That’s even assuming he wants to do it again.”

      “What if he doesn’t?” she asked. “How do you think Jace is going to take that?”

      “I’ll explain it to Jace that Nash is a busy man with a lot of work. Eventually, he’ll forget about him.”

      She sighed. “I don’t know. I guess I look at the dark side of things. I know Caitlyn could benefit from a male figure in her life as well, but I’m worried about it.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      “That the man is going to let her down. I’m worried he’s going to break her little heart and traumatize her. That trauma might make it difficult for her to have a healthy relationship in the future.”

      “That’s deep and that is definitely on the dark side. But a male figure in her life could also help her understand a positive male relationship. Don’t you think? You’re the shrink and you probably know more than me, but it seems like it would be nice for her to know that not all men are bad.”

      “I’ve never said men were bad, but I have never had any luck with them.” She laughed. “I keep her from seeing it because I don’t want to completely ruin her.”

      “I don’t blame you,” I said. “I’ve not had great luck. I don’t know what is going to happen with Jace and Nash, but if he is willing to be friends with Jace, I’ll take it. I want Jace to have someone to look up to.”

      “I get it,” she said. “I do and I love to see him so happy. Threaten to rip Nash’s balls off if he hurts Jace.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “You better believe I will.”

      “Did you guys make plans for later?” she asked.

      “It was mentioned but nothing set in stone.”

      “Are you still going to start your own company?”

      I nodded. “That’s my goal.”

      “What happens when you leave the firm?” she questioned. “Do you think you’ll be able to remain on good terms with him?”

      I thought about it for a second. “I’m not sure.”

      “Which means he wouldn’t be on good terms with Jace.”

      “Maybe not. I don’t know. It’s confusing. Yesterday, he was so different. He was a totally different person. I think he genuinely liked Jace.”

      “The guy is a sexy, eligible bachelor,” she reminded me. “When a woman manages to sink her claws into him, I can’t imagine that woman is going to be okay with her man hanging out with the woman he used to bang and her kid.”

      “Maybe not, but with the way Nash is, I don’t think I have to worry about him settling down anytime soon. He’s been single this long.”

      “All right,” she said and clapped her hands together. “I’ll stop trying to talk you out of it. I did my due diligence. Now, I get to be the friend that’s happy for you.”

      “You were just playing devil’s advocate,” I teased.

      “You know I have to,” she said with a smile. “We’ve got that stuff out of the way. Now tell me about the sex.”

      “No!” I shrieked. “You’re crazy.”

      “Come on. I need to live vicariously through you. In the office again?”

      I nodded. “He bought me dinner. It was very sweet.”

      “Are you sure you don’t like this man?” she asked. “You are warming up to him. I can see that written all over your face. You like him a lot more than you did a month ago.”

      “I’m getting used to him, I guess. He is abrasive and I don’t fully agree with his way of doing things, but I can kind of see under the veil he hides behind. He puts on a front. He pretends to be a bigger douche than he really is. That’s not to say he is a nice man, because he isn’t, but he’s not as bad as I thought.”

      “That’s high praise,” she said. “I’m sure he’d be happy to hear you only think he’s a regular douche.”

      “He’s got some quirks, but when he lets down that guard, I get to see the man I used to know way back when.”

      I didn’t want to revisit that time. It still hurt. It was one of those memories I tried to block from my mind. There were moments when I saw that younger version of Nash and got a little nostalgic. Then I remembered him crushing my heart.

      “I’m happy for you,” she said. “I really am. I think you should maybe take a minute to consider this relationship you have with him. It could be something.”

      I shook my head. “It can’t. No way. He’s not a man I want in my life.”

      “He’s already in your life.”

      “For now,” I corrected. “Eventually, I will find a man that I want to be a positive influence in Jace’s life. Nash is holding that place for now, but it isn’t going to be permanent. Nash is not the kind of role model I want for Jace. Not the way he is.”

      “How so?”

      “Uh, the screwing everything that walks thing is not the kind of man I want Jace to be.”

      She laughed. “Oh goodness. I do not want to think of our sweet little Jace turning into that.”

      “Exactly. Nash can teach him to fish and how to walk with a swagger, but when it comes to love and relationships, that is never going to happen.”

      “I don’t blame you.” She fell quiet for a moment. “Unless he just happens to turn things around and becomes Mr. Wonderful.”

      “And I will look for the signs of hell freezing over.”
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      “Do you want some coffee?” Saige asked from my office door.

      I looked up to make sure it was really her. She never offered me anything besides advice on where I could stick my thumbs and occasionally my head. I wasn’t sure if it was a trap.

      “From the breakroom?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said slowly. “Did you want it from somewhere else?”

      “No, the breakroom is fine. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said with a bright smile. “We have that meeting with the potential client in twenty minutes. Are you going to attend?”

      “Yes, I should. I want to make sure people know I am the owner, and I will be hands-on.”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      She left the office, and I was still wondering what was happening. Was she being nice because I spent the day with Jace? If that was the case, I would definitely volunteer my services again. She returned a minute later and set the coffee cup on my desk.

      “Do you want to meet in here or the conference room?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Where do you normally do this?”

      “My office.”

      “Should we meet in my office?” I asked. I felt like a fish out of water. I did these things all the time, but in this firm, I felt like I was just starting out.

      “If that’s what you want,” she said without giving me any help.

      “Saige, help me out,” I said. “What impresses them?”

      “I would do it in here,” she finally said.

      “Why?”

      “Because we are talking about money. It’s a sensitive subject. People don’t like to blast their business in front of people they don’t know and don’t trust. It’s your job to make them feel secure. They need to feel comfortable with you and ultimately your staff. They have to know their business is going to be private as well as secure.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I get it. That works.”

      “Great, I’ll be back.”

      She was being different. I couldn’t put my finger on it. She seemed happy. She was actually being nice to me. I wasn’t used to anyone being nice to me. It was strange.

      But then I remembered who she was almost ten years ago. The woman who just offered me coffee was the same woman I remembered from back then. She’d been one of the few people who seemed to understand me. She looked past my tough exterior and saw me for me. She didn’t take my shit and never backed down.

      There was a knock on my door. I got to my feet and straightened my tie. “Come in.”

      The door opened and Saige stepped through. “Nash, this is Mr. Lyman,” she introduced. “Mr. Lyman, this is the owner of the firm, Nash Aarons.”

      I stepped around the desk and shook his hand. “It’s good to meet you, Mr. Lyman,” I said.

      “Call me Eli,” he said.

      “Eli, have a seat,” I said, gesturing at a chair.

      We all sat. This was really going to be Saige’s show. I was thinking of this meeting as a training session. I wanted to see how she pulled in these big clients. I noticed Eli looking at Saige. He was actually turned in his chair to get a better view of her.

      “Thank you for coming in today, Eli,” I said and attempted to pull his attention back to me. The guy had silver hair and looked very much like Richard Gere. I knew his type. I was his type. Looking at him, I got a glimpse of my future. Oddly enough, I didn’t like him.

      “You’re welcome,” he said with a smile and never once looked at me. “When I heard about this firm, I did my homework. I’ve heard a lot about you, Saige. I never imagined you would be this pretty in person.”

      I almost rolled my eyes.

      Saige smiled. “You’re very kind, thank you.”

      “The total package,” he said. “Beauty and brains.”

      “Thank you, Eli,” she said and looked at me. “Nash and I have gone over your financials and are confident the firm can handle your business.”

      “You know, I’m very happy where I am,” he said.

      “If you were happy where you were, you wouldn’t be here,” I countered. “You’re looking for a firm that will not only handle your money but find ways to make more money.”

      Eli nodded. “You would be right. I’ve heard great things about Saige’s style.”

      “She’s good at her job,” I agreed.

      I found myself clenching my jaw. The guy was grating on my nerves. He was practically drooling on her. I had no right to be jealous, but I was.

      “I am very interested in what Saige can do for me and my firm,” he said.

      He was purposely talking in sexual undertones. She wasn’t rejecting him. Did I expect her to? I shouldn’t but I did.

      She looked at me and smiled before turning back to Eli. “We’ve got an excellent staff with some of the best in the business. When you bring your business to us, you get more than just me or Nash. You get an entire team. We work together and strategize about the best ways to save our clients money.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said. “I’d like to meet some of the staff if you don’t mind. Could you give me a tour?”

      “I’d love to,” she replied.

      “Saige has another client,” I said. “I’d be happy to show you around.”

      Saige looked at me with surprise. “I don’t—”

      “I emailed you an account,” I lied. “I’d like you to give it a look.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I can look at it after I’ve given him the tour.”

      “I’ve got it,” I said more firmly and got to my feet. “Eli, let’s go.”

      I gestured for him to walk ahead of me. “I can wait until it’s a better time,” Eli said.

      “Nope. Now’s good. Let’s do this. If you want to see all the boring stuff, let’s do it.”

      Saige cleared her throat. It was going to take a lot more than that to stop me. “Nash, can I grab you for a minute?” she asked sweetly.

      “I’ll be done with this in a minute,” I said.

      “A minute?” Eli questioned. “Is this the two-cent tour? I would think I’d get the two-dollar tour with the amount of money I’m considering bringing to the business.”

      “You want to see people working at computers and reading boring tax forms,” I said. “That’s not exactly worth two bucks but it’s your money. We’ll stop and inspect the toilets if that would make it more worth your while.”

      I heard Saige gasp as we walked into the bullpen. “These walls are very old school,” he commented.

      “It improves productivity,” I told him.

      “It feels like a mausoleum in here. Your office is well decorated, but out here, it looks like something you’d see in a bad eighties movie.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered. “It’s something we’ve implemented to keep our employees focused on their jobs and not each other.”

      He laughed. “I see. Does Saige work out here?”

      “No, she has her own office.”

      “Ah, privacy,” he said in a low voice. “I prefer to conduct my business in private. I can appreciate you outsourcing some of my work, but if I were to bring my business here, I’d like to have the best on my account. I would also prefer to keep the number of people who were involved with my account to be limited.”

      “You’re asking for Saige to be the only one on your account,” I surmised.

      He looked at me and grinned. “I guess you could say that. What’s the deal with her anyway?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Is she single?”

      “You’d have to ask her.”

      “She’s got a nice rack on her, doesn’t she? How do you work with her and not want to bang her at every turn?”

      We were just coming up to the reception desk when I decided I couldn’t take it anymore. I had enough. “That’s the tour,” I said. “All two dollars of it.”

      He laughed. “I think I’d like to see Saige’s office. I need to know what I’m working with.”

      “What you’re working with?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

      He winked. “I mean I plan on spending a lot of late nights in her office.”

      “I’m sure she’d love to hear that.”

      “If you can guarantee me she’ll be on my account, I’ll have my people transfer the files to you by the end of the week.”

      “No thanks,” I said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You don’t need to transfer the files. We won’t be taking your account.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? I’m telling you I’ll bring you my account—my very large account—and you’re telling me no thank you?”

      I nodded. “Yep, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We don’t do business with guys like you,” I said.

      “I have an account worth well over ten million dollars,” he argued.

      “Congratulations. I’m sure you’ll find a new firm.”

      “I’d like to talk to Saige,” he said.

      “No. That will not happen. In fact, I’m telling you not to contact her ever again.”

      “You can’t do that,” he scoffed.

      “I can and I am. Don’t bring her into this. This is my firm. I decide who we take on as clients. Not her.”

      “Is this because I said she had a nice rack?”

      “Have a good day,” I said and turned to walk away.

      The man had the audacity to grab my upper arm. “Don’t,” he growled.

      I jerked my arm and stepped up to him. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

      “You’re fucking her.”

      “Shut up and leave. Now.”

      “You didn’t put a ring on it. Not that it would stop me, but don’t act like you own that fine piece of real estate. Saige looks like she needs a man that knows a few things. You’re a young pup. You don’t know what it takes to please a woman like that.”

      I was going to kill him. “Say her name again, and you’re going to be drinking through a straw for the next six weeks,” I hissed.

      “Are you threatening me?” He smirked.

      I slowly shook my head. “I never make threats. I do, however, make promises. Your ten-million-dollar company will be destroyed if you fuck with me or her. Do you understand me?”

      “And how exactly do you think you’ll destroy me?”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “I don’t give a shit who you are. Young bucks like you are a dime a dozen. You burn hot and fast, and next year, you’ll be wallowing in your own shit.”

      I smirked. “Not a chance in hell, but I’d be willing to wager on it. I bet that by this time next year you will be on the street with your hand out. I’ll own your company. I’ll own it and then I will dismantle it. Get out. Don’t ever come in this building again. Do not contact her or I will follow through with my promise.”

      I walked away and directly to Saige’s office.

      “How’d it go?” she asked. “Is he bringing the account over?”

      “No. I’ve told him to take his business somewhere else. I will not do business with a man like that.”

      Her mouth dropped. “You’re joking.”

      “I never joke about business.”

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Don’t worry about it. This is my firm, and I will not allow that man to step foot in my office again.”

      She scowled. “Do you know how business works?” she asked sarcastically. “We grow by bringing in accounts. We sink if we get pissed and fire clients.”

      “I won’t sink.” I walked away and headed for my own office. The moment I got into the office, I closed the door and stripped off my jacket. I loosened my tie and flopped in my chair. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.
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      I scrambled the eggs, spacing out while the eggs sizzled in the pan. I couldn’t figure out what happened yesterday. Things had been going well, and then bam, they weren’t. He left shortly after the Eli situation. I didn’t know what was said between the two of them, but something had gone bad. Very bad. He didn’t even say goodbye when he left.

      I flipped the eggs out of the pan and onto a plate. “Jace,” I hollered.

      “I’m not hungry!” he shouted back.

      “It’s time for breakfast,” I said. “Please, come and eat. We need to get going.”

      He stomped into the kitchen. “I don’t want eggs.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “Is Joss taking me to school today?” he asked.

      “Yes. Do you want eggs?”

      “Fine. Is Caitlyn going to be here?”

      “Of course, she is.”

      He scrunched up his nose. “I don’t want to go to school with her!”

      “What?”

      “I’m not going to school. I don’t want to go with Caitlyn!” He rushed out of the kitchen. The door slammed a second later.

      I blinked and tried to figure out just what happened. “What the hell?” I muttered. First Nash, now Jace. “FML.”

      I buttered the toast and put it on the plate before going to check on Jace. I knocked on his door. “Jace, can I come in?”

      “I don’t want to go with Caitlyn,” he said.

      I pushed open his door. “I made your breakfast. You need to eat before school.”

      “I said I’m not hungry.”

      “I know what you said but breakfast is important.”

      “No,” he said.

      “Jace, why don’t you want to go to school with Caitlyn?”

      He walked past me and into the bathroom. Once again, he slammed the door. The doorbell rang a second later. I shook my head and walked out to answer the door. “Hi,” I said with exasperation.

      “What’s going on?” Joss asked.

      “Long story,” I said.

      “Caitlyn, why don’t you go make yourself some toast?” she said.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Jace is not in a good way.”

      “I was going to talk to you last night, but I had an emergency client last night.”

      “What happened?”

      She pulled me into the living room. “He’s having a hard time at school again,” she said in a low voice.

      “What? How? Why?”

      She slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry. These kids are just assholes.”

      “Is it the same bullshit? The ‘he’s not a real boy?’”

      “Something along those lines,” she said.

      The way she said it told me there was more to the story. “And?”

      She looked down at her feet. “And Caitlyn stood up for him.”

      I shrugged. “That was nice of her. I’ll thank her.”

      “No, you don’t understand,” she said and actually looked pained.

      “I guess I don’t. What am I missing? Have I had my head up my ass the last week? I feel like I’m in a dark room and can’t see or hear anything.”

      “Now the kids are making fun of Jace because a girl had to defend him,” she explained. “Jace is mad at Caitlyn for sticking up for him.”

      “I’m sorry,” Caitlyn said and came into the room. “I saw those boys being mean and I got mad. I told them to leave Jace alone. Then they started making fun of him and calling him a girl.”

      “She wasn’t trying to embarrass him,” Joss said. “She was doing what she thought was right.”

      “Absolutely,” I said and bent down to look at Caitlyn. “Thank you so much for doing that for him. You did the right thing. I know he’s upset right now, but he’ll get over it.”

      “The kids were really mean,” Caitlyn said.

      “I know.”

      “I’m sorry,” Joss said. “It’s just a bad deal.”

      “You know what, I’ll take him to school today,” I said. “I think I need to have a talk with him and possibly the teacher.”

      “If there is anything I can do,” Joss said. “If you want to take him to talk with someone, I can give you some recommendations.”

      “I’ll try to handle this in-house.”

      “All right, good luck,” she said and patted my arm. “Caitlyn, let’s go.”

      “What about Jace?” she asked.

      “I’m going to take him,” I said. “He’ll see you at school.”

      She looked sad. “Will you tell him I’m sorry?”

      “I will and thank you so much for standing up for him. I am glad he has you as a friend.”

      “I’ll talk to you later,” Joss said as she ushered her daughter out the door.

      I grabbed my phone. I was going to be late to work. I wasn’t sure if Nash was going to be in the office, but I didn’t want him firing me or assuming I quit when I showed up an hour late. I found his contact info and was hoping the call went to voicemail.

      “Hello,” he answered. “Saige?”

      “Uh, yes, sorry, I thought it would go to voicemail.”

      “I’m in the car,” he said. “What’s up?”

      I cleared my throat. “I’m going to be about an hour late.”

      “Why?”

      I bit my tongue. I couldn’t tell him it was none of his business. He was my boss. “I need to take Jace to school.”

      “That takes an hour?” he questioned.

      “There’s been an issue. I need to take a few extra minutes to deal with the teacher.”

      “He’s getting bullied?” he asked with concern.

      “I have to go,” I said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I hung up before he could ask me anything else. I didn’t know what I was doing with him, but I wasn’t going to involve him in Jace’s life any more than necessary. Joss had been right. It wasn’t fair to Jace. I couldn’t drag Nash into this.

      “Jace, let’s go. I’m taking you to school.”

      He came out of the bathroom. “Is Caitlyn here?”

      “No. I’m taking you to school. Your breakfast is on the counter. Eat while I get my stuff together.”

      I would talk to him once we were in the car. He couldn’t run away and slam a door then. It was only a little diabolical. I quickly finished getting ready and stuffed my briefcase. “Are you done?” I asked him.

      “Yes,” he said and tossed his plate in the sink.

      Once we were on the way, I made my move. “Jace, can you tell me what happened yesterday?”

      “Mom,” he groaned. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I know, but we are going to talk about it. I want to know what happened.”

      “They were saying dumb stuff,” he said.

      “Like they always do.”

      “But it was different,” he said.

      “How?”

      “Because the other kids were saying it too,” he said.

      I squeezed the wheel. I wanted to kick all their little butts. They all needed a serious timeout. I wished I could go to the parents. I would shake them. I wanted to know why they were raising little monsters.

      “Why are you mad at Caitlyn?” I asked.

      I knew why, but I wanted to hear his side of things. This was not a conversation I wanted to have. I remembered when I was pregnant. I had so many hopes and dreams. I imagined skinned knees and a little boy climbing trees. I envisioned girls calling and his graduation. I never imagined I would be dealing with this kind of thing.

      “She pushed one of the kids,” he said. “She told them to leave me alone. Now they all think I’m a girl because my best friend is a girl.”

      “Oh Jace, I’m so sorry.”

      “They hate me, Mom,” he said.

      I almost cried. I could hear the hurt in his voice. “They don’t know you,” I told him. “I know it’s hard to believe it, but they would love you if they knew you.”

      “Why won’t they leave me alone?”

      “They will eventually,” I said. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but it does get better. They will forget why they don’t like you. I promise, this doesn’t last forever.”

      “I don’t want to go to school anymore,” he said in the smallest voice I ever heard. It cut right through me.

      “Caitlyn is there. She is your best friend. She’s a girl but that doesn’t matter. She stuck up for you because she is your friend. Again, I know it doesn’t seem like it, but that is a good thing.”

      “She embarrassed me,” he pouted.

      “If she was a boy, would you be mad at her?” I asked him.

      “No.”

      “Then you should not be mad at her. She was doing the right thing. If someone is picking on her, I would expect you to stick up for her.”

      “No one picks on her,” he said.

      “But if they did, would you be her friend and tell them to leave her alone?”

      “Yes,” he answered without hesitation.

      “Then why are you mad at her for doing the same thing?”

      He blew out a long breath. “I’m not mad,” he pouted. “I’m embarrassed.”

      “And those two things can get messy. You get embarrassed and that makes you mad. Unfortunately, that often makes you mad at the wrong person.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I got mad at Caitlyn.”

      “Yes, you did. She’s your best friend. What do you think you should say to Caitlyn?”

      “Sorry,” he said in a small voice.

      “Yes. You need to tell her you’re sorry.”

      “Is she mad at me?”

      “I don’t think so. I think she is sad that you were upset. I think she might be a little sad that you were mad at her. Did you say anything mean to her?”

      “No. I just got mad.”

      That was a relief. I couldn’t imagine what would happen if Caitlyn and Jace had a falling out. It was terrible to put so much pressure on a relationship between children, but if they were at odds, there was no way Joss and I could remain close friends. Our friendship was partly based on the friendship between our children. We spent our off days together because it benefited our kids.

      I pulled into the drop-off line and tapped my fingers against the steering wheel. “Do you want me to talk to the teacher?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “I think it might be a good idea for me to let the teacher know it’s still a problem. I don’t like these kids picking on you. It isn’t nice.”

      “I’m okay, Mom,” he said.

      He wasn’t okay. That was what was really pissing me off. He was not okay, and it was only getting worse because of a few bad apples. “Jace, I love you. I love you and you are such a strong young man. You are very much a boy. I saw you fishing and doing great at it.”

      “But they don’t know any of that,” he pouted.

      “And it doesn’t matter what they know or they don’t know. I know and you know. That’s all that matters. Caitlyn knows you are awesome.”

      “Mom,” he groaned.

      I dug deep. I was about to pull out my wild card. “Nash thinks you are awesome.”

      He smiled. “He does?”

      “Absolutely,” I told him. “He had a lot of fun hanging out with you.”

      That seemed to give him a little boost. When it was his turn to tuck and roll out of the car, I barely had a chance to say goodbye. I watched him run toward the front of the building. Caitlyn was there waiting for him. When they hugged and started talking like they always did, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      All was right with the world. “One bullet dodged,” I muttered.

      Now I had to go to work and deal with Nash. I hoped like hell he was settled down. I couldn’t deal with another moody boy.
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      I leaned back in my lounge chair and closed my eyes. The sun was out, and it felt good. I had about a hundred things to do but I couldn’t find the energy to do any of them. I was being lazy. It was something I rarely allowed myself to do. I should be going over files and accounts. I should be researching companies that were on the verge of bankruptcy.

      I sighed and just leaned into the moment. When my phone rang, I strongly considered ignoring it. I didn’t want to let go of the tranquility I had found. But it could be something important. I blindly reached out and grabbed it off the small table.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “Um, Nash?” I heard Saige say.

      I sat up. “Saige?”

      “Yes. Hi. Are you busy?”

      “No, not at all. What’s going on?”

      She hesitated. “I was wondering if you’d like to hang out with myself and Jace today?”

      I was taken aback. “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s been a tough week,” she said. “If you’re busy, I understand.”

      “No,” I blurted out. “I’m not busy. I can be there in an hour.”

      “Thank you. I’ll explain when you get here.”

      “I get it. I’ll be there soon.”

      I hopped out of my chair and went inside to change. I was on my way to her house in under twenty minutes. I refused to think about how excited I was to be going to her house. I was doing it as a favor. There was no reading between the lines. I was helping out a kid that was in a tough spot.

      When I got to the house, Jace was out in the backyard. “Thank you for coming over on such short notice,” she said.

      “What’s going on? I’m guessing this has something to do with the other day.”

      She gestured for me to sit down. “It does,” she said as she sat in a recliner.

      “What happened?”

      “He was getting bullied for the same old shit. His best friend who happens to be a girl, defended him. She told them to leave him alone and Jace got embarrassed. Caitlyn, his friend, the daughter of my best friend, isn’t a big girl. She’s petite but yet she stood up for him. They made up, but he is still suffering at the hands of those little monsters.”

      “I don’t know how you do it,” I said.

      “Do what?”

      “Not beat the hell out of those kids for hurting your son.”

      She laughed. “Oh, trust me, only the threat of prison keeps me from doing that. I am at the end of my rope. I have talked to the teachers and the principal and I’m just so done.”

      “I get it,” I told her. “How’s he doing?”

      “He’s bummed. He needs a lifeline. He was so confident after the day of fishing with you. I thought for sure it would fix all of this stuff.”

      “But it didn’t,” I said.

      “No. I know I don’t have any right to ask you to do this. I hate that I’m asking.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” I said. “I want to help him.”

      “I don’t know how to do this,” she said. I heard the strain in her voice.

      “Where is he?”

      “In the back.”

      “Grab your purse,” I said as I got up. “We’re going on a drive.”

      “What? Where?”

      I walked to the backyard. “Hey, Jace,” I said when I found him sitting on a small patio and coloring pictures with chalk.

      “Nash!” he exclaimed.

      “How are you doing?” I asked him.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you want to go for a drive?” I asked him.

      “Okay.”

      “Let’s go,” I told him.

      “Where are we going?” Saige asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      “If you take us to a shooting range, I’m calling a cab,” she hissed.

      I winked. “Not yet, but that is not completely off the table.”

      “Oh, yes, it is.”

      I pulled up in front of the old, rundown building in the Bronx. “Where are we?” Saige asked.

      She didn’t immediately get out of the car. She looked around with a look of concern. The place did look really sketchy, but it was safe. Safe enough.

      “Let’s go in,” I said.

      We walked in the door of the old building that had been transformed into a boxing school. “What are we doing here?” Saige asked again.

      “Nash!” someone shouted.

      I turned to see the owner of the gym coming toward me. I held up a hand. “Ronnie,” I greeted.

      “What brings you in here?” Ronnie asked.

      “I’ve brought a friend that could really use some of your attention. This is Jace.”

      Ronnie looked at the little boy that was cowering behind his mother. “Jace,” he said. “That is a strong name. I like it. How old are you, Jace?”

      “Eight,” Jace answered.

      “How do you know Nash?” he asked.

      Saige stepped in front of Jace. “I’m Saige, Jace’s mom,” she said. “Nash is my boss at work.”

      Ronnie grinned and nodded. “I see. What brings you three here today?”

      Saige looked at me. “Yes, what brings us here today?” she asked.

      “I want to get Jace in the ring,” I said.

      Her eyes widened. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “He’s just the right age to get started,” Ronnie said.

      “Nash,” she whispered.

      I looked to Jace. “Hey, do you want to learn how to box?” I asked him.

      At first, he looked confused. “What?”

      “We’ll put on cool gloves and we’ll pretend to fight. It will teach you some moves.”

      “Can I, Mom?” he asked.

      “Is it safe?” she asked me.

      I nodded. “It is.”

      “You can,” she said.

      “Come with me,” I told him. “Let’s go get ready.”

      Ronnie helped him put on gloves while giving him a little pep talk. Saige sat down in one of the folding chairs outside the ring. I helped Jace into the ring. “All right, buddy,” I told him. “You’re going to do whatever Ronnie tells you. We’re only playfighting. I’m not going to hurt you. We’re just learning how to jab and dodge.”

      He looked confused.

      “Ready?” Ronnie asked.

      “Yes,” Jace said nervously. “I’m ready.”

      We spent the next thirty minutes going over the basics. We did some play fighting, bouncing around the ring as we jabbed. Ronnie climbed out of the ring and went to sit with Saige. I listened to them talk while focusing on Jace.

      “How do you know Nash?” Saige asked.

      My ears were tuned into whatever they were saying. Ronnie laughed. “I met him a while ago. I was in a bad way. Nash offered to be my business partner. I thought he was crazy. I’m in this crumbling building with no way of ever getting out of it and he wanted to invest in my business. He asked for some boxing tips in exchange but nothing more. He saved me in every way. I was on the verge of losing everything. He stepped in and helped me get back on track.”

      “Do you have a lot of customers?” she asked him.

      “I have steady clients,” he said. “Most of them come from Nash. He refers people all the time.”

      I turned my attention back to Jace. “Hey, Ronnie,” I said. “Why don’t you get up here and earn your money?”

      Ronnie laughed and got up from the chair. He climbed into the ring and took over for me. I pulled off the gloves and took Ronnie’s seat next to Saige. “He’s gaining more confidence,” I said.

      “I don’t know if this is the way I want to build his confidence,” she murmured. “Violence is never the answer.”

      “Violence is the answer to violence,” I argued.

      “He’s eight. Doesn’t it seem a little violent for a little boy?”

      “Didn’t you tell me he got hit?” I asked.

      “Yes, but I don’t want him hitting back.”

      “You want him to get his ass beat?” I shot back.

      “No! Geez, no way.”

      “Then, he needs to know how to defend himself. He has to be able to stand up for himself. Do you want a girl protecting him all the time?”

      “No, but—”

      “I’m not encouraging him to fight but I think it’s important he have the knowledge that he can fight back if it comes to it. Ronnie is really good at teaching self-defense without encouraging violence. He trains fighters. A trained fighter never goes looking for trouble, but if trouble finds them, they know they can handle it. They don’t have to be worried or afraid of getting hurt because they can defend themselves. Even that tiny little bit of confidence can go a long way to warding off a bully.”

      “How so?” she asked.

      “Because a bully picks on the weak. I don’t mean this in a bad way, but Jace presents himself as a weak kid.”

      She scowled at me. “He isn’t weak.”

      “He isn’t strong.”

      “Don’t be a jerk,” she shot back.

      “I’m not trying to be a jerk. Jace is a timid kid. He sticks out because he is quiet and likes to stay in the background. That’s like candy to a bully. They are going to hone in on him. With a little confidence gained from the knowledge he can fight back if he has to, they aren’t going to see him as vulnerable. He has to be able to hold his head high and his shoulders back.”

      She groaned and looked at her son in the ring. “I feel like I’m stealing his innocence.”

      “You are giving him confidence. Those kids are stealing his innocence. It’s part of life. I imagine it’s hard to see your little boy grow up, but it’s happening.”

      “I know, but I don’t want him to think life is about who can hit the hardest.”

      “Isn’t it?” I countered. “Every single day, we deal with people who want to hit us when we’re down. I know in my business, it’s all about fighting every single day. I don’t always come to blows, but it gets down and dirty sometimes.”

      “True, but this is different.”

      “Saige, little boys box and wrestle. They get rough sometimes.”

      She watched her son fight, wincing and cringing. He wasn’t in any danger, but I could understand why it would be painful to watch.

      “He’s fast,” I said. “Look at him. He’s bouncing on the balls of his feet. He’s not afraid to step up to the man. That’s promising.”

      “Nash, do me a favor,” she said. She reached over and touched my hand.

      “What’s up?”

      “Please don’t turn him into a fighting machine. I like my son just the way he is. I like that he is a little soft. I don’t want him to lose that side of himself because he is trying to live up to a stereotype. He can be a gentle boy.”

      I nodded. “He can. Knowing how to fight back doesn’t make him less gentle. It’s about making him feel like he is strong enough. He can take care of himself if he has to. You said his friend stuck up for him, right?”

      “Yes. Caitlyn. She’s a pretty, petite girl. She’s fierce though.”

      “Because she’s confident,” he insisted.

      “I suppose that’s true, but I can’t imagine Caitlyn using her fists.”

      “Everyone is wired a little differently. She has a natural confidence. Jace has to work a little harder for his.”

      I knew this was not what she wanted to hear. I didn’t blame her. Unfortunately, it was the way it was. I was only hoping I could make a small difference in the boy’s life. I didn’t want to turn him into a lean, mean, killing machine, but I wanted to show him he didn’t have to be afraid.

      I’d lived his life. I had always been shy and uncertain of myself. I wasn’t always bullied, but my father did a great job tearing me down.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I’m going to trust you in this.”
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      “I’m hungry,” Jace said after he was finished at the gym.

      I turned to Nash. “Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      “Do you want to grab an early dinner with us?” I asked him. It was forward. The guy was single and probably had plans for the night, but I was going to ask him anyway.

      “I’d love to.”

      “Really?” I asked with surprise.

      “Did you want me to say no?” He laughed.

      “No, I guess I’m surprised you don’t have plans.”

      “I have nothing more important I’d rather do than dinner with you guys.”

      I smiled and looked in the backseat. Jace was grinning. It was a completely different kid from this morning. I hated that a little time with Nash completely transformed him. “There is a fun pizza place with arcade games that we go to sometimes,” I said. “Do you feel up to bad pizza, loud noises, and screaming kids?”

      He laughed. “You had me sold at bad pizza.”

      I told him the name of the pizza place. I sat back and enjoyed the ride while thinking about my future. Jace’s happiness seemed hinged on the choices I made. I needed to figure out how to help him. He needed me to find him a good male role model.

      We found a table in the crowded restaurant. Kids were running and screaming and having a good time in general. It was easily my least favorite place to go to, but it was Jace’s favorite. I sucked it up and did what I could to have a good time with him.

      We played games while we waited for our pizza. Once it was delivered to our table, we sat down and dug in.

      “How are you feeling after today?” I asked Jace.

      “Good. I want to go back. Ronnie said I could go back anytime I wanted.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yep.”

      “Now you can stand up for yourself and you don’t have to have a girl defend you,” Nash said.

      I nearly choked. I kicked his shin under the table. “Stop,” I hissed.

      “I can fight for myself,” Jace said proudly.

      “I’ll remind you both that the girl defended you,” I said.

      “But he doesn’t need some girl to stick up for him,” Nash said again. “Jace can handle himself.”

      “I’m sure he can, but I’ll remind you, Nash, that it is only because some girl stepped in to help you out.”

      He smiled. “True.” He turned to Jace who was sitting next to him. “When a girl steps in to help you, it means she likes you.”

      I couldn’t refute the claim without throwing Caitlyn under the bus. “It means the girl has compassion.”

      “And she likes you,” Nash teased with that silly, sexy smile I loved and hated at the same time.

      “Caitlyn is my friend,” Jace said. “I know she likes me.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “Good job.”

      “Do the kids that pick on you pick on anyone else?” Nash asked.

      Jace shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      I didn’t want to ruin our evening by talking about the rotten kids. “Are you ready to win more tickets?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject.

      Nash gave him a stack of coins for the machines. “Win lots of tickets,” he said.

      “You can’t tease him about the girl thing,” I scolded.

      “I’m not teasing him,” he said.

      “That’s teasing.”

      “Fine. Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings. I don’t think I did, but I think it’s important he knows this moment doesn’t define him. Don’t you think it’s better if he can keep it light? What good does it do to have the kid feeling bad about it?”

      It was crazy that he knew my kid better than I did at times. Technically, it wasn’t that crazy. “You’re right, but don’t tease him.”

      “I won’t. I would never. I forget he’s a kid sometimes. He’s very mature for his age.”

      I smiled. “Yes, he is.”

      “Thanks for inviting me to dinner,” he said. “This was fun.”

      “Come on,” I said with a laugh. “You could be out with some hot woman going to some even hotter club right now. I know this isn’t the way you normally spend your Saturday nights.”

      He leaned forward. “I’m already with a hot woman and I haven’t been to a club in a long time. I don’t know if you got the memo, but a thirty-eight-year-old man hanging out at a dance club isn’t all that cool. Some of those women could be my daughter. I come off as the creepy old guy trying to hook up with a college girl. It isn’t cool.”

      I laughed at the idea of him ever being called creepy. “You aren’t creepy.”

      “They think I am.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Do you go out?” he asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “You see what I do on a Saturday night. I haven’t been to a club in forever. I think I went once after Jace was born, but not since.”

      “You don’t ever get a babysitter and go out?”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t get to spend a lot of time with Jace as it is. I don’t want to take away any more time by going out and getting drunk.”

      “Have you ever dated anyone after he was born?” he asked.

      I wasn’t sure why he was asking. If we were anywhere else, it would almost feel like a first date. “No.”

      “Really?”

      I shrugged. “It’s hard to think of myself as a woman on the market. I can’t say I feel sexy a lot of the time. For the first three years, I got so little sleep, I couldn’t think about dating. I had to choose between sex and sleep. I chose sleep.”

      His eyes darkened. “You haven’t been with a man since your son was born?”

      I leaned forward. “Since I got pregnant,” I whispered.

      His gaze dropped to my mouth. “That’s a long time.”

      “It was.”

      “Was I your first?” he asked in a husky voice.

      “There was one guy,” I lied. I didn’t know why I needed to lie, but I did.

      “Just one,” he breathed.

      “Two now.”

      There was a heavy moment. If we were at the office, we would have been naked already. We weren’t there. We were surrounded by screaming kids. Jace rushed over and dropped a stack of tickets on the table. “Wow!” I exclaimed. “You did good.”

      “Can we go buy something?” he said.

      “I’ll take him,” Nash offered.

      “Thanks. Be careful. It gets pretty vicious up there.”

      Nash grabbed Jace’s hand. I watched as they made their way through the crowd. It was the most adorable thing I had ever seen. I couldn’t stop watching them. When they came back, Jace had himself a bouncy ball and a crappy plastic toy.

      “Nash says we can go get ice cream,” Jace announced.

      I looked up at Nash. “He did?”

      “It’s a Saturday night. Let’s live a little.”

      “That works for me,” I said. I was happy to extend our fun evening.

      “I was thinking we could pick up something and then go back to your place,” he said.

      That gave me butterflies in my stomach. “There’s a place near our house. We’ll be able to make it back before it melts.”

