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          Chloe

        

        November

      

    
    
      My knife was a silver blur in my hands as I chopped, the air filling with the scent of coriander as each cut of the blade sent a fresh waft into the air around me. I held the knife in my right hand, the steady rhythm of the thwack of the blade against the cutting board putting me into the zone I needed.

      Once the coriander was chopped, I pushed the pine-green mound into a small glass ramekin and moved onto the oranges. I snatched the first orange from my sack of ingredients and tossed it above my head, catching it with one hand, placing it onto the counter and slicing it through, all with one fluid motion.

      I sliced the oranges in half one after the other, the interiors of each so fresh-looking that they reminded me of little suns. I couldn’t help but slice myself a small wedge and pop it into my mouth, my eyes rolling into the back of my head as the delicious citrus flavor consumed my senses. It was probably the best orange I’d ever had in my life. For the price my boss paid for these locally sourced, organic little orbs, it damn well better be.

      Then again, these oranges were for Alfred King, billionaire real estate magnate and philanthropist, and Mr. King only gets the best. Which is why he hired me to be his private chef.

      “Chloe!” called out a voice from the other end of the enormous kitchen, a room that was easily bigger than my entire apartment. “How’s everything coming along?”

      I pressed one of the orange halves onto the juicer and gave it a twist, the stainless steel basin catching the liquid. Once I’d wrung it out for everything it had, I set the peel down onto the Kashmir White granite countertop and turned, tucking a stray strand of my curly blond hair behind my ear as I leaned back against the counter.

      At one of the entrances to the kitchen was none other than Alfred King himself. He was dressed in a sharp burgundy sweater, the white collar of his expertly tailored dress shirt visible. A pair of trim gray slacks and brown loafers polished to a gorgeous shine completed his look.

      Despite being in his early seventies, Mr. King still managed to be more put-together than most guys my age than I saw around town. Then again, when you’re a billionaire, looking better than the twenty-something tech gurus in their hooded sweatshirts and dirty sneakers that populated San Bravado wasn’t too hard.

      Alfred King was trim, with a slim, angular face and a full head of silver hair always worn slicked back. His eyes were a combination of grandfatherly and calculating all at once, and his smile of pearl-white teeth was all disarming charm. A glass of red wine rested in his hand as he leaned against the door frame.

      “Excellently, Mr. King,” I said, placing one more orange on the juicer and giving it a squeeze. “I found just what I needed at the store, and I’m making good time. So far.”

      “Perfect,” he said, raising his wine to his lips and taking a sip. “Those appetizers you made are going over well with the guests, but they’re all eager to see what you’re whipping up in here for the main course. What are you making for the main course, by the way?”

      I gave him a friendly smile. “Come take a look. Or a smell.”

      Mr. King flashed me a warm smile that showed he was up to the task. He took one more sip of his wine, closed his eyes, and let it linger on his palate for a long moment before bringing it down in a soft swallow.

      “This is really something special,” he said, setting the glass down on the counter. “A ’76 Château Gruaud-Larose.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Fifty-year-old wine?”

      “Not 1976,” he said. “1876. One of about two-dozen bottles left in the world.”

      When I’d started this job about a month ago, a detail like that would’ve made my jaw hit the floor. But after having taken some time to get used to Mr. King’s refined tastes, it made perfect sense.

      “Sure I can’t tempt you with a glass?” he asked, raising his silver eyebrows slightly.

      “Oh, thanks,” I said. “But I like to stay one-hundred-percent while I’m cooking. Helps me with the little details.”

      “Spoken like a true professional,” said Mr. King. “Me, I’m of the ‘I cook with wine, sometimes I even add it to the food’ school of the culinary arts. Explains why I’m barely able to make anything more complex than scrambled eggs.”

      “Hey, now,” I said. “Don’t sell yourself short. Scrambled eggs seem simple, but they’re devious in their complexity.”

      He gave me another one of his warm smiles before looking away in thought.

      “The meal you’re cooking is the one I’m interested in,” he said. “Now, let’s see…”

      He slowly wafted his hand in front of his face, bringing the scents up close.

      “I smell…fresh coriander…a little thyme…some marjoram…and a little bit of perfectly squeezed orange juice to top it all off. And I spotted some ducks earlier.”

      He took a moment to process it all. After a few brief moments, his face formed an expression of pleased surprise.

      “Ms. Sanderson—are you making us duck à l’orange?”

      I couldn’t help but be impressed.

      “Mr. King, I must say you have quite the sense of smell.”