      We went through the drive thru of the ice-cream shop and took our ice cream back to my place. We sat around eating and sharing each other’s ice cream.

      “Jace, you need to brush your teeth and get your jammies on,” I said.

      “I don’t want to go to bed,” he pouted.

      “You don’t have to go to bed right now, but you need to get ready for bed,” I told him.

      Nash was still sitting at the kitchen table. “I suppose I should go,” he said.

      “You don’t have to,” I said. “Not yet.”

      I sat down at the table with him. “He had a good time today,” I said. “Much better than I thought he could.”

      “Are you saying you didn’t think I was fun?”

      I smiled. “I knew you were fun, but I didn’t think a kid would appreciate your humor.”

      “You think I’m fun?” he teased.

      “I think I’ve had some fun with you.”

      “I’ve had fun with you.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured.

      “What’s with this girl that tried to protect him?” he asked.

      “She is the daughter of my best friend. They’ve been friends since preschool. Joss, my friend, and I spend a lot of time together. It’s very convenient that our kids get along so well. I’m not sure it would be the same if they weren’t friends.”

      “Is it his girlfriend?” he teased.

      “No. Absolutely not. He is forbidden from ever having a girlfriend.”

      “Why?”

      I shook my head. “Because I don’t want him to grow up and get married. I don’t want him to get hurt. I’m going to protect him forever.”

      He laughed. “Do you actually think that is going to work?”

      I shrugged. “Is it going to work for you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are protecting me from Eli, right?”

      He cringed. “What are you talking about?”

      “I think you know. You scared him off.”

      He grinned. “I asked him to stay away. How did you know that?”

      “I’m not an idiot,” I told him. “I felt the tension. It was pretty clear you didn’t like him.”

      “He was an asshole.”

      “Yes, but do you plan on running off every possible boyfriend?”

      He pretended to think about it. “Maybe.”

      “You won’t be in the office all the time,” I said with a smile.

      “I might be.”

      We stared at each other. The heat between us was rising. Jace came into the kitchen and sat down at the table. It was exactly what we needed to cool things down.

      “I should go,” Nash said. “You need to get to bed soon,” he said to Jace.

      “I’m not tired,” Jace replied.

      “But you will be,” I told him. “I’ll walk you out,” I said to Nash.

      I followed him to the front porch. “I hope we can do this again,” he said.

      “I won’t impose on you.”

      “You’re not imposing,” he said. “I might just crash your party one of these days.”

      “Crash all you want.”

      He stepped toward me, his body crowding mine. “Is that an invitation?” he breathed.

      “It could be.”

      He reached up and touched my cheek. “Don’t tease.”

      “I wouldn’t. I’m not.”

      He stared at me for several seconds. I was hoping he would kiss me. I wouldn’t reject him. He leaned down and brushed a kiss over my forehead. “I’ll see you Monday.”

      He walked away. I watched as he got in his car and drove away. I sighed and turned to go back inside. It was a wistful sigh. Jace was on the couch with his book. “Come on, buddy, it’s time for bed.”

      I tucked him in and sat beside him. “Did you have fun today?” I asked him.

      “I like Nash.”

      “I’m glad you do. What did you think about the boxing?”

      “I liked it,” he said. “It hurt my hands a little.”

      I reached for his hands and looked at the knuckles. “I don’t see any bruises.”

      “Are you going to let me go back?” he asked.

      I laughed. He knew me very well. “I think we can work something out. I don’t want you to become violent.”

      “I won’t, but I want to go back.”

      I gave him a kiss on his forehead. “We’ll see. Get some sleep. You had a very busy day.”

      “Goodnight, Mom.”

      I locked up and shut off the lights. For the first time ever, I thought about what it would be like to have Nash stay the night. I knew Jace would be okay with it, but I had a feeling it would lead to a lot of questions. I wasn’t sure I was ready to answer those questions. I couldn’t do it. I needed to remember this thing with Nash wasn’t real. It was just a little fun.
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      “Yes,” I said. “I know. I will. I have to go. I’ll be in next week.”

      I listened to my assistant complaining before I eventually just hung up the phone. They were all pissed that I had been gone so much. I was neglecting my duties. At least that was how they saw it. I was keeping up just fine, but my lack of being in the office was causing some waves. I just couldn’t bring myself to leave the tax firm.

      My phone rang almost immediately after I hung up. I expected it to be my assistant. She was getting ballsy. A little time away and they all forgot who I was. I needed to remind them. I would remind them, but not now.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Hello?” Davin said. “Is this Nash Aarons?”

      “Shut up, you know it is.”

      “Are you Nash Aarons, the big guy with a shit load of money?”

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “I was calling to see if you were still alive. There’s a rumor going around that you moved out of the country. I was wondering if it was true.”

      “Very funny. Shouldn’t you be working?”

      “I am working,” he said. “Your bar is dead. I think people figured out that you moved out of the country. The women don’t come in here anymore because they know you won’t be here. You were the draw. They are all looking for a rich guy. They sure as hell don’t want any of the other losers that come in here.”

      “I’ve been busy, but I think we’re in the clear now. Tax season is officially over.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I don’t have to spend as much time at the firm,” I said.

      “You made it through,” he said with a laugh. “Did you think you’d make it to the other side?”

      I chuckled. “I really didn’t. I’m going over the quarterly reports and I have to say I’m impressed. I never imagined it would make this much money.”

      “Oh good, the rich guy just got richer.”

      “Yes, he did.” I laughed. “It is damn lucrative. I made a good decision when I bought this place. I knew it was going to be good, but I had no idea it could have this kind of return.”

      “Congrats.”

      “I wish I could say it was something I did. It was her. Saige made this happen. She is damn good at her job.”

      “I hope you’ll reward her. And by reward I mean—”

      “Don’t even say it.”

      “You guys going to celebrate with a little office nookie again?”

      “No,” I groaned. “Stop.”

      “You know, if you like this girl, you should upgrade to the backseat of your car.”

      I blew out a breath. “How did you possibly get your girlfriend to sleep with you? You are such a prick.”

      “I’m smooth with the ladies. I don’t have to be smooth with you.”

      “How is your girlfriend by the way?” I asked.

      “She’s good. She’s got a nice round bump. I can’t wait to see her get big and fat with my baby growing inside her.”

      “You’re weird,” I told him.

      “Trust me, when it happens to you, you’ll see. It’s hot. It’s crazy to think you put a baby inside your girl’s body. It’s incredible.”

      “It isn’t going to happen to me. I’ll take your word for it.”

      “You say that now, but I bet it will one day.”

      My office line rang. “I’ve got to go. Keep that bar spotless and figure out how to get some customers in there,” I told him.

      “It’s not like you need the money,” he shot back.

      I put down my cell and picked up the office phone. “Hello.”

      “Nash?” Saige said.

      “Yes.”

      “There’s a minor emergency. I need to see you in my office right away.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Just come to my office, please.”

      “I’ll be right there,” I said and hung up.

      This was my own fault. I spoke too soon. I claimed it was all good and it wasn’t. It never was. I should know by now that when things were running smooth, there was a bump coming. It was just the way life worked.

      I left everything on my desk and stepped out of my office. The place was empty. Everyone cleared out hours earlier. With the end of the tax season, there was little for them to do. Work would pick up soon, but for now, they were all getting a well-deserved breather. The lights were off with just the security lights illuminating the space. I wound around the cubicles to Saige’s office. Her door was closed.

      I knocked once and then because I worried there might be a client with her, I adjusted my tie. I needed to appear professional. “Come in,” I heard Saige call out.

      I opened the door expecting to see an angry client. Instead, I was greeted by a half-naked Saige perched on her desk. There was a bottle of champagne sitting on her desk beside her. She held a glass of champagne in her hand. A single candle burned on the small table behind her desk.

      “Saige,” I said her name. She left me speechless.

      She was wearing a sexy red corset with a lacy red garter. Her red heels were completing the sultry look. “Hi,” she said with a smile before extending a glass of champagne to me.

      “Hi,” I replied. “There’s an emergency?”

      She smiled. “Yes. You’re looking at it. Tax season is over. We made it through. There were some rough moments, but everyone survived.”

      I took the champagne and sipped it. My mouth was suddenly very dry. “You kicked ass,” I told her. “I was just going over the profits.”

      She slowly shook her head. “Is that really what you want to talk about right now?” she asked.

      “I don’t want to talk at all.”

      “Good, because I was hoping I could give you one more return.”

      I closed the office door behind me and turned the lock just in case the cleaning crew came in. “I’d like to give you a little something as well,” I teased.

      She took a drink from her glass. “You’re very overdressed for this celebration.”

      “Were you wearing that all day?” I asked. I studied all the red lace and almost kicked myself for being so close and yet so far from her all day.

      “Yes,” she answered. “You’ve been so busy staring at those reports all day, you barely noticed me.”

      “Flash me a little of that next time and I will absolutely notice.”

      “When you see me next, you’re going to wonder what I’m wearing under the business suit,” she teased.

      I smirked. “I already do. I usually prefer to think of you naked under the clothes.”

      “Maybe I will be next time,” she said.

      She slid off the desk and sauntered toward me. Her hips swayed as she walked. She reached out and grabbed my tie, pulling me close to her. “Why are you still dressed?”

      “You’ve stunned me to the point I can’t do much of anything but stare at you.”

      “If you get those pants off, you can do a lot more than stare at me.”

      I reached for her and pulled her close. My mouth covered hers, sucking on her tongue and forcing her mouth wide. “I want you,” I said in a harsh voice. “I’ve wanted you all fucking week. I’ve got blue balls like you wouldn’t believe. Don’t pretend you haven’t been teasing me.”

      She began to undo the buttons on my shirt. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Liar,” I growled and slapped her ass that was bare in the thong that matched the bit of red lingerie. “You knew what you were doing when you bent over in front of me. You leaned down to point out something on a printout just to give me a glimpse of your cleavage.”

      She laughed and quickly undid my tie. “You’re on to me.”

      “I’ve been on to you. It’s your classic move.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. Before, when I was your client, you’d wear a black lace bra and give me little peeks, just enough to tease.”

      She pushed the shirt down my shoulders. “You knew?”

      “Damn straight I knew.”

      “What took you so long to do something about it?”

      I leaned my head back while her tongue roamed over my mouth. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      Her hands undid my belt before attacking the button and zipper of my pants. When she pushed them down my hips, I quickly kicked off my shoes to make room for the dropping pants. Her hands stroked down my chest and over my stomach. She gently scraped her nails over my flesh before rubbing and massaging.

      Her mouth pressed against one nipple, then the other. She dropped to her knees in front of me, tugging down my briefs while looking up at me. Her hand wrapped around my cock, gently squeezing and tugging before her mouth slid over the tip.

      I flinched, jerking back as her hot mouth slid down my length. I reached for her head and ran my hands through her hair. She sucked hard while fondling my balls. I was seeing stars. It was good. So damn good. I looked down, watching her head bob up and down on my dick. She was on her knees with her dark hair falling around her shoulders. The red lace thong hugged her ass. It was one of the best views I had ever seen.

      I clenched my teeth together, the ecstasy rising high and threatening to topple me to the floor. “Saige,” I grunted her name.

      She moved faster, her teeth scraping over my cock and damn near killing me with pleasure. When the orgasm was close, I tried to pull back. Her hands reached around and grabbed my ass, squeezing and holding me against her face.

      “Fuck me,” I groaned. There was no stopping the explosion. It would have been easier to stop a volcano from erupting.

      I jerked once and then again. She swallowed me whole, taking every last drop before pulling away. She looked up at me, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. I struggled to catch my breath. I helped her to her feet and took a moment to drink in the sight of her.

      “Woman, you are amazing.”

      She grinned. “I try.”

      I flicked my finger under the garter around her waist. “I like this.”

      “Good. I wore it for you.”

      I reached for the thong she wore with the garter belt and pulled it down. I rolled my hands down her thighs as I pulled the thong down. She lifted one foot, then the other to step out of the tiny scrap of lace. I ran my knuckles up her thigh and over her belly. The red corset hugged her body and lifted her breasts. I leaned down and kissed the milky-white globes. I rubbed the pads of my thumbs over the pebbled nipples straining against the lace.

      “This is sexy. So damn sexy. Red is my favorite color.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I kissed her, pushing my tongue inside as I backed her up. When she stopped moving, I lifted her and deposited her on the desk once again. Her legs opened as I stepped between them. My hands went to her hair again and gently tugged, forcing her chin up.

      “I want you to lay back,” I whispered.

      “The champagne,” she murmured.

      My instinct was to swipe my hand and knock the bottle off, but I didn’t. I refrained and picked up the bottle and the two glasses and put them out of the way on the floor. When I turned back, she was lying on the desk. Her chest heaved up and down as she watched me walk back to her.
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      I reached out my hand to him. “Take me,” I breathed.

      I was hot and wet and primed for him. His hand pressed flat against my belly. I expected him to step between my legs. He didn’t. He pulled me to the edge of the desk and opened my knees. I looked down my body and saw him drop to his knees and disappear from sight.

      His breath brushed over my core. I gasped and prepared myself for what was coming. I gripped the edges of the desk as he slid his tongue over my folds. I groaned and opened my legs wider. He slipped one finger inside me and followed it with his tongue.

      I almost jumped off the desk. The pure ecstasy drove me wild. He kissed and suckled and took me to the brink before backing off. “I can’t,” I cried out.

      He didn’t stop. His tongue worked fiercely inside me. My clit burned and begged to be touched. I reached for his head. My fingers rubbed against his scalp as I simultaneously pulled and pushed him away. I felt like I was going to split in two. I was beyond excited.

      I exploded, seeing white spots in front of my eyes as he made me orgasm over and over. I heard my cries from somewhere far away. My body arched and rolled against the desk. I felt drunk. I looked up at him as he rose over me and had that floaty feeling that only came from drinking just a little too much.

      His hands roamed over my naked thighs and up my body. “I want this off,” he said and rubbed the lace corset.

      I arched my back, lifting my body from the desk with my arms splayed wide. “Unhook it.”

      He slipped his hands under me and, with a little effort, managed to get it off. I let out a breath of relief as he pulled it away and tossed it on the floor. His mouth closed over my breast. I groaned, running my fingers through his hair and holding him close to me. I could feel his erection between my legs. I needed him. I needed all of that power he wielded buried deep inside me.

      Nash had magically placed a condom on my desk. I tore through the wrapper and rolled the condom on as fast as I could. I grabbed his meaty cock and guided him to my opening that was swollen and wet and so ready for him. He never pulled his mouth away from my breast as he slowly pushed inside me. I reached around and grabbed his ass, pulling him against me and ultimately deeper inside me.

      “You feel so good inside me,” I breathed the words. I felt satisfied.

      He slid his mouth over my chest before landing on my mouth. He kissed me until I couldn’t think anymore. I could only feel. He moved inside me with no real hurry. It was a slow, deep dive inside my body before pulling out and doing it all over again.

      “I love being inside you,” he said. “I think about doing this almost every damn minute of the day. You drive me crazy.”

      He moved again, touching raw nerve endings that sent electric spasms shooting through my body. He leaned down and gathered me into his arms. His chest crushed against mine with his arms wrapped around me to the point I didn’t know where my body ended and his began. He held me close as he moved slowly inside.

      He dropped his mouth to the side of my neck and nuzzled against me. His labored breathing tickled my skin while triggering a series of new sensations. My arms were wrapped around him with my ankles locked at his waist. It felt like we were one giant ball of ecstasy.

      “Don’t stop,” I told him when another series of delicious sensations chased up and down my spine.

      His arms tightened, and somehow, he managed to pull me closer. The skin-to-skin contact overwhelmed my senses. I was consumed by him. Covered by his body. I felt small and protected inside the circle of his arms.

      “Fuck,” he groaned against my ear. “I need deeper. I want closer.”

      I wasn’t sure that was physically possible, but I was willing to try. I squirmed on the desk, trying my best to get closer to him. Every move, every wiggle touched on a fresh wave of ecstasy. Soon, he was scrambling to get closer. I could feel the frantic inside him. I felt it as well. We were both searching for that orgasm. We were both struggling to find release.

      “Yes!” I cried out when I felt it coming. “So close.”

      “Go!” he shouted. “I can’t hold back.”

      His mouth opened wide against my neck and he clamped down. The pinch of pain as he bit me triggered the orgasm. I shouted his name. “Nash! Yes!”

      He jerked his mouth away and tightened the vise around me as he shouted through his own release. I held on to him for dear life. His body bucked and rocked against me. If he had not had such a tight hold on me, his power would have knocked me right off the desk.

      He pulled back a little and kissed my cheek, then the tip of my nose. His arms relaxed a little as we both came down from the high of the orgasm. “Holy shit,” he breathed. “That was not how I expected this day to end.”

      I smiled and sat up with his help. “It’s exactly how I thought it would end.”

      “You had the advantage of knowing what you were going to do.” He laughed.

      He bent down and picked up my bra and handed it to me. “I suppose I did. I was going for the element of surprise.”

      “You got it.” He quickly took care of the condom and pulled on his briefs. “You know, I’d really like to try doing this somewhere a little more traditional.”

      “Like?”

      “A bed.” He laughed. “Hell, even the backseat of my car.”

      “You don’t like office sex?” I teased.

      “I like all sex. I don’t give a shit where I am, but I think I would have a few more moves if I could have a bed.”

      I nodded. “I agree.”

      “Come home with me,” he blurted the words.

      “What?”

      “Come home with me. Stay the night.”

      It was a sweet offer. “I can’t.”

      “Why not? It isn’t like we’re going to do something we haven’t already done. It will be better and a bit more comfortable.”

      “I have a son to get home to,” I reminded him.

      “Ask your friend to watch him,” he said.

      It was nice to be wanted. I was happy to be invited, but it just wouldn’t work. “I can’t. It’s a school night.”

      “Doesn’t she take him to school?”

      He sat down in my office chair and pulled on his shoes. His hair was a complete mess and he never looked sexier. Denying him was damn hard. “She does, but my priority has to be him. As much as I would love to go home with you, that’s not my life.”

      He rose from the chair and pulled me into his arms. “You can’t live like a nun.”

      “Um, I don’t know where you were five minutes ago, but I don’t think a nun will be doing that anytime soon.”

      He chuckled and kissed my forehead. “You know what I mean. I’ll come to your house. I want to be with you in a more traditional away. I like spontaneity and I will fuck you wherever you want, but I want to be able to hold you. Do you remember what it was like before?”

      “I do, but I can’t have you in my bed. Jace would have questions. It would make him think differently of me. He’d be very confused. I don’t want him to see me hopping into bed with anyone. It will give him the wrong idea.”

      He blew out a breath. “I understand, I guess. I don’t like it. I want to be more than this quickie in the office. I have to tell you, I’m not as young as I once was. Your back must be raw after that.”

      I laughed. “I’m going to survive, but I get it. I would love a nice comfy bed at my back as well. Maybe one day. I’ll talk to Joss and see what her schedule is like. She is the only one I would trust Jace with. If it can’t be her, it can’t happen.”

      “All right. Talk to her. If you can’t stay the night, at least ask if you can get away for a few hours. If you don’t want to come back to my place, I’ll get us a room.”

      I laughed and ran my fingers through my hair to straighten it out. “I think that might be just a little naughty.”

      “It’s convenient,” he said. “We’re surrounded by beds and yet we’re still banging in the office. As much as I love a little risk, one of these times the cleaning crew is going to catch us. That’s not exactly the image I want an employee to have of me.”

      “You’re right. We shouldn’t do this anymore.”

      “Woah, woah, woah,” he said and held up his hands. “No one said not to do it anymore. I will take you any way I can get you.”

      That made me feel like the most desired woman in the world. I pressed my hand to his cheek. “I have to get home. Will you be in tomorrow?”

      He nodded. “I need to come by and take care of a few things.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said. “You have to at least let me do that. I’m feeling very unsmooth with the way things have been going.”

      “Hey, you don’t have to woo me.” I laughed. “We can skip the pretense. I like that we can get right to the good stuff.”

      He slapped my ass as we walked to the elevator. “Me too. You’re a man’s wet dream. Hot, sexy, and fun.”

      “I aim to please.”

      He walked me to my car. “I guess this is goodnight,” he said. “Today was a good day and I don’t just mean the sex.”

      “It was a good day. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      We took our time with the kiss goodnight. With very little effort, he stoked the fire burning low in my belly all over again. I pushed him away. “I’m never going to leave if you keep doing that.”

      He grinned. “That was kind of the plan.”

      I got in the car and watched him walk away. That had been wild. Not just the crazy sex but how good it felt to be together. The connection between us was growing stronger by the day. I felt our lives weaving together. It terrified me.

      I could not get involved with Nash. It would never work. If we kept the relationship to the office only, I could tell myself it didn’t count. I could go home afterward and pretend it never happened.

      My professional life was at the office. Nash was a perk. Next week, he’d be back at his headquarters and I would rarely see him. We wouldn’t be having these little rendezvous. My life would return to normal. I had to keep with the mindset this was nothing but a passing fancy. It would fade as quickly as it started.
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      I felt like I was at a goodbye party. No one else but me knew it was the goodbye. As much as I had come to love working at the firm, I had to get back to my other business before everything crumbled to the ground. I signed off on some last forms before shutting down my computer. I was addressing everyone in the conference room in five minutes.

      There was a knock on my door before it opened. Saige walked in with a smile on her face. She was wearing tailored black slacks that tapered and ended just above her pretty ankles. She had on a pair of black pumps and a simple white blouse. The outfit was basic but sexy as sin. I loved when she wore the pants that hugged her ass and showed off her perfect body.

      “What’s up?” I asked. “I think there are too many people out there to do anything wild.”

      She laughed. “Very funny. I wanted to see if you needed anything for the meeting.”

      “Nope. I was just going to give a little rah-rah speech and call it a day. Is that wrong?”

      “Nope,” she said with a shake of her head. “It’s perfect. The caterers will be here in about thirty minutes to start setting up. You’re a good boss for doing this.”

      “I can be a good boss. I wanted to show them my appreciation. Some companies have Christmas parties. Accountants have end of tax season parties.”

      She smiled again. “Yes, we do. I’m going to get everyone rounded up. I’ll meet you in there.”

      I watched her walk away. I liked watching her walk away. If I could follow behind her all day and get away with it, I would do it. I grabbed my notebook and headed for the conference room. I didn’t feel the usual glares. People were actually looking at me without hate. I was going to call that a big win in my book.

      “Hello, everyone,” I said in a loud voice to cut through the conversations. “Thank you all for giving me your time. I know everyone is anxious to get out of here. It’s a Friday and you all deserve a nice, long, relaxing weekend. With this tax season behind us, I’m looking forward to the next. I’ve got some ideas about how we can streamline things.”

      I heard groans.

      “Guys, give him a chance,” Saige intervened.

      “I will be taking suggestions from each of you. I know you all know there are areas that can be improved. That’s what we are going to focus on.”

      The sound of a vibrating phone interrupted my speech. At first, I thought it was me. I patted my jacket pocket only to find I didn’t bring my phone into the conference room.

      “Sorry,” Saige muttered. “I have to take this.”

      The look on her face told me something was wrong. She left the conference room with the phone pressed to her ear. I turned back to the people watching me and quickly finished up my speech. “We’ve catered an early dinner. Food will be here any minute. All of you please enjoy and feel free to take any extra home to your families. Again, thanks for all the hard work.”

      I waved and headed out to find Saige. She was in her office tossing things into her purse. “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Jace was in a fight at school,” she said. “I have to go pick him up.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “You don’t have to,” she mumbled.

      She was distracted and worried. I knew the situation with Jace was weighing on her. “I’ll drive.”

      I went back to my office and grabbed my things. I ran into Lana on the way out. “Can you make sure everyone gets enough food? I’ve got to go. Saige is leaving as well.”

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      “It’s fine. Have a good weekend.”

      Saige was already at the elevator. “I can’t believe this is happening,” she said as we rode down together. “Does it ever end? What are they trying to do to him? When did kids get this mean?”

      “I think they’ve always been mean. It sucks that they are after Jace.”

      I drove to the school with her providing me directions. She went right to the front desk and demanded to speak to the principal. She was pissed. I didn’t blame her. I was pissed and it wasn’t even my kid. We were led into the principal’s office which was just a little too familiar to me.

      “Have a seat, Miss Conway,” the principal said. “You are?” he asked and looked at me.

      “A family friend,” I replied. “I’m here for them both.”

      He nodded but I got the feeling he wasn’t thrilled to have someone else involved. “What happened?” Saige asked. “Did they attack him again? I told you I would not stand by and let this continue. I want to talk to parents. Either you facilitate the meeting, or I will.”

      “Miss Conway,” the man said and held up a hand.

      “Don’t call me that,” she snapped. “I’ve told you to call me Saige.”

      “Saige, Jace didn’t get attacked. He did the attacking.”

      “What?” we both said together.

      “There was a situation on the playground after lunch. The boys aren’t talking but every kid we talked to said Jace started it. He threw the first punch.”

      “Why?” Saige asked. “Were they provoking him?”

      “I’ve been unable to get the full story, but Jace has admitted to starting the fight. This is an ongoing issue and I have to stop it. Jace is suspended next week. I’m only suspending him for one day, but if this nonsense continues, there will be further action taken.”

      Saige snorted. “Of course, you start suspending now. Jace is likely standing up for himself and you’re punishing him.”

      “The other boy involved has been punished as well. This is my final warning. I will not tolerate this kind of behavior in my school.”

      Saige got to her feet. “Good. You shouldn’t. For anyone. I’ll talk to Jace and I expect this problem to be solved because we both know Jace is not the instigator.”

      I got up and stood beside her. I was getting to see her fierce warrior mama come out. I didn’t think she needed me as backup, but I was there just in case. I put my hand on her shoulder. “Let’s get Jace,” I told her. I was a little concerned she was going to launch herself across the desk. She looked pissed. She looked scary. I would not want to be in her way if she lost her cool.

      She walked out of the office and stomped down the hall. She clearly knew her way around the place. Jace was sitting in a small room with another kid and a teacher. “I’m here to get Jace,” Saige announced.

      I stayed out of the way. When Jace came into the hall and saw me, he smiled. “How come you’re here, Nash?”

      I shrugged. “I brought your mom.”

      “Oh.”

      “Car, young man,” Saige ordered. “We are going to talk.”

      I felt bad for the kid. He was only sticking up for himself. I hoped she didn’t get too mad at him. I would have loved to give him a high-five. I kept it to myself and walked to the car. Once inside, Saige turned around to look at Jace in the backseat. “What happened?”

      “That same bully that said mean things to me was being really mean to Caitlyn,” he said. “She was crying, and all the kids were laughing at her.”

      “What?” Saige gasped. “Is Caitlyn okay?”

      Jace nodded. “They said she was ugly, and I was her boyfriend. He was really mad at her for getting him in trouble last week.”

      “What did you do, Jace?” Saige asked.

      Jace raised his little chin. “I hit him.”

      I grinned, and this time, I did hold up my hand for a high-five. “Good job, man!”

      Saige glared at me. “It is not a good job. You never fight. You never hit someone because they say mean things.”

      I turned back around and started the car. I didn’t want to get in trouble with the kid.

      “Mom, they were being really mean,” Jace argued. “Caitlyn was crying. You told me it was a nice thing when she stood up for me. I was only being her friend and sticking up for her.”

      “But you hit him?” Saige asked incredulously.

      “Only one time,” Jace said.

      I chuckled but quickly stopped when Saige shot me a dirty look. “This is your fault. You did this.”

      “What did I do?” I asked.

      “You thought it would be funny to teach him how to fight. Violence isn’t funny. This would have never happened if you didn’t show him how to box. Now he thinks it’s a game.”

      “I didn’t tell him to hit anyone,” I argued. “And I didn’t think it was funny. I was trying to help.”

      “Mom, I didn’t hurt him,” Jace said. “It wasn’t a hard hit. He hit me harder.”

      “What?” Saige gasped and quickly went from pissed to concerned. “Where? Are you okay?”

      I looked in the mirror to check his face. I didn’t see any visible signs of injury. “I’m okay. He hit me two times.”

      Saige stared straight out the window. “This is out of hand. I’m talking to the principal again on Monday. I’m done. This is going to stop.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jace murmured.

      “We’ll talk more later,” she snapped. “This wouldn’t have happened if you didn’t butt in. Jace threw the first punch and now he’s hurt.”

      “He’s fine,” I said.

      She glared at me. “You don’t know that! He shouldn’t have to be fine. If he wouldn’t have started the fight, he wouldn’t have gotten hit. What if he got seriously injured? What if the other kids jumped in and beat him up? Would it be fine then? I don’t know why men always have to talk with their fists. It solves nothing!”

      I decided it was in my best interest not to talk. I kept my mouth shut the entire drive back to the office. Every once in a while, she would shoot off about something. Jace was exercising his right to remain silent as well. Saige was talking enough for all of us. I pulled to a stop next to her car.

      “Can I come over?” I asked. “I’ll pick up some pizza.”

      “No!” she practically shouted. “You are not coming over.”

      “I only wanted to try and talk to him. I’ll explain violence isn’t always the first response.”

      “I don’t need your help. Quit trying to act like your Jace’s father. I can handle this. Jace, come on. Get in the car.”

      “Saige, I wasn’t—”

      “You’ve done enough. Thanks for the ride.”

      “Can I call tomorrow and see how things are going? We could go to lunch or maybe fishing. It’s supposed to be nice tomorrow.”

      “No! Didn’t you hear me? This is done. You don’t get to play daddy with my kid. You don’t get to screw up my kid and then move on with your life. Just don’t.”

      She slammed the door and got in her own car. I watched her speed away and knew I had stepped in it. She was pissed. I didn’t see it as a big deal, but clearly, she did.

      It was a little playground scuffle. She had to know these things happened. Boys did this kind of thing. Her words stung a little, but I wasn’t going to let them bother me too much. She was pissed and worried about her son. She’d cool down and we could talk.

      I thought what Jace did was admirable. He was sticking up for his friend. That was what a good boy did for his friend. I hoped Saige could calm down enough to see how good Jace was. She should be praising him for doing the right thing. A real man didn’t let a woman get treated like shit.

      Although punching the kid first was probably not the best move. The kid was eight and was still learning how to solve his problems with words. That wasn’t exactly a crime. At least not in my opinion. But like she said, my opinion didn’t matter. He wasn’t my kid. I was just the fill-in while she searched for a suitable father.

      That shouldn’t bother me, but it did. Neither of them was mine. There was nothing between us and it was pretty clear she didn’t want there to be.

      “Fuck this. I need a drink.”

      I didn’t feel like listening to Davin tell me what an idiot I was. I wanted to drink in silence.
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      I was shaking I was so angry. I was mad at myself and Nash. I was mad at Jace for behaving the way he did. I was mad at the principal for letting the problem get this bad and I was really mad at the kids that just wouldn’t let up.

      “I’m picking up dinner,” I said to Jace. “Chicken nuggets or a burger?”

      “Are you really mad at me?” he asked.

      “I’m angry. Yes.”

      “At me?”

      “Do you want a cheeseburger?” I asked.

      “Yes, please,” he murmured.

      I ordered food for four and drove to Joss’s house. When we got there, Jace got out of the car but lacked his usual enthusiasm. I didn’t blame him. I wasn’t exactly feeling peppy. I rang the bell and waited.

      “Hi,” Joss said as she opened the door wide.

      “I brought dinner.”

      “I have wine,” she said with a laugh. “I think we’re going to need it.”

      We sorted out the food and sent the kids out back to eat and play while we sat at the dining-room table. “How are you?” she asked.

      “Pissed,” I answered. “Really pissed.”

      “Me too.”

      “Is Caitlyn okay?” I asked.

      “She’s fine. She was pretty upset about all of it, but she’s going to be okay.”

      I shook my head. “I’m so sorry. This is such a mess. If these kids would just leave him alone it would be fine. I don’t get it.”

      “It is awful, and I can’t imagine how you feel. This has been going on too long.”

      “Did Caitlyn say what happened?”

      “She said she was on the playground and a couple of the kids that she stood up to the other day started taunting her. At first, she said it was okay and then other kids chimed in.”

      I groaned. “Like a mob.”

      She nodded. “The mob mentality is strong.”

      “Poor Caitlyn. It’s sad. I hate that our kids are getting picked on. They aren’t bad kids.”

      “I’m glad Jace was there,” she said. “He rescued Caitlyn. She really sees him as her hero.”

      That softened me a little toward what he did. “He hit the kid,” I said. “That is not okay.”

      “I don’t think it’s okay, but I’m glad he stepped in. Caitlyn said they were throwing things at her. She really was scared. She thought they were going to hurt her. Jace saw them giving her a hard time and ran across the playground. He did try to tell them to stop, but they wouldn’t. Caitlyn said they were taunting him. They threatened to beat him up after school. Jace stepped right up to the ringleader and I guess popped him in the nose.”

      I burst into laughter. “Oh my goodness. That is such an inappropriate response. I can’t laugh.”

      She grinned. “I think you have to laugh. Your little guy is a fierce protector. I have a feeling those two are going to be tighter than ever. They are going to be two peas in a pod.”

      “Did he hurt the boy?” I asked. “I didn’t ask the principal. I was so pissed.”

      “No. I spoke with the teacher that was out there. He said it was nothing more than a little tussling. The fight was noticed almost immediately and broken up before it got out of hand.”

      “Thank god,” I muttered. “I couldn’t deal with that. I’m at my wits end.”

      “When did Jace become a little Mike Tyson?” she teased.

      “Nash.”

      “What?”

      “Nash showed him how to box,” I said. “Apparently, Jace took what he learned to heart.”

      She laughed. “Oh my gosh. I would say so. You let him box?”

      “I didn’t know where we were going until we were there. I should have stopped it.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Just think what could have happened if Jace hadn’t stood up for himself.”

      “They might not have fought at all,” I said.

      “Or Caitlyn might have gotten hurt,” she pointed out.

      “I don’t want him to think the only answer is to fight,” I said.

      “Why did Nash show him how to box?”

      “He said it would give him confidence,” I explained. “Nash thinks Jace is the target because he’s timid. He said Jace needs to carry himself with more confidence and then the bullies will back off.”

      “That makes sense,” she said. “I think it’s a good idea to give him something to fall back on. Honestly, what he did today was remarkable. He’s been picked on and physically assaulted and yet he still stood up for my baby girl. The kid deserves a medal and some ice cream.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “This is true. I guess he is a brave kid.”

      “Yeah, he is. I think that male influence is paying off.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not going to raise Jace to be a bully. I don’t necessarily blame him for what he did, but I don’t want him to think it’s okay. He can’t go around punching people when they say things he doesn’t like.”

      “It wasn’t just words. They were throwing things. Technically, that’s assault. I get you don’t want him to start fights, but that’s not what he did.”

      “Still,” I said.

      “Well, I’m sure you can have a conversation with him and discuss the wrong and the right.”

      I nodded. “Oh, I’m going to. In the meantime, there will be no more male influence in his life.”

      “What? Are you warding off men?”

      “Yes. I don’t want my kid turning into a fighting machine.”

      “Jace is too sweet to become a fighting machine,” she said. “The male influence worked.”

      “It doesn’t matter because Nash is no longer an option.”

      “Why?”

      “I told him he wasn’t Jace’s father, and I didn’t want him butting in.”

      “That’s harsh,” she said. “Don’t you think the guy was trying to help? From what you’ve told me, he was going out of his way to befriend Jace.”

      “Yes, but teaching him to hit isn’t okay. He wants to take him to shoot BB guns. That is not the kind of male influence I need in Jace’s life.”

      “But you could rein it in. Establish boundaries.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not interested. I don’t have time for that. I’m going to focus on getting Jace through this.”

      She sighed. “All right, fine, but if those kids attack Caitlyn again, I hope Jace is around to help. Anyway, are you still working toward that goal to have your own company?”

      I nodded. “I am. Now that tax season is over, I can start focusing on moving forward.”

      “Moving forward and leaving Nash behind?”

      I shrugged. “It was never going to be anything.”

      “But it could have been,” she said.

      “No, I don’t think so. He’s just not for me. I don’t think we could ever agree on anything. It would be a constant battle of wits. That takes energy I don’t have.”

      She laughed and took a sip of her wine. “I think you are dismissing how much energy you have. It isn’t like there aren’t a lot of good things that go with being with someone. You’d have a partner. You would have someone to talk to and share your secrets with.”

      “I have you.”

      “I’m not crawling into bed with you.” She laughed.

      “No, but I think I can get by without that.” I took a drink of my own wine and had flashbacks to the night before.

      “Oh no,” she said. “I know that look.”

      “What look?”

      “You did it again!” she exclaimed.

      “Did what?”

      “You slept with him again! When do you find the time?”

      I wasn’t going to deny it. “Last night we sent everyone home early. I wanted to celebrate a successful season.”

      “In the office again?”

      I laughed. “That’s what he said. It’s really the only available place. I’m not going to bring him to my place, and I don’t want to go to his place and leave Jace here. I would feel way too guilty. I have to take what I can get and that means office sex.”

      “You know I don’t mind Jace staying here. Go out on a real date. Go to his place and have some real fun. I can’t imagine the office is a great place for that kind of activity.”

      “It does all right, but a bed would be nice. My back can’t handle being laid out on those desks too much more.”

      She almost spit out her wine. “Oh my god! That was not a visual I needed.”

      “Sorry.” I laughed.

      “Why don’t you like him?” she asked. “Obviously, you like him enough to have sex with him every damn day and you guys spend your weekends together. I think that is the definition of a relationship.”

      “Nope. Not a relationship. I don’t have sex with him every day. We don’t spend every weekend together.”

      “But Jace likes him. You like him. I don’t see what the problem is.”

      “I can’t be with him,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s a player. He’s really not a great guy either. He’s fine when he is around Jace and when we’re doing the nasty, but outside of that, he’s an ass.”

      She laughed. “The solution would be to keep him around Jace, and when he isn’t doing that, keep him naked. That sounds like a great relationship.”

      “Very funny. I just can’t. Not with him.”

      “Because you’re afraid he’ll hurt you?” she questioned.

      “Yes. Me and Jace. Nash has made it very clear he has no intention of settling down. I don’t want to have him for a couple of months and then have him cast us to the side. I can’t do that. Not again.”

      She nodded in that therapist kind of way. “I see. Old hurts are haunting you.”

      “I like to think of it as experience guiding me. Fool me once and all that. I fell for him once. I won’t do it again. This thing he’s doing with Jace, I don’t know what it’s about, but I can’t let it happen.”

      “I doubt he’s trying to be Jace’s father. You don’t have to marry the guy and make him the stepdaddy. Besides, maybe you can find happiness with him. What happened between you guys was in the past. I’m sure you’ve changed since then. Can’t you believe he changed?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have the luxury of giving him the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Because you’re worried he’s going to worm his way into Jace’s life and become the father figure Jace never had?”

      “Quite frankly, yes. Nash isn’t father material. I know that.”

      “But he could be. He might need a little training, but he could be Jace’s father. His adopted father, that is.”

      I looked away. I didn’t want to get into this conversation. “I can’t,” I whispered.

      Joss was quiet for a moment. “When were you and Nash together?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean,” she said breathlessly. “Nine years ago? Ten years?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Her eyes widened. I could see her putting together the pieces. I knew what she was going to ask me, and I had no idea how I was going to answer her. “Saige, is Nash Jace’s biological father?” she whispered.

      I looked into my glass, watching the little bubbles in the wine pop. I couldn’t answer.

      “Holy shit,” she hissed. “Holy freaking shit.”

      I looked up at her. I sighed and shook my head. “I’m in a bit of a pickle,” I said.

      She nodded. “Yeah, you are. Holy shit. I can’t even. I don’t even know what to say.”

      “I should go,” I told her. “I need to get Jace home.”

      “Are you okay?” she asked me. “Like really okay? I had no idea you were dealing with so much.”

      “I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I just need to think everything through.”

      She reached out her hand and covered mine. “I’m here if you need to talk. You know my door is always open.”

      “I do know and thank you.”
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      Things were looking up. I had sold the laundromats and was sitting on a pile of money. I had to choose my next business venture carefully. With the amount of capital I had, I could go big. The bigger the risk, the bigger the reward. If I screwed this up, I would be broke. All the hard work over the last few years would go up in smoke. I needed to be careful. I had to plan every move.

      I heard my phone ring. I considered ignoring it, but I was expecting a call. I looked at the screen and recognized the number. “Hey, you,” I answered in an attempt to sound casual.

      “Hi,” the breathy voice came through the phone. “I miss you.”

      I cringed but reminded myself this was a necessary evil. “I’ve been busy, Mel,” I said.

      “You can’t leave a girl hanging. I thought we had a great time the other night. Didn’t we?”

      I licked my lips. “I did.”

      “Then why haven’t you called me?” she pouted.

      “I’m sorry. I was—I am—really busy. I’ve got a meeting in about five minutes. Can I call you tonight when I get home?”

      “Why don’t you come over to my place and we can talk?” she cooed.

      “I can’t tonight. Maybe tomorrow? You can come over to my place. I’ll make us dinner.”

      “Uh, no. You live in a shoebox.”

      I cringed at the thought of spending time with her at all. “Fine, I’ll go to your place. I can’t do it tonight. I’ve got things to do. I’ll call you later.”

      “Nash, you better call me,” she said. “I’ve got a string of men waiting for their chance with me. You snooze, you lose. I’m only calling you because I like you. Don’t stand me up.”

      The phone went dead. I rolled my eyes. I was seriously making a deal with the devil with this one. Mel, short for Melanie Hightower, was the daughter of a real estate tycoon. She didn’t have any money herself, but she would inherit, and she did have connections. Her name opened doors I would never even get to look at. She was a beautiful woman, if not a little obnoxious.

      I had done my homework and I was certain she was the woman I needed. I wasn’t going to marry her. It was just a means to an end. We would date for a year. She would introduce me to her father and his friends. It would get my foot in the door.

      We had one official date and we did get along for the most part. She was just a little needy. I was certain we could grow to like each other. It was just going to take an open mind and some time. I could do that. My future depended on it. My phone rang again. I cringed when I saw Saige’s name on the caller ID. I hit the decline button. I couldn’t face that situation just yet.

      I got home from work knowing I didn’t have any real plans, but I wasn’t quite ready to make that move with Mel. I needed to talk to Saige. I was not looking forward to that conversation. I needed liquid courage.

      I opened the cupboard and pulled out my bottle of whiskey. I poured a shot and slammed it down before pouring another. I stared at the wall while the liquid burned a path down my throat and straight to my belly. “How in the hell are you going to do this?” I asked myself. I mulled over the words while envisioning her face. Damn I was going to miss her face.

      A knock on the door pulled me into reality. I pulled it open and found her standing there. She looked pissed. “Saige, what are you doing here?” I asked.

      She pushed her way inside. “You won’t answer my calls.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve been busy.”

      I closed the door and stayed put. I didn’t dare sit down.

      “You couldn’t shoot me a text?”

      “I’m really sorry.”

      She put her hands on her hips. She looked pale and there were dark circles under her eyes. “Nash, I know this thing with us isn’t important to you. I knew that going in, but I think you could at least have the decency to tell me to get lost. If this is over, just say it.”

      I took a deep breath. “Saige, I wasn’t looking for a relationship when you and I hooked up.”

      I saw the hurt in her eyes. “I know. But why did you make me think we had something?”

      “I didn’t mean to do that. I like being with you, but I don’t want to be tied down.”

      “I wasn’t tying you down. I never asked you for anything. You’ve treated me like a booty call.”

      I put up a finger. “I have never treated you like that.”

      “I saw the picture,” she said in a voice so low I almost didn’t hear her.

      “What picture?”

      Her eyes met mine and I saw the pain. “Are you with someone else?”

      Shit. “What do you mean?”

      “Answering a question with a question says it all. I saw the picture of the two of you this weekend. How long have you been seeing her?”

      I didn’t have to ask anything else. She was talking about Mel. We attended a party with some of the elite in the city. There were photographers but I never imagined Saige would ever see the pictures. “I’m not seeing anyone,” I said.

      “We were just fucking, right?” she snapped.

      “We never said we were exclusive,” I reminded her.

      “I didn’t know we had to. You could have told me you were dating other women. You led me on and made me look like an idiot.”

      “I didn’t lead you on. I made it clear I wasn’t looking for a serious relationship.”

      “You said the words, but your actions said otherwise,” she said. “Why would you do that to someone? What did I do? Why are you willing to be with her and not me?”

      “I’m not with her,” I argued. “We’ve gone on one date. We talk on the phone.”

      She nodded. “I see.”

      “Saige, I like you, but we are in different places in our lives right now. You’re ready to settle down and have a family. I’m not there. I don’t want that. I’m still building my business. I don’t have time to deal with a relationship.”

      “You know they called you the new hottest couple,” she said. “Is it because she’s wealthy? She can fit into your world better than I can?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to,” she said. “You just did. I can’t believe I thought you were different. I thought you were just misunderstood and deep down you really were a good guy. I fell for your bullshit. I hope that makes you proud.”

      “I never tried to be anything but who I was with you Saige. I am who I am. You know how important my business is to me.”

      “I know how important wealth and prestige are to you,” she snapped. “I’m too low on the social totem pole for you. You’re a coward. You have no honor. You only do what’s best for you and don’t give a shit about the people you hurt to get what you want.”

      “That’s not true,” I argued. “I did not want to hurt you. I tried to pull back, but you just kept coming back to me. That’s on you.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Seriously? You’re going to say it’s my fault you kept seeing me? Be a man, Nash. Grow a pair of balls and just say it. You were using me. You needed to get laid, and I was a willing victim.”

      “You are not a victim.”

      She shook her head. “You are wrong. You made me a victim. You made me believe there was something more between us. I thought you were changing.”

      I shrugged. “I’m sorry you feel that way, but you want to play house and settle down in the suburbs. I’ve got goals. A wife and kids dragging me down is not in the cards for me.”

      She flinched and literally took a step back. “Okay.”

      She walked toward the door and tried to push me out of the way. I didn’t miss the tears in her eyes. “Saige, wait. I want us to be friends.”

      “I would never be friends with a man like you.”

      “Don’t be mad,” I insisted and refused to move. Inside, I was hurting just as much as she was. I didn’t want to do this to her. If I didn’t do it now, it would only happen down the road. I was heading off a problem before it got worse.

      “I don’t care, Nash. I’m done. You no longer have the power to hurt me. In fact, I’m not even mad. I just don’t care. Now move out of my way before I have to knee you in the balls.”

      I stepped to the side. I had no doubt in my mind she would do it. “Call me if you ever need anything,” I said as she walked out the door.

      “I would call my worst enemy before I ever called you. I never want to see your face again. Lose my number. You are officially blocked from my life. You will never be allowed to hurt me again.”

      Her words cut deep. I had no doubt in my mind she meant them. I was not going to see her again. Part of me had hoped we could at least be friends. I did like her, and I respected her. She was fun to be around, and I enjoyed our time together.

      “Bye, Saige,” I said.

      She kept walking as she flipped me the middle finger. I went back inside and closed the door. “Fuck,” I said aloud.

      I walked to the counter and poured myself another drink. I was pretty sure that couldn’t have gone any worse. I knew it was for the best. I was never going to be the right man for her. She deserved someone who could treat her better than I could. Saige was special. She needed a man that was settled and ready to start a family.

      It was two months after I last saw Saige. I stared into the full-length mirror at the Vegas hotel. I adjusted my bowtie and smoothed back my hair. I was doing it. I was pulling the trigger. Mel’s father loved me and had been on board with this whole quickie wedding thing. She wanted to get married right away. I didn’t see any reason why we shouldn’t.

      We posed for pictures with her family and attended a lavish reception hosted by her family. It was a real who’s who of the movers and shakers not just from New York, but across the country. I smiled from my seat on the dais. I had arrived.

      When we got back to New York, we moved into the penthouse we found before we jetted off to Vegas. I had the right zip code and the right connections. Nothing could stop me from reaching my goals now. After returning from our honeymoon, I happened to stop at a coffee shop when I thought I saw a familiar face.

      “Saige?” I said her name.

      She turned to look at me. Her face revealed her surprise at seeing me but was quickly replaced by anger. “Nash,” she said coolly.

      “How are you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “None of your business.”

      “Saige,” I said her name again. I missed saying her name. I missed touching her. I missed everything about her.

      “Don’t,” she said and held up a finger. “Never say my name again. I doubt your wife would appreciate you seeing your old booty call. Congrats by the way. It seems your desire to remain footloose and fancy free was short-lived.”

      “I can explain.”

      “Don’t bother. I don’t care. I dodged a bullet. You’re her problem now.”

      She walked out of the coffee shop and never looked back. I felt an actual sense of grief when she walked out of my life. Seeing her again stirred up those old feelings. I refused to admit I might have made a mistake. Marrying Mel was the right move.

    

  







            Chapter 51

          

          

      

    

    






Saige

        

      

    

    
      I checked the time and was surprised to see Jace still wasn’t out of his room. I had called him for breakfast fifteen minutes ago. I let him sleep in on Saturdays, but this was really late for him. I stopped folding laundry and made my way to his bedroom.

      I knocked on his door, remembering he wasn’t a little kid and deserved a modicum of privacy. “Jace,” I said. “Are you up? Your breakfast is going to get cold.”

      He didn’t answer. That worried me. I pushed open the door and found him sitting on his bed and reading. “Jace, did you hear me call you?”

      “Yeah,” he murmured without looking up.

      “Jace, hello? I’m talking to you. Can you look at me please?”

      “What?”

      He still refused to look at me. He was eight and way too young for this kind of attitude. I walked to his bed and sat down near his feet. “Jace, put the book down and look at me,” I said in authoritative voice. It was my mom voice. The one I used when I was not messing around.

      He made a big show of putting the book in his lap and glaring at me. “What?” he said with a huff.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Do you need to go back to bed?”

      “No.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      His little face scrunched up. “I’m mad at you.”

      That was not what I expected to hear. “You’re mad at me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You were mean to Nash.”

      I shook my head. “What? What do you mean?”

      “You got mad at him. He didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I was mad at Nash. I blamed him for the fight. My son would never attack another kid. It was Nash’s idea to take him to a boxing gym. Nash showed him how to hit another human. I wanted a male influence in his life but not like that. My plan to have a man in his life to give him a healthy testosterone-fueled influence backfired. Now I had a kid that didn’t hesitate to pop someone in the mouth if he didn’t like what they said.

      “Jace, I know you don’t understand, but Nash was wrong. It’s an adult thing.”

      “He helped me!” he shouted and slapped his hand on the bed.

      “Jace, punching someone because you don’t like what they say is wrong. You can’t go around hitting people!”

      “He was being mean to Caitlyn!” he said. “I get beat up and you don’t get mad.”

      “I did get mad,” I argued. “I got very mad. Doing what he did does not make it right. I’m going to tell you something I was always told. Two wrongs don’t make a right. You can’t lower yourself to their standards.”

      He looked confused. “Mom, that kid hit me. I didn’t tell you all the times he picked on me. It was a lot. Now he’s not going to hit me again.”

      “But Jace, you hurt him,” I told him. “You hurt someone. How does that make you feel?”

      He shrugged. “I’m glad he isn’t going to hurt me or Caitlyn. I can protect her now. That should make you happy.”

      “I am happy you can protect her and yourself,” I told him. “Self-protection does not mean you hit first.”

      “He was going to hit me. Then all the other kids would have hit me. I had to do it first.”

      I hated that he was right. It was awful that he had to decide whether or not to hurt someone or be hurt. “I’m sorry,” I told him. “I’m so sorry you have to deal with this at all.”

      “You should tell Nash thank you,” he said.

      I gave him a look. He was very emboldened. “I’ll think about it.”

      “I like him,” he insisted.

      “I understand that, but I’m your mom. I get to decide what is best for you. I don’t like the idea of you hitting people. It’s not okay. You’re going to get bigger, and if you keep hitting before you try talking, it’s going to get ugly. Someone is going to be seriously hurt. When you get bigger, you can get in real trouble. I want you to think before you act.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Can I read my book now?”

      “Why don’t you eat breakfast, and we’ll go to the arcade?” I said and did my best to ignore his sour attitude.

      “I just want to read.”

      “I made you breakfast. You need to eat,” I said firmly.

      He let out a big sigh. “Fine.”

      He tossed his book to the side and got up. I followed him out. When he was in one of these moods, it was better to leave him alone. He’d settle down eventually. I left him in the kitchen and went back to do laundry. When I returned, his half-eaten meal was still sitting on the table and he was gone. I carried his stack of folded clean clothes into his room. He was back on his bed reading.

      “Why don’t you get dressed?” I said in a cheery tone. “We’re going to the arcade in fifteen minutes.”

      “I don’t want to go,” he said.

      “Okay, how about we go to the park?”

      “I don’t want to go,” he muttered.

      “What would you like to do?” I asked.

      “I want to read my book.”

      I had to take a deep breath. “Okay, how about you read for a little bit and then we’ll go to the mall? I need to get you new shoes. We can stop by the game store and see if there is anything new out.”

      He didn’t answer me. I looked at him and waited. “Jace?”

      “What?”

      “We’re going to the mall later,” I told him.

      “I don’t want to go.”

      “Fine, read. I’m going to clean house. When you’re ready to go, I’ll be waiting.”

      I walked out of the room so I didn’t have to hear his silence. I was dreading the teenage years. I wasn’t going to take it personally. I turned on some music and started dusting. It gave me time to think. I might have overreacted a little. Nash’s heart was in the right place. I understood why he wanted to show Jace how to defend himself. I appreciated that but to high-five him? That was not okay.

      Now I had to figure out whether I was going to let Nash and Jace hang out together anymore. After yesterday, I wasn’t even sure if Nash would want to spend time with Jace. It wasn’t like he had anything invested into spending time with him. We weren’t officially dating. The quickies at the office didn’t promise anything.

      “Easy come, easy go,” I said with a sigh.

      I couldn’t be sad about it. There were never any promises between us. I had fun. The fun was over. I couldn’t be upset about it. It was for the best. Nash getting close to Jace was bound to lead to disaster. I had just been telling Joss I was uncomfortable with the two of them having a relationship. This was for the best. I had to keep telling myself that.

      There was a knock at the door. I couldn’t explain why, but I hoped it was Nash. I pulled my hair out of the messy bun it was in and shook it out. I walked to the door with the intention of looking casual. When I opened the door, it was to find Joss and Caitlyn. “Oh, it’s you.”

      Joss burst into laughter. “Gee, I feel loved.”

      “Sorry, come in. What brings you guys by?”

      “We brought donuts,” she said and held up a bag.

      “Oh, thank god,” I breathed.

      She gave me a funny look. “Were you having a donut crisis?”

      “Caitlyn, why don’t you take a donut to Jace?” I asked. “He’s in his room.”

      “Okay. He likes the one with the sprinkles. I picked it for him.”

      I smiled at her. “That was very nice of you. Thank you.”

      She carried the bag to the kitchen, removed the donut, and went to his room. “You look like you are ready for a drink,” Joss said with a laugh.

      “My child grew up overnight and I now have a surly teen in the room,” I told her.

      “I hate when that happens. Are you the worst mom ever?”

      I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Yes, how did you guess?”

      “Did you ask him to brush his teeth or tell him to go to bed?”

      I grabbed one of the donuts and took a man-sized bite. “No, much worse. I was mean to his idol, Nash.”

      “The drama from yesterday?” she questioned.

      “Yes. Jace thinks I was mean to Nash.”

      “Because he taught Jace to box?” she asked.

      I nodded. “He glorified the violence.”

      She groaned. “You’ve been listening to too many podcasts. Trust me, I’m a therapist. A high-five isn’t quite the same as what those well-meaning people are referring to. Don’t you think Nash could have been praising Jace for standing up to a bully?”

      “Yes, but still, I don’t like the idea of Jace hitting first and talking later.”

      “I agree,” she said. “But in this case, I think I’m glad Nash showed Jace how to hit. Those kids have been picking on our kids for too long. One of these times, it is bound to get one of them really hurt. I hate that Jace had to do it, but I’m so glad he did. Caitlyn was really scared. No child should have to be afraid to be in school.”

      “I agree, but I don’t want Jace thinking this is the only way to solve problems like this,” I told her.

      I debated how much I should tell her. Digging up my past was not a pleasant activity. Digging up Nash’s past was even less fun.

      “I think you are still the biggest influence in his life. You can explain things to him, and I have no doubt in my mind he would listen to you. Jace is a good boy. He is not going to turn into a bully overnight because of this one event. He did something that I hate to say it, but I think it was needed.”

      I slowly nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “But?” she asked. “I hear something else in there.”

      “But I’m not sure Nash had the best male influence in his life. Nash might think this is the right way to do things because that’s the way he was raised. We have very different opinions on how little boys should be brought up.”

      “I keep forgetting you know him more intimately than the last month,” she said. “I—”

      I shook my head. “Don’t say it. I don’t want it to ever get out.”

      “We are going to talk about it one day,” she warned.

      “I know. I will. I’m just not ready to deal with that situation just yet.”

      She nodded. “This is your free pass with an expiration date. Tell me about Nash’s childhood and why you’re concerned.”

      I burst into laughter. “Do you even realize you’re doing it?” I asked.

      “Doing what?”

      “Shrinking me! You just slide right into the role so naturally. No wonder you have such dedicated clients. You are good.”

      “Yes, I am. Don’t change the subject. What has you concerned about Nash’s influence on Jace? Clearly there is something.”

      I blew out a breath. “I don’t know all the details, but I know he and his father do not get along. Like they don’t talk at all.”

      “Was it an abusive relationship?” she asked.

      “I don’t know if it was abusive, but it wasn’t good. He never really told me much, but it didn’t sound good. I would hate for Nash and Jace to develop a relationship only to have it fall apart. I don’t want my son to feel like Nash did or maybe still does.”

      “That sounds like you are considering telling him?” she asked.

      “No! Definitely not. I can’t. Maybe later, but not now. I only meant the relationship they have right now. I don’t want it to go bad.”

      “You’re assuming it will.”

      I shrugged. “I have to protect my son.”

      “True but keeping the truth from him is going to catch up to you. It will come out one day. You’re risking a lot by not telling him.”

      “I’ll tell him one day when he’s old enough to understand why,” I said.

      “Don’t wait too long,” she warned.

      “I have to worry about right now,” I said. “I’ll call Nash and ask if we can talk.”

      “You’re going to tell him?” she asked with surprise.

      “No. I’m going to talk with him about what happened. I’ll apologize for being a little dramatic, but I do want some ground rules. He holds a lot of power in his hands right now. I need him to use that power for good. He needs to be the one to tell Jace that hitting someone is not always the answer.”

      She nodded. “Good. That’s the right move.”

      I grabbed my phone and called Nash. I would invite him over tomorrow. We could talk and then he could talk to Jace. Unfortunately, he wasn’t answering. I had a feeling he was ignoring me.

      I’d pushed him too far.

    

  







            Chapter 52

          

          

      

    

    






Nash

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thirty years ago

      

      

      

      I walked into the house after peewee football practice and knew he was mad. He was always mad, and they were always fighting. I was hungry but I didn’t want him to see me. If he saw me, he was going to ask about practice. He wanted me to be quarterback, but I wasn’t good enough. My coach said I was too small. I couldn’t tell Dad that. He would get really mad and tell me I had to eat more meat. He always told me I was puny. I was never going to be like him.

      I tiptoed across the tile floor and made it to the stairs. I knew where to step to avoid being heard. I wasn’t going to let that creaky third stair get me. I made it to my room and put down my duffel bag. I could hear them shouting at each other. I crept out of my room and crouched down. I did my best to make myself small.

      “He’s a little boy!” I heard my mom shout.

      “He’s a brat!” my father yelled right back. I could hear footsteps and knew he was walking out of the kitchen. I spent a lot of time hiding at the top of the stairs and behind the wall.

      “You have to spend time with him,” she pleaded. “He needs his father.”

      “His father has to bust ass to keep a roof over his head,” he growled.

      I knew I was the one they were talking about. They always argued about me. Usually, it was because I did something my dad didn’t like. I didn’t play sports well enough or I didn’t get grades that he liked. He was always telling me I had to do better. He said I would never be like him.

      “Nash needs you to take him to the park or just sit down and have a conversation with him,” she said.

      I could see them standing below. My dad was in his usual suit. Mom wore a pretty dress like she always did. She was so pretty. I loved her. I didn’t know if I loved my dad. He was always so mean. He didn’t like me.

      “I’ve got a dinner meeting with a client,” he said and walked to the door.

      “Bob, please, don’t do this. I need you to step up. I can’t do this on my own.”

      “I’ll be home late. Don’t wait up.”

      The door slammed behind him. I jerked back with the force of his anger. I hated when he did that. It always scared me. I let out a heavy sigh and got to my feet. I was really hungry. Mom would have a snack for me.

      I waited until she went back to the kitchen before I left my hiding spot. I went downstairs and pretended I just got home. “Hi, Mom!” I said in my happiest voice.

      She was making a sandwich. “You don’t fool me, young man,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I heard you come home.”

      “Oh.”

      She cut my sandwich in half. “We’re having tuna casserole for dinner, but it will be later. I thought your dad would be joining us.”

      “It’s okay, Mom,” I told her before taking a big bite. “I’m not sad.”

      “I know, but I’m still sorry he wasn’t able to see you before he left.”

      I wasn’t sad I didn’t see him. “I’m going to play my game,” I said and grabbed my sandwich.

      “Homework first,” she said.

      “I don’t have any.”

      “What about practice?” she asked. “Did you get to try for that QB position?”

      I shook my head. “No. Is Dad going to be mad?”

      “No, sweetie.”

      I didn’t believe her. I went into my room and sat on the floor. I turned on my Nintendo. I only played when my dad wasn’t home. Lucky for me, he wasn’t home very much. He hated when I played video games. He said I was lazy and should be doing yardwork. I didn’t know what to do outside. It was boring.

      “Nash, dinner,” I heard my mom call sometime later. I saved my game and went to the dining room. Most nights were like this. It was always just me and her. It used to make me sad but not anymore. It was much quieter when Dad was gone. He was always loud and complaining.

      “Wash your hands,” she called from the kitchen.

      I sighed and went to do as she asked. I tried to be good and do what she told me. I didn’t want to make her sad. Dad made her really sad all the time. She said I was the bright light in her day. I wanted to always be that for her.

      I sat down at the table with my clean hands and face. When she sat down, she sighed. “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      “I’m fine, Nash. I’m just tired.”

      We started eating our dinner. I could hear the quiet clicking of the big grandfather clock that was my mom’s dad’s. There was never any noise in our house. When I played video games, I wore my headset so Dad wouldn’t get mad.

      “How was school?” she asked me.

      I shrugged. “It was okay.”

      “Did you get to eat lunch with your friend? I forgot his name.”

      So did I. I forgot his name because I made him up. I didn’t want her to worry about me. She always worried. “Yep,” I lied. “Then we played together.”

      “Good. I’m so happy you made a friend.”

      I hated lying. She always knew. I stuffed my face in an attempt to race through dinner. The front door opened and then slammed shut. Me and Mom both stopped eating. I looked at her and waited for her to tell me what to do next. I hoped she would tell me to go to my room.

      “We’re in here,” she said.

      I didn’t move. I listened to his footsteps and hoped he was in a good mood. “You’re just now eating dinner?” he growled.

      “I was planning a late dinner because I thought you were going to be here,” she answered.

      He didn’t even look at me. I felt invisible. He walked to the kitchen and opened the fridge. He grabbed a beer, opened it, and went to the living room. I heard the TV come on and knew he was in there for the night.

      “I’m sorry,” Mom whispered.

      I didn’t know what she was sorry for. I finished my dinner and carried my plate to the sink like I was supposed to. “Can I go play now?” I asked her.

      “Let’s go talk to Dad,” she said with a smile.

      I didn’t want to go in the living room, but she pretty much dragged me in there. She put me almost right in front of the TV. “Nash got to eat lunch with his friend today,” Mom said.

      I didn’t think he heard her. “Move out of the damn way,” he growled.

      She gently nudged me to the side a few inches. “I was thinking we should invite his friend over this weekend. You could cook some burgers for the boys.”

      “Take them to McDonald’s. I’ve got to work this weekend.”

      “Both days?” she snapped. “You never spend time with us. Your son would like to see you.”

      My dad threw up his hands. “I’m right here.”

      He didn’t look at me. I sometimes wondered if he knew what I looked like. I didn’t think he ever looked at me. Mom always looked at me. She told me she looked at me every morning because she needed to know what I was wearing in case I got lost and she had to talk to the police. Dad would never be able to find me because he didn’t know what I looked like at all.

      “I ran really fast in football today,” I said. I hoped he would be proud of me. I was working extra hard to get really good at football. If I was good, he might come and watch me play one day.

      I waited for him to say something. He didn’t. Maybe he didn’t hear me. “I beat all of the other kids,” I told him.

      “Bob!” my mother exclaimed. “Your son is talking to you!”

      “Dammit!” he shouted and got to his feet. “I work my ass off all day long. Can’t I have ten minutes of peace and quiet? Do I have to listen to both of you right when I get home? I don’t give a shit if he runs or walks. I’ve got more important things to worry about!”

      He hurt my feelings. “I’m going to my room,” I said and rushed out of the room. He was mean. He hated me. He wanted a different son. I was bad. I ran upstairs. Before I made it to my room, I heard a loud crash. I stopped running and was going to see if Mom was okay when I heard her yelling again.

      “He needs you to pay attention to him,” she said.

      “That’s what you’re here for,” he shot back. “I work and you raise the kid. You don’t need me. What am I supposed to do with him?”

      “You’re supposed to act like you love him!” she shouted.

      “Dammit! I just want peace and quiet.”

      My dad walked by the stairs. I knew he was going to his office. “Go to your room,” Mom said as she followed behind him.

      I heard a loud bang and more things breaking. I ran all the way back upstairs and into my room. I closed the door and flopped on my bed. I could hear them yelling and more stuff breaking. I covered my ears with my pillow.

      When I grew up, I was never going to be like him. He was a mean man. I heard footsteps on the stairs and hoped they weren’t coming to talk to me. I didn’t want them to talk to me. I wanted to disappear. I knew it was my mom. I could hear her crying as she walked to their bedroom.

      He was a mean man. I was never, ever going to have kids. I never wanted to be like him.
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      I ran through the drive thru at Dutch Brothers and ordered two coffees. Nash wasn’t calling me back. He was pissed at me. The more I thought about the incident, the more I could understand why he was mad. I overreacted, and I was prepared to apologize for that, but I would not encourage him to teach him to fight.

      When I got to the office, the environment was very different than it had been the last few weeks. Things were much calmer. The damn walls were still up, but I was getting used to them. I didn’t like them, but I didn’t see them anymore. They were just walls. I walked to Nash’s office with the coffees in hand. The door was closed and the lights off.

      Just to make sure, I knocked once and then opened it. As I suspected, he wasn’t in. I went to my own office and sat down. He was probably running late. That was the perk of being the boss. He could come and go as he pleased.

      It was about twenty minutes later when I realized he still wasn’t in. I walked back up to reception to see if he’d called in to say he was running late. “Hey, has Mr. Aarons called?” I asked.

      “Yes, he isn’t coming in today. Or tomorrow. He said to let you know he was going to be out of the office for a while.”

      “Did he say why?” I asked.

      “Just said he had to take care of some other business.” She looked around and leaned forward. “I think it will be nice to have a little bit of normalcy. It isn’t like we are going to miss him around here.”

      “He’s been very kind to everyone here all last week,” I reminded her.

      “An anomaly,” she said with a smirk.

      “Remember, he’s the boss,” I said. “We should give him the respect he deserves.”

      I walked back to my office. I had a feeling I really pissed him off. I pushed him too far. I couldn’t believe he was that upset about me telling him he couldn’t see Jace. He didn’t even know my son. Could there really be some kind of genetic connection?

      I shook my head. “No,” I muttered. “Impossible.”

      I started my usual Monday morning routine. It really was nice to have a reprieve from the tax deadline. We still had plenty of clients that needed extensions. We were ironing out their tax issues, but the crazy hectic nature of tax season was behind us. This was the lull. We would take a few weeks doing silly things that didn’t matter. Then we’d make promises to ourselves that we were going to get our clients shit in order long before tax season rolled around.

      We wouldn’t, but we would keep saying we were going to. It was like a New Year’s resolution. Every year, it was the same damn thing. As I was going through files, I tried to remember I wasn’t going to be here for tax season next year. I didn’t want to leave my clients hanging or the person who took over my clients.

      I spent hours writing up notes for what I had planned for the clients. It was the equivalent of writing a report. “Knock, knock,” I heard.

      I looked up to find Lana standing in my door. “Hey, come in.”

      She sat down with a huge smile on her face. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”

      “What feels good?”

      “Being able to breathe without the ghoul staring over my shoulder.”

      “The ghoul?” I questioned. I knew who she was talking about, but I wanted to hear her say it.

      “You know.”

      “Lana are you referring to Nash?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Lana, he’s the owner. You shouldn’t talk about him like that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine, I’ll agree he was nice the last two weeks, but you have to agree he was a royal prick before that. You kicked his ass into shape. If you hadn’t come back, we’d be dealing with a mutiny. I was ready to quit. I’d rather flip burgers than work for him. With the way he was working us, it would have been the same amount of money.”

      “I think you’re being hard on him.”

      She scoffed. “No. That’s being easy on him. He’s a dick. Like the biggest dick I have ever had the misfortune to meet.”

      “He’s got a different management style,” I agreed. “Different but effective.”

      “Um, I don’t know where you’ve been, but that man is awful. He has no idea how to run a business.”

      I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I was actually defending him. “He is very good at running a business,” I said and held up my hand when she opened her mouth to argue against my statement. “He doesn’t know how to handle people. That’s very different. He makes money. I hate to say it, but he busted his ass to get to where he is.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t give him a free pass to be an asshole.”

      “No, but his position does give him the ability,” I said.

      “Are you really sticking up for him?” she asked.

      “I am. I mean, I agree there was some stuff he did that was bullshit, but he’s learning.”

      She gave me a strange look. “Do you think he’s learning enough to bring our breakroom back?”

      I said. “Baby steps.”

      “Do you think we can start returning to normal again?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “He came in, he busted our asses, and made a shit ton of money. He came, he saw, he did. Now, will he go away? He’s not here today and I heard he wasn’t going to be coming in for a while. Is it too early to celebrate?”

      I didn’t want to celebrate. I was probably the only one who was bummed he wasn’t going to be in the office. I wasn’t sure what I was more upset about. No more office quickies were certainly high up on the list of downsides. But I was also going to miss getting to spend time with him. Lana didn’t get to see the sexy, flirty side of him.

      “Lana you are a leader here,” I started and did my best to sound diplomatic. “People look to you to take their moves. You have a lot of influence and you can really help make this is a smooth transition.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked. “What transition?”

      “With Nash taking over the business.”

      She shook her head. “You are the manager.”

      “But I’m not going to be here forever,” I said.

      “No! Are you quitting?”

      “No,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. I wasn’t quitting right away. “But Nash is the owner, and he does appear to want to have an active role in the business. It will make things easier for everyone if we can ease through the transition instead of fighting it every step of the way.”

      “Saige, the guy is a dick. Period. You can give him a hundred excuses, but he’s still a dick. He’s harsh and rude. He looks down on all of us. He acts like his shit doesn’t stink. No one likes him. I don’t see that ever changing.”

      I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. I understood where she was coming from. I had to question if my vision was blurred by my feelings for him. That opened up an entirely different set of problems.

      “Lana, I have to ask you not to talk like that about him to anyone else,” I said.

      “Come on,” she said. “Don’t pretend you actually like the man.”

      “I do, actually. I’m not saying we are best friends, but I’ve taken the time to get to know him a little better.”

      She didn’t look impressed. “See, that’s the difference between you and the rest of us. He sees you as worthy because of your position. He would never allow us to get to know him.”

      “He probably won’t invite you out on his yacht, but—”

      “He invited you on his yacht?” she exclaimed.

      “No,” I said. “He didn’t invite me on his yacht. I don’t even know if he has a yacht. I’m just saying, he isn’t going to be your best friend, but that doesn’t mean he’s your enemy. George wasn’t your best friend and you never talked shit about him.”

      “Because George wasn’t an asshole,” she asserted.

      I could see her growing more frustrated. I needed to back off or the whole damn staff would walk out on me. “I understand,” I said. “I really do, but please try and remember he is the boss.”

      “I can’t forget that, but I don’t like him, Saige. I can’t see myself ever liking him.”

      “I can accept that,” I said. “But please do me a favor?”

      “Do not ask me to get that man coffee or anything else like that.”

      I laughed. “Definitely not. I’m asking you to keep the shit-talk to yourself. You know how hard it is to keep morale up. Nash isn’t going to be here all the time. It’s still our office and we have a great staff. I don’t want to lose anyone else. You have to help me keep up the morale.”

      “Fine, I won’t say anything about Mr. Dick.”

      “Lana!”

      She laughed. “Sorry, I don’t like him and that isn’t going to change.”

      “And one more thing,” I said. “I need you to squash any talk about him. Don’t feed the mob mentality. Please.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?” she asked.

      I winked. “I suppose I am. Now, enough of that. How’s your son?”

      “He’s good. Yours?”

      It wasn’t like I could say he was doing awful. “He’s good. Anxious for summer.”

      “Aren’t we all?” she said with a sigh. “I’m going back to work like a good little worker bee. If butthead comes in, I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a laugh.

      Once she left my office, I let out a long sigh. This was not good. I wanted to leave Nash with a good company. I did not want it falling apart a week after I left—and I was going to leave. It was strange to think I felt some kind of loyalty for Nash. I shouldn’t. He was still the same guy he’d always been.

      “Dammit,” I muttered.

      I hated that I did feel like I had to protect him. I didn’t want to be the one singing his praises. People would suspect there was something more between us. I was overthinking everything. I pushed aside all thoughts of him and focused on work.

      At least I tried to focus on work. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Him staying away from the office was the best thing that could happen. At least it would be if I didn’t want him in my life. He could walk away. That was fine, but I had to clear the air.

      I got up and walked out of my office. “Everyone, can I have your attention please?” I shouted to be overheard.

      “What’s up?” Lana asked.

      “Go home,” I announced. “We’re done for the day. Let’s take advantage of a lull in business.”

      Lana laughed. “Let’s not wait for her to change her mind!” Lana hollered.

      It was only an hour early, but I was glad it was making them all so happy. I had an ulterior motive. I pretended to be packing up while I waited for everyone to clear out. Nash wouldn’t answer my calls, but I knew another way to get him to talk.

      I walked to the alarm system and pushed the button for fire. It would send an alert to his phone. I knew Nash well enough to know he’d show up like he could put it out himself because that was the kind of man he was. He was certain he was that powerful.

      I walked back to my office to wait for him.
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      Davin brought me the club soda I ordered. “You’re sure this is what you want?”

      I nodded and took a sip. “Yes. I need to pace myself.”

      “Why?” he asked with confusion. “Since when did you pace yourself?”

      “Since I wanted to,” I shot back.