      He leaned against the counter across from me, taking his glass of wine into his hand. “I might not be able to cook food worth a damn, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate it. And duck à l’orange is one of my all-time favorites. A surprisingly classic choice for a trendy town like San Bravado, I might add.”

      He was right about that. The tech center of the West Coast, San Bravado had no shortage of insanely talented chefs pushing the limits of modern cuisine.

      “I was thinking something tried and true would suit the evening,” I said. “Especially on a chilly night like tonight. Duck à l’orange…I love it. It’s fresh and exciting and comforting all at once.”

      “And always a crowd-pleaser,” added Mr. King. “And should pair very nicely with the wine.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “I have some wedge salads coming out first, and the duck shouldn’t be too long after.”

      “Sounds perfect,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve been talking up my new chef to my guests. They’re all very excited to see what you bring to the table. So to speak.”

      “Well,” I said, feeling nervous and excited all at once. “Hopefully I live up to whatever praise you’ve been lavishing on me.”

      “I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true,” he said. “I’ve had enough of your cooking in the last month to make it very clear that I chose wisely.”

      A hot blush spread across my cheeks. “Oh, Mr. King—you charmer, you,” I said, waving my hand through the air.

      Mr. King chuckled softly. “Anyway, I’ve taken up enough of your time, and my guests might be starting to wonder if I’ve abandoned them. I’ll let you get back to it.”

      I gave Mr. King an affirmative nod before he turned back toward the entrance to the kitchen, and I prepared to give my attention to my ingredients once again.

      “Oh, and one more thing, Chloe,” he said. “Shoot me a text when you’re done with the preparations. I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

      “Is that right?” I asked.

      He gave a calm nod. “Nothing bad, if that’s what you’re wondering. But, ah, make sure your appetite’s good and healthy.”

      With that, he left the kitchen.

      I turned my attention back to the ingredients, wondering what Mr. King had in mind.

      As I finished chopping the herbs, I took a moment to reflect on my first month working for Mr. King. I was a fairly recent graduate of the Cristobel Culinary School, one of the premier culinary academies on the West Coast. I’d been working at the Westchester, a high-end steak joint downtown, under the tutelage of Isabella Boni, a seasoned chef with decades of experience.

      After graduation, I was gripped with the same sort of existential panic that every graduate goes through. Sure, I had a decent gig, but there wasn’t much to offer in terms of upward mobility. With my tuition stipend gone, it wasn’t going to come close to paying the bills in a town like San Bravado.

      That’s when Mr. King stopped into the Westchester. Mr. King was one of those patrons who loved to get to know the staff at whatever restaurant he was particularly pleased with. When he was done with his meal, he had to know who the mastermind behind his steak dinner was.

      And that mastermind was none other than me.

      He was allowed back into the kitchen. After lavishing me with so much praise that my knees felt ready to buckle, he told me that he’d been looking to hire a personal chef to cater the frequent dinner parties he held at his home, as well as cook his evening meals.

      I was overwhelmed by the offer, and a quick jab to the ribs from Isabella made it clear that this was a job you didn’t turn down. So, he hired me right then and there, telling me to be ready after my two weeks at the Westchester were finished.

      And now, here I was, preparing home-cooked meals for some of the wealthiest and most powerful men and women in the state.

      I shook my head, bringing myself back to the moment.

      Duck à l’orange was a meal I’d prepared many times before, and I had the dish down to a science by this point. I finished the preparations, placing the ducks into the enormous stainless steel oven. While the main courses cooked to crispy, citrusy perfection, I set to work on the wedge salads. When they were done, I called in Luz, one of the housekeepers, to help me bring them out to the table.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” she said, taking a pair of salads into her hands and looking them over with an impressed expression.

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “Make something as simple as a salad look so…amazing!” She shook her head in disbelief.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said. “Just some wedge salads.”

      “Honey,” said Luz, giving me a warm smile. “Didn’t I tell you that San Bravado is the last place where you want to be humble? You’re skilled, girl—don’t be afraid to embrace what you’ve got.”

      I blushed as I picked up a few salads. My first day here, Luz had seemed to pick up on how overwhelmed I’d been by Mr. King, his enormous estate, and the sight of the famous faces who seemed to be constantly coming and going. She’d taken me under her wing, helping me learn the ins and outs of this place, and we’d become fast friends in the process.

      “I just don’t want to get a big head,” I said, starting toward the dining room.

      Luz let out one of her chiming laughs. “It’s always the humblest people who think they’re going to turn into total egomaniacs the second they accept a compliment.”

      We headed into the dining room, which was an enormous space with a ceiling that seemed to stretch up into the sky, a sweeping view of the ocean through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and appointed with elegant but modern furniture. In the center of the room was a large, rectangular table, a row of well-dressed men and women on each side, and Mr. King seated at the head.