      He leaned his elbows on the bar. “Why are you here?”

      “Because I own the place,” I replied.

      “No, but why are you here? I thought you moved your office. You haven’t been here in forever.”

      “I’m back.”

      He gave me a strange look. “Oh shit, what did you do?”

      “Nothing. The busy season is over. There’s no reason for me to devote all my time to the tax firm. I have other important projects that need my attention.”

      He shook his head. “Bullshit. You pissed her off.”

      “I did not.”

      “Liar. What happened?”

      There was no point in hiding anything from him. He always seemed to find out. “She got pissed at me because her kid punched another kid that was threatening him.”

      He stared at me. “What? Are you just making that up?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I showed the kid how to box. He’s not exactly a Mike Tyson. I just showed him a few moves. Nothing more. He was being bullied at school and he stood up for himself. She got pissed at me because I told him he did a good thing.”

      He winced. “Ladies are soft,” he said. “They don’t like all the violence. My girlfriend doesn’t even let me watch violent movies.”

      “He defended himself,” I insisted. “She was complaining about him getting his ass beat all the time. I showed him how to keep that from happening. Why is she mad?”

      “Because she might get sued by the parents of the kid he hit,” he offered. “Because she is worried her son is going to become the bully. Women like their boys to be good. They like to think of them holding doors for ladies and standing up for what’s wrong and right. They don’t want their kid to be the one everyone hates or is afraid of.”

      I rolled my eyes. “The kid is about the farthest thing from a bully I have ever seen. She doesn’t want me around him—and I gather around her either.”

      “Did she say that?”

      I replayed the conversation. “Basically, yes. She said I wasn’t Jace’s father.”

      He winced. “Ouch. That had to sting.”

      “Not really. I’m not his father. I don’t want to be his dad. I was just offering the kid some advice. I’m not looking to be anyone’s dad. It’s for the best really. Like you said, getting close to the kid is bad news.”

      “You can’t punish the boy for an argument between you and his mom. I’m sure it was a heated moment. She was likely scared and worried about her son. Moms are supposed to be overprotective.”

      I shook my head and took another drink. “It’s all good. I am not getting involved in that drama. I don’t want to muddy the waters. The kid is cool, but I am not going to deal with her.”

      “You helped the kid out,” he insisted. “One day hanging out with him and you gave him a healthy boost of self-confidence. I bet she’s secretly glad you did it.”

      I shrugged. “I doubt it. She’s called a few times, but I haven’t answered. I’m not interested in her lecture.”

      “How do you know she’s going to lecture you?”

      “Because she was really, really pissed,” I said.

      “Is that why you are hiding out here?” He smirked. “Chickenshit.”

      “No.”

      “Hey, I don’t blame you,” he said. “I come here and hide from my girl when she’s in one of those moods. With the pregnancy hormones, I see myself hiding here a lot more often.”

      I laughed. “That bad, huh?”

      “There have been moments.”

      “Sorry, I don’t envy you,” I told him.

      “Are you going to hide out here for good?” he asked.

      “I’m not hiding, but there is no reason for me to be at the firm. She can handle it. I’m more of a hinderance when I’m there. I’ll check in from time to time, but unless there is an emergency, I don’t need to be there.”

      “You’re hiding,” he said with a nod. “You are licking your wounds.”

      “No, I’m a busy man and I don’t have time for a lot of nonsense. She can figure out how to raise her kid without me butting in.”

      “Didn’t you tell me she wanted to quit?” he asked.

      I waved a hand. “She said that, but I think if I’m out of the way, she’ll be okay. She just doesn’t want to work with me or under me.”

      He smirked. “From what you’ve said, she has no problem being under you.”

      “Really? Are you twelve?”

      He laughed. “I’m just saying, you two seem to have a relationship that extends beyond the work stuff.”

      “When you become a grownup, you’ll understand these things,” I said in a patronizing voice.

      “I think you’re dodging,” he said. “At least have the balls to talk to her. Let her know you’re running away.”

      “I’m not running away. It’s not like we had any agreements. What happened, happened. Now we move on.”

      He didn’t look convinced. I didn’t need to convince him. I knew it was over. It was never going to be anything more than what it was. We had fun and it was over. It was time to get back to my regularly scheduled life. I sipped my drink and mulled over the transition. I needed her to stay on. I would offer her a salary bump. She deserved it. I would even suggest she hire an assistant manager or promote within to give her some help.

      While I was mulling over how I would present this new offer to her, my phone rang. I looked down and almost ignored the blocked number. I figured I better answer. “Hello?”

      “Is this Mr. Nash Aarons?” a man asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m with the alarm company. We’ve got a fire alarm going off and no one is picking up the phone at the business.”

      “Which building?” I asked.

      When he gave me the address, I hopped off the stool. “I’ll head over there right now,” I said and ended the call.

      I started for the door when Davin laughed. “Damn, you’re in a hurry. Where’s the fire?” he joked.

      “The tax firm,” I called back without stopping.

      I hopped in my car and started that way. I called the business line first. No one answered, which immediately made me concerned. It wasn’t five. They should be there. I called Saige’s cell and was sent straight to voicemail.  For the first time in a really long time, I felt panic. I was genuinely concerned for her. The feeling was foreign to me.

      I took the corner on two wheels and parked my car. The first thing I noticed was the lack of fire trucks. That was a good thing. I rushed inside and pushed the elevator button. It was working, which told me there couldn’t possibly be a fire. It had to be a false alarm. But why in the hell wasn’t anyone answering?

      When I stepped into the office, the first thing I noticed was no receptionist. It was silent. The phones weren’t ringing, and I didn’t hear the telltale clacking of computer keys or printers running. Something was not right.

      I walked through the empty office and got a bad feeling. Had they staged a walkout? I went to Saige’s office and found it empty. Now I was really worried. Expecting to find another note, I headed for my office. I pushed the door open and found Saige sitting with her feet propped up on my desk.

      “Took you long enough,” she said with a smile.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve been waiting.”

      “Did you pull the fire alarm?” I asked incredulously.

      “I did. You wouldn’t answer my calls and you didn’t show up.”

      I stared at her for several seconds. “You could have called my assistant like a normal person.”

      “This seemed more effective. Although the fire department did want me to tell you the fire alarm isn’t a toy.”

      I clenched my jaw. “The fire department?”

      “Oops,” she said with a grin. “They weren’t going to fine us this time. I explained it was an accident.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Why?”

      “What?”

      “What did you want that was important enough to pull a fire alarm?”

      She held up a finger. “I’m not going to admit to anything.”

      “What was so important that you had to break the law?”

      “I wanted to talk to you,” she said.

      I wasn’t sure if I was pissed or impressed with her effort. “I gathered that,” I said.

      She got to her feet and came around the desk. “You didn’t call me back,” she said in a soft voice.

      “You made it pretty clear you weren’t interested in talking to me. I’m giving you space. You and Jace.”

      She reached out and grabbed my tie, slowly wrapping it around her hand as she pulled me close. She leaned up on her toes and kissed me. This was the part when I was supposed to walk away. We weren’t doing this anymore. It was confusing things too much. I had to focus on the company. I couldn’t keep getting into this with her.

      But I didn’t pull away. I didn’t get into it, but I didn’t tell her to stop. She was the one to break the kiss. “I’m sorry for going off on you Friday. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Apology accepted,” I murmured.

      “You were only trying to help him.”

      I nodded. “I was.”

      I was afraid to say too much. I wasn’t a saint. After that kiss, I was ready. The office was empty, which tended to be our MO. I told myself I wasn’t going to do this anymore, but damn if I wasn’t ready to have her once again. I wanted her. I felt like I was addicted to the woman. I couldn’t remember ever feeling this drawn to someone. I rarely had sex with the same person more than a handful of times. I avoided making a connection with anyone. I didn’t want the drama. It was easier to keep things at arm’s length.

      “I shouldn’t have blamed you,” she said and released my tie.

      Her hands roamed over my chest. I knew exactly where this was leading. “Where is everyone?” I asked. I wanted to make sure we had some privacy.

      “I sent them home.”

      “Again?”

      “There wasn’t a lot to do, and I wanted to be alone with you,” she replied.

      “You did, huh?”

      She slowly nodded as her hands slid to my waistband. I felt used. But in the best way. I didn’t move. I let her do what she wanted. I was her willing victim.

      She worked in silence as she undid my belt and then pants. She pushed my pants over my hips and dropped to her knees in front of me. I stared down at her, watching as she reached for the erection that had sprung to life almost the moment her hands hit my belt.

      She spoiled me. The silence in the office was deafening. The only sound I could hear was my own shallow breathing. She gently squeezed my cock, pulling a strangled groan from low in my throat. I waited, anticipating what would come next. She looked up at me with her hand still wrapped tightly around me. Her tongue darted out and licked over the head of my cock.

      My body violently jerked. My knees nearly buckled. It was sheer willpower that kept me on my feet. Our eyes were locked as she lapped at my cock. My hands balled into fists as they hung at my sides. When she bent her head, I knew what was about to happen, but I was still unprepared for how damn good it felt. I closed my eyes and let myself live in the pleasure. Her mouth slid down my length until I could feel her tonsils. I struggled to stand perfectly still. I fought the urge to bounce my hips against her face.

      If this was how she apologized, I was going to ignore her and be offended a hell of a lot more often.
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      I could feel his restraint. He was trying to hold back. The man clearly had no idea just how determined I was to swallow every last drop of him.

      I had not pulled the fire alarm with the intention of doing this. I truly had planned on simply talking to him. Then I saw him. He cut a dashing figure in the tailored suit with the top three buttons undone at the top. There had been a wild look in his eyes that turned me on. It was the perfect combination of refined alpha male that pushed every button I had. Before I could think twice about what I wanted, I was on my knees with his dick halfway down my throat.

      I upped my suction power, pulling him deep into my throat. I heard his grunting mingling with his short gasps for air. I could feel him moving close to the edge. I slowed down, running my tongue around the head of his cock. It felt good to hold the power in my hand—literally. Right then, I might have been on my knees in front of him, but I was the one with the power.

      “Saige,” he groaned. He almost sounded like he was in pain. He reached for my head, his fingers twining through my hair and pulling.

      I reached for his balls and gently tugged. It was the trigger he needed. He roared, his hips jerking and pushing him deeper down my throat. I swallowed every bit of him. When he stepped back, I got to my feet.

      His eyes were dark and heavy-lidded. I offered him a small smile. He didn’t bother to pull up his pants. “That was unexpected,” he said and kicked off his shoes.

      I watched as he kicked off his pants before shrugging out of his jacket and letting it fall to the floor. I felt heat coursing through my veins. It was the way he looked at me.

      The palpable tension in the room wrapped around me.

      “I didn’t plan it,” I told him.

      “I don’t care,” he growled and tugged at his tie until it was undone and falling to the floor.

      I sensed the animalistic energy in the air. He was going to fuck me without holding back. He was going to make me scream and beg for mercy. I couldn’t wait.

      “I want you,” I told him. “Right fucking now.”

      He came toward me like a tiger stalking his prey. I actually took a step back. I didn’t know why because I wanted him to take me. It was just the way he was looking at me. It intimidated me. It made me wet. I could feel my panties growing damper.

      He reached out, and with one quick flick of his wrist, my blouse was yanked open. I heard a button hit the window behind his desk. He pushed my shirt down my arms. It stopped about halfway, pinning my arms to my sides. I sucked in a breath. I was on the edge of an orgasm. His mouth opened and clamped down on the side of my neck.

      I gasped, unable to move my arms. I was completely at his mercy. His mouth slid down my neck, leaving a trail of dampness. The air in the room brushed over the damp skin and sent shivers down my spine. His hands held my arms down as he bent and kissed the spot between my cleavage.

      He kissed over my breasts and down my stomach before dropping to his knees. I couldn’t. I would never be able to stay standing. He released my arms and reached behind me to unzip my skirt. I barely managed to stay on my feet as he pulled the skirt down. He jerked down my panties and, with no warning, pressed a kiss against my heated core.

      I cried out, my knees buckling. His hands went to my hips and held me upright while he used his tongue to bring me to orgasm. I couldn’t take it anymore. My legs felt like jelly. He lowered me to the floor of his office. It was just a little awkward to be lying on the floor. He crawled up my body, showering my body with kisses.

      He kissed me, nudging my legs open with his knee. I heard a wrapper being torn. There was no hesitation as he slipped inside me. His cock stretched and filled me. He felt much larger than usual. It was an iron shaft being pushed inside me. I cried out his name and arched my back.

      “Damn, why can’t I get enough of you?” he growled. “You make me feel like a teenage boy. A rutting buck. I can’t get deep enough. Why?”

      He sounded angry. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close. My legs wrapped around his waist and tugged him deeper inside me. “I need you,” I moaned.

      I felt vulnerable. I was almost completely exposed to him. Not my naked body, but me. A part of me that I tried to hide from the world. He thrust once and then again. My back rubbed against the floor, sliding a few inches. His knees dug in beside me.

      “I want a fucking bed,” he growled. “I want to fuck you in a bed, dammit. Why am I giving myself rug burns?”

      I laughed but it was quickly gone when he thrust again. He sounded angry and frustrated. “Me too,” I gasped.

      “What?”

      “Rug burns,” I said.

      “Shit,” he muttered. In a flash, he rolled to his back and dragged me on top of him. I hated the absence of him from my body. I clamored to get him back inside me, sliding down the full length of him and groaning with a satisfied moan once I was settled.

      He reached out and grabbed my shirt. “Lift,” he ordered.

      I had no idea what he was asking. When he tapped my knee, I lifted it. He stuffed the shirt under my knee before sitting up with nothing but the strength of his abdominal muscles. His cock shifted inside me. I cried out, my back arching as my head dropped back. He jerked off his shirt the rest of the way and put it under my other knee.

      “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “That was very thoughtful. But now your back is going to get rubbed raw.”

      He wrapped his arms around me, his face almost perfectly lined up with my breasts. “I’m going to stay just like this, and you are going to ride me.”

      I wiggled a bit, finding just the right spot. “Ready?” I teased.

      “Born ready.”

      I held his face in my hands and kissed him. I rotated my hips, going up and then sliding back down. I was looking for my rhythm while enjoying the exploration of the way our bodies fit together. “So good,” I whispered and dropped my mouth to his shoulder.

      “You have to move faster,” he whispered. “I’m dying here.”

      “Shh, I’ve got you handled. I’m going to give you the best ride of your life.”

      “I don’t know if I can handle it,” he answered.

      I couldn’t get close enough. I unfolded my legs and then wrapped them around him. It got me just a little closer. “You can handle anything,” I told him.

      I rode him in a sensual, slow manner. I thought I wanted it fast and hard, but this was so much better. It was the kind of sex that changed a person. I knew I would struggle to ever enjoy another man like this. I slid up and down his body. The orgasm was coming on strong, but it was more of a slow, deep burn. It started in my toes. Every muscle clenched as my body tightened around him.

      His breathing changed. He sucked in shallow breaths, like he couldn’t catch his breath. “Oh god,” he groaned. “Don’t stop.”

      I kissed him until the floodgates opened. There wasn’t any shouting or cries of pleasure as we climaxed. It was far more intimate. I held him close. I felt his heartbeat pounding against my chest. Neither of us spoke. We simply held each other.

      “Come to dinner tomorrow,” I said.

      He leaned back and looked up at me. “Where?”

      “My house.”

      “You want me to go to dinner at your house? Will Jace be there?”

      “Yes, he does live there,” I teased.

      He bit my chin. “Don’t be a smartass. Are you sure you want me to do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Didn’t you tell me to stay away?” he asked.

      I sighed. “I did. I said I was sorry.”

      “And then you went down on me,” he said with a laugh. “That’s one hell of an apology. Is there anything else you’ve done that you should apologize for?”

      I laughed and tapped his nose with my fingertip. “I don’t think so. What about you? Should you be apologizing for something?”

      “I’ll go down on you anytime you want,” he said with a smile.

      I felt myself blushing. “Stop.”

      I climbed off him and slowly got to my feet. I started the hunt for my clothes. I picked up my blouse that was basically a ruined and wrinkled mess.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “But when you do that to a man, you have to know things are going to get wild.”

      I laughed. “I’ll remember that next time and wear tearaway clothing.”

      “Or save us both some trouble and just be naked.”

      I winked. “Noted.”

      “So, everyone left early, huh?”

      “It was only an hour,” I told him. “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

      “Desperate, huh?”

      “You know what I mean. I felt bad for the way I acted.”

      “Did you?” he said. “Do you still?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Are you trying to get another blowjob?” I joked.

      He shrugged. “If you’re offering.”

      “I’m not. I need to get home. You’ll come by tomorrow night?”

      “Yes. What time?”

      I thought about it. I wouldn’t have time to make a decent meal after I got out of work. Jace couldn’t stay up late on a school night. “Six,” I said. “I’ll pick up a lasagna if that works.”

      “You’re not going to make me a homecooked meal?” he said with a fake pout.

      “I’m not Mary Poppins. My boss is a slavedriver. I don’t get off until five. I have to pick up Jace and go home. I can’t wiggle my nose and make a lasagna in fifteen minutes.”

      “Why don’t I pick something up?” he said.

      “No, I invited you to dinner. Maybe one day I’ll cook for you, but that is not tomorrow.”

      “Deal. I’m going to hold you to it.”

      I smiled and pulled on my shoes. “I have to go.”

      He picked up his tie and stuffed it into his pocket. “That’s it. You use me and then run out the door.”

      “Yep,” I said and opened the door. “Are you coming in tomorrow?”

      “No. I’ve got meetings all day, but I’ll be at your place tomorrow night.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you then.”

      “Hey,” he said as I walked down the hall.

      “What?”

      “Use the damn phone. I’m going to be pissed if I have to pay the fire department a fine.”

      I laughed and grabbed my purse from my office before heading out the door. I was really getting used to the afternoon delights. I couldn’t use the fire alarm trick again. But I would find other ways. I liked being close to him.

      I ran by the grocery store and picked up the stuff for dinner tomorrow night. I hated that it was all prepackaged food, but it wasn’t about the food. It was about the company.
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      I had no idea what I was doing. It was probably a stupid thing to do. I could hear Davin’s warning about getting too close to Jace. I told myself I wasn’t doing this to get closer to him. It was about settling the situation from the other day. I was certain she expected me to set the kid straight about when it was okay to hit someone.

      I would but I was not going to lecture the kid about what he did. I firmly believed he did the right thing. I wasn’t his dad, and she wasn’t my wife. I didn’t have to bow down to her out of fear she’d withhold sex or make me sleep on the couch. I remembered my dad sleeping on the couch a lot throughout my childhood.

      I knocked on the door. Jace answered. When he saw me, he smiled. “Nash.”

      “Hi, Jace. Did your mom tell you I was coming?”

      “I thought she was lying,” he said.

      “Why would your mom lie to you?”

      “Because I was mad at her,” he answered nonchalantly.

      I nodded and began to understand why I was here. “I see. I hope you’re not still mad at her.”

      He looked up at me and laughed. “Nope. Mom, Nash is here!” he said.

      She came out of the kitchen with a towel in her hands. I felt like I had been transported to a parallel universe. I was walking through the door after a long day at work. Saige was in the kitchen preparing dinner and our son was welcoming me home. This was the life I used to pretend I had when I was little. I used to dream about growing up and having a family of my own. I was going to be different than my dad.

      I snapped myself back to reality.

      “Dinner will be ready in about fifteen minutes,” she said. “I got home late, and this lasagna does not want to cook.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Why don’t you show him around?” she said to Jace.

      “I’ll show you my room,” he said and grabbed my hand.

      “You can take off your jacket if you’d like,” she said.

      “I would like, thank you.”

      I peeled it off and draped it over the back of the couch before following Jace into his room. His room didn’t look much different than mine had when I was his age. I walked around and noticed the number of books he had on a tall shelf.

      “Do you like to read a lot?” I asked him.

      “Yep. I like to play with my cars and stuff too, but mostly I read. That’s why they call me a nerd.”

      “The kids at school?” I asked and picked up a book that seemed rather advanced for a kid his age.

      “Yes.”

      “Are they still bothering you?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered.

      I got it. He didn’t want to talk about it. I understood and I wasn’t going to make him talk about anything he didn’t want to. I was just the friend. “Have you read all these books?” I asked.

      “Most of them.”

      “Wow. That’s impressive.”

      He was smart. Just like his mom. I wasn’t that smart. At least, I didn’t think I was. He showed me a couple of things he made with Legos.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Saige called.

      “That’s us, buddy,” I said.

      “Do you like lasagna?” he asked.

      “I do,” I said. “It’s one of my favorites.”

      “Mine too!”

      “Wash your hands,” Saige said.

      “The bathroom is in here,” Jace said.

      I followed him in. We took turns washing our hands before we went to the dining room. Saige was just finishing with the setting of the table. “It smells good,” I said.

      She laughed. “We can pretend I made it.”

      “Works for me.”

      “I’m glad you’re not mad at Nash anymore,” Jace said.

      I looked at her and smiled. “Was she pretty mad at me?” I asked while looking at her.

      “Yes.”

      “Did she say mean things?” I pressed.

      She flashed me a dirty look. “Jace, will you pass me the bread?” she asked.

      I chuckled. “I don’t know, I think your mom might owe me an apology,” I said. I was enjoying pushing the boundaries. I could see her blush and knew what she was thinking about. I was angling for another apology. Her very special way of going about it was appealing.

      “Mom, did you say you were sorry?” Jace asked.

      She shot me a dirty look. “I did.”

      “You did?” he said as if he wasn’t convinced.

      “She did,” I said. “In fact, she was very serious about apologizing to me. Do you know what she did?”

      “Nash,” Saige warned.

      “What did she do?” Jace asked.

      I was going to enjoy this. “I was really busy at my other job,” I explained in kid speak. “Your mom kept calling but I didn’t answer because I was busy.”

      “You weren’t at work on the weekend,” she quipped.

      I smiled. “I was busy.”

      She shook her head. “Sure, you were.”

      “Anyway, I was just getting ready to go home when I got the strangest phone call,” I said with a smile.

      “Who was it?” Jace asked. He was on the hook.

      “It was the security company. Apparently, someone pulled the fire alarm, and the company couldn’t get anyone on the phone. I was very worried. I rushed to the tax firm. When I got there, it was just your mom.”

      “Was the building on fire?” he asked with confusion.

      “Nash, please.”

      “No,” I said with a smile. “It was just your mom. She pulled the fire alarm so she could talk to me.”

      Jace’s eyes grew big. “You did?!” he exclaimed.

      Saige shot me another look. “Nash is exaggerating.”

      “Did you, Mom?”

      I waited for her to answer. I was interested to see how she handled her son. It wasn’t any of my business, but I was curious about her parenting style. Would she lie to her son?

      She let out a long sigh. “Jace, sometimes I do things that are not good. I was wrong. I shouldn’t have done it.”

      “You did it!” The kid started giggling.

      She nodded and looked properly ashamed. “I did, but you can never do what I did. It was wrong. I apologized but it was still very wrong.”

      Jace was still grinning. Saige did not look happy with me. Maybe I would have to apologize to her. “This lasagna is really good,” I said in an attempt to change the subject.

      “Glad you like it,” she snapped. “I’ll make sure to give you the garbage—I mean the box—to take home.”

      I laughed. “Thank you. I’d love your garbage.”

      “How was school today?” Saige asked Jace without looking at me. She wanted to avoid the topic. I was probably going to have to apologize for that. It was just too good not to use. I liked seeing her squirm.

      “It was fine,” Jace said. He immediately shut down. That happiness I saw in him just a minute ago vanished. The poor kid was really struggling. I didn’t know how Saige did it. How did she not go crazy with worry or anger? I didn’t even know the kid and I felt like ripping heads off.

      “I bet you get really good grades,” I said.

      He shrugged. “I’m okay.”

      “He’s a straight-A student,” Saige said proudly.

      “Good for you.”

      “The kids say I’m a nerd,” he said again.

      “You know, I’m a nerd,” I said. “When I was in school, I got really good grades. Kids used to make fun of me. But you know what?”

      He shook his head. “What?”

      “I’m rich. I’m rich enough to buy anything I want, and do you know why?”

      He shook his head. “Why?”

      I looked at Saige. She was smiling and gave me a little nod. She was encouraging me to tell him the rest of the story. “Because I’m smart and I paid attention in math class. I got really good grades and I used everything I learned to make myself successful. My success made me rich.”

      “You’re rich?” he asked.

      I laughed. I guessed I just assumed he knew. I didn’t want to sound like an arrogant prick. Then again, everyone assumed I was an arrogant prick. “Yes. I am.”

      Jace looked very surprised. He looked to Saige. “Mom, did you know he was rich?”

      She smiled. “Jace, it isn’t polite to talk about money.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s rude,” she replied. “People’s money is their business. We don’t ask about that kind of stuff, okay?”

      “It’s okay,” I said. She shot me a dirty look. I realized in this instance she was probably right. “You can talk to me about money because you know me, but your mom is right. People don’t like to talk about money. It can sound like bragging and make other people jealous.”

      “Why?” Jace asked.

      I was out of answers. I wasn’t used to being questioned. I looked to Saige for help. “If you get an A on your test, do you run around telling everyone?” she asked Jace.

      He snorted. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they’ll just make fun of me,” he said.

      “They make fun of you because they are jealous,” I told him. “I don’t tell people about my money because it might make them jealous or even angry.” I looked to Saige. “Can I use the word resent?”

      I was out of my depth. I didn’t remember what I knew or didn’t know when I was his age. She shook her head. “It makes them sad,” she summed up. “No matter how mean people are, we don’t want to make them sad.”

      He shrugged and apparently accepted her explanation. “Okay. But we can talk about Nash’s money.” He turned to look at me. “Do you live in a mansion?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have sports car?”

      I laughed. “I do. I have a few.”

      His eyes lit up. “Can I see them?”

      “Sure. Your mom and I will figure out a good time.”

      “You have a boat, right?”

      I nodded and took another bite. “Good memory.”

      Saige looked amused. “Who wants chocolate pie?” she asked.

      “Did you make it?” I teased.

      “I took it out of the freezer. Does that count?” she said.

      “It does. I want pie. I love pie.”

      “Chocolate is my favorite,” Jace announced.

      “Mine too. Have you had the turtle pie?”

      “Turtle pie?” he asked with horror.

      “It’s just chocolate and caramel with a fun name,” I explained. “It is amazing. There is a restaurant that makes the best turtle pie. We’ll have to go one of these days. I just bet you’ll like it.”

      Saige practically jumped up from the table. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to talk about future outings. I wasn’t sure where the boundaries were. She returned a few minutes later with the pie. We ate and talked about summer break coming up.

      “Thank you for dinner,” I said when it was time to go. “It was very good.”

      “Can we go see your cars?” Jace asked.

      He looked up at me with wide eyes. I noticed his eyes were a very similar shade of brown as mine. “We’ll have to see what our schedules look like,” I answered.

      I knew that was probably way too adult-like, but she would figure out how to answer it. “Thanks for coming,” she said. “I guess I’ll see you later.”

      “I’ll call.”

      She smiled and nodded. I walked away and headed for home. That was one of the strangest nights I ever had. Not strange but surreal. I never imagined myself sitting down to dinner in a quaint house with a woman and child. That was not my style. When I got home, I felt the emptiness. I looked around my living space and couldn’t help but compare it to hers.

      Her place was clean and comfortable. It was homey. It was warm and inviting while mine was sterile. It had all the gadgets and top of the line furniture, but it was just furniture. I could be walking into a showroom.

      I shook it off. I didn’t want homey. That wasn’t for me.
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      I closed out of the file I’d been working on. I felt more confident than I’d been in a long time. We were still running a little light on staff, but I wasn’t worried. We could make it another few months before it was time to ramp up and get ready for yet another season.

      “Shit,” I said aloud. I was planning like I was going to be here in a few months. I wasn’t. I didn’t think I was. If I was being honest with myself, I could admit I had done very little to get started on my own business. I wanted to do it, but it wasn’t the most important thing in my life. I didn’t feel that same sense of urgency to get away from Nash.

      My office line rang. “This is Saige,” I answered.

      “It’s me,” Nash said.

      I found myself sitting up a little straighter. “Hi.”

      “I wanted to check in with you,” he said. “I know I’ve been gone all week. I meant to call earlier but things have been crazy.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “How is everything going there?”

      “Good,” I said. “No problems.”

      “We are working on getting more CPAs in there. I want to make sure we hire the right people. I’m having my HR go through every applicant and give them a thorough onceover. I don’t want any mistakes.”

      “I can help interview,” I offered. “I’ve done it before.”

      “Thanks, but you’ve got enough to do with running that place.”

      “If you want my opinion, I’m happy to give it,” I said.

      He laughed. “Don’t I know it.”

      “Very funny. It’s been so quiet here.”

      “Are you saying I was loud?” he said with a laugh.

      “Not loud, but you know.”

      “I don’t know,” he said in a husky voice. “Spell it out for me.”

      “It’s been less satisfying without you here,” I replied.

      “Are you saying you’re not satisfied?”

      “Not in the last few days.”

      “What are you doing this weekend?” he asked.

      “What?” I asked and tried to switch gears to keep up with him.

      “I have to go to California tonight,” he said. “I wanted to know if you and Jace wanted to come with me.”

      I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. “You want us to go to California with you?”

      “Yes. Just for the weekend.”

      “Um, I don’t know. Jace has never flown.”

      “Would he like to?”

      I thought about it. “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll talk to him. Can I get back to you in a couple of hours?”

      “I need an answer quick,” he said. “I have to go tonight. The jet will wait for a while, but I need to get there.”

      “The jet?”

      “I’m not flying commercial,” he scoffed.

      I laughed at his incredulity. “My goodness, I would never mean to suggest you would lower yourself to such standards. I’m headed out the door. I’ll pick him up and ask if he would like to go on an adventure.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Do you want to go on an adventure?” he asked.

      I found myself smiling. “I do.”

      “Then convince your son and call me,” he said. “Pack something sexy.”

      I laughed. “Jace will be with us.”

      “Do you plan on sleeping in the same bed with him?”

      “No, but I can’t exactly run around in lingerie with my son right next door or whatever you had planned.”

      “He has to sleep at some point.”

      “I’ll call you later,” I told him and hung up before he could say anything else.

      I let out a long squeal. I was not the kind of girl that got asked to run away for the weekend on a private jet.

      I grabbed my purse and shoved everything into my briefcase before rushing out of the office. I had to get Jace. I was already mentally packing what I would take.

      California. It would be warm there. Like really warm. I wondered what part of California. I probably should have asked. I would love Jace to see the Pacific.

      I waited until we got home to talk to Jace. “Hey,” I said. “Do you want to go to California?”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “What?”

      I laughed and realized I probably should have prefaced it a bit. “Nash invited us to go to California with him for the weekend. We would go in a plane.”

      He let out a long shout and started jumping up and down. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      I was thrilled he wanted to go. “All right, we have to move fast. I need you to get your suitcase from your closet. You need to pack two pairs of shorts and a pair of jeans. Two shirts, socks, and underwear, okay?”

      He was running to his room. I went to grab my purse and fished out my cell to call Nash. There was a knock on the door before I could make the call. I quickly crossed to open the door. “Nash!” I said and looked at my phone. “I was just going to call you.”

      “I hope to tell me you guys want to go,” he said.

      I bobbed my head up and down. “Yes, I was just getting ready to call you.”

      “I thought I would have the car swing by. I have to get going.”

      “Can we still come?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Jace is packing. I need to pack. Can I have five minutes?”

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      Out of sheer reaction, I jumped forward and gave him a kiss. “Come in,” I said and opened the door. “I’ll pack as fast as humanly possible.”

      I rushed out of the living room and left him standing in the doorway. I grabbed my suitcase and pulled open drawers. My mind was racing as I tried to do a mental checklist of stuff I needed. I just knew I was going to forget things.

      That was fine. The hotel would have a shop that I could pick up necessities from. I tossed things into my suitcase without a great deal of care. If we weren’t going through TSA, I didn’t have to worry about anyone digging through my panties.

      I heard Jace squeal and knew he found Nash in the living room. I was happy he was happy. I would never be able to do this for Jace. This was the benefit of being wealthy. A guy could pick up and fly across the country whenever he wanted.

      I did one more cursory check of my suitcase and zipped it closed. I stuffed my toiletries into my small bag and carried it out of the room. “Okay, I think I got everything,” I said. Nash and Jace were talking about the private jet.

      “Great. We’ll eat dinner on the jet.”

      Jace looked like he was going to explode. “Really? We can eat dinner on the plane?”

      “Yep,” Nash answered. “Let’s go.”

      We rushed out to the waiting car. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I was never spontaneous. I was always a planner. “Buckle up,” I instructed Jace.

      Jace was beyond amped. He didn’t stop talking the entire trip to the airport. He rambled on about jets and planes and where he wanted to sit. He was truly the happiest kid on the planet in that moment. Nash did that for him. I was going to forever be in his debt for giving Jace something I would never be able to do. It was an experience of a lifetime—for both of us.

      “Jace, do you want to see the cockpit?” Nash asked.

      “Really?” Jace exclaimed.

      “Yep,” he answered.

      “I’ll wait back here,” I said. I watched Nash gently lead Jace to the cockpit.

      Moments like this made me regret some of the choices I made. Was I depriving Jace? I shook my head. This was not anything. It was a quick trip. Nash didn’t want a family. He was having fun right now. I had no doubt in my mind he would get bored and move on.

      “Mom, I got to see the cockpit!” Jace exclaimed as he rushed back to me.

      “Was it awesome?”

      “It was so cool. I want to be a pilot one day.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Then you can. Sit down and you need to put your seatbelt on.”

      “Do we get dinner?”

      Nash smiled. “We do. We have to wait until we’re in the air, but we are going to have cheeseburgers and fries. Does that work for you?”

      “He’s going to think he won the lottery,” I joked.

      “I’m so excited!” Jace said. “When do we get to fly?”

      “It’ll be a few minutes,” Nash told him.

      “Is this a business trip?” I asked him. It occurred to me I had no idea where we were going or why.

      “You could say that,” he hedged.

      “Will you tell me where we are going? California is pretty big.”

      “San Francisco,” he answered. “Have you ever been?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I’ve never left the east coast.”

      “You’re in for a treat.”

      “What’s in California?” I pressed.

      “Business.”

      It was a curt response and said he didn’t want to tell me the whole story. I wasn’t going to push it. There needed to be some separation between us. I couldn’t let myself get used to him or this life. It wasn’t anything permanent.

      I heard the engines fire up. I made sure Jace was buckled up. “Are you ready?” I asked him.

      I was sure the kid was about ready to explode from an overload of excitement. I laughed as I watched him grip his armrests. I turned to Nash who was staring at his phone. “He’s never going to sleep tonight,” I told him.

      “Thankfully we’re going back in time three hours,” he joked. “Hopefully, he’ll be ready to go down before midnight California time.”

      I smiled and focused on Jace once again. Ten minutes later, we were in the air and Jace had his face glued to the small window. “I can’t see anything!” he complained.

      “Do you want to watch some TV?” Nash asked. “There are movies too.”

      “Can I?” Jace asked me.

      “Yes, go ahead.”

      I watched Nash get him set up. It was crazy to think of the alpha asshole I knew Nash to be acting so patiently with Jace. He said he never wanted to have a family, but he was a natural. Once he got Jace set up, he came back and sat in the chair that faced mine.

      “He’s not scared at all,” he said in a low voice.

      I shrugged. “I guess not.”

      “I remember the first time I flew I was terrified,” he said.

      “Me too,” I agreed. “I think he is just too excited to be afraid. You have made his whole year.”

      “I’m glad I could make him smile,” he said. “How was his week at school?”

      “He didn’t get beat up and he didn’t beat anyone up,” I said.

      “Is that what qualifies as a good week?” he joked.

      “Lately it has been,” I said with a sigh. “Tell me something. Does it ever get better?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You told him you’d been bullied in school. He’s in third grade. Will this end?”

      He looked thoughtful. “I’m afraid to answer that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I think it will get better, but my reason is not something you agree with. We are on this little plane with no escape.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You think it was him hitting the boy that will stop the bullying?”

      He slowly nodded. “I do. I’m not condoning it, but it shows he will not be an easy target.”

      “I will only say this once,” I said and held up a finger. “I think you might be right. But I will not let him go around beating kids up. I will ground him forever if he does.”

      “I don’t blame you. I won’t interfere ever again.”
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      I woke and immediately remembered I wasn’t home in bed. I rubbed a hand over my face and turned to look out the window. It was still dark. The clock said it was five, but my brain told me it was eight. I wasn’t much for sleeping in. I tried to go back to sleep but it just wasn’t happening.

      I wondered if Saige was still asleep. Her and Jace were in the bedroom on the other side of the suite. I wasn’t sure she would be okay with the arrangements, but when they saw the room, all was well. I didn’t want to play house, but it just made sense to stay together. It wasn’t like we were sharing a bed. Thinking of a bed and her had me growing hard.

      I reached down and stroked the morning wood that rose to attention as thoughts and images of Saige filled my head. Last night, she and I stayed up and enjoyed a drink while Jace was in bed. It would have been so easy to invite her back to my bed. I wanted to, but I resisted. I didn’t want her to be uncomfortable. She would think it was the only reason I invited them to come along. The truth was, I wanted some company for the trip. I didn’t want to do it alone, even if my business had to be handled on my own.

      I got out of bed, knowing I wasn’t going back to sleep. If I stayed in bed, I was going to end up beating off and I didn’t think I could look at her after doing something like that with her a hundred feet away. I could resist.

      I pulled on my sweats and a T-shirt. I didn’t want Jace to have any questions about anything. Me running around in my underwear in front of his mom could be awkward.

      The small kitchenette included a coffeemaker. I started some coffee before moving to look out the window that overlooked the bay. The city was already bustling below. I stared at the Golden Gate Bridge and was transported back to my youth. I had spent a lot of time studying that bridge. I marveled at the architecture. I loved when my mom took me to see it. My dad thought it was stupid. We saw it every day. What was the big deal?

      “Good morning,” Saige said from behind me.

      I turned to see her walking toward me. She was wearing a pair of yoga pants and a loose T-shirt. Her hair was slightly mussed, and she didn’t have a stitch of makeup on. I had never wanted her more. The rawness of the moment did something to my guts. I never did overnights. If I did, it was a drunken mistake and either I was pushing the woman out the door or I was fleeing the moment my eyes popped open. To see her in her pajamas without any rush to leave was screwing with my mind.

      “Hi,” I said and forced my erection to stay down. This was not the time. I could not scare her away by dragging her into my room and burying myself inside her with the kid so close. I cleared my throat. “You’re up early.”

      “My internal clock says it is time to get up,” she said with a laugh. “I thought I was going to sleep in, but my brain had other ideas.

      I laughed. “Me too. I started coffee.”

      “Good, I have a feeling I’m going to need it.”

      “Is Jace still asleep?”

      She smiled. “Yes. He was pretty excited last night, but the moment it all wore off, he crashed hard.”

      “Jetlag can kick your ass,” I said.

      “Do you make these trips often?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Often enough. It’s a lot easier to look someone in the face than deal with them on the phone.”

      “I agree, but is anyone doing business on a Saturday?”

      I slowly nodded. “Anyone that wants to stay on top does.”

      “I don’t know if I would want to sacrifice my weekends to stay on top,” she said. “Life is too short to spend it thinking about money all the time.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I had seen the casualties of those who put money above all else. I supposed some might think I was one of those casualties. I wasn’t. I purposely chose my life, and I didn’t regret it. “I’ve got my meeting first thing this morning, but after I’m done, I’d love to take you guys sightseeing.”

      “Are you looking to buy another business?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “Your business meeting,” she said. “Is this another business to add to your portfolio?”

      I wasn’t talking about this with her or anyone. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I need to get ready, but I expect to be back within a couple of hours.”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      “Order room service or go to the hotel restaurant if you’d like. Charge it to the room.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” she said.

      “Please, let me do it. You guys agreed to come along with me. I appreciate the company. It gets a little lonely.”

      She smiled and stepped forward. “We’re happy to be along.” She gave me a quick kiss. “Have a good meeting and I’ll see you when you get back.”

      I stared at her for several seconds. This was not what I did. I didn’t have a cup of coffee in the morning while in my pajamas with a woman. I didn’t get a kiss goodbye in the morning.

      I shook it off and went into my room to shower and get ready, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of having someone’s arms around me. Not in a physical sense, but just the feeling of being held and appreciated. It was unfamiliar but good.

      She kissed me and it wasn’t sexual. It was a kiss that said hello and goodbye. It was the kind of kiss that I saw couples sharing. I never experienced it. When I kissed a woman or vice versa, it was for one reason only—sex. The kiss was a precursor to sex. I wasn’t aroused but I was looking forward to being with her as soon as I got this meeting out of the way.

      I dressed for success in one of my better suits before leaving the hotel. Her door was closed, and I didn’t want to disturb her or risk waking up Jace. The kid was going to have a busy day and needed his rest. The hired car drove me to the building. I didn’t immediately get out. I looked up at the building and told myself I was going to do this. I had to do it.

      “I’ll be an hour at most,” I told the driver.

      “I’ll be here.”

      I climbed out and went inside. It was a Saturday morning, but money didn’t sleep. The people streaming into the office building were there to make money or make their clients more money. I found the right office on the map and stepped into the elevator. My palms were actually sweaty, which pissed me off. I did not want to be nervous or anxious.

      I was a successful man. Far more successful than him. I could do this. I stepped off the elevator and looked around. A pretty receptionist was sitting behind a tall desk with a headset on. I confidently stepped forward and announced I had an appointment.

      “Please have a seat,” she said with a smile. “There’s coffee and pastries.”

      “Thanks,” I said and walked into the open seating area.

      The smell of fresh, rich coffee filled the room. Most of the offices were dark, but business was still hopping. There was a young woman, his assistant I assumed, sitting at a desk outside of the grand office with ornate doors. It was all about appearances. He wanted to be a king. He wasn’t an aristocrat, but he could pretend. The assistant yawned and quickly covered her mouth.

      I was glad my people got weekends off. It was just another thing I learned not to do. I worked my people hard, but seven days a week was cruel. I walked around the area and looked at the various framed pictures on the walls. There were photos of the company owner with dignitaries, Hollywood types, and other rich people.

      Another wall was dedicated to just him. I crossed the lobby to see a large photo of him sitting behind his desk looking like the powerful man he was. There was a short bio under the picture that outlined his rise to the top of the business world. Reading the little blurb about him and his life made it seem like he was hatched. There was no mention of family. Nothing. It was all about him.

      I sat down and waited. I wasn’t surprised by the pretentiousness of the office and the shrine to him and his success. I felt my lip curling and had to remind myself to keep it cool. I had no doubt in my mind he was making me wait on purpose. It was a power move. He wanted to show he was in charge. It was the oldest trick in the book.

      I waited five minutes and was about to let my frustration be known when his assistant popped her head up from her desk. “You can go in now,” she said with a smile.

      “Thank you.”

      I walked to the doors and put my hand on the door handle. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open. I was immediately assailed with the smell of heavy cologne and cigar smoke. It turned my empty stomach.

      I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. I looked around the office that was the size of a studio apartment. Again, it was all about appearances. There was a full seating area with leather couches and a couple of chairs. A thick, fuzzy bearskin rug was between the couches that faced each other. More framed pictures of him with the rich and famous covered the walls.

      An ugly piece of artwork hung on the wall to my right. I was sure it cost a small fortune, but it was uglier than sin. I never understood art. It was all for show, the uglier the more attractive to the wealthy elite. My gaze moved to the man behind the big desk. His head was down as he furiously scribbled across what looked to be a contract of some sort.

      His once dark hair was more salt than pepper. His hands looked wrinkled and arthritic. He put on some weight since the last I saw him. His broad shoulders sagged and had the look of an old man. I stood in front of the desk and waited for him to acknowledge me. He had to be about the rudest man alive. I would never treat a client so poorly.

      “Give me just a minute,” he mumbled. “God damn incompetent people can’t get one thing right. I have to look over every single one of these contracts with a fine-tooth comb. I guess it isn’t their money they’re losing. They don’t give a shit.”

      I slowly shook my head. Never would I behave so unprofessionally. “Take your time,” I said.

      He didn’t flinch. He just kept scribbling. There was no recognition. “Have a seat,” he growled.

      I didn’t sit down. I wanted to be standing when he looked at me. I wanted to have the upper hand. He dropped the pen and leaned back. He looked at me. His face was wrinkled and pale. He didn’t look healthy. That year-round tan he used to have from spending his weekends playing golf was gone. He aged fifty years, it looked like. Time had not been kind to him.

      I waited for him to say something. “I really hope you aren’t here to waste my time,” he said with irritation.

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting him to say, but I wasn’t surprised to feel his anger. This reunion was never going to be sweet or loving, but I supposed I had a little tiny bit of hope that it would at least be cordial.

      “Hello, Dad, nice to see you too,” I said before taking my seat. He was an old, worn-out man. I had nothing more to prove. We both knew I could run circles around him. No need to rub it in.
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      We stepped off the elevator and slowly moved toward the massive lobby. I insisted Jace let me hold his hand while we navigated the crowded area. It was a lot to take in. We were from New York City and had been around the busy city life, but this was different. This was like taking a walk in a foreign country.

      “Mom, look,” Jace said and jerked on my hand.

      I looked to where he was pointing. A woman with a patrician nose, massive black sunglasses sitting on her face, and an actual fur coat was walking behind two tiny dogs. Yorkies, I thought. She looked like a Hollywood star. I had no idea if she was actually a celebrity or just very wealthy.

      “You can’t pet them,” I told him.

      “But they’re so cute,” he complained.

      “No, Jace. Those aren’t the kind of dogs you can pet.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Come on, let’s go get breakfast,” I told him.

      We decided we preferred to explore the swanky hotel a bit. I wasn’t sure I was brave enough to leave the hotel, but it was big enough to keep us busy for a while. We walked into the restaurant.

      “Hi.” A young woman wearing a white shirt and black tie greeted us.

      “I’m sorry, was I supposed to make a reservation?” I asked. The restaurant was very upscale. Jace and I were wearing our summer, touristy outfits. Everyone else was wearing designer clothes.

      “Are you a guest at the hotel?” she asked.

      I nodded. “We are.”

      “Then you don’t need a reservation. Would you like to charge the meal to your room?”

      My plan was to pay for our own breakfasts, but I only brought forty bucks with me. I was worried about getting mugged. I had a feeling forty bucks wouldn’t cover even one meal. “Um, yes, please.”

      “Your room number?” she asked.

      I thought about it for a second. “Uh, I don’t know actually.” She raised an eyebrow. I pulled the cardkey from my back pocket. “This is our room key.”

      She looked at it and then me and then Jace and then me. “You should have said so!” she exclaimed. “Please, come this way.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. She led us to a table in a corner of the restaurant with a reserved sign on it. “This is your table,” she explained.

      “Our table?” I questioned.

      “The suite includes a reservation for every meal,” she said. “But you are more than welcome to have your meal delivered to your room.”

      “We’d like to eat in here if that’s okay,” I said.

      She smiled. “Absolutely. Your server will be right over.”

      Jace and I sat down and looked around. Even at his young age, he understood wealth. “This place is fancy,” he whispered.

      “It is, which means you need to be on your best behavior.”

      “Nash is super rich, huh?”

      I nodded. “He is, but remember, we don’t talk about that.”

      “I want to be rich like him,” he said.

      “You can be. It takes a lot of hard work and time, but I have no doubt you can be just as successful.”

      He laughed and picked up the small menu. There were no prices on the menu, which told me I was right to charge it to the room. The forty in my pocket would barely cover the tip. I let him order whatever he wanted. I knew Nash would tell him to do exactly that. I stuck with some fruit and another coffee.

      “Do you want to go check out the pool?” I asked him as we walked out of the restaurant.

      “There’s a pool?” he exclaimed.

      “Yes,” I told him. The morning crowd had dissipated a bit. I let him walk beside me without holding his hand. We followed the signs to the pool. Jace pushed open the doors. The warm weather was a welcome surprise.

      “It’s so big,” Jace said.

      “That’s what she said,” I heard a male whisper close to my ear. I gasped and jammed my elbow back. I heard an oomph and knew I hit paydirt.

      I spun around, ready to scream rape. Then I saw Nash. He had a hand pressed to his ribs. I slapped his arm. “You are lucky I didn’t knock you out,” I scolded.

      He laughed. “I’m sorry. I heard what he said, and I couldn’t resist.”

      “Nash!” Jace said and turned to run toward him. I watched Jace throw his arms around Nash. Once again, Nash looked uncomfortable.

      “Hey, buddy,” Nash said. “What are you guys up to?”

      “We ate breakfast at our very own table, and we were checking out the pool. We didn’t tell anyone you were rich.” He said the last with a loud whisper.

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “Sorry,” I said to Nash.

      “It’s fine. Would you guys like to go see the city?” he asked. “We can check out the bridge and do a little shopping.”

      “Do you want to explore the city?” I asked Jace.

      He clapped his hands. “Yes! I want to see the bridge.”

      “I need to go grab my purse,” I told him.

      “I’ll stay with Jace,” Nash offered.

      I almost said no thanks but stopped myself. “Thanks. Should I grab a jacket for him?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think he’ll need it. If he gets chilly, there are shops on every corner, and we’ll grab him one.”

      I raised an eyebrow. I knew how much those would cost on the street. It was very hard to imagine a life that didn’t involve worrying about money. I couldn’t even begin to think what that would be like. I could buy Jace anything I wanted. I could buy a new car and a house in a better neighborhood. I could send Jace to a private school and get him away from those bullies.

      “All right, I’ll be back in a flash,” I said. “Jace, be good and stay away from the edge of the pool.”

      “I’ll try not to let him drown,” Nash said dryly.

      “Sorry. Force of habit.”

      I quickly walked away. I only looked back once. This would be a first for Nash. I knew damn well he’d never been alone with kids. Thankfully, Jace was a capable kid and would be able to stay alive for ten minutes without me watching him.

      I grabbed my purse and rushed back out the door. When I got downstairs, Jace and Nash were in the lobby talking to someone. I slowed my pace and moved to stand next to Jace. I smiled at the older couple. The woman looked at me. “You must be mom,” she said.

      I looked at Nash for guidance. Nash nodded. “Yes, this is Saige, Jace’s mom. Saige, this is Mr. and Mrs. Henry.”

      I had no idea who they were or if I was supposed to know them. “It’s nice to meet you,” I said and shook their hands.

      “I worked for Mr. Henry way back when,” Nash explained.

      “Nash has done very well for himself,” the older man said. “We’re happy to see him home.”

      That was a key piece of evidence I didn’t have before. I just smiled and nodded. I didn’t know what to say or not to say. Thankfully, Nash took over. “We’re on our way out,” Nash said. “I want to show them around the city.”

      “Oh, how fun,” the woman exclaimed. “You get to show your son where you grew up!”

      I almost choked. Nash handled it without missing a beat. “We’re excited to show him the city,” he said. “It was nice to see you guys again.”

      He ushered us out of the hotel lobby. Once we were on the street, he turned to me. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “I should have corrected her, but it would have just kept us there longer.”

      He walked to a limousine and gestured for us to get in. “Us?” I asked with surprise.

      “I couldn’t get a town car on such short notice. I figured it would be a fun way to see the city.”

      I was going to get spoiled at this rate. “Jace, check it out!”

      “We get to ride in a limo?” he asked.

      “We do. Climb in,” Nash said.

      It was like a carnival ride for the kid. He crawled all over the seats and checked out every inch. “Seatbelt,” I told him.

      “Do you always ride around in limos?” I teased Nash.

      “Sometimes. I like the leg room.”

      I laughed, assuming he was joking. “Oh, you’re serious.”

      “I’m a big man. I like to be able to stretch out.”

      “Yes, you are,” I agreed.

      He flashed me a look that said he was thinking about sex. As was I. Jace was staring out the window as our driver moved through the city streets. Soon, we were climbing out of the car and joining the rest of the tourists on the walking path to the bridge.

      The wind picked up the higher we got. I could admit I was freaked out. I had a death grip on Jace’s hand. “Be careful,” I told him for the hundredth time.

      “It’s safe,” Nash said.

      “I’m sure it is,” I murmured. “It’s just really high. Really, really high.”

      “How are you doing?” Nash asked Jace.

      “I’m okay,” he answered.

      “The wind is wild,” he said with a laugh. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been up here. I forgot it was so windy. Are you cold?”

      I shook my head. “I’m sweating like a pig if you want to know the truth,” I said with a nervous laugh.

      He laughed. “Just a little bit more. We’ll take pictures and head back down. Unless you’re uncomfortable and we can go back right now.”

      “No,” I answered quickly. “I’ve made it this far. I’m ready to go all the way.”

      He winked. “You usually are.”

      I shot him a glare. If I wasn’t so terrified of falling over the edge, I would have slapped his arm. “Very funny.”

      We made it to the crest of the bridge and took the cursory pictures. They were not pictures I was going to ever show anyone. The wind had turned my hair into a wild mess. My hair was nothing compared to the look of sheer terror on my face.

      Nash put his arm around my shoulder. On the other side, he held Jace’s hand. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I’m sorry I took you up there,” he said. “I wasn’t aware you were afraid of heights.”

      “It isn’t the heights that gets me. It’s the wind and the water below. It messes with my equilibrium.”

      “I get it.”

      A strong breeze blew over us. I shivered, sending goosebumps racing down my arms.

      “We’ll stop at the little shop. You’re here and doing touristy things. It’s time for you to look the part. We’ll get matching hoodies.”

      I laughed. “We are going to look so goofy. Are we always going to match?”

      He shrugged. “At least we’ll be able to find each other in a crowd if we get separated. You’ll never have to try and remember what the other person is wearing. You just have to look down.”

      “Good idea.”

      We walked into the souvenir shop and managed to find matching hoodies for all of us. Nash stuck his suit jacket in the bag and wore the hoodie, which delighted Jace.

      “Were you always rich?” Jace asked while we sat and ate grilled cheese on sourdough at a café.

      “Jace,” I scolded.

      Nash didn’t immediately answer. “I can show you where I grew up,” he said. “Then you’ll know.”

      “You grew up here?”

      Nash nodded. “I did. Not far from here.”

      I was looking forward to learning a little more about the man I knew so little about. It was all stuff I should have known about the man who fathered my son. No time like the present to learn.

    

  







            Chapter 60

          

          

      

    

    






Nash

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t going to get nostalgic. I refused to look back on the old days and feel melancholy. That was not what this was. This was me going back to the bad days and reminding myself how far I had come. I would never go back to the days filled with sadness and fear.

      I grounded myself by rubbing my hand over the buttery leather seat of the limo. I looked at the opulence and then at her. I was not that scared little boy anymore. I had gone on to do better than my father ever could have. I made it out of the gutter, so to speak.

      “This is nice,” Saige said as the car drove down a street of old houses so close together a guy could stick his arm out his bedroom window and touch the wall of the neighboring house.

      “It wasn’t bad,” I said. “Middle class mostly.”

      “I think it’s homey,” she said.

      “Here,” I said loud enough for the driver to hear me.

      The car pulled to a stop in front of the house I’d lived in with my family for twelve years. It was the first time I had seen it in a long, long time.

      “This is your childhood home?” she asked.

      I slowly nodded. I was subsequently blocking memories and welcoming the good ones. “It is.”

      “I want a house with an upstairs,” Jace said.

      “You’ve got a great house with an awesome bedroom,” I told him.

      “It’s nice,” she said. She reached for my hand and gave a gentle squeeze. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Good memories?” she asked.

      I cleared my throat. “Not so much.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you sad?” Jace asked.

      I offered a small smile. “I didn’t have a great childhood,” I said. “I used to like this house. My mom always tried to make it nice. My dad worked really hard so we could live in this house. He started his own business and worked a lot. Like a lot, a lot.” I could feel myself going back where I did not want to go.

      “That would have been hard,” she said.

      I smirked. “Nah, that part was easy. The hard part was when my dad packed a suitcase one night after work and left. He walked out and said he’d call me later. He didn’t want to be tied down with a family. We were holding him back. He wanted to get rich, and he thought me and my mom were in the way.”

      “You didn’t have a dad?” Jace asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Me either,” he said with joy. “We’re the same.”

      I nodded. “I suppose we are.”

      “What about your father?” she asked me.

      “What about him?”

      “Did he come back?” she questioned.

      “Nope.”

      “He abandoned his family?” she asked with shock.

      “Yes,” I said. “He did. We lived in this house for two years before it was foreclosed on. My mom worked three jobs to try and keep me in the home I knew. We barely had enough money for food. We often used candles because we didn’t have electricity for a week here and there because she couldn’t pay the electric bill.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she gasped. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. It taught me a lot.” I told the driver to take us back to the hotel.

      “What did it teach you?” she asked.

      I stared out the window. The neighborhood had changed a little, but it was the same trees and the same houses. “It taught me that no one was going to help you. You had to help yourself.”

      “Where is your mom now?”

      “Dead,” I answered in a monotone voice. I shut off all emotions when I thought about her. I had to for my own self-perseverance.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said again.

      “Saige, please. Stop apologizing.”

      “I’m s—” She stopped herself. “Sorry.”

      I laughed. “It’s fine. It happened a while ago.”

      “And your father?”

      “He’s alive, well, and rich,” I said with a bitterness that burned my lips. “Isn’t that how it always works? She busted her butt to keep me alive and healthy and he got to live his life unencumbered.”

      “You never saw him again?”

      “Oh, I’ve seen him,” I said. “He actually had the audacity to show up at her funeral. Little did I know, they were still married. He told me, and I quote, ‘thank God she died first. Otherwise, she’d get all my money.’”

      Her eyes bulged. “Holy shit.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “Jace, why don’t you watch TV? Put on the headphones.”

      She didn’t have to ask twice. He had been dying to use the screen since we first got in. Once Jace was all set up, she turned back to me. “What did you say?” she whispered.

      “About my father?”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t say anything. He did say he had a life insurance policy on her that he’d kept up. He collected the money from the policy and that was that.”

      “I’m going to be sick,” she murmured. “How can a father be that awful?”

      “I guess I’m just really lucky,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what to say. I know what I want to say, but you’ve forbidden me from saying it. I think I understand you a little better now.”

      “Don’t,” I told her. “Don’t psychoanalyze me. I’m not one of those people who carries around his past and dwells on it. It happened. It sucked, but I survived. My mom made me a fighter. I am where I am today because she showed me that I could be strong enough. I just wish she could have lived long enough to see me reach this kind of success.”

      “When did she pass away?” she asked.

      “Ten years ago,” I answered.

      “You never mentioned it back then.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t talk about it. No point. It happened. I’ve moved on. She wouldn’t want me to dwell on it. She would tell me to get my ass in gear and make something of myself.”

      She smiled. “She was a strong woman.”

      “The strongest.” I didn’t say it, but I was thinking my mom would have liked Saige. They had a lot in common.

      “Well, I don’t know your father and I guess I’m glad I don’t, but you don’t need him. That’s terrible to say, but when someone is that toxic, you have to cut them out of your life. They are just not good to be around. I bet he would have his hand out to you if he knew how wealthy you were.”

      I scoffed. “And I would reject him and love it.”

      “Normally, I would say that was unkind, but in this case, I think it’s fitting. Does he try to contact you at all?”

      “Nope. He could care less if I was alive or dead.”

      She looked horrified. My story was horrifying. When I chose to bring them along on this trip, I never intended to tell them any of this. Seeing him again stirred up a lot of feelings. I was glad she was there with me.

      “Your mom did good,” she said with a smile. “She raised a son that could fight through anything and rise to the top.”

      I smirked. “She always told me cream rises to the top. When I was having a bad day and convinced I was never going to have friends or do anything with my life, she would sit me down and give me the best pep talk. Before he left us, I think I always saw her as weak. I used to get so mad at her for not sticking up for me or herself to him. It wasn’t until after he left that she changed into a different person.”

      “Did she ask him to leave?” she questioned.

      “No. She would never do that, but I think part of her was relieved when he did. He made our lives hell. She still tried to make him happy though. After he left, I remember her crying a lot. I would get home from school and she would be on the couch. Her eyes would be red and swollen. Our house was always clean, and she always had a snack for me. I don’t remember how long it lasted, probably only a few weeks, but it was a very dark time. Those days changed me.”

      “How so?”

      “In a lot of ways,” I said and remembered the days I sat on my bed and cried while she suffered. “I knew I was never going to go through what she did.”

      “With your father leaving?”

      I nodded. “Yes. She was left with the burden of me. She didn’t get to just walk away. I mean, I suppose she could have, but she didn’t. She was the one that was stuck trying to figure out how to keep a roof over our heads. I didn’t know it at the time, but my mom stopped working when she was pregnant with me. My dad made her all kinds of promises that he would take care of her. He didn’t. He failed her and I believe the stress of that time killed her.”

      “It must have been very difficult. I’m sure it brought you and your mom really close.”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I think we both harbored a lot of resentment for each other. I was convinced she hated me because I made my dad leave her.”

      “Nash!” she exclaimed. “You can’t possibly believe that.”

      My eyes darted to Jace. I wanted to make sure he was focused on his movie and not my sad story. “I do believe it. I was a huge disappointment to my father and he never missed an opportunity to tell me. I used to think I could have done better. I could have tried just a little harder to be the son he wanted. I will tell you it messed with my self-esteem back then, but I figured it out fast. He was not worth my time. He made me more driven than I could have ever been without his hatred of me.”

      She was shaking her head. “I am glad he left you guys,” she said. “I know that sounds awful, but he would have destroyed your spirit.” She leaned forward with a small smile on her lips. “I kind of like the arrogant asshole thing. Cocky is my thing apparently.”

      “Then I’m your guy,” I said. I resisted the urge to kiss her. I didn’t want to confuse Jace.

      “Thank you for telling me your story,” she said and put a hand on my thigh.

      “I didn’t tell you to gain sympathy. It is what it is.”

      “I know but I’m glad you told me anyway. And thank you for this trip. This isn’t something I get to do with Jace. Our big outings are a trip to the beach or maybe going upstate for a night. This is exciting. I know he is going to remember this for a long time to come.”

      I was feeling brave and decided to take a chance. “I took a lot of shit from kids when I was his age. Some of them knew about my dad leaving and they used it to make fun of me. I can spend some time with you and Jace to give him a male figure in his life. I’m not trying to be his dad, but I know I could have used a male friend back then. I won’t overstep. I’ll just be around. When he can’t talk to you about something that’s bothering him, maybe he’ll talk to me.”

      “I would like that,” she said. “He will love it as well. It’s what he needs. I appreciate that you’re willing to take the time. I know you’re busy.”

      “I’ll make the time,” I said firmly.
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      I grabbed my purse, waved to the receptionist, and walked to the elevator. I loved this time of year. Things were slow at work. This was the time I got to use my personal days. I was grateful Nash let me keep all the days I had banked, even though I quit for a week.

      I checked the time. It was just after one. Jace and Caitlyn both had their after-school STEM class today, which meant Joss and I had a few hours to hang out and do a little shopping without the kids underfoot. I loved my son, but shopping for mom stuff with him complaining about it taking too long did not make for an enjoyable experience.

      I got to her house and saw the sign on her door. That was the signal she was with a client. I helped myself to a bottle of water in her kitchen while I waited. A few minutes later, she was finished. “I didn’t think you’d actually make it,” she said with a laugh.

      “Hell yeah, mama needs summer clothes!” I said. “I’m looking forward to being able to try stuff on without dragging Jace into the changing room.”

      “I just need to change and we can go.”

      We took my car and headed for our favorite strip mall. “So, tell me about this trip to California. I really thought you were joking when you said you were in San Francisco.”

      I laughed. “I would have texted you before we left, but it was a whirlwind.”

      “What happened? Why California?”

      “He had a business meeting. He said he had to do it in person. He called and invited us.”

      “I can’t believe you just hopped on a plane and went.”

      “I know. It was very unlike me and it felt amazing. It was spontaneous and daring.”

      “How did Jace like it?” she asked.

      “He was absolutely in love with the whole thing. It made his year. I’m sure it will be one of those memories he treasures for the rest of his life.”

      “Did you guys do anything fun?” she asked.

      “We did. I felt like a princess living out a fairytale. I know Jace felt like a prince.”

      “He treated you well I take it.”

      I sighed. “He did. I guess it’s probably nothing different for him. He just let us have a little glimpse into the way he lives. We stayed in the presidential suite. We went sightseeing via limo. We were treated like royalty by the hotel staff. We ordered room service and just lived the life of the rich for a couple of days. It was amazing.”

      “Wow, you sound like you’re in love.”

      “No!” I immediately denied it. “I’m not in love. It was just a nice vacation. Seeing Jace that happy is awesome. I feel like he’s been struggling for months. This last weekend, he was carefree and happy.”

      “I’m glad. Jace deserves to be carefree.”

      I turned to look at her as I parked the car. “I hear hesitation in your voice.”

      “No, I’m not hesitant at all. I think it’s great.”

      “Nash says he wants to be in Jace’s life.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean? Did you tell him?”

      “I didn’t tell him anything,” I said. “Not about that. While we were there, he opened up about his childhood. I now understand the dynamics and why he is the way he is. He was bullied a lot and some of that bullying was because his dad abandoned him and his mom. I think he sees a lot of himself in Jace.”

      She smirked. “Gee, I wonder why.”

      “Stop. Not like that. He just wants to help. He likes Jace.”

      “Do you think he might feel that connection?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know if I believe in that.”

      “I think it’s real,” she said. “I think they are naturally drawn to each other because there is a connection.”

      “Stop,” I said with a scowl. “If you’re trying to guilt me into telling him, I won’t. I’m not going to make Nash feel obligated to me or Jace.”

      “You’re going to wait and see?”

      I shrugged and climbed out of the car. “I suppose I am.”

      “You’re testing Nash,” she said with a smile.

      “I’m not going to say it’s a test, but I don’t want him to be in Jace’s life for a few weeks and then disappear.”

      “But isn’t there a risk he’ll do that anyway?” she asked.

      “Yes, but I don’t want Jace to know Nash is his father. If Nash abandons Jace like his father abandoned him, I don’t think I will be quite as nice as his mother was. I will not allow Nash to hurt my son. If they are friends and Nash drifts away, I can manage that.”

      “Do you think he will?”

      “He will do what?” I asked.

      “Do you think Nash will drift away?”

      I thought about it for a few seconds. It was something that had been on my mind for a few days. “I think eventually he will, but I don’t think it’s going to be here one day and gone the next. I believe Nash cares about Jace. As time goes on, things might fade. I’m okay with that. I’m focused on the right now. Right now, I want Jace to have a male figure in his life that he can look up to. I want him to feel that boost of confidence he gets after spending some time with Nash. I’ll worry about the rest later.”

      “And what about you?” she asked as we walked into the store.

      “What about me?”

      “How are you going to handle him leaving your life?”

      “I’ll be fine. I know this isn’t a thing.”

      We started browsing the racks. “But you want it to be.”

      “No, I don’t. I know Nash is not looking to settle down. He doesn’t want a girlfriend or a kid. He wants to pop in on occasion when he has the time. I’m okay with that. It works. I’m not trying to force him into a relationship he doesn’t want. That will only end badly for both of us.”

      She nodded and pulled a shirt from the rack before putting it back. “Do you think it might evolve into something?”

      “No.”

      “Liar,” she said with a laugh. “At least be honest.”

      “I won’t let it,” I insisted.

      “It is going to be next to impossible not to develop strong feelings for the man who fathered your son. He’s back in your life and offering to help Jace. Any mom would naturally be thrilled with that. It would be silly to think you wouldn’t begin to fantasize about being together as a real family.”

      She wasn’t entirely wrong, but she wasn’t all right either. “I think I would fantasize about that if I didn’t know what I did about him. He hurt me. It was the kind of hurt you never forget. I can’t let myself get back to that point with him. I’m spending time with him because I think it’s best for Jace. I don’t exactly have a lot of guy friends. In fact, I have zero male friends. I want someone to help me carry this burden, even if it’s only for a few months.”

      “What exactly did he do?” she asked. “You’ve never really said.”

      I shook my head, thinking about that time. “He dumped me.”

      “When you were pregnant?”

      “He didn’t know I was pregnant. I never got the chance to tell him.”

      “Did he move?” she pressed.

      “Nope. He got married.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Like right away?”

      I nodded. “Pretty much. We’d only been officially seeing each other for a few weeks. A month at the most. I was one of the lucky women to start feeling morning sickness almost the moment I got pregnant. I didn’t know for sure if I was, but I had a feeling it could be the problem.”

      “So you took a test?”

      I shook my head. “At that point, no. I was going to tell him I thought I might be, but he dumped me before I could even get a word out. He said he knew I wanted to settle down and have a family. He didn’t. He was absolutely against the idea. I didn’t want to tell him I thought I was pregnant because he would think I was trying to trap him. We broke up and that was that. I don’t even know if you could call us going out. He didn’t want to see me. Two months later, I knew for sure I was pregnant. At that point, I was still going to tell him. I was going to assure him I expected nothing from him, but I wanted him to know.”

      “But you never did tell him?” she said.

      “No.” The exact moment I read his engagement announcement in the paper was still burned into my heart. “I just happened to be reading the social living section in the newspaper one day at work. That’s when I read his engagement announcement. There was a picture of him with his lovely wife-to-be. It made me sick. Two months. Two months after he told me he didn’t want a family, he was getting married. I did a little stalking and realized it wasn’t marriage that scared him off. It was me. I wasn’t connected. I wasn’t model pretty. I figured it would only cause a lot of drama. There was no point putting my child in the middle of a mess. I didn’t think Nash would want anything to do with the child anyway.”

      “Wow,” she said. “That had to have been rough.”

      “It was, but that’s why I know I will not let myself fall for him again. I know him. He does this. He’s going to play house for a bit and he’ll move on.”

      “What if he doesn’t?” she asked. “What if he does want to settle down now?”

      I snorted. “Trust me, he doesn’t.”

      “Hypothetically speaking, what if he does? You guys have been getting along very well. What if he decides he needs to move to California to open another business? Will you uproot your life for him?”

      “What? Why would you even ask that?”

      “Because I know you and I can see you do care deeply about him. More importantly, now that Jace has had a taste of a father figure in his life, you aren’t going to want to let go of that.”

      I shrugged. “Like I said, I know this isn’t permanent. It’s a right-now fix. Jace will get more confident, and when Nash does move on, so will I.”

      “Okay, but I worry about you.”

      I patted her on the shoulder. “Thank you. I appreciate your concern, but I’m okay. I’m going into this with eyes wide open this time. I’m not letting him catch me off guard.”

      “Do you think you’ll tell him?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “If and when he decides to cut and run, will you tell him about Jace?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want him thinking I am trying to keep him down,” I said.

      “What about Jace? Doesn’t he deserve to know the truth?”

      “Yes, and he will one day, but what good can come from telling him now? We all know Nash isn’t in this for the long run. It would only hurt Jace. He would be left feeling abandoned, unloved, and unwanted. I won’t do that to him. I made the decision long ago to raise him on my own. I knew there would be struggles. This is just another struggle. I’ll get through it too.”

      “Okay, I’ll support you, but for the record, I think you should tell Nash at least. Let him decide if he’s going to stay in Jace’s life.”

      “I don’t want him to feel obligated.”

      “It doesn’t matter if he’s obligated,” she said. “He is obligated. It is his child and you’ve been carrying the burden all alone. He should at least offer to pay you child support, and don’t say you don’t need it. You can put it in savings for Jace.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “Now, help me find something sexy. I want to be ready for the next trip.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “You are a glutton for punishment.”

      “I am but I may as well look good while I’m putting myself into a horrible position.”
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      My house was empty. It was always empty. It was weird to think I had lived alone for twenty years and it never bothered me. I wasn’t sure if I was stepping into the midst of a midlife crisis or what, but I felt melancholy. I was looking back at my life and realized I purposely made sure I would always be alone. I thought I was saving myself, but it was becoming clear I fucked that whole thing up.

      It was a Friday night. Most guys my age were settling in with their families. They might plan a trip out to their Hamptons home or be getting ready for a busy weekend of soccer and dance recitals. Being with Saige and Jace last weekend showed me what I didn’t have. I had everything money could buy, but I didn’t have that feeling of belonging.

      “Suck it up,” I grumbled. I was being a little bitch. I went to the liquor cabinet and opened a new bottle before pouring myself a glass. “Another exciting Friday night.”

      I could go into my office and work. I could make another million dollars if I wanted to. It used to give me a lot of joy. Now it was boring. I had enough money to last me three lifetimes. It was almost too easy. I missed the struggle. I missed the challenge.

      I settled in my recliner and flipped on the huge flat screen that dominated the wall. I watched the news for a bit and quickly decided I preferred to stay ignorant to what was happening around me. When my phone rang, I practically leapt out of the recliner. Human interaction was welcome.

      “Hello?”

      “Nash, it’s Saige.”

      I looked at the screen as if I wasn’t sure it was really her. “What’s up? Is everything okay? Jace?”

      “He’s fine. He’s staying the night with Joss and Caitlyn. She had tickets to some kid show that she wanted to take them to. I’m off for the night.”

      I smiled. I had a good idea where this was going. “You’re all alone?”

      “I am. What are you doing?”

      “I am drinking. Alone.”

      She hesitated for a very long second. “Do you want company?”

      “I do,” I answered. “Why don’t you come to my place? Like I said, I’ve been drinking.”

      I looked at the glass of liquor I had barely touched. That wasn’t the point. I wanted her to come over to my house. I wasn’t trying to impress her, but I had a hot tub and a pool. A little skinny dipping could be a nice way to spend the evening.

      “Okay. I will.”

      “I’ll text you the address. Bring your toothbrush.”

      I hung up and looked around the house. It wasn’t like it was messy. I had a housekeeper that came in three days a week, but she had not come in today. I put away the stuff from my coffee earlier that morning and tidied up a little. I changed into a comfortable pair of jeans and a casual T-shirt. Then I sat and waited with a great deal of anticipation.

      I opened the door to greet her and was immediately presented with a bottle of wine. “I didn’t want to show up emptyhanded,” she said.

      I laughed and took it. “You could have shown up naked and I would have been okay with it.”

      “Thanks, but I didn’t think that would be appropriate.”

      “Come in,” I said and walked across the open floor plan to the kitchen that stretched out in a long, open rectangle. I opened the wine and poured her a glass. “I was going to order dinner. Hungry?”

      “I am. What were you in the mood for?”

      I smiled. “I’m not sure that would satisfy your physical hunger.”

      “Ha, ha. Food first and then we’ll talk about the rest.”

      I pouted. “Fine. What would you like to eat?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a Friday night and I can live footloose and fancy-free for the next twelve hours. What do you think about a loaded pizza with all the veggies and toppings?”

      “That’s living footloose?” I teased.

      “I haven’t gotten to eat real pizza in years. It makes no sense to order two pizzas. Jace only does cheese, which means I only get cheese. I’m craving something terribly fattening and good.”