      “There she is,” he said, his deep voice projecting through the room.

      All eyes turned to me as I entered, and I felt shy at being the center of attention.

      “What do you have for us, Chef Sanderson?”

      I took a deep breath and spoke as I moved to place the salads.

      “We have romaine wedge salads with a Roquefort reduction dressing and Applewood-smoked bacon,” I said, my voice coming out small when compared to Mr. King’s authoritative tone.

      Impressed noises sounded from the guests as Luz and I placed the salads in front of the guests.

      As I brought out the last pair, one of the guests caught my eye. He was tall, with broad, muscular shoulders and a body that seemed poured into his gorgeous, tailored suit. His fire-red hair was slicked back, and as I placed the salad in front of him, his ice-blue eyes locked onto mine. His features were gorgeous, his scheming but playful eyes, sharp, slim nose, and full, sensual mouth all framed by mile-high cheekbones and a strong military jaw. And above all, he struck me as the spitting image of Mr. King.

      And to my surprise, he struck me as somewhat familiar.

      “Miss Sanderson,” said Mr. King, his voice snapping me out of my stare. “You’ve met my son, Jordan, correct?”

      I wanted to smack myself in the forehead. No wonder he’d looked so familiar—he was the damn boss’s son! Sure, he didn’t live here, and I’d only seen him from afar during the few times he’d popped into the mansion, but I felt beyond silly for not instantly knowing who he was.

      “We actually haven’t,” said Jordan, answering the question for me. He extended his hand, a cocky little smile on those gorgeous lips.

      “Um, nice to finally meet you, Jordan—Mr. King,” I said.

      “Pleasure’s all mine,” said Jordan, his voice low and deep and smooth as butter. “Just don’t call me Mr. King. Jordan’s fine.”

      His father let out a dry chuckle. “Good luck with that,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get her to call me ‘Alfred’ for the last three weeks.”

      Mild laughter sounded from the table.

      “Joking aside, these look wonderful,” Mr. King went on. “And we’re all looking forward to the main course.”

      “It shouldn’t be too much longer,” I said.

      It took all the restraint that I had not to ogle Jordan. He, on the other hand, had no problem letting his eyes linger on me. His gaze felt hot against my skin, almost too much to bear.

      And strangely, to his immediate right, there was an empty seat. I put it out of my head as I hurried back to the kitchen, a wave of relief washing over me as soon as I was away from the eyes of the guests.

      “You doing okay over there?” asked Luz, her chocolate brown eyes on me.

      “I think so,” I said. “Just more comfortable being back here than out there.”

      “That Jordan,” said Luz, shaking her head. “He’s a real…mmm!”

      She shook her shoulders with a big smile on her face.

      “Yeah,” I said. “He’s cute, I guess.”

      “You guess?” said Luz. “Man looks like he was carved out of marble. The things I’d do to him…if I were single, of course.”

      “Luz!” I said, laughing as I looked around the kitchen, worried that someone might be listening in.

      “Hey,” she said, totally unapologetic. “I know what I like.”

      I turned my attention back to the food, the rich scent of duck cooking now heavy in the air. But as I made preparations for the main course, I couldn’t get Jordan out of my head. He lingered in my thoughts, and every time I closed my eyes, even for a second, there he was, that cocky, sexy little smile on his face. The feeling of his hand, warm and strong, was still fresh on my skin.

      But I didn’t have time to stand there and daydream about the boss’s son. The guests would soon be done with their salads, and I wanted the main course to follow right on the heels of the salad.

      A beep from the oven signaled that the ducks were ready. I hurried over and opened the oven, the scent of the cooking meat so heavenly that I almost dropped to my knees right then and there. The skins of the ducks were roasted to perfection, golden-brown and glistening with simmering juices. The animal part of my brain desperately wanted to take a bite, and I had to remind myself that my job was to cook, not to eat.

      “Damn, that smells good!” said Luz.

      “Can’t go wrong with a classic,” I said, taking the first tray out of the oven and setting it on the counter.

      “Okay,” said Luz. “What’s next?”

      “Next is plating,” I said. “This is a pretty simple dish, so we need to top them with that orange sauce over there and finish with a little dab of a few strands of orange peel.”

      “I think I can handle that,” said Luz.

      We got right to it. Together, the two of us plated the ducks, one by one. As soon as we finished, I realized that there was one left over. Perplexed, I checked the guest list that Mr. King had provided for me. Sure enough, there was one more duck than guests.