      “Pizza, it is,” I said with a laugh. I quickly ordered a pizza and then gave her the grand tour of my house. It wasn’t a mansion, but it was big enough.

      “It’s nice out,” she said when we went out on the patio. I turned on the patio heaters and the soft lighting.

      “Have a seat,” I told her. “I’ll refill your glass.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I can.”

      “Sit. Stay.”

      She laughed. “Should I roll over?”

      “If you’d like. That’s something we haven’t done recently.”

      She waved her hand at me. “Get out of here with your sexy talk. I’m hungry.”

      I laughed and carried our empty glasses inside. I had just finished topping off our glasses when the doorbell rang. I grabbed my wallet, pulled out a hundred-dollar bill, and collected our pizza. The delivery man was very happy with his tip. I took the pizza out first and then went back for plates, napkins, and our drinks.

      “Oh god,” she moaned around a mouthful of pizza. “So damn good. I have longed for this forever.”

      Watching her enjoy the pizza was making me want her. I had to let her eat or she would probably push me in the pool if I tried to make a move on her. I picked up a slice and took a bite. “It is good.”

      “Don’t tell me you only eat caviar,” she teased.

      “I don’t only eat caviar, but I don’t eat a lot of pizza.”

      “I love pizza,” she said. “I could seriously eat pizza three days a week. Good pizza. Not the shitty frozen cheese pizzas Jace loves.”

      “How was his week at school?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Good. He didn’t get expelled, so I’m counting it as a win.”

      “No more problems with that punk?”

      “Not yet, but this has happened before. There is a lull and then it picks up again. I think he’s in a better place. Like you said, he’s more confident and not such a big target.”

      “Good.”

      “Did you know he would be picked on less if he was more confident because you experienced it?” she asked.

      I wiped my mouth. “Yes. I was a lot like Jace until I was probably about fifteen or sixteen and I finally managed to grow a few inches. I put on some weight and started working out. I got bigger and I got a lot more confident.”

      “Did you still get in fights?”

      “I got in a few, but that was more about me being a cocky shit and running my mouth,” I said with a laugh.

      “Was your lack of self-confidence because your dad left?”

      I scoffed. “Quite frankly, after he left, I started to gain some confidence. He destroyed me when I was little. I never felt like I was good enough. He acted like I was a pain in his ass. I tried to be good. My mom always tried to point out the good things I did, and he would either ignore it or say it wasn’t good enough. Looking back, I can see where things started to really fall apart. I remember about a year or so before he left, he was always telling her I was her responsibility, not his.”

      “Like you weren’t his son?” she asked.

      “I wish he wasn’t my father, but unfortunately, he is. My mom was a good woman and wouldn’t step out on him. Plus, sadly, the resemblance between us is uncanny. My mother tried to use that to earn points with him. She always said Aarons genes were strong. Everyone always said I looked just like my dad.”

      She looked away, pretending to be really interested in a pepper slice on her pizza. “And then he abandoned you?” she asked softly.

      “He did.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I assume that’s where this attitude of yours comes in, right?”

      “My attitude?”

      She nodded. “You told me way back when that you didn’t want a family.”

      “I don’t.”

      “But do you think it has to do with your father leaving you?” she pushed.

      I blew out a breath. “If you want to get in my head and look for an excuse to explain my asshole nature, then I suppose yes. I don’t get close to anyone. I have trust issues. In general, I’m one fucked-up guy.”

      “I didn’t say that,” she said with a smile. “We all have baggage. Our childhoods help shape us. I guess I can understand you a little better now. I know what makes you tick.”

      “Is that a good or bad thing?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “However, nine years ago, you walked out of my life.”

      I didn’t pick up anger but there was something there. “I did.”

      “You told me you didn’t want a family. You were certain I was trying to tie you down. I wasn’t by the way. But then you went off and got married. What was that about? Was it me?”

      “No,” I said. I owed her an explanation. I had avoided it, but she deserved to know.

      “You could have just told me,” she said. “For what it’s worth, I wasn’t trying to trap you or lock you down.”

      “I know. It was me. I was kind of a dick.”

      “You think?” she said.

      “My marriage wasn’t what it looked like.”

      “It looked like you were looking for a model with money and fame,” she said dryly.

      “I was.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Well then, I guess that clears up any questions I had.”

      “No. I mean, yes, but it’s not what you think. I was struggling to reach the next step on my climb to the top. I was close but not close enough. No one would give me a chance. Mel and I met at a party. She knew people. She was looking for a man to keep her living the lifestyle she was accustomed to. I wasn’t really wealthy back then, but she knew I would be. She pushed the idea of marriage, and I’ll admit, she dangled a carrot in front of me I couldn’t resist. Our marriage opened doors. I was able to meet people and get the investment I needed to really step into the financial world.”

      “You used her?” she asked.

      I wrinkled my nose. “I suppose I did. I didn’t set out to do it. I think we used each other. She liked the idea of being a power couple. For two years, we were. We were invited to every ball, party, and charity event. But at home, we hated each other. She was sleeping with just about every man she could get her hands on. We never loved each other. It was a marriage of convenience. When it was no longer convenient, we divorced. She remarried almost immediately. I chose to throw myself into my work. I’m sorry for what I did. I should have explained it better. I didn’t mean to lead you on.”

      She had a look on her face that I couldn’t quite decipher. “You didn’t,” she said and got to her feet. She moved behind me and put her hands on my shoulders and began to massage. “I didn’t hold it against you.”

      I laughed. “Liar.”

      “Okay, I didn’t like you, but it wasn’t like I dwelled on it. I went on with my life.”

      “And had a baby,” I said.

      Her hands massaged deeper. “I did,” she whispered.

      A moment later, I felt her mouth on the back of my neck. She kissed my neck before moving to my earlobe. Her hands stopped massaging and slid down my chest. She dropped her head and nuzzled my jaw. “Are we all alone out here?” she asked.

      “As alone as we can be. No one is going to be peeping, but baby, can we please go inside? I’ve got a big bed. A really big bed that we can stretch out on and really have a good time.”

      She giggled and stood up. I grabbed her hand and pulled her around. “Did you get enough to eat?” I asked as I looked up at her.

      She nodded. “I did.”

      I got to my feet. “Good, because you are going to need your strength.”

      I picked up my glass and downed the rest of my liquor. She smirked and did the same with her wine. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Let’s do this.”
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      He led me to his bedroom and pulled me toward his bed. “It is a really big bed,” I said with a laugh. “You could sleep ten people in this thing.”

      “I don’t swing that way,” he said. “I am not a young man. I could never please nine women at once.”

      I pushed against his chest. “You assume you would be the only stud in the bed.”

      “In my fucking bed, I will always be the only one.”

      I laughed. I knew he wasn’t joking. He was way too alpha to ever relinquish his power. I liked it that way. I liked that he was alpha. “You know, I’m a very strong woman,” I said as I trailed a finger down his chest.

      “I do know that,” he said in a husky voice.

      “What you don’t know is that I’m tired of being strong. I’m tired of making a hundred decisions a day. I want you to dominate me. I want you to be in control. I’m yours to command.”

      He grabbed my wrist and held it suspended between our bodies. “Then let’s start with this,” he said and dropped my arm. “Take off your clothes. Don’t rush. Take it slow. I’m going to sit right there and watch.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Okay.”

      “Don’t talk. Just strip.”

      He was really embracing the alpha thing. I waited until he sat down before I started to take off my clothes. I stripped down to my bra and thong and waited for instructions. “Turn around,” he said.

      I turned around and waited. “Take off the bra,” he ordered.

      I reached behind me and waited for the next order. “Turn around.”

      I was suddenly nervous. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen me before. “Panties,” he growled the word. I knew what he was asking and quickly complied.

      I left my arms hanging at my sides. He looked his fill while rubbing his dick. It was a turn-on to watch him look at me with lust. “Get on the bed. Sit. Legs open.”

      I moved to do as he requested. His bed was a little on the high side. I literally had to crawl on. I got situated and sat as he instructed. He rose from the chair. His erection was clearly visible in the jeans. I silently prayed he would lose the pants. I was wet and ready for him.

      He stood in front of me, and before I could prepare myself, he slid a hand between my legs. One finger slipped inside me. My reaction was immediate. I started to orgasm, crying out and falling back onto the bed. He worked a second finger inside me. His other hand reached up and grabbed my shoulder and pushed me against the bed.

      I let out a loud cry once again. I let it all out. I held nothing back. “Come again,” he growled.

      I writhed on the bed with my legs spread wide. He stood beside the bed fully clothed as he fingered me. The demand and control he wielded was the best aphrodisiac. I felt like I was swimming in pure lust. My brain was foggy. Only my pleasure sensors were working.

      “Dammit, I have to be inside you,” he roared.

      I managed to sit up and watch him strip out of his clothes in record time along with extracting a condom from his jeans. Once he was naked and protected, he stopped moving. He stared at me with his chest heaving. I could feel his need. My eyes dropped to his erection and focused on the power I saw there. It was intense. I got chills.

      “We’ve got all night,” he said.

      I nodded. “We do.”

      “I’m going to tell you now, I’m so close to exploding. I’m going to push inside you. Your slick heat is going to scorch me and I’m not going to be able to resist. Your sweet pussy will squeeze me until I’m completely lost in the moment. I’m going to erupt inside you, and you are going to explode with me.”

      I listened to his words and felt myself taking that journey. His way with words was a special talent. “Okay,” I breathed.

      “When I’m done, we’re going to take five minutes and then I’m going to take you again. And then again. By the time we’re done, you’re not going to be able to get out of this bed.”

      I nodded. My mouth was dry. I could think of nothing else but him being inside me. “Get up here,” I told him. I didn’t care I was supposed to be listening to him.

      He lifted me, positioning me on the bed with my head resting on his pillows. He climbed up my body, and his hairy legs scraped over mine. He supported some of his weight on his elbow. For the first time that night, he kissed me. It was a lot different than any other kiss we shared. It felt more intimate. Our naked bodies pressed together. The comfort of the mattress heightened the pleasure.

      “God, I like this so much better,” he whispered.

      I offered a lazy smile. I was still craving him, but I liked the slowdown. “I have to say the bed is certainly a lot nicer than your desk. Or my desk.”

      “Or the floor.”

      I laughed. “You’re going to spoil me.”

      “That’s just a little wrong,” he groaned. “I should have done better.”

      “You’ve done just fine.”

      “I’m going to do better,” he said and kissed me again. The intensity of the kiss rekindled that fire that had been burning bright a moment earlier.

      He rose over me, supporting his body weight on his arms before pushing slowly inside me. I closed my eyes and relished in the moment. He didn’t move for several seconds. I felt him shudder. I opened my eyes and looked up at him. His clenched jaw and heavy-lidded eyes told me just how hard he was fighting the ecstasy. I felt it too.

      I slid my hands up his arms. I squeezed the biceps that were both covered with tats. I was vaguely familiar with his tattoos. The one on his left arm had been there when we were together all those years ago. He’d added to his artwork.

      “It feels so good inside you,” he breathed.

      I rubbed his bare shoulders and then down his back. “I like when you’re inside me.”

      “This is something I want again,” he said in a harsh voice. “You have to let me do this again.”

      “Absolutely. Yes.”

      “Baby, remember what I told you?” he said in a harsh voice.

      “I do,” I gasped when he thrust.

      “Get ready,” he groaned. “I can’t stop.”

      “Don’t stop.”

      He thrust again. I groaned and arched, taking him deeper inside me. “Do it again.”

      I dug my heels into the bed and pushed up. We both let out a grunt. Then it became a fight to see who could thrust the hardest. When we finally reached the height of our ecstasy, the explosion between us was earthshattering. My nails dug into his back as I pulled him against me.

      He collapsed on me, his full body weight smashing me against the mattress. I wrapped my arms around him and held him close. “I’m suffocating you,” he said and tried to pull away.

      “Not yet.”

      He kissed my forehead and then slid to the side just a little. I dragged in a deep breath. “Does the clock start now?”

      He chuckled. “I might have to up it to ten minutes,” he said. “You wrung me dry with that one.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “You’re insatiable.”

      “I can’t help it. You made promises.”

      “I will fulfill those promises and then some,” he said and rolled to his back. He dragged me into his arms.

      I rested my head against his chest and took a moment to enjoy the intimacy of the moment. A million thoughts ran through my head. “Do you think you’ll ever have a relationship with your father?” I asked him.

      “No, why?”

      “How long has it been since you talked to him?”

      I felt him stiffen. “Not long enough.”

      “Do you know where he is?” I questioned.

      “I don’t care,” he snapped.

      “Do you think you could get some closure if you reached out?”

      He took a deep breath. My head rose and fell as he released the breath. “Saige, I’m lying in bed naked with a woman. I’m basking in the aftermath of a pretty good orgasm. The last thing I want to talk about is my father. Can you drop it?”

      I patted his chest. “I’m sorry. I won’t push it. I hate to see you carrying around the burden.”

      “It’s not a burden. He doesn’t matter to me. He walked out of my life a long time ago. I’m not going to think about it. He doesn’t deserve my time or energy. Now, I’m done talking about it.”

      I pushed him too far. I had no business meddling. I rubbed his chest. “Okay. I don’t want to push it. Do you mind if we take a little nap before we start round two?”

      “I’m way ahead of you,” he murmured. “Thirty minutes.”

      I smiled but didn’t point out he said ten minutes earlier. We had worked extra hard. I didn’t mind snuggling with him. It was a nice change to quickies in the office. But I couldn’t get used to it. I didn’t want him to break my heart again.

      This was nothing more than a little hot sex with no strings attached.
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      I walked her to the door. “Are you sure you guys don’t want to hang out?” I asked Saige.

      “I wish I could,” she said. “I have to take Jace to his competition thing for the STEM program he’s in.”

      I nodded. I couldn’t ask them to give up something important to hang out with an old guy like me. “Tell him good luck for me.”

      “I will. Enjoy your Saturday. Don’t work. Just kick back and relax. Go swimming in that fabulous pool.”

      I smiled. “I might do that.”

      “I’m serious. Anything to do with business or money can wait until Monday. You can take a day. Besides, I think you might need to recover.”

      I laughed. “I might take a nap. What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Are you going to take a nap?” I asked.

      She threw her head back and laughed. “I’m a mom. I don’t nap.”

      She left and I was once again alone. It was nice having a sleepover. If she wasn’t careful, I was going to get used to it and want it again. Now I had to figure out what to do with myself. I was so bored. My life felt empty. What the hell was I doing? I needed to get a hobby. A real hobby. Maybe I needed to think about dating seriously. But if I did date, I couldn’t have Saige. I didn’t think she would want to date me. Not after she brought up the past. I hurt her back then. I knew I did but to hear her say it made it all the more real.

      That afternoon, Davin called and invited me out for drinks. How could I say no to that? It was the best and only option I had. The day dragged on. I felt like I was counting down the minutes to go to the bar. I really needed to get a life.

      I got to the bar early because I couldn’t wait to get out of my house. Davin arrived about fifteen minutes after I did. “This is a first,” he said.

      “What?”

      “You beating me anywhere. I’m always waiting on you. You are always running late because you are trying to make another million or two.”

      “Not today,” I said and sipped my drink. “I think I’m leaning toward the idea of changing some things in my life.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m in a weird place. Things are strange in my life.”

      “How so?”

      “Saige stayed the night.”

      His brows shot up. “You let someone stay the night at your house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wow. That is serious.”

      “I’m not sure it is,” I said. “I don’t know what it is. Things are weird.”

      “How so?” he asked.

      “I took her to my childhood home,” I said.

      “I thought you grew up in California.”

      “I did,” I told him. “When we went to California, I took her to see it.”

      “Wow,” he said with surprise. “That’s a huge step. That’s like taking her home to meet the parents.”

      “If my mom was alive, I probably would have. What does that mean?”

      He smiled. “I think that means you like her. I took my girlfriend to meet my parents.”

      “You knocked up your girlfriend. I think it’s kind of a given she would meet your parents.”

      “It’s a big deal. Why’d you take her to the childhood house?”

      “We were in San Francisco and I had a moment. I wanted to explain to Jace I was not born into money. But that’s not the real issue.”

      “What is?”

      “She’s asking questions,” I said.

      “About? Do you have a sordid past? Criminal?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Can you take this serious?”

      He laughed. “Sorry. Okay, tell me what the problem is again. I think I missed something.”

      “She is asking about me. Like my personal life. I don’t talk about that. It isn’t something I share. Why does that have to be a thing?”

      “You act like it’s weird that she wants to know more about you. Newsflash, but that’s what people do when they are in a relationship.”

      I flinched. “We’re not in a relationship. What are you talking about?”

      “Let’s see, you’ve been sleeping with her for weeks. You took her to California and had a little vacation. And last night you had a sleepover. Don’t you think that makes a relationship?”

      When he put it all out like that, I could see why he thought it was. “Okay, I’ll accept there is a relationship but not like a real one. Why does she need to know about my relationship with my dad? That feels very personal.”

      “It is personal, asshole. That’s why it’s a relationship.”

      I shook my head before taking a long drink. “I always forget how much I dislike you. You are truly one of the least helpful people I know.”

      “And I’ll remind you I’m your only friend.”

      “How could I forget?” I muttered.

      “She wants to know more about you because she’s letting you hang out with her kid. She can’t have some psycho around her son. She’s vetting you.”

      “Vetting me?” I questioned.

      “Because statistics show abuse tends to be passed down,” he said. “My girl wanted to make sure I was in a good head space before our baby is born.”

      “I’m nothing like my father,” I said with a vehemence that surprised even me. “I would never do what my father did to me.”

      “You’ve never told me about your family,” he said. “I’ve known you for years and I don’t know anything about who you really are.”

      “I don’t talk about my family.”

      “No shit, but that’s weird. I’ve told you about my family.”

      I smiled. “Yes, you have.”

      “So, was your dad an abusive prick? Physically?”

      “No, nothing like that. Hell, he’d have to acknowledge I existed to beat on me. He just didn’t want to see me. He left us when I was young and that was that. I don’t have a relationship with him.”

      “What about your mom?”

      “She’s dead.”

      “Just the way you say that makes me uncomfortable,” he said.

      I scoffed. “Why?”

      “Because you are cold. It confuses people.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Most people drop hints about their lives,” he explained. “No one expects you to pour out your heart and soul, but you are a closed book. I ask about your mom and you said she’s dead like you don’t know her.”

      “She is dead. Was I supposed to lie?”

      He sighed and shook his head. “No, most people would say their loved one passed away or she’s no longer with us.”

      I curled my lip. “That sounds like a lot of words to express the same thing. I’m not one of those touchy-feely people. I prefer to be blunt and to the point.”

      “Okay, I get it, but I’m just trying to explain to you why your girl is asking questions,” he said. “She just wants to know you.”

      “Too weird,” I said.

      “Are you going to see her again?” he asked.

      “I imagine I will. Why?”

      “I was thinking maybe you could talk to her about this stuff.”

      “We did until we didn’t. I don’t think digging up the past does any good. I told her the basics. That should be enough. I don’t see any benefit to giving her all the dirty details. It will just raise more questions. I don’t want to relive those days. They weren’t good. I’ve moved past them.”

      “Look, I get it. I don’t expect you to tell me all that stuff, but your girl will. She’ll expect you to open up and spill your guts. Girls dig that. They like to get in your head. It makes them feel closer to you. They like that.”

      “She’s not my girl,” I refuted.

      “Shit, who are you kidding? She is.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “How’s your girlfriend?”

      “Good. She’s getting morning sickness a lot more. The doctor said it was supposed to go away. It just keeps getting worse.”

      “That sucks. Why did she let you out tonight?”

      “Her friend was coming over. Her pregnant friend. They want to do girl stuff and didn’t want me in the way. It wasn’t like I wanted to hear what they said. I already know way more than I want to about her body.”

      “Spare me the details.”

      “Trust me, I will. I’m not that cruel.”

      “When is the baby due?”

      “Well, I would tell you five months, but I would be wrong. We have to count weeks. She’s sixteen weeks. So, we have twenty-four weeks to go.”

      “I’m confused. I thought they were pregnant for nine months.”

      He smiled. “That’s what they tell you, but it’s a lie. It’s forty weeks. Forty damn weeks she’s pregnant. That’s nine full months and then some. I’m going to lose my shit.”

      I laughed. “Why?”

      “Man, she cries at everything. When she isn’t crying, she’s complaining she has to pee or she’s sick to her stomach. I love her but I hope this gets better.”

      “You’re seriously complaining about how miserable you are when she’s the one that is actually pregnant? You’re supposed to be supportive.”

      “I am, but I thought this was supposed to be about her big belly and me getting to feel the baby kick. I’m supposed to get her pickles and ice cream. We’re supposed to be picking out cribs and stuff like that. Instead, it’s me keeping her head out of the toilet and giving her ginger ale and crackers while she cries.”

      I laughed but shut it off when I saw the desperation in his eyes. “I’m sorry. That does sound miserable. I wish I could offer you advice or hope, but this is not something I know anything about. In fact, I have made it my mission not to experience this very thing. Just think, when the kid is born, you’re going to have to deal with shitty diapers and vomit. All without any sleep. I’m not sure how the human race goes on. I would never choose to do it.”

      “You choose to practice a lot,” he said.

      I winked. “Just in case I change my mind.”

      “Let me tell you, it’s rough business. Her friend is sailing through her pregnancy, which just makes things worse.”

      “And you left them alone together?”

      He nodded. “I did. I wasn’t about to take on two angry, pregnant women. They were ordering pizza and looking through catalogs. That isn’t something I want to be a part of.”

      I raised my hand to order another round. “Then I say we get drunk. This might be the last time we get to drink. You’re going to be strapped down with a kid. I still can’t get my head around that. You, a dad.”

      “Don’t remind me,” he said. “I panic when I think about being responsible for a completely vulnerable human being.”

      “And this is why I don’t have kids,” I said with a smile. “That’s a lot of pressure. I’ll happily take care of millions of dollars and businesses, but not a kid. Kids need things. Money just needs a bank.”

      “Nice,” he muttered. “That’s not cynical at all.”

      “It’s a hell of a lot easier.”

      Something on the TV caught my attention. I focused on the ticker running across the screen and found myself smiling. Davin turned to look. “Ouch,” he said. “I bet that guy isn’t happy.”

      “I think you’re probably right,” I said with a smirk. I raised my hand. “Another round please?”

      “Was that competition?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Not for me.”

      “Weren’t you just there?”

      “In California, yes.”

      “Weird,” he said. “I guess in your world it’s always about the next one trying to climb their way to the top. Do you have a lot of businesses that try to come after your companies?”

      “Nope, because my companies aren’t weak and vulnerable.” I looked at the TV once again. The news had already moved on. “I would never get caught off guard like that. That guy was sleeping on the job and now he’s got nothing.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “Know who?” I asked.

      “Whoever that was on the TV. You’re smiling like you’re happy about it.”

      I smiled bigger. “I’m always happy to see an asshole get what they deserve.”
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      I stretched and yawned before climbing out of bed. After my sleepless night on Friday, I had gone to bed early last night. I was still tired. I could sleep another two hours, but Jace would be up soon. I didn’t want to be passed out while he fended for himself.

      I stuffed my feet in my slippers and pulled my hair into a messy bun before going to the kitchen to start some coffee. I needed coffee and a lot of it. We had nothing planned for the day, and for once, I was looking forward to hanging out at home. We were going to have a pajama day.

      I wanted something greasy and heavy for breakfast. While my coffee was brewing, I dug in the freezer and found the bacon I’d been stashing forever. It felt like I never had time to make bacon. I did today. I filled the sink with warm water and plopped the package of bacon in it. I filled my coffee cup and moved to look out the window.

      “Yes,” I whispered. It was a dreary spring day. I didn’t have to feel guilty about staying in all day. We could bake cookies and watch movies. I got busy making breakfast. When it was almost done, I woke Jace up.

      “We’re going to have a pajama day,” I told him when we sat down to eat.

      “We are?” he asked with confusion. “You said we could only do that on special days. Is today special?”

      I shrugged. “We can make it special. It’s icky outside. I was thinking we could rent that new movie you wanted to see. We’ll make popcorn.”

      He looked suspicious. “Okay.”

      We finished eating, and while he went to brush his teeth, I cleaned up the kitchen. “Can I read for a little bit?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Of course. I’m going to start some laundry and then maybe I’ll read too.”

      He skipped to his room, still wearing his pajamas and his hair not brushed. I turned on some music and did some minor housework. I didn’t dare do too much. I was taking it easy today. I was sitting on the couch, finally reading a book I bought months ago. It was very relaxing. Until the doorbell rang.

      I groaned and decided to ignore it. No one had let me know they were coming by, so I was certain it was a solicitor.

      The doorbell rang again. “Dammit. That’s just rude.” I got up and stomped to the door, ready to kick some ass. I jerked open the door. “Nash?”

      “Hi. I brought donuts and coffee.”

      I looked down at my ratty T-shirt and faded leggings. Then I remembered my hair. When I looked up at him again, he was smiling. “We were having a lazy day,” I said and touched a hand to my hair.

      “You look very cozy.”

      “Is that code for I look like shit?” I laughed.

      “You’ve never looked sexier.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re a liar. Come in before any of my neighbors see me in my pajamas at eleven o’clock in the morning.”

      I closed the door behind him.

      “Is Jace still asleep?” he asked.

      “No, he’s reading in his room. What are you doing here?”

      He put the donuts on the counter and handed me one of the coffees from the local coffee place. “I was bored.”

      “You were bored on a Sunday?”

      “I was.”

      “I’m not sure how much excitement we can offer, but I will do my level best to keep you entertained,” I said with a laugh.

      “Even with your son in the next room?”

      I slapped at his chest. “Very funny.”

      “I’ll be quiet if you can.”

      “Stop,” I hissed. “I’ll tell Jace you’re here. I have to warn you, he’s going to be very excited. Brace yourself.”

      “I think I can handle it.”

      “Jace,” I said as I walked to his room. “We’ve got company.”

      “Is it Caitlyn?” he asked.

      I pushed open the door. “No, it isn’t Caitlyn.”

      “Hey, buddy,” Nash said from behind me.

      Jace’s head popped up and his eyes went wide. He tossed his book on the bed and jumped up. “Nash!”

      “Hey, dude,” he said.

      “Are we going in the plane?” Jace asked.

      Nash laughed. “Not today.”

      “Do you want to watch the movie with us?” he asked.

      “Movie?” Nash asked and looked at me.

      I nodded. “We were reading for a bit and then we were going to rent a movie and eat popcorn. You’re welcome to stay.”

      He smiled. “I might be a little overdressed.”

      I looked at his jeans and sweater. “I think you’ll do fine.”

      “Then if you’ll allow me to crash your party, I’d love to watch a movie.”

      “Are we making cookies?” Jace asked.

      I nodded. “Sure. I bet Nash is an excellent baker.”

      “I’ll have you know, I used to make my own cookies all the time,” he said. “Mom didn’t have the time. If I wanted cookies, I had to make them myself.”

      That was one of the saddest things I ever heard. We spent the next hour making cookies and popcorn, all of us together in my kitchen. I never would have imagined I would be spending my day making cookies with Nash.

      “I can order some food,” Nash offered.

      I shook my head. “Nope, we are having a lazy day. I’ll make grilled cheese. You two go sit and find the movie. My card is connected to the service.”

      While he and Jace settled in on the couch, I made the sandwiches. I kept peeking around the wall to watch them. I didn’t really notice it before, but I noticed now as I stared at the backs of their heads. Their hair color was almost identical. I noticed the similarities between them a little more every time they were together. We were walking into dangerous territory.

      “All right, did you order the movie?” I asked as I carried the sandwiches in on a plate.

      “We did,” Jace said with a bright smile.

      I put the sandwiches on the coffee table next to the bowl of popcorn. I sat down on one end of the couch with Jace in the middle and Nash on the other end. We started the movie and settled in. Nash had his arm stretched across the back of the couch. He would occasionally run his fingers over my shoulder. He would offer me a smile or wink and I would smile in return.

      We did all this without letting Jace see. It was kind of fun to sneak around. After the movie, Jace was antsy. I should have known there was no such thing as a lazy day with an energetic little boy. “It stopped raining,” Jace said. “Can we go to the park?”

      “We’re supposed to have a lazy day,” I told him. “I’m not even dressed.”

      “Just for a little bit,” Jace said.

      I blew out a breath. If I didn’t get the kid out of the house, he was going to be spun out for the rest of the day. “Fine, I need to get dressed,” I said before looking at Nash. “Would you like to extend your day of fun with a trip to the park?”

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      I was confused by his attitude. This was not the same Nash I knew from work. “All right, I’m going to clean up and put some real clothes on.”

      “Do you need any help?” he offered.

      “Stop,” I hissed.

      “I had to try.”

      I left him in the living room and quickly dressed. I washed my face and redid my messy hair a little. I brushed my teeth, just in case there was a chance I could sneak a kiss while Jace was distracted. I felt like I owed him at least a kiss. He didn’t know what an impact he was making in Jace’s world. Watching a movie with him and simply being near was making Jace very happy.

      When I returned to the living room, Nash had cleaned up. He was loading the dishes into the dishwasher with a dish towel draped over his shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “Cleaning up,” he said.

      “Do you even know how to use a dishwasher?” I teased.

      “Very funny. Like I mentioned before, I was alone a lot and I did the majority of the housework. I’ll admit I haven’t done the dishes in a few years but it’s not all that hard.”

      I stepped forward and was about to kiss him when I heard Jace’s bedroom door open. “I’m ready,” Jace said as he bounded out of his bedroom. “Can we go?”

      “Saved by the bell,” he whispered.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Nash.

      “I am. We can take my car.”

      “Uh, I don’t think a Porsche is going to work.”

      “I brought the Escalade,” he said with a laugh.

      “Oh, then by all means,” I said.

      We went to the park that was thankfully not too busy. I sat on a bench and watched Jace and Nash. In the back of my mind, I could hear Joss lecturing me. Watching the two of them together was making me question my decision. Was I wrong to have kept the secret?

      I didn’t know what to think. Part of me was certain this was still just a passing fancy for Nash. He’d move on soon enough. He would remember he didn’t want a family. Jace would be hurt when Nash left, but it wouldn’t be nearly as bad if he knew Nash was his father. That would crush my son. I couldn’t let it happen.

      They came over a little later out of breath and looking very satisfied. “Nash said we can go get milkshakes,” Jace said.

      “He did?” I asked with raised brows.

      “I’m thirsty,” Nash said. He was out of breath. “I used to think I was in shape. Not anymore. I can’t keep up with an eight-year-old.”

      “They are machines,” I said. “All right, let’s go get some milkshakes.”

      He drove us to a diner. We were quickly seated. Jace was even more hyper than before the park. “You broke him,” I said to Nash. “And now you’re going to give him ice cream.”

      “He’ll crash,” Nash said. “What flavor are you getting?” Nash asked Jace.

      “Chocolate,” Jace answered. “What about you?”

      “I’m going for the chocolate too. With lots of whipped cream.”

      “What about you, Mom?” Jace asked.

      “I think I might just have a soda,” I said. “I’m still riding high on the donuts and cookies.”

      A waitress came to stand by the table. “Well, hello, family,” she said with a bright smile. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to see a nice young family enjoying each other without their faces in phones.”

      I didn’t correct her. Neither did Nash. “Thank you,” I said.

      “What can I get you guys?”

      “We want milkshakes,” Nash said. “Two chocolate shakes with whipped cream.”

      “And a diet soda for me,” I said.

      The waitress flashed me a wink. “It just isn’t fair is it?” she said. “Us ladies look at a brownie and we gain five pounds.”

      “So true,” I commiserated.

      “All right, guys,” she said and looked at Nash, then Jace again. “Boy, there’s no denying this one, huh?” She winked. “Beautiful family.”

      She walked away. I was certain my stomach was on the floor. I had no words. Nash looked at me like he didn’t understand. I looked away. I couldn’t look at him. There was a slightly awkward silence until Jace filled the air with more conversation about how high he went on the swing.

      When the waitress returned with our drinks, I silently prayed she said nothing more. “You boys enjoy,” she said and walked away. Nash took a drink of his shake. That was when our eyes met. He suspected something. He was watching me, questioning me.

      I smiled. “Good?”

      “Very good.”

      He said nothing more. I could see the wheels turning. The waitress had planted a seed.
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      I couldn’t shake the feeling something was off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it was there. I had barely slept the night before. I kept replaying what the waitress said. It shouldn’t have bothered me, but it unsettled me.

      I had spent the night comparing Jace to myself. The eyes were the one thing I just couldn’t get past. I had noticed how similar our eyes were. They were the same shade of brown and we both had thick brows. Our hair was similar as well. I didn’t think I was really a remarkable man and my features weren’t exactly anything that set me apart from any other man, but I knew my face well enough. I knew every detail and I was picking apart Jace’s features.

      “Shit,” I muttered. I stood up from my desk. I couldn’t be in my office. I felt like my skin was too tight. Nothing felt right. Even my coffee had tasted off this morning. I looked down at the screen on my computer. It was the same email I had been reading for the last thirty minutes. My brain refused to focus on anything else.

      I needed air. I needed to stretch my legs and clear my head. I rode the elevator downstairs without saying a word to anyone. I kept my head down as I crossed the lobby. I wasn’t in the mood to be recognized. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. Small talk was not in the cards for me.

      I made it outside without being accosted. I looked up at the sky and let out a long breath.

      “What are you doing out here?” Davin asked.

      I dropped my head and found him staring at me. “Bar’s closed,” I quipped.

      “It’s nine o’clock in the morning.”

      “I was stretching my legs,” I said.

      “Why? Again, it’s nine. What have you been doing that requires you to stretch your legs already?”

      “I needed fresh air,” I tried.

      “Since when do you need fresh air?”

      “Since I was born,” I said dryly.

      “You look weird.”

      I looked down at my suit. “Why?”

      “You were looking up at the sky.”

      I shrugged. “Go to work.”

      “Why don’t you come in with me?” he suggested. “I’ll make you some coffee.”

      “I don’t want coffee.”

      “I’m not making you a drink,” he shot back.

      “Fine, I could use coffee. My brain feels dull.”

      I followed behind him. The bar/coffee shop was empty. It usually was. I sat down at a table while he made us a couple of coffees and came to sit at the table. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “I can’t tell if you’re tired or hungover.”

      “I’m not hungover.”

      “Girl trouble again?”

      “Actually, it’s an entirely different problem. Yesterday, I took Jace and Saige to a diner. The waitress said the strangest thing, but the more I think about it, the more I think it isn’t strange at all.”

      “Okay, you want to explain that?” he asked.

      “She said there was no denying it,” I murmured. Saying the words out loud brought back that feeling I had yesterday when I heard it.

      “Who said there was no denying what?”

      “The kid. Jace. He looks like me. The waitress noticed it. She said there was no denying it.”

      “Denying that he looks like you?” he questioned.

      “Yes. He looks like me.”

      That was when it dawned on him. “Woah. Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      “The boy looks like you. Like similar or genetic?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what to think.”

      “How old is the boy?” he asked.

      “Eight.”

      “And you guys were together how long ago?”

      I shook my head. “Nine years? Maybe ten. I’m not entirely sure.”

      “Then he can’t be yours, right?”

      “She told me Jace’s father died while she was pregnant,” I said. “Saige isn’t the type to lie. I believe her when she says the father is someone else.”

      He nodded. “Okay, then what are you worried about?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve noticed we do look alike. He even has the same cowlick I have. Our eyes are almost identical. I can see myself in him, but I don’t know if it’s just because we are similar in some ways.”

      “If you were together nine years ago, then it’s possible,” he said. “But if it has been ten years, then not so much. Trust me, if the woman would have been pregnant for almost two years with your child, you would have known about it.”

      “You’re probably right,” I said.

      “What did she say?”

      “Nothing, but she did look scared.”

      “Scared?” he questioned.

      “Not like afraid I would hit her, but more like she’d been caught. She’d been caught and she was afraid of getting caught.”

      “Why do you think the boy looks like you?” he asked.

      “Just like I said. We have the same eye and hair color, well mostly. Saige has dark hair, so it is entirely possible he inherited from her. But the eyes.”

      “Is he tall?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. I’m not exactly an expert in what kids should look like at a given age.”

      “You’re a tall drink of water. I would assume your kid would be tall for his age as well.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know how tall they are supposed to be. I wasn’t very tall when I was younger. I shot up when I hit puberty.”

      He held up a hand. “Okay, tell me which way you want this to go. Do you want him to be yours?”

      “No!”

      “Then you don’t want him to be yours and you’re upset that he might be?” he clarified.

      “No, not necessarily,” I said. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem right. She wouldn’t have my child and not tell me.”

      He smirked. “I wouldn’t think so. You’re quite the meal ticket. I’m not surprised there aren’t a gaggle of kids and their mommies lining up at your door with their hands out. If that boy is yours, I am certain you would have known about it long before now. Is she wealthy?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Then,” he said as if he solved the mystery.

      “Then what?”

      “She would have asked you for money,” he said. “She would have demanded child support.”

      “You’re probably right. How shitty would it be to find out he was mine after eight years? I don’t even know the kid. She lives fine, but if it was my child, I would have made sure she could live a lot better. I would want my son to have everything.”

      He winced and sucked in a breath. “Careful there,” he warned. “You do not want to tell a woman she was doing a shitty parenting job.”

      “I don’t think she’s a shitty parent. I’m saying I could have ensured Jace lived in the best neighborhood and attended the best schools. The school he’s in now is public and not the best.”

      “Now you sound like a snob,” he said with a laugh. “Please never say this to her, especially if you find out he is your son.”

      I jumped on the last bit. “Do you think he might be?”

      “No, no, I just meant if by some fluke he was yours, don’t say that to her. It’s offensive.”

      “It’s not meant to be offensive,” I said. “It’s just the truth.”

      “The truth in your opinion. That doesn’t mean it is the only truth. Public school kids aren’t all bad and I doubt she is living in a hovel.”

      “No, but—”

      “Leave it alone,” he said firmly. “I think you are getting way ahead of yourself.”

      I blew out a breath. “You’re probably right,” I said. “I’ve got it in my head, and I can’t get rid of it. I keep going back to all those little things. You know what I mean?”

      “No.”

      “The little things that you notice but they don’t seem important in the moment. It’s later after your brain does a little juggling that those little bits and pieces come back to the forefront and you’re forced to deal with them. Right now, I’m forced to analyze the details I noticed but ignored.”

      “All right, it’s obvious you’re freaking out about this,” he said. “I have a suggestion.”

      “I am all ears,” I said sarcastically.

      “Ask her.”

      “What?”

      He smirked. “That’s what I thought. You’re sitting here freaking out over something you don’t even know is real. Wouldn’t it be wise to simply ask her the question?”

      “I can’t ask her if the child is mine,” I scoffed. “How weird is that?”

      “It is weird, but you have some concerns. Do a little math and backtrack. If there is a real possibility Jace is yours, I think you owe it to yourself to at least ask.”

      “If she hasn’t told me by now, she isn’t going to tell me.”

      “Are you going to sneak a DNA sample?” he asked.

      “Very funny,” I said. “No.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I need to think about it. I’ll go for a walk. I can’t shake this feeling. It’s really screwing with me.”

      “Do you plan to outwalk it?” he joked.

      “If I can,” I said.

      “It would be kind of cool if you did have a kid,” he said with a laugh.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I think it’s time you settled down. You get to skip all the baby stuff. You don’t have to change shitty diapers or get up twelve times a night. You arrived right at the fun stage.”

      I shook my head. “That is not what I’m thinking about,” I said. “I’m thinking about all the stuff I did skip over.”

      “Did you want a child?”

      “No.”

      “Then you don’t get to be upset about this. Either way, it doesn’t have to change your life. You guys met again by pure chance. She wasn’t looking for you. If the kid is yours, I don’t know if it will matter. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I looked at him. “No, I don’t think I do.”

      “She didn’t ask you for child support or tell you about the kid. She doesn’t want you in his life.”

      I felt like I’d been stabbed in the heart. Would she really do that? “I’m going back to my office,” I said.

      “Good luck,” he said as I walked out.

      I went back to my office and tried to shake off the nerves. I could see my life changing. I could feel it coming. No matter if Jace was mine or not, I knew there was going to be a change in my life. After spending time with Jace and Saige, I knew I wanted something different.

      I picked up my phone to call her. My finger hovered over the button. I couldn’t do it. I put the phone down again. I wasn’t sure how one went about asking if a kid was theirs. It wasn’t like they made a Hallmark card for the situation.

      If I asked her, I risked offending her. I didn’t want to upset her either. She didn’t seem to have any strong feelings for the father she claimed died, but I didn’t want to stir up bad memories for her either.

      I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my hand over my face. “Fuck me,” I groaned.

      Did we use protection back then? I usually did but I also assumed she would have been on the pill. Deep down, I knew it was possible, but was it plausible? I tried to reconcile what I knew about Saige with the kind of woman that would keep a child from me. It just didn’t make sense.
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      “Thank you for coming in,” I said and got to my feet to shake the hand of the man that had almost bored me to tears with his proposal.

      “When can I expect to hear from you?” he asked.

      I cleared my throat and forced a smile. “I need to run some numbers and talk to my advisors,” I told him.

      “I look forward to your call,” he said and left my office.

      I flopped into my chair and pulled at my tie. “Fuck me, that was awful.”

      The old me would have cut the guy off and pushed him out the door. I was trying to be more patient. I thought I could find a silver lining in the proposal. I couldn’t. It was a steaming pile of shit and there was nothing exciting about it. It would not make me money.

      I heard the intercom beep. “Nash, there’s a call for you.”

      “Who?”

      “Saige Conway.”

      “Put her through,” I said.

      There had been a very obvious strain on our relationship this week. And I meant professional relationship. I wasn’t sure what else to call us. The whole Jace thing was still weighing heavy on me. I had purposely avoided seeing her this week. We talked on the phone a few times, but I kept it about the business. I knew she was picking up on the tension. I couldn’t do anything about that. I was still trying to get my head around what was going on.

      I didn’t know what I believed, and I was too much of a coward to come right out and ask the question. Instead, I was sitting and stewing on it like it would make it better or resolve itself. It wasn’t the most mature option, but it was all I could think to do.

      The phone rang. “Hey,” I answered.

      “Hey, yourself,” she said.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “It’s the end of the day and I’m still here,” she complained.

      “Why?”

      “Because we had an account fall apart. I’m trying to save it. Apparently, the IRS is breathing down their neck and they blame us. It’s not something I can just assign to someone else.”

      “Is that bad?” I asked. “Are they going to leave?”

      “I’m working on it to make sure they don’t,” she said. “I’ve got a late night ahead of me.”

      “Where’s Jace?” I asked. It was probably none of my business.

      “He’s with Joss and Caitlyn,” she answered. “What are you doing right now?”

      “I just got done with a meeting.”

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      “I thought you said you were going to be working late?”

      She laughed. “I am. I was hoping you would offer to bring me dinner.”

      “Ah, I see. You had an ulterior motive. You don’t really want to talk to me.”

      “Sure, I do, but I’m also hungry and I know you’re probably hungry. It just makes sense we would eat together.”

      I was going to have to talk to her eventually. “All right, give me an hour. Will you fade away before then?”

      “I think I’ll manage to survive, but don’t be late,” she said. “I’ll see you soon.”

      I ended the call. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew it was dinner with a side of sex she was proposing. I wasn’t going to turn that down. I missed her, which was very disturbing. I didn’t miss anyone, but I missed her.

      I had to force myself to stay away. I wanted her too much, and if I wasn’t careful, I was going to say something about Jace. Every five minutes, I changed my opinion on the matter. Half the time, I was convinced he was mine, and the other half, I thought I was crazy to even suspect it.

      I pulled out my cellphone and scanned through my usual takeout places. I decided to keep it simple and went with burgers from one of the upscale restaurants that was close to the tax firm. I finished up for the day and left the office. I had told Davin I would be in for a drink, but he’d understand.

      I carried the bag of food into the elevator. I was actually a little nervous. I didn’t know why. Yes, I did. It was the Jace thing. I walked into the office and wasn’t surprised to see it was dark and empty. That was why I was invited. I was here for one reason and one reason only.

      “Delivery,” I said as I walked toward her office.

      “Oh my gosh, it smells amazing,” she said. “I’m so hungry.”

      I put the bag on her desk and unpacked the Styrofoam containers. “I grabbed burgers,” I said. “I wanted to keep it simple.”

      “Works for me,” she said and grabbed her burger. She took a healthy bite. “I’m sorry. I had to skip lunch.”

      “Why?”

      She gestured to the paperwork spread out over her desk. “This. It’s a mess. I’m trying to get it straightened out. I hate to say this, and you have to promise not to say you told me so, but this was Arthur’s account.”

      I groaned and shook my head. “Great. I’m sure I don’t have to say this, but it would be a good idea to dig into his other accounts.”

      She nodded, quickly chewing. “I know. I plan on doing it as soon as I get through this one.”

      “You’re the right person for the job,” I told her. “I have no doubt you’ll find any issues.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’ve always been the fixer,” I said with a laugh.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When we first met, you got my account because it was a mess, and no one could figure it out.”

      She laughed as she wiped her mouth. “No, that’s not entirely true.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I got your account because no one else wanted to work with you,” she said. “Yes, it was a mess, but from what I heard, it was a mess because you wouldn’t let anyone help you.”

      I frowned. “I don’t remember it like that.”

      “You wouldn’t because no one wanted to piss you off and be on the receiving end of your wrath.”

      “I did not know that,” I said. “But you took me on.”

      “I saw you as a challenge. Back then, I was still trying to prove myself. I figured if I could get your account in order, it would earn me big points.”

      “Did it?”

      She winked. “I’m the tax director here,” she said with a smile. “Your account got me noticed. Then I started taking on some of other more challenging clients and it paid off.”

      “I’m glad I was so difficult and made it possible for you to move up.”

      “Me too.”

      “How come you handed off my account?” I asked. “If I was making you famous, why did you ditch me?”

      “Because you dumped me and were marrying someone else,” she said matter-of-factly. “I didn’t think your wife would appreciate you and your accountant having a history. And I didn’t want to see you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “You pulled your account shortly after that anyway,” she said.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Why?”

      Truth time.  I cleared my throat. “Because Mel knew about us.”

      “Your wife?”

      I nodded. “When we met, she knew I was seeing you.”

      She curled her lip. “What a bitch,” she hissed. “She knew you were seeing someone, and she moved in anyway. No loyalty.”

      “To be fair, I could have shut her down,” I said.

      “How did she know I was your accountant?”

      I shrugged. “I talked about you.”

      She burst into laughter. “I’m sure that went over like a lead balloon.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, she wasn’t thrilled to hear all about you and how smart you were. At the time, I wanted to make the marriage work. I agreed to move my account to keep her happy. I wished I would have known it was going to blow up in my face anyway. Nothing I did was ever going to change that outcome.”

      “Was it really all that bad?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I answered honestly. “I don’t like to admit I have regrets, but I do. She was a regret. I can’t blame her for the disaster that was our relationship, but she certainly didn’t help matters. I felt used and I resented her.”

      “Do you guys ever talk?”

      “No. Never. If we happen to run into each other at a function, we avoid each other like the plague. There is no love lost between us. She doesn’t like me, and the feeling is mutual.”

      “I can’t imagine being married to someone you don’t like.”

      “It wasn’t fun,” I said.

      “You know, I really wish you would have told me back then that you met someone. I beat myself up for a long time thinking I was the other woman. There were a few times I thought about calling and apologizing to her.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “No, because you were thinking with your dick.”

      I laughed. “Not entirely. I just didn’t think. I was selfish and only worried about me and what worked best for my life.”

      “It’s in the past,” she said with a look on her face that said she was thinking of something else.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “What about me?”

      “You never married?” I questioned. I wanted to ask about Jace’s father. I was going to ease into it.

      “No.”

      “Engaged? Seriously dated?”

      She slowly shook her head. “I’ve had my hands full with raising Jace.”

      “How old is he?” I asked.

      “Eight.” I opened my mouth to ask when his birthday was, but she shut me down. “This is so good,” she said. “Where did you get them?”

      “A local place,” I answered.

      “Thank you for feeding me. I promise I’m not so needy, but I figured you would be working your ass off in your office. So, this is for you as much as it is for me.”

      I laughed. “Oh, I see. You were just looking out for me.”

      “Exactly. I’m doing you a solid.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Really, what would you be doing right now if I didn’t ask you to come over?”

      I shrugged. “I’d be sitting in my office and filtering through the stack of garbage on my desk.”

      “Do you have plans for tonight?”

      I shook my head. “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t party every night. I rarely go out. I prefer to stay in and avoid crowds.”

      “I can see that. It’s different when you’re in your twenties.”

      “I’m glad our paths crossed again,” I said.

      She smiled. “Me too.”

      “Did you ever think you would see me again?” I asked. It was part of my line of questioning to get to the truth about Jace. I was hoping to catch her in a lie that I could latch onto and chase down the rabbit hole.

      “I didn’t,” she answered.

      I nodded as I digested the information. If she didn’t think she was going to see me again, she might have thought I would never see Jace. There was another avenue I could try to use to get her to tell me the truth.

      I rose from my chair and wiped my hands. “You’re looking a little stiff,” I said.

      She looked up at me and smiled. “I am feeling a little stiff.”

      “Good. Let me ease it for you.”

      I shrugged off my suit jacket and draped it over the chair before moving behind her and beginning to massage her shoulders. She rolled her head forward. “That feels amazing.”

      “I think I’m going to have to hire you a masseuse,” I told her. “I can’t drop everything and come over here to rub your neck whenever you’re a little stiff.”

      “But what if your massages aren’t the only thing I’m angling for?” she teased.

      “I know you aren’t talking about using me for sex,” I said.

      “I don’t think it’s really considered using you,” she corrected. “I mean, you get some enjoyment out of it too.”

      “I suppose I do.”

      She turned her chair to face me. “You didn’t miss me at all this week?”

      I touched her cheek. “I did.”

      “I thought you’d come by the office. I even wore sexy panties on Wednesday. You never showed.”

      “Are you wearing sexy panties now?”

      A slow smile spread over her face. “No.”

      “Bummer. Granny panties?”

      She slowly shook her head. “Nope.”

      “Okay, just plain boring panties.”

      She flashed a sexy grin. “Wrong again.”

      “I don’t—” I sucked in a breath when I realized what she was saying.

      She laughed. “There you go.”

      My pants damn near busted a seam with the erection that sprang to life. “You are dangerous.”

      “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      I leaned down and kissed her.
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      I had truly been craving his kiss for days. I hated the time between seeing him. It wasn’t like I could call him and invite him for a quickie at the office. I didn’t really have the time during the week with Jace at home. I wasn’t brave enough to sneak Nash in after Jace went to bed. I was too worried he would wake up and find us together. I wasn’t trying to scar the poor kid.

      I moaned and wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close. His mouth pulled away from mine. “I’m going to break the chair,” he said and pulled me up.

      I touched his jaw with the five o’clock shadow just starting to bloom. I liked the rough look on him. “I like this,” I told him and rubbed my hand over his jaw. “I get to pretend I’m taking a walk on the wild side with a bad boy.”

      “I can be a very bad boy,” he teased. “Let me show you.”

      He unzipped my skirt and shoved it down my legs. I gasped when he grabbed my bare ass and squeezed. “Dammit, why didn’t you call me earlier?” he growled. “I would have been over here in a flash if I knew this was happening.”

      I laughed. “I didn’t go commando all day. This was solely for your benefit.”

      “I think I like that better,” he whispered. “Damn, I wish there was a bed or even a couch in here.”

      “Me too, but I think people might have some questions if I put a bed in here.”

      He kissed me again, fueling the passion between us. I reached down and grabbed his dick, feeling the power and further exciting myself. I attacked his belt and fly with a sudden sense of urgency. Now that I had him in my hands, I was suddenly very anxious to have him inside me. A week of waiting had left me feeling more than a little anxious.

      “Damn,” he groaned when my hand tightened around his cock. “I have thought about this all week.”

      “And yet you never came by,” I said.

      “I didn’t think you’d be up for a quickie in the office with employees hovering at the door.”

      “You’re right, but you’re here now.”

      He pushed me away from him. A moment later, he was spinning me around. Once again, I assumed the position. I bent forward with my bottom half completely bare.

      “I’ll never get tired of seeing this view,” he said as he stroked a hand down my back and over my ass. It was a gentle touch that sent shivers racing up and down my spine.

      I turned to look over my shoulder at him. “You’re welcome to look.”

      His hand slipped between my thighs and cupped my pussy. “You’re wet, Saige.”

      “I’ve been this way for a while now. I’m waiting for you.”

      He slipped his finger inside me, probing and playing with me until I was gasping for air. “You ready?” he growled.

      “Yes,” I moaned. “Please.”

      I felt him moving behind me while hearing the rip of the foil packet he had miraculously produced. A moment later, I felt his thickness pushing against me. I leaned forward, adjusting my hips and opening my legs for him. He slowly pushed inside me with one hand on my back and his other hand gripping my hip.

      “This is so good,” he rasped. “I want this again.”

      “Yes,” I said. “More.”

      He moved deeper inside me and thrust again and again. My thighs slammed against the desk. I pushed back at the same time he thrust. I cried out and slapped my hand against the desk. The pleasure was overwhelming. My body erupted around him, my hips gyrating as I took him deeper.

      When the grasp of the orgasm finally released me, I collapsed forward on the desk with him still buried inside my body. “You are so fucking hot,” he said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you are every man’s porn fantasy.”

      I tried to laugh but it was a little difficult when my body was still spasming around his. “You’re saying I’m as good as a porn star?”

      “I’ve never had a porn star but being with you is a fantasy come to life. I like that you’re unafraid to let go. You don’t hold back. You don’t try to be quiet or downplay how good you feel. It is a major turn-on.”

      “I think life is too short to pretend I don’t like it. I love it.”

      He started to move again. His hands held my hips as he thrust hard and fast. I enjoyed the ride. He groaned before I felt him explode inside me. His fingertips dug into my flesh as his body jerked against mine. I pushed myself off the desk and stood. His arms wrapped around me and his mouth opened against my neck. I reached back and held his head as his hands roamed up my body and fondled my breasts.

      He sighed and kissed my cheek. “I sure as hell feel better,” he said with a laugh.

      “Me too.”

      He stepped away from me. I turned to face him, watching as he disposed of the condom and buttoned up his pants. He left his shirt untucked. When he was finished, he looked up and caught me looking. “You stay like that and I’m going to bend you right back over that desk.”

      I laughed and grabbed my skirt from the floor. I opened my desk drawer where I had stashed my panties and shimmied into them. I pulled on my skirt and quickly zipped it up.

      “Is Jace staying over with Joss tonight?” he asked.

      “No. I have to pick him up.”

      He nodded. “How has his week been?”

      “Good. I had a meeting with his principal at the beginning of the week. Jace has not had any more problems. In fact, he told me the teachers had noticed a change in Jace. They said he’s been much happier and interacting in class and with the other students.”

      “As opposed to?”

      “Being withdrawn and going out of his way to be alone.”

      He winced. “That is good, but damn, I hate that he had to live like that.”

      “Me too. I’m just glad he seems to be coming through it. I want him to be happy. I hate to say this, but you were right. That little boost of confidence seems to have done him a lot of good.”

      “I remember being that age. It was tough. It was even tougher for me because I wasn’t this big, athletic kid. I didn’t really hit my stride until high school. By then, everyone already saw me as an easy target. It took some effort to shake that old reputation. It’s why I got in a few fights. I was too busy trying to prove I wasn’t the wimp they thought I was.”

      “I hope Jace doesn’t have to do that,” I said. “I don’t think my heart could handle it.”

      There was a long pause. I felt the tension ratcheting tighter around me. It was like a vise squeezing me until I could barely breathe. I silently prayed this was the moment. Everything had been going so well. I swallowed the lump in my throat and moved away from him. It was my brain trying to put distance between me and the questions he had.

      “Saige, there’s been something on my mind,” he started.

      “Oh?” I squeaked.

      “How did Jace’s father die?”

      I opened my mouth and then snapped it closed. I didn’t know what to say. I had always said an accident before when someone asked, but this was Nash. He was asking me because he was suspicious. I couldn’t lie directly to his face. The words just wouldn’t come.

      “He, uh, why?” I countered.

      His gaze narrowed. “Why? Because I need to know something. Don’t lie to me.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said.

      “Is Jace my son?”

      My ears were ringing. The four little words were bouncing around inside my skull as my brain tried to figure out how to process the question. It would be easy to lie, but it would be wrong.

      “Does it matter?” I asked. I sounded like a politician. I was answering every question with a question of my own in an attempt to deflect and stall.

      “Yes, it matters. Is he my son?”

      “Look, what we have is good and I don’t want that to change,” I started. My lips were sticking to my teeth because my mouth was suddenly as dry as the Sahara.

      “Answer the fucking question,” he growled.

      “I’m not looking for anything. I don’t need or want anything from you.”

      “Is he my son?!”

      “Yes,” I whispered. I could feel my heart being squeezed in my chest. I saw the hurt and anger on his face and knew I had forever tarnished this thing we had between us. It was over.

      “What in the fuck?” he hissed. He ran both hands through his hair and then down his face. “You had my baby?”

      “I did.”

      “Why in the hell would you hide this from me?” he asked.

      “You told me you didn’t want to have a family. I didn’t want to burden you with it. I don’t expect anything from you. This changes nothing.”

      “The hell it doesn’t! It changes everything. He’s my son?” He looked anguished as he said the word.

      I slowly nodded. “He is.”

      “You’ve known all this time and you’ve never told me.”

      “You walked out of my life,” I reminded him.

      “I’ve been back in your life for two fucking months! You let me be around him and you never told me. Why? Why would you do something so fucking shitty?!”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” I snapped. “It wasn’t like I impregnated myself.”

      “You could have told me!”

      “When? When you were walking down the aisle to marry your wife? When you were flying around the country to build your empire? When you were buying my firm and firing my people left and right? Tell me, Nash, when would have been the best time?”

      He shook his head. “Don’t put this on me. You had every opportunity. You could have fucking sued me. It isn’t like I’m that hard to find.”

      “I wasn’t going to sue you. You made your opinions very clear.”

      “You should have told me!”

      He spun around and walked toward the door before turning back. He looked crazed. I never anticipated him having such a strong reaction. I expected some anger and maybe even surprise, but I didn’t think it would be this powerful.

      “Nash, this changes nothing,” I told him. “Jace is fine. He’s taken care of. I don’t need anything from you. I don’t need you to make any changes. This is just as it always has been.”

      He looked incredulous. “What makes you think you get to decide that?”

      “Because I’m his mother! I’m the one who stayed up with him when he had ear infections. I’m the one who comforts him and takes care of him. I’ve done it all. I don’t need someone coming in at the finish line and playing daddy. Just keep living your life. You know you don’t want a kid. You’ve made that clear on more than one occasion. This information changes nothing about my life, Jace’s life, or your life. This is nothing for you to worry about.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      I held up a finger. “Nash, I’m warning you not to fuck with my child. He is mine.”

      He stared at me for several seconds. “This isn’t over,” he growled and walked out of my office.

      My shoulders sagged. “Holy shit,” I murmured. That was not what I was expecting. I was shaken to the core.
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      I stared at the water sloshing against the edge of my pool. I was lost in a daze. My entire world had been turned upside down last night.

      I still couldn’t believe it happened. It was crazy. Absolutely crazy. This kind of shit didn’t happen in real life. I would think it was restricted to movies. It was happening to me. I had a son. An eight-year-old son on his way to being a teenager. Eight years gone.

      The doorbell rang. I knew it was Davin. He’d been trying to reach me all morning. I was avoiding him. I was trying to hide from the world. I wanted to process my thoughts without anyone yapping in my ear. He rang it again. I made no move to get out of my chair.

      A moment later, my security alarm was going off. “Dammit,” I muttered.

      “Hey!” I heard Davin shout.

      I reached for my phone, pulled up the app for the security system, and quickly entered my passcode to shut the thing off. He stepped onto the patio. “What the hell?” he snapped. “I’ve called and I know you heard me ringing the bell.”

      “I told you I wanted to be alone.”

      “You didn’t sound good last night,” he said and sat down in the chair beside mine.

      “I’m fine.”

      “What happened? Did you lose a few million?”

      “I wish,” I muttered. “That would be a lot easier to deal with.”

      “Okay, then what? And dude, seriously, don’t ignore me. I’ll break a window next time.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

      “Spill,” he said. “I will bug you until you tell me.”

      “He’s mine,” I said.

      “He’s yours?” he asked.

      “Jace. Her son. My son.”

      His mouth fell open. “No shit! He’s really your kid?”

      I nodded. “Yep. I asked her. She tried to tell me it didn’t matter.”

      “What didn’t matter?” he asked with confusion.

      “She says it doesn’t matter. She wants nothing from me. She said this changes nothing when it comes to our relationship.”

      “Rewind and tell me what happened,” he said. “This does not sound like a normal conversation.”

      I blew out a breath. Maybe he could help me understand it. We’d walk through it together and he could tell me what I was missing. “I asked her if Jace was my son,” I said. “Her exact words were, it didn’t matter.”

      “It didn’t matter?” he repeated.

      “Yes. I asked why she didn’t tell me. She said because we were broken up and I was married. I asked why she didn’t tell me when we hooked up again the second time. She just said Jace was hers. Basically, she put in the work and that was that. I didn’t get a say.”

      He shook his head. “Wow.”

      “No shit, wow. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Does she want you to be in his life?”

      “I’m going to assume no, but why does she get to decide that? I’m his father. Fuck, just saying that aloud trips me out.”

      “You told me things didn’t end well the first time,” he said.

      “No, they didn’t. I dumped her and got married three months later after I told her I didn’t want to be tied down. It was a dick move. I know that. I’ve apologized for it.”

      “I’m assuming she was pregnant when you broke up with her? Was there any breakup sex?”

      I shook my head. “No. Never. You think she was pregnant when we broke up? Why in the hell wouldn’t she tell me? I wouldn’t have married Mel. Or even if I did marry Mel, I would have been in Jace’s life.”

      “Did she know that?”

      “No, because she never gave me a chance.”

      “I think she didn’t want to obligate you,” he said. “You’ve said you don’t want kids and the whole family thing. If you’ve said that to me a hundred times, I imagine you’ve said it to her a few times. I wouldn’t want to be with anyone who was only with me out of obligation.”

      “It isn’t about her or me. It should be about him. I didn’t get to be in his life.”

      “But would you have been in his life even if you did know?” he questioned.

      “I’ll never fucking know, will I?” I snapped. “She took away the choice.”

      “Or she gave you a gift,” he said.

      “How in the hell do you figure that?”

      “Because she let you live your life the way you wanted. You got to build your business. You got to marry the ex and get those doors opened you needed to be successful. If you would have been tied down—your words—would you be where you are today?”

      “You make me sound like a greedy bastard,” I said.

      “I’m not saying you’re greedy, but you are driven. You don’t have the time for that kind of thing.”

      I threw up my hands. “Why is everyone trying to tell me what I do and don’t have time for? I’m a fucking adult. I get to decide what I have time for. I get to decide if I want to be in my son’s life.”

      “She’s trying to protect him,” he said. “We’ve been over this. She is trying to keep him safe.”

      “I’m not a monster,” I snapped. “I would never hurt him. I would never hurt her.”

      “But you did hurt her, dude. You stomped on her heart. She doesn’t know you won’t do it again to her and the kid.”

      “That was a long time ago,” I said. “Am I supposed to pay for that sin for the rest of my life?”

      “I’m trying to play devil’s advocate to help you understand why she is hesitant to invite you into their lives.”

      “This is bullshit. Fucking bullshit.”

      “I’m really sorry it’s going down like this,” he said. “Now that you’ve ripped off the scab, maybe you can start healing this issue between you guys. You were both upset last night. Try having a conversation with her about what you both want.”

      “She is acting like she is the queen, like her opinion is the only one that matters.”

      “Would you prefer she demanded eight years of back child support?” he asked.

      I stared at the water again. “I don’t know. Maybe. At least then I would be doing something. She’s made me feel like a deadbeat.”

      “I don’t think that was her intention. She probably just figured you were living your life and she didn’t want to bother you.”

      I rolled my eyes behind my dark sunglasses. “Yes, telling me I had a son would certainly have bothered me.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t understand the situation but I’m not in it. You were privy to the conversations back then and now. You have to do what you think is right. I think you have to start by having a calm conversation.”

      “I can’t. Not now. I’m too pissed to do that.”

      “Has she reached out?”

      “No,” I answered.

      He slowly nodded. “Maybe she needs some time.”

      I scoffed. “She needs time? She’s had eight years. I can’t get my head around the fact I have a son. He does look like me. He is so much like me. I would have died without knowing I had a child if I didn’t ask her. I don’t think she was ever going to tell me. She let me play pseudo-dad without giving me a single hint he was my biological son.”

      “Is there any possible way he isn’t yours?” he asked.

      “I would say it was possible, but the kid is my spitting image. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. It never occurred to me it could be a possibility. If I would have known, I swear things would have been different. Do you know he’s been bullied for not having a dad? She let that kid get picked on because he wasn’t boyish enough and he didn’t have a dad. I’m right fucking here!” I slapped my chest. “She is the one that hurt him. She thinks she’s protecting him from me, but I don’t know. I’m not the one that lied to the kid. She told him his father was dead!”

      He nodded and said nothing. Once I got started, I was on a roll. All the thoughts and feeling I’d been experiencing poured out of me. The flood gates had been opened. I couldn’t stop it. “You’re making a lot of good points,” he said. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now.”

      “I’m feeling pissed.”

      “You have to talk to her,” he said. “If you don’t think you can have a rational conversation, maybe use a mediator. I’d be happy to sit down with the two of you.”

      “I don’t need a mediator. I need to understand why. I’ve not done anything to make her want to do this to me. This is just mean.”

      “What are you going to do?” he asked. “You can’t sit here and stew on it. You have to do something, or you are going to be miserable.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “You know, you don’t have to do anything,” he said.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “She told you it didn’t matter. Your life doesn’t have to change. You can just keep doing what you do.”

      I pushed my sunglasses on top of my head. “You’re right. Why didn’t I think of that? She isn’t demanding I be her kid’s father. I don’t have to be. I won’t. She can do whatever she wants. I won’t see him or her again. I’ve got other shit to worry about.”

      The look on his face revealed his disgust and horror. I felt the same way. I couldn’t believe I just said it. I sounded just like my father. I pulled my sunglasses back down and looked at the water once again.

      “You have to talk to her,” he said in a solemn voice. “This is going to eat you up.”

      “I need to be alone,” I told him without looking in his direction.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “It’s a fine idea,” I said. “I’ll call you later. I need to think.”

      “All right, but if you want to talk, just call. This is big. It’s natural for you to be a little out of sorts. I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks. You know the way out.”

      “I do.”

      He left me alone with my thoughts. She turned me into my father without me even knowing it. She made me abandon my son. The very reason I didn’t want children was because I didn’t want to be him. Now I felt like she pushed me into that box with him. I was no better than he was and to think I was actually considering taking her up on her offer to drift in and out of his life whenever I saw fit made me sick.

      Was it inherited? Was Jace going to be a shitty father? Never before had I thought of myself as being responsible for another human. Now that I knew, I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. Writing a check wasn’t going to be good enough. I saw the struggles Jace was having due to not having a father in his life. I knew the struggles I faced.

      “What the hell?” I murmured. What was I supposed to do with the information? I didn’t know how to be in Jace’s life. Now that her deception was out of the bag, was I supposed to pretend it didn’t happen and just go back to being friends? Was I supposed to give her money and hang out like I had been?

      “Fuck me.”
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      I felt hungover. I was hungover. Last night after Jace had gone to bed, I sipped on my wine. I sipped on a lot of wine.

      I couldn’t shake his anger. It had kept me up all night. Even with the wine on board, I couldn’t get into a deep sleep. Images of him looking at me with anger and disgust fueled my sleeplessness. This was exactly why I didn’t want to tell him. I didn’t want him to be pissed at me. I wanted to explain it to him in a way that would help him understand why I did what I did. Unfortunately, I took too long, and he found out on his own. That was what I got for playing with fire.

      “Jace, are you ready?” I asked.

      “Almost,” he said. “I have to brush my teeth.”

      I grabbed my purse and waited at the door for him. I could admit I was running away. I didn’t want to be at the house just in case Nash decided to come by. I couldn’t face him. I didn’t want Jace to be exposed to the negativity. Nash and I had to work out the details before we could drag Jace back into the mix.

      I checked the time. It was still early for a Saturday. I was counting on Nash being busy with work or sleeping in. Jace came out of the bathroom with his backpack slung over his shoulders. “I’m ready.”

      “What are you taking with you?”

      “I have a book for Caitlyn, and I brought my new markers.”

      I smiled. “That sounds like a good plan.”

      We arrived at Joss’s house. Caitlyn and Jace disappeared into her room to color and talk about books. “They are such cute little nerds,” I said with a laugh.

      “I hope they stay nerds forever,” she said.

      “Me too. I’m totally okay with them studying all the time and hanging out at the library.”

      “You’re looking a little rough around the edges,” she said. “Are you sick?”

      “No. I was up a lot last night.”

      “Jace?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “Me. He knows.”

      “He knows what?”

      I shook my head. “Nash asked me the question last night. I couldn’t lie to him. I had to tell him the truth.”

      “Oh shit. How did that go?”

      “Not well,” I muttered.

      “He was mad?”

      “That’s an understatement,” I said. “He was furious.”

      She sighed. “Do you blame him?”

      “No, but he was rude.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Rude? You just told the man he had a son.”

      “Joss, he dumped me because he didn’t want a family. He made it very clear he didn’t want a child. Even after we reconnected, he made sure I knew he didn’t want a kid.”

      “I think if you asked a hundred parents if they wanted kids before they actually had kids, at least half of them would say no. It’s one of those things that you accept when it happens. When I found out I was pregnant, I can’t say I was one of those people jumping for joy. Were you?”

      I shook my head. “No, but after the initial shock passed, I was happy to have him. I was terrified but I never once thought about running away.”

      “Okay, he’s in shock. For him, he just found out he has a kid. He’s in that same stage you were when you found out you were pregnant.”

      “I know, but he is so angry. Why is he mad at me? He’s the one who said he didn’t want a kid. I was doing him a favor. I didn’t drag him down. He was still starting out when he walked away. Imagine if he knew he had a kid and he wasn’t involved? I would be bitter. We would end up hating each other. Then Jace would be caught in the middle of a contentious co-parenting relationship. I know Nash. He is dedicated to his work. I would have been pissed at the missed parenting time. I know he would have stood Jace up.”

      “Maybe but you didn’t give him the chance to fail,” she said.

      “No and I’m not sad I didn’t let him fail my child,” I said defiantly.

      “But, Saige, he didn’t get the chance to make any decisions. From what you’ve told me about him, he’s a strong man. I imagine you’ve stomped all over his pride. He’s used to being in control. This isn’t just about you protecting Jace. Nash is a part of this equation. He gets to have feelings. He gets to be mad he didn’t get to see his child brought into this world. He didn’t get to see the first steps or take him to school on the first day. I think you have to strip away the anger you feel in order to understand what he is feeling.”

      I hated that she was right. “But what about Jace? Maybe I was wrong when I chose to keep the pregnancy from Nash, but that was my mistake. Jace should not have to pay for that mistake.”

      “Why do you think he’s going to pay? Why not flip it around and think about what he gains? He gets a dad. A real living and breathing dad. You’ve been struggling with the idea of him not having a male figure in his life. Here’s the male figure. They already get along so well. Why not let them grow closer?”

      I winced. It actually gave me physical pain to think of Jace being hurt by Nash. “I know I have to do something, but dammit, I swear if he hurts my son, I’ll kill him.”

      “Jace has you. He will always have you. As much as we want to protect our babies, they have to stumble sometimes too. That’s why we are here.”

      “Should I tell Jace?” I asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I think that’s something you might want to hold back for now. You and Nash have a lot to work out. There’s no reason to bring Jace into the messy stuff yet.”

      I blew out a breath. “I have felt this tightness in my chest since it happened. Really since the diner incident. Now that it’s all out in the open, I feel better and yet worse at the same time.”

      “Why worse?”

      I had to blink back tears. “I hurt him, Joss. I really hurt him.”

      She reached out and grabbed my hand. “You didn’t mean to hurt him. I know that. You are not that kind of a person.”

      “I never thought he would be hurt by this,” I said. “I kept replaying his last words to me when he left. I convinced myself he would not be hurt. I was certain he would be relieved. I even felt a little guilty for getting pregnant.”

      “Why would you feel guilty?”

      “Because I was supposed to be on the pill. I got so busy at work, I forgot to take it a few days. Apparently, that’s all it took to get me knocked up.”

      She laughed. “He’s a virile man.”

      “Yeah, he is.”

      “Better make sure you’re staying up on that birth control this time,” she teased.

      “Trust me, I’m not missing a single dose.”

      “Do you want me to watch Jace so you can talk to him? I think this is a conversation you want to have without him within earshot.”

      “I’m going to give him some space. Like you said, he has to get through the shock.”

      “Are you hoping he will just go away?”

      I grimaced. “Um, kind of.”

      “I guess if he does choose to walk away from this, then you don’t have to worry about the fallout.”

      “Deep down, I don’t think he will walk away,” I said. “From what I’ve learned about him in the last few weeks, he’s not the same guy he was back then.”

      “None of us are the same person we were nine years ago.”

      “I know,” I said. “I just feel like I’m making all the wrong decisions. This last year has been hard on Jace. Last night, I just kept thinking it was me that made the choice to allow him to be miserable. I could have changed his life by simply telling him he had a father.”

      “Again, I think this has been a learning experience for him,” she said with a smile. “Look how confident he is now. Caitlyn thinks he walks on water.”

      “That’s so cute,” I said. “I do love the change in him. I just have to keep him from becoming a little Mike Tyson. I will ground him if he dares punch anyone else.”

      “I think he has a big soft heart. He’s not a scrappy kid, but it’s a good thing he can stand up for himself. That deserves respect.”

      “You’re making me feel guilty,” I told her.

      “I’m not trying to.”

      “Give me your honest opinion,” I said. “Do I invite him into Jace’s life with no restrictions?”

      “Do you think he’ll want it?”

      “I don’t know. I’m leaning toward yes, but I’m also concerned that it’s yes right now until the next shiny thing comes along.”

      She nodded. “I get that. It is scary but you’ll be there. What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I hate that saying.”

      She laughed. “Sorry, but you’ve already been through a lot and you’re still kicking ass. This is just another challenge.”

      “Full disclosure,” I said. “I’m hiding.”

      “You’re not doing a very good job of it,” she said dryly.

      “I mean, I’m hiding here because I don’t want to be at home. I don’t want him to come by when Jace is there.”

      “Ah, hiding. I see. I feel used.”

      “Sorry, but you’re the only friend I have, so I have to be here. The park isn’t safe. I can’t take him to McDonald’s. He doesn’t know where you live.”

      “I feel privileged to be your only choice.”

      We talked a bit more before I decided I had been hiding long enough. Nash had not called or texted. I didn’t need to hide. He wasn’t going to try and reach out. “Thanks for the wakeup call,” I said as we were leaving.

      “You’re welcome. Good luck. Let me know if you need me to watch him.”

      “I will, but I have a feeling this is over before it started.”

      “Why do you say that?” she asked.

      “He hasn’t tried to contact me. I think maybe I was right. He realized this was not the life he wanted. I have to be okay with that.”

      “What about the job thing?” she asked.

      “I put it on a back burner. I’ll be pulling it to the front. It’s time to get that backup plan dusted off.”

      “You’ll do fine,” she said.

      “I have to,” I said and waved as we walked to the car. I got Jace buckled in and started for home. I decided to run through a drive thru and picked up some tacos. When we got home, we scarfed them down.

      “Is Nash coming over today?” Jace asked.

      “No,” I answered.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “He’s got a lot of work to do.”

      “He said we could go fishing again,” he pouted.

      “Yes, and I’m sure he will take you, but it’s not going to be this weekend.”

      “Fine,” he pouted. “I’m going to watch TV.”

      “All right.”

      I checked my phone again. Still nothing. I thought about texting him and asking if he was okay. I was pissed last night. My anger had matched his. We got nowhere. Both of us were too busy shouting and going on the attack to hear each other. We tended to be passionate. That passion ran hot and bubbled over. It was great for our sex life but not so good for our communication skills.

      I was certain he wasn’t going to call. It was over. Instead of dwelling on the matter, I decided to be proactive. I opened my laptop and pulled up the file I had started when I was getting ready to go out on my own. I needed to get back to it.
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      I tapped my pencil up and down on the notepad. I still had not figured out how to handle the Saige and Jace situation. It felt like no matter what I did, it was wrong. I had to think long and hard before I made a move. It wasn’t just me that I had to think about. Jace had already been put through enough.

      I heard noise outside the office. A lot of noise. “What the hell?”

      My office was quiet. Employees kept their voices low. Because it was so quiet, no one had to talk above a loud whisper to be heard. Things got quiet, and a moment later, my office line rang. I picked it up. “Yes?”

      “Uh, sir, there is someone here to see you,” my receptionist said.

      “Who?”

      “Tell him it’s his father!” I heard a man shout.

      I smiled. “Send him in,” I said with a great deal of satisfaction.

      I didn’t expect to get an in-person visit. I expected an angry phone call or maybe an email. This was going to be very satisfying. My door was thrown open. It bounced off the wall as my father stepped through. I was glad to see he still had some energy. He looked so weak when I saw him in California.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he boomed.

      I didn’t bother getting up. “Can you shut the door?” I asked Carly.

      She looked terrified as she pulled the door closed.

      “Did you hear me?” my father shouted.

      “The entire office heard you,” I said calmly.

      He grabbed the chair across from my desk and jerked it back before sitting down. “Why in the hell would you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “You know what you did, you little shit,” he snapped. “You think you’re so smart. I want it back.”

      “What do you want back?” I asked nicely.

      “My company!”

      I smiled and leaned back in my chair. “Ah, my company. I’m sorry, but that company is on its way to being dismantled.”

      “Why would you do that? Why are you fucking with me?”

      “I’m not fucking with you.”

      “Where do you get off buying my company out from underneath me?” he snapped.

      “It was never your company.”

      “The hell it wasn’t.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “Nope. When you started your company, you didn’t have the money. You had to use investors. Your investors had the majority share. They weren’t happy with the return on their investment. You made a lot of bad decisions. Buying them out was easy. They were more than happy to sell their shares.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because I wanted to take away the one thing you had,” I said. “You walked away from me and Mom for that company. You gave all your time to that company and what good did it do you? If that company had been mine, I would have turned over a profit ten times what you have by now.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s true,” I said. “Look around you. This is all mine. This is a fraction of what I own. I can buy and sell you a hundred times over if I want to. You thought you were so smart but look who’s laughing now.”

      “You did this on purpose?”

      “It wasn’t an accident,” I said with a sardonic laugh.

      “Why? Why my company?”

      “Because I want to take away what’s important to you. I want you to know a fraction of what it was like for me and Mom. We lost the house and had to live in a shitty apartment with no furniture. We had nothing. You know she followed your career. You got a write-up in the paper when you made your first million. Mom read it and cried. You made a million dollars, and we were left with nothing. I’m taking it away from you. Brick by brick, I’m going to take it all away.”

      “Get over it,” he sneered. “You always were such a whiny brat. Your mother coddled you. I knew she was going to ruin you.”

      “Yep, I’m ruined,” I said with a smile and held my arms out wide.

      “You think you’re hot shit.”

      “I know I’m hot shit. It’s too bad you can’t see it. You should be really proud of me. That’s all I wanted back then. I wanted you to look at me and be proud. I wanted you to tell your friends about all my successes.”

      “What the hell have you ever done that was worthy of me being proud?” he asked as he got up from the chair. “You think because you’ve made a little money you’re something special?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I made twice as much as you did when I was your age,” he said with a great deal of satisfaction.

      “And you lost it,” I shot back. “Your business acumen leaves a lot to be desired. That’s why it was so easy to buy you out.”

      He snarled at me and walked to the door. I hoped he would leave, but I wasn’t so lucky. He always had to get in the last word. “I thought you were a sniveling brat back then. I couldn’t stand to look at you. You were always crying about something. I told her I never wanted kids. Your mother though, she insisted. She got herself pregnant and thought it would change my mind.”

      “It’s physically impossible for her to have gotten herself pregnant,” I said. “You were there. Your little swimmers created me, and as much as I hate to say it, I have inherited too many of your genes to deny you are my father. I wish to god Mom would have cheated on you. I wish I could have any other man as a father.”

      He jerked open the door. “You are not my son. I’ve never thought of you as my son. I’ve never even liked you.”

      “Good, because you’re not my father. You have no reason to call me. You walked out thirty years ago. Keep walking. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.”

      “Fuck you,” he shouted.

      “Already did that,” I said with a laugh.

      I was still laughing when Saige stepped into the doorway. The laughter died on my lips.

      “That was interesting,” she said. “Was that daddy dearest?”

      “In the flesh.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “No father should ever talk to his son like that.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing. I’m officially disowned. That’s the best news I’ve had all day.”

      She stayed in the doorway. “Do you have five minutes?”

      I nodded. “I do. Come in.”

      She walked inside and closed the door behind her. “Thanks.”

      “Would you like to sit?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She was obviously nervous. I was a little nervous myself. “What brings you by?” I asked casually.

      “I think you know. We have to talk.”

      “Yes, we do,” I said.

      “I want to start by apologizing. I made a mess of things. It was never my intention to screw this up. I thought I was protecting Jace. I realize now that I might have made a decision that wasn’t mine to make. I never intentionally meant to hurt you.”

      “Why wouldn’t you give me a chance?” I asked.

      “When you told me you didn’t want a family, I took it to heart. You sounded very serious about it. I had just found out I was pregnant when you told me that. I realized I had no claim to you. You were on your way to the top and I didn’t want to get in your way. I did change my mind at one point. I was going to text you and let you know. Then I saw you were getting married.”

      “Were you pissed at me?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I wasn’t pissed at you. I was hurt. I’ll admit it. I got it in my head that you really didn’t want a kid. I thought I was saving you. I didn’t want you to be burdened with any of it. You dumped me and I thought it would look like I was trying to trap you.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought that.”

      “Nash, you made it clear you were focused on getting rich. I was okay with that, but I didn’t want my child to be tossed to the side or treated like a yo-yo.”

      I blew out a breath. “You’re probably right. I would have ended up ruining him like my father ruined me.”

      “You’re not ruined. I don’t know your father, but the thirty seconds I heard him, I know you are nothing like him.”

      “Jace deserves better,” I said. “I understand why you wanted to keep him away from me. You gave him stability. That’s not something I would have done. I’m arrogant and selfish. I would have focused on my business and not him. No kid deserves that.”

      “I agree, but I don’t think you would have done that. I’ll admit I used to think that, but the last few weeks have shown me I was wrong. I should have at least told you. I should have at least let you make the choice.”

      “I would never hurt Jace,” I said. “Never. At least not intentionally.”

      “Neither would I,” she said. “But I think I did.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I hurt him by lying to him. I hate that I put Jace through hardship when it wasn’t necessary. I lied to him about his father. It hurt him and I have to live with that.”

      “You were trying to protect him,” I said. “I guess I should thank you for doing such a good job raising him on your own.”

      She laughed. “He’s not full grown yet. You’re coming in at the part of his life when things are about to get real. That’s assuming you are coming into his life.”

      “I don’t want to mess the kid up,” I said. “I really can’t see myself being a solid dad.”

      “What are you doing right now?” she asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Talking to you.”

      “Do you have any more meetings today?”

      “No, why?”

      “Can you leave for the day?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I suppose I can. Why?”

      “I want to take you somewhere.”

      I smirked. “Is that a euphuism for sex?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No. I really want to show you something. We’ll take my car.”

      I made a big show of cringing. “Are you sure? My Porsche is here.”

      “Stop. You’re not fooling me with your arrogance. You can be as cocky as you want but it’s not fooling me.”

      “Let me tell my receptionist that I’m leaving for the day. Then we can go.”

      I left the office and went to talk to Carly. I could have called her, but I needed a minute. It was my dad and then Saige. It was like getting smacked by a hurricane only to have a tornado come and pick up the pieces. I walked into the men’s room and took a deep breath. I stared at my reflection in the mirror. I wasn’t a spitting image of my father, but there were similarities. I thought Jace looked more like me than I looked like my dad, but I could be biased.

      She looked at me like she saw something. I didn’t see it. I wanted to believe I was different, but it seemed like a big risk to take when Jace was the one who would pay if I wasn’t well and truly changed. I would let her show me her thing and then I would tell her we needed to rethink the whole idea of me being his father. I wasn’t good at commitment. Hell, that was an understatement. I didn’t do commitment because I absolutely sucked at it. Being a parent was about as committed as a person could get.
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      “Where are we going?” he asked from the passenger seat.

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “Um, Saige, it’s not really a surprise if I know where we are going,” he said.

      “Then why did you ask?”

      “Because I want to know why you’re going to my house,” he said.

      I pulled into his driveway and parked.

      “Do you have the key?” he asked me.

      “No, that’s why I had to bring you along.”

      He walked to the door and unlocked it. I stepped inside and waited for him to follow me in. “Okay,” he said. “Now what?”

      “Look around you,” I told him.

      “Am I supposed to be seeing something?”

      “Yes, everything. Look around you. You did all of this in spite of your father’s lack of approval. You rose up and kicked ass without his help. You did that, but imagine what would have been different if you had his support.”

      “It would have been a little easier, but I’m not sure the outcome would have been any different.”

      “You forced yourself to kick ass to get to the top, but you did it alone. I think with support you would have been able to enjoy the ride to the top.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t regret it.”

      “I think I made a mistake,” I said. “I know I did. I should have let you make the decision to stay or go. I should have told Jace you were alive but not in the picture.”

      “Saige, I think you made the right decision. I wasn’t in a good place back then. I would not have been a good influence in his life. I think it worked out the way it was supposed to.”

      “Nash, you have a good heart,” I said. “You are a good man and you have done so much for Jace in the short time you’ve been in his life. Jace has had a complete turnaround with your influence. If you want to be in his life, you can. You should. You are his father. I won’t ask you to commit if you’re not ready, but I think you are.”

      “I don’t want to screw the kid up,” he said. “My dad messed me up.”

      I touched his arm. “He messed up, but you’re not messed up.”

      “I am a little jaded,” he said with a laugh. “You don’t have to lie. I know what I am.”

      “You’ve been through a lot. No one blames you for being jaded.”

      “I want to be in Jace’s life,” he said. “I do, but it terrifies me.”

      “Don’t be afraid. Kids are resilient. I do at least one thing a week to screw him up. We can screw him up together.”

      He laughed. “That’s just what we need. We can’t release another one of me into the world.”

      “We’ll do our best to fix the parts that are broken while screwing up other parts.”

      “You sure do make a convincing argument,” he joked.

      I turned to face him. “Nash, I won’t force you, but I love you. Jace loves you. We would welcome you with open arms. We will take you with flaws and all.”

      “You love me?” he asked.

      I blinked. I couldn’t believe I had just said that. It was too soon. I was going to scare him away. For a man that had commitment issues, I just triggered every one of his fears. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I got ahead of myself.”

      “No, don’t be sorry,” he said. “I love you too.”

      Now it was my turn to be shocked. “You do?” I asked with a surprised look.

      He laughed, reaching up to stroke my cheek. “I know it might be hard to believe, but as it turns out, I can feel. I do feel. I love you, and as strange as it seems, I love Jace. I don’t even know him, and I love him. Do you think it’s because he’s my son?”

      “That’s very possible,” I told him. “I know I loved him before he was ever born. I didn’t know him, but I loved him.”

      His hand rested against my cheek. He lowered his mouth to mine and kissed me. I sighed into him. It was good to be loved by this man. His kiss was sweet and gentle. I felt him pulling me. I willingly went with him. “Ah, a bed,” I whispered.

      “You have to admit a bed is so much better,” he said.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “What time do you have to pick up Jace?” he asked.

      “I could call and ask Joss to pick him up,” I said slightly out of breath. His mouth was moving over my neck and setting off all kinds of fireworks in my brain.

      “Do that and be fast,” he ordered.

      “My purse is in the living room.”

      “I’ll get it. You take off your clothes and be waiting for me in bed.”

      He was out of the room before I could say anything. I wasted no time stripping out of my clothes. He came back just as I dropped my blouse.

      “You’re taking too long to do that,” he said as he moved behind me. He handed me my purse as he kissed the back of my neck. I fished my cell out of my purse, dropping the bag to the floor. He had unhooked my bra and was nibbling at my neck while massaging my breasts.

      I quickly tapped out a text message full of spelling errors, but she would understand the meaning. I waited for her to reply. Once I knew he was taken care of, I dropped my phone inside my purse and leaned back against him.

      I dropped my head to the side, exposing my neck. His hands moved down my waist and pulled me back against the erection nestled against my ass. One hand slipped under my panties and over my slick folds. He made love to me with his fingers while his mouth roamed over my neck, nibbling and sucking until I was close to exploding.

      “Take me,” I begged.

      “I will. Just give me one little orgasm first. Let me feel your juices on my fingers. I want you slick and sticky.”

      I moaned and let the orgasm flow over me, through me. “Oh yes,” I breathed.

      “I love the way you come,” he whispered against my ear. “I love your sexy little gasps and the way you bite your lower lip while your body shudders.”

      “I like when you make me come,” I said with a small laugh. “I’d like to make you come now.”

      “Oh, you’re going to do that. Trust me.”

      “I need you so badly,” I breathed. “I want this with you all the time. I love you.”

      He growled and stepped back. “You didn’t get on the bed.”

      “I didn’t quite make it.”

      I heard a grunt and turned around. He was hopping on one foot and trying to get his pants off. I watched as he pulled off his clothes in rapid succession until he was standing naked. His chest heaved up and down as he stared at me. I pushed my panties down and joined him in his nakedness. We stared at each other.

      “I love you,” he said in a low voice. “I’ve never said that to anyone. I love you. I don’t know if I’m going to be any good at it, but I’m going to try. I promise I will dedicate myself to making you happy.”

      “That’s all I need,” I told him. “I don’t want you to be perfect. I’ve seen what you can do when you put your mind to it.”

      He nodded and stepped toward me. “I’m going to fuck you in my bed and then your bed and then my bed again. I don’t mind the office quickies, but I want it like this. I want to lay you down and climb over you. I want to look into your eyes when I’m sliding into you. When I make you come again, I want to watch you and no more protection between us. I’m clean.”

      I could hardly breathe. I nodded. “Okay,” I whispered. “I want that too.”

      “I want to wake up with you in my arms,” he said. “Not just once in a while. Always.”

      “I want that too.”

      “I want breakfast in bed and lazy Sundays,” he said as he ran his fingertip down my arm.

      I smiled. “We will absolutely have all of that.”

      “Good. I want—”

      “Nash?”

      “Hmm?” he asked as he absently stroked up and down my arm. His eyes were locked on my breasts. My nipples pebbled into hard buds under his intense stare.

      “Take me now,” I breathed.

      His head popped up as he looked at me. In a flash, he was lifting me up and dropping me on the bed. He climbed over me and pushed inside me with one long stroke. I let out a long moan and raised my hips as my hands roamed over his back. I scraped my nails down his flesh. I heard him suck in a breath before letting out a long groan.

      “Look at me,” I said.

      His eyes locked on mine. He made love slow and easy. It was all about the sensuality. There wasn’t a race to the finish line. It was more of a sharing of souls. Our bodies joined while our hearts synced up. We were joined together as one.

      “I love you,” he said while staring into my eyes.

      I felt a flood of ecstasy fueled by the love I saw in his eyes. “I love you,” I said. A tear slipped down the side of my face. He bent forward and kissed it away. It was beautiful. It was the most romantic moment I had ever experienced.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “I’m here to stay.”

      I smiled and moved my hand to push back the hair hanging around his face. “Me too. Don’t run from me. I will chase you. I will be the crazy lady chasing down her man.”

      “I am your man. If I try to run, chase me. Don’t let me escape. I might get cold feet, but you can pull me back.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      He moved again. The moment intensified, and soon, we were tumbling into oblivion together. He held me close, kissing away the tears that wouldn’t stop.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I am. I don’t know why I’m crying.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Tears of joy. I’m overwhelmed with happiness right now. In all my wildest dreams, I never thought this moment would ever happen. I never thought you would be in my life. It’s a lot to take in.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that alone,” he said.

      “All of that?” I questioned.

      “You raised a baby on your own. You went through pregnancy and birth all alone. I hate that I wasn’t there to help you with that. My friend’s girlfriend is pregnant right now. He makes it sound like a step above the seventh circle of hell.”

      I laughed. “I don’t think it was quite that bad. There were rough days, but once Jace was here, it made it all worth it.”

      “I’d like to see his baby book. I want to see every picture you have of him. I want to watch him grow up through your eyes.”

      “Oh, I’m not sure you know what you are asking,” I said. “I was a bit of a lunatic in the first few months. I have a lot of pictures, but again, he isn’t grown up. There is still a lot to get through.”

      “I’m going to be there for everything,” he said. “I promise I will take care of you and Jace.”

      “We are doing okay,” I assured him.

      “Let me do this,” he said. “I need to do something to feel like I’m helping.”

      I smiled and kissed him. “Okay. We’ll work out the details.”

      “What about Jace?”

      “What about him?” I asked.

      “Can we tell him?” he questioned. “If you don’t think it’s a good idea, I understand. I’ll wait.”

      “No, I think we should. He deserves to know.”

      “When?” he asked.

      I could hear the eagerness in his voice. “When would you like to?”

      “Tomorrow? The following day? The weekend. You say when and I will be there.”

      I smiled. “Tomorrow works for me. How about you come over for dinner?”

      “I’ll be there.”
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      I sat at the bar and drank my club soda. I wanted nothing more than a stiff drink, but I couldn’t. I was not going to start my new fatherhood role as a drunk. I needed to set a good example for Jace. Showing up sloshed for dinner was not the way I wanted our first day as father and son to get started.

      “All right,” Davin said. “Tell me what’s going on. I don’t know why it’s so damn busy in here today. Like I’ve got time to be serving all these customers.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Why are you sipping that little girl drink? You don’t want a big boy drink?”

      “Not today. I need to be on my best behavior and stone-cold sober.”

      “Why? Since when is that a good thing?”

      “I’m telling Jace I’m his father today,” I said.

      His brows shot up. “No shit?”

      I nodded. “We talked and I love her.”

      He reached out a hand and tried to touch my head. “What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      “Are you feverish?”

      “No,” I said.

      “You love her?” he asked.

      “I do. She loves me. We love each other.”

      He was grinning. “You’re in love.”

      I shrugged. “I guess I am.”

      “That’s a good thing. You’re going to be a family?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “We’re telling Jace tonight. I’m assuming he’s going to be okay with it, but I am not going to push myself on him.”

      “I bet the kid is going to think he won the dad lottery,” he said with a laugh.

      “I hope so. I’m not sure I’m quite dad-of-the-year material, but I’m going to try. I’m going to take him fishing and teach him how to ice skate.”

      “Ice skate? That’s random.”

      I laughed. “When I first moved to New York, I didn’t know how to ice skate. I’m a California boy. I wished my dad would have taught me. It would have saved me a lot of trouble and a bruised ass.”

      “Ah, I understand,” he said with a laugh.

      “We’ll have to get together one of these days,” he said. “We can do family friendly activities.”

      “Are we really that old?” I asked.

      “You are. I’m not.”

      “How’s the baby-making machine?”

      He rolled his eyes. “If you ever say that to her face, she will castrate you. Know this. She seems to be getting through the morning sickness. And now we are moving into hyper-sexual stage. The doctor told me about this.”

      “I think that sounds like a good phase,” I said.

      “You would think but having sex with your pregnant and showing girlfriend several times a day is slightly strange. I’m kind of weirded out by the baby moving inside her when I’m inside her.”

      “That is weird,” I said.

      “There is no way I can do it when she gets as big as a house,” I said.

      “I’m not going to pretend to know about this stuff, but I’m guessing she would want to castrate you if she heard you refer to her as a house.”

      “Probably not, but she won’t find out.”

      I finished my drink and checked the time. “I should get going. I don’t want to be late.”

      “Good luck,” he said. “And congratulations.”

      Nervous did not come close to describing how I felt. Never in my life had I been this nervous. There were so many variables. Saige assured me there was nothing to worry about, but I couldn’t stop worrying. I didn’t know the right words to use to tell a little boy I was his father. Again, there wasn’t a Hallmark card for that either. That was a good idea for a new business. I could start a company that made cards for all those awkward moments that no one liked to talk about.

      I pulled to a stop in front of their house and looked up at the door. I wanted to take a moment to appreciate this moment. This was the moment before my life changed. Before Jace’s life changed. It felt like it deserved some recognition.

      I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white. “Okay,” I said as I stared out the window. “You can do this.”

      I got out of the SUV and slowly walked to the door. I knocked and waited. Jace opened the door. When he saw me, his eyes lit up. “Nash!”

      “Hi, Jace.”

      Saige walked up behind Jace. “Let’s invite him in,” she said.

      “Come in,” Jace said and opened the door.

      “Jace, can you go pick up those dirty clothes?”

      He took off down the hall. Saige turned to me and gave me a quick kiss. “How are you?” she asked.

      “I’m good. Nervous. Like really nervous.”

      “Relax. We’ll take it slow. Do you want me to tell him?”

      I shook my head. “I think I have to do this.”

      “All right. I’ll be right here. He might have questions. We agree to be honest?”

      “Yes, to a point,” I said. “I don’t want him knowing all the dirty details.”

      “I agree,” she said. “I made dinner. Why don’t we eat and kind of ease him into the situation?”

      I shrugged out of my jacket. “That works for me.”

      We sat down at the table like a normal family. It was still a little foreign, but I knew I would get used to it. Dinner was spaghetti and meatballs. “Do I dare ask?” I teased.

      Saige laughed. “I made this. It’s actually something I made up ahead of time. Every once in a while, I get a wild hair and do the whole freezer meal thing. Not often but sometimes. That’s what this is.”

      “You work a lot,” I said.

      “She’s going to work from home again soon,” Jace announced.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Is she?”

      “We’ll talk later,” she said.

      “Yes, I think we will,” I said.

      I couldn’t be upset about her quitting. It was always the plan. Now that I knew she was mine as well as him, I wanted to take care of them. I wanted her to have all the time in the world with him. That was a conversation for another day.

      After dinner, we moved into the living room. “We want to talk to you,” Saige said to Jace.

      “Am I in trouble?” he asked with concern.

      “No,” Saige and I said together.

      “What’s wrong?” Jace asked.

      I hated that he was worried. Saige looked at me and nodded. I took a deep breath. “Jace, your mom and I used to know each other a long time ago,” I started.

      “You did?” he asked.

      “We did,” Saige agreed. “Nash and I were friends.”

      “We used to like each other a lot,” I went on. “Then I went away. I only recently came back. Your mom and I are friends again.”

      “I know,” he said like we were crazy.

      “Jace, remember when I told you your father died when you were still in my belly?” Saige asked.

      He nodded. My heart went out to him. The poor kid has suffered a loss before he took his first breath. “Yes.”

      “I was wrong,” Saige said.

      “He’s not dead?” Jace asked.

      “I’m your dad,” I blurted out.

      Jace stared at me. “What?”

      I smiled. “I’m your dad.”

      Jace looked at Saige. “Is that real?” he asked her.

      “It is. Nash is your dad.”

      “I have a dad!” He whooped and jumped off the couch. “I have a dad!” He danced around the living room. “I have a dad!”

      Saige and I laughed. It was the best reaction. I had been scared of what he would say. Jace rushed toward me and threw his arms around my neck. I held him close. I hugged my son. My brain couldn’t quite take it all in. I felt like I was walking on the moon.

      “Do you look like me?” Jace asked.

      I laughed. “I think you might look like me.”

      “Are you going to live here now?”

      I almost choked. Saige touched his arm. “Jace, why don’t you go take a bath?”

      “But I want to talk to my dad,” he complained.

      That was something else I was going to have to get used to hearing. I liked it. “I’ll be here,” I told him.

      He rushed out of the room to take his bath. “That was easier than I thought,” I said.

      “It was. I can’t believe I’ve waited this long for this moment. It’s such a huge relief. I feel like I’ve been living under a cloud forever.”

      “Move in with me,” I said without hesitation.

      “What?” she said with a shake of her head.

      “Move in with me. I’m ready. You’ve been to my house. You know it’s more than big enough for all of us. Move in.”

      “Nash, you are getting way ahead of yourself,” she cautioned.

      “No. I know what I want. I told you I’m committed to this with you and him. I want to spend the nights with you. I don’t want to have to pack a bag and come over and it would disrupt Jace’s schedule. I don’t want to get in the way. I want to be a part of his life.”

      “Nash, it’s a generous offer, but it’s a big step.”

      “I know. It is. But will you please consider it?”

      “I’ll think about it, but it’s fast. Really fast.”

      I laughed. “We have an eight-year-old son together. I think the groundwork has been laid.”

      “Very funny. It’s a sweet offer, but I’m not sure. I have a mortgage and a house and a yard.”

      “I have all those things too,” I said.

      “And Jace’s school,” she pointed out.

      “We could put him in a private school, one that could really cater to his advanced reading skills. He’s a smart kid. We can get him the best education.”

      I knew I was appealing to her now. I could see the wheels turning.

      “I wouldn’t want to pull him out of school right now. I would want to wait until next school year.”

      I nodded. “Absolutely. That makes sense.”

      “And Jace would need to take swimming lessons. You have a pool, and he needs to be able to swim.”

      I was winning. “Okay. I can hire a personal trainer to teach him.”

      “And we would need those safety latches on those doors that go to the pool.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because pools are dangerous,” she said.

      “Saige, he’s eight. I don’t think we have to worry about him falling in.”

      She frowned at me. “He needs swim lessons.”

      “Okay, I agree. Did you know I was a swimmer?”

      “What? You were?”

      I nodded. “I was. I swam competitively in high school.”

      “You could teach your son to swim,” she said with a wide smile. “Do you know how happy that would make him?”

      Just the thought of teaching him to swim was exciting. “I want to. Please tell me you’ll move in.”

      “I’ll strongly consider it. Maybe at the end of the school year.”

      “I’ll take it,” I said. “I’ll wait. I know I’m asking a lot. I can’t explain how happy you’ve made me. I’m crazy happy. I never thought I could feel like this.”

      “Not even when you made your first million?” she teased.

      “Nope. Not even when I bought my dad’s company out from under him. This is next level happiness. It feels different. It feels like the kind of happiness that I’ve seen in the movies. I can’t believe I’ve been denying myself this all my life.”

      She patted my leg. “Welcome to the land of the living.”
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      I heard them coming down the hall and pretended to be asleep. I did my best to look peaceful.

      “Shh,” Nash whispered.

      “But I thought we were bringing her breakfast?” Jace asked. “Doesn’t she have to be awake to eat?”

      I had to fight back the snicker. Jace was so practical. The door pushed open. I was desperate to watch them come in, but it would give away my ruse.

      “Mom!” Jace said.

      “Shh,” Nash scolded.

      I smiled and opened my eyes. “Hi, guys,” I said.

      “I’m sorry,” Nash said. “We were trying to let you sleep in.”

      “It’s fine. I have to go to the bathroom anyway.”

      I got up and walked into the bathroom that was part of our master suite. When I returned to the room, they were both waiting for me. “Get back in bed,” Nash said. “Jace wants to serve you your Mother’s Day breakfast in bed.

      “Breakfast?” I said with concern.

      “Saltines and ginger ale,” Nash said.

      I let out a breath of relief as I crawled back into bed. Nash fluffed the pillows behind me. Jace oh so carefully put the tray in front of me. “I took the crackers out of the package,” he said. “And look, I put some of your favorite grape jelly in a little dish.”

      I almost cried. These days, I cried at everything. “That is so sweet and thoughtful. Thank you, guys.”

      “How are you feeling?” Nash asked with concern written all over his face.

      “I am good. A little icky, but I’ll be fine in an hour.”

      “Is my baby brother coming soon?” Jace asked.

      It was the same question he asked every day. “Not yet. We still have a ways to go.”

      “We don’t know if it is a boy,” Nash told him. “We’ll find out in a few weeks.”

      “I want a brother,” Jace said.

      “Well, I will see what I can do,” I joked.

      “Let’s leave Mom to eat her breakfast,” Nash said. “Remember, we need to get her presents ready.”

      Jace’s face lit up. “You’re going to love your presents, Mom!”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “I’ll be back,” Nash said and patted my arm before taking Jace out of our bedroom.

      I reached for a Saltine and nibbled on it. I forgot what morning sickness was like. I was hoping it went away quickly. I put my hand over my belly that was still flat. “You’re going to love your life, little one,” I whispered.

      I loved my life. I loved the home we were making together. Nash’s house had been an adjustment, but we managed to settle in. Nash gave me free rein over the decorating. It was hard to spend his money, but he insisted. I brought a lot of my furniture and knick-knacks to the house. They added a personal touch to the rather cold house.

      I nibbled on the cracker and felt my stomach settling. Thankfully, my morning sickness was mild. It was generally just an hour or so in the morning. Then I was all good. Most of the time. I grabbed another cracker and smeared some jelly on it before going out to see what my guys were up to.

      I found them in the kitchen. Jace was on his stool helping to frost a cake. Nash looked up and jerked his head, motioning for me to get out. I pretended to drink. He nodded and moved to the coffee machine. Drinking decaf was still a bit of an adjustment, but with enough flavored cream, it worked.

      I walked into the sunroom and stretched out on one of the lounge chairs. “Here you go,” Nash said and dropped a kiss on my head. He handed me my cup of decaf.

      “Thank you. What are you guys doing in there?”

      “Jace made you a cake,” he said.

      “Really?”

      “Really. He’s very excited to give you your gifts.”

      “You guys are going to spoil me,” I said with a bright smile.

      “You are my queen. We want to spoil you.”

      “I like being spoiled,” I told him. “What time is Davin coming over?”

      “They’ll be here around noon,” he answered.

      “Jace is going to love seeing the baby,” I said. “Caitlyn too. They have two future babysitters.”

      “And us too,” he said.

      “One thing at a time,” I said. “Let me get this one out before we start planning babysitters.”

      He put a hand to my belly. “I am so excited to take this journey with you.”

      “I am too. This time is going to be very different.”

      He nodded. “I better get back in there and make sure he isn’t frosting the ceiling.” He kissed me again. “Oh, the construction guys will be here on Monday to get started on your home office.”

      “You really don’t have to give me a whole office,” I told him.

      “Yes, I do. We have the room. I want you comfortable.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re doing me a favor by staying on at the firm,” he said.

      “I’m not an invalid. I could go into the office.”

      He shook his head. “No. This is what you wanted. You wanted to be here for Jace. You know you don’t need to work at all. If you want to quit, you can.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He left me alone to enjoy my crappy coffee. I finished drinking what I could and went to get ready for the day. Today was the barbecue. Caitlyn and Joss were coming over, along with Davin and his girlfriend and their baby. Nash had bought out half of Whole Foods in preparation for the barbecue. He insisted none of the women cook anything. He was grilling steaks, which I was really hoping I could get down.

      “Mom!” Jace hollered.

      I walked to the kitchen. There were several gifts wrapped in pretty purple wrapping paper sitting on the island. “Did you need something?” I asked calmly.

      “It’s time to open your presents!” he said. The kid was downright giddy.

      “I can’t wait!” I said with a laugh.

      Nash was standing next to Jace. They were both acting just a little strangely. Jace pushed a box toward me. “Open this one first,” he said.

      I slowly opened the box and pulled out a pair of warm, comfy slippers. “These are going to feel so good on my feet.”

      “I picked them out,” Jace announced.

      “Thank you. They are perfect.”

      He pushed another gift toward me. After I opened my gifts and felt like the luckiest woman in the world, I noticed Jace put another box on the counter in front of me. I stared down at the white box with a pretty purple bow on top. “What’s this?” I asked.

      “It’s a present!” Jace answered.

      “I see that,” I said.

      “Jace and I have been talking about families,” Nash explained. “That project he had in school got us thinking about our own family.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “We both realized our family is almost perfect, but it’s missing something,” he said.

      “I think we have more than any family could ever want. Every need has been provided for. We have a beautiful home, and everyone is healthy.”

      Nash pointed at the box. “Open it. This is the last piece of the puzzle.”

      I pulled the ribbon and opened the box. I froze. There was a black velvet box inside the other box. I was almost afraid to touch it. “Open it, Mom!”

      I reached for the black box and opened it. A gorgeous ring stared back at me. “Nash,” I whispered.

      “Will you help us complete the puzzle?” he asked. “Jace and I want to make our family official. I want this to be a forever thing. I love you. I love Jace. We all love each other. Doesn’t it make sense to seal the deal?”

      I couldn’t stop smiling. “I would love to make it forever.”

      “Did she say yes?” Jace asked and looked at Nash.

      “She said yes,” Nash said. “Me and your mom are going to get married.”

      “Woohoo!” Jace exclaimed and ran around the kitchen.

      He rushed out of the room, leaving me and Nash alone. “This is happening, huh?” I asked.

      “It’s happening,” he said.

      He came around the island and pulled me to my feet. He kissed me. “You make me so happy,” I told him. “I never thought I would be here with you, like this. We’re going to be a family. A real family.”

      “Yes, we are. I know it’s fast, but I’d love to be married before our baby is born. I want to do this right. I want the total package.”

      “I thought Davin freaked you out about the labor and delivery?” I teased.

      “He terrified me, but you’ve done it once before. I’m going to be following your lead. I can do this. I put that little nugget in there. I’m going to watch him come out.”

      “Him, huh?” I teased.

      “You know I would be thrilled if it was a girl. I don’t care. I just want a baby.”

      I leaned against him. “Do you remember how we talked about how many kids we wanted?”

      “I do. I think we’re running against the clock here.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said dryly. “I think you just called me old.”

      “I would never call you old.”

      “I had a doctor appointment on Friday,” I told him.

      “What? Why? You didn’t tell me?”

      “I had to get some bloodwork done,” I explained. “While I was there, I got one more test.”

      “What kind of test? Are you okay? Is the baby okay?”

      “We are all good and healthy,” I told him with a big smile.

      He was visibly relieved. “Thank god.”

      “All of us are going to be just fine,” I said again.

      “Good, I’m glad,” he said.

      He wasn’t catching on to what I was saying. I grabbed his hand and brought it to my belly. He smiled. “I can’t wait until I can feel him or her kicking.”

      “You’ll be able to feel them in another month or so,” I told him. I waited to see if he was going to pick up on the clues.

      “I want to get one of those heartbeat things,” he said. “Davin said it was really cool. I want to be able to pop in and hear my baby’s heartbeat any time of the day.”

      “I think that’s a great idea,” I said. “We’ll check on them both.”

      He nodded and rubbed his hand over my belly. “Jace will get to hear his—”

      He looked at me. I smiled and nodded, waiting for him to connect the dots. “Yes,” I said.

      “Both?” he repeated. “Them? All of you?”

      I nodded again. “Yes, both.”

      He looked down at my belly. “Two?” he gasped. “There’s two of them in there?”

      I laughed at the way he put it. “There are two babies. You get the full house in one swing. Good job, Daddy.”

      He leaned his head back and yelled. Jace came running back into the kitchen. “What’s wrong?” he asked with shock.

      “There’s two, buddy!” he shouted and picked Jace up and spun him around.

      “Two what?”

      “Two babies! Mom has two babies in her belly! You get two baby brothers or sisters!”

      Jace looked like he was going to faint. “Two?”

      I smiled. “Two.”

      “Do you know what they are?” Nash asked.

      I shook my head. “No. I told the doctor I would wait until you were with me.”

      “Thank you,” he said in a husky voice. He pulled me into his arms and held me close. “Thank you for giving me the life I didn’t know I was missing out on. This is the best news ever. I’m so happy.”

      “Me too.”

      After another round of celebrating, our guests arrived. Jace was the one to break the news to everyone that walked through the door. It was a Mother’s Day I would never forget.
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        We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites, and sneak previews for this amazing group. 

      

        

      
        And as a HUGE thank you for joining, 
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