      That’s when I remembered Mr. King’s request. Still flummoxed, I hurriedly pulled out my phone and sent him a text letting him know that the main course was ready. Seconds later, he appeared at the entrance to the kitchen.

      “All ready to go?” he asked before taking a long, slow sniff of the air.

      “Yep,” I said. “Just need to bring them out.”

      “Great,” he said. “And you surely noticed that there’s one extra, correct?”

      “I…I did,” I said.

      “And you noticed that there’s an extra seat?”

      “I did.”

      “They both belong to you,” he said with a smile. “Come join us for dinner, Chloe.”

      With that, he turned on his heels and disappeared back into the dining room, not giving me a chance to respond.
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      “Get on out there, girl!” said Luz as she took a pair of plates into her hands.

      “I…I still need to help you bring them out,” I said, trying to collect myself. I was still in shock from Mr. King’s invitation.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Luz said. “I can handle bringing out a few plates. When the boss asks for your company, you don’t keep him waiting.”

      My heart beat at a quickened tempo in my chest. I pulled off my chef’s coat, revealing the simple light-blue T-shirt and dark, slim-fit jeans that I wore underneath. I took a quick glance at a pan hanging nearby, my eyes on my reflection as I tied my curly blond hair into a quick ponytail. I looked a mess, but it was as good as I was going to be able to do with two-minutes’ notice.

      “Go, go!” said Luz, setting down one of the plates long enough to give my rear a swat.

      “Ah!” I cried, followed by a lilting laugh.

      I hurried out to the dining room, the eyes of everyone on me. Jordan’s eyes were especially inquisitive. He seemed to enjoy the sight of me out of my baggy chef’s coat, his gaze moving over my body totally unapologetically.

      “There she is,” said Mr. King with a smile. “Have a seat, Chloe. Enjoy the fruits of your labor.”

      I took a quick, deep breath before striding over to my seat. As soon as my butt hit the chair, I felt Jordan’s eyes on me again, that cocky little smile visible out of the corner of my eye. He was already making it clear right from the outset that he was very, very interested in me, and he didn’t care one bit if I knew it.

      I turned my attention to the duck in front of me. Between the smell of the food and the presence of an impossibly handsome man like Jordan next to me, my head swam. Sure, there were about a dozen other people at the table, men and women of San Bravado’s elite, but at that moment it seemed like it was only Jordan and me.

      Mr. King poured me a tall glass of wine.

      “I hope you being done with your duties means you can enjoy some wine with us,” he said.

      “Oh, of course,” I said.

      Mr. King smiled and raised his glass. “To a delicious meal with wonderful company,” he said.

      The rest of the table raised their glasses and let out a hearty cheer.

      “Well,” said Mr. King. “I won’t keep you all any longer—bon appétit!”

      The guests set into their meals, all of them as eager as I was. I took my knife and fork into my hand and cut off a slice of duck breast, the meat glistening and enticing. I brought the morsel up to my mouth and took a bite.

      Damn, it was good. The fattiness of the duck mingled perfectly with the sharp citrus of the orange, the two distinct flavors melting together into a taste that was rich, comforting, and savory, the blend of the herbs elevating it all to something truly special. I held the meat in my mouth for a moment before swallowing, allowing the disparate flavors to mingle on my palate.

      Mr. King chewed his food slowly, shaking his head in disbelief. “Just incredible,” he said. “You knocked it out of the park tonight.”

      Murmurs of agreement sounded from the guests.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’m so glad you’re all enjoying it.”

      “I understand Alfred plucked you from the Westchester,” said a well-dressed, middle-aged man with a clean-shaved head.

      “He did,” I said. “I served him a cut of meat that sent him storming into the kitchen demanding to know who was responsible.”

      Laughter sounded from the table.

      “What can I say?” asked Mr. King. “You don’t get to where I am by letting talent slip through your fingers.”

      “Mhmm,” said Jordan, finally speaking. “My father and I both know how important it is to go for what you want as soon as you know you want it.”

      And there was that smile again out of the corner of my eye. Mr. King may have been referring to me in a professional context, but Jordan was clearly suggesting something else entirely.

      The double meaning of what he’d said slipped past the guests as another hot blush returned to my face. Soon, the guests were fully engrossed in their meals, several small conversations breaking out among them. Everyone was involved in conversation except for Jordan and me.

      “How does it feel to be the star of the show?” he asked, turning toward me and popping a small piece of duck into his mouth.

      “I don’t know about that,” I said. “I think your father likes his staff to know that they’re appreciated.”

      Jordan nodded slowly. “He’s very benevolent like that. We both know how important it is to show appreciation for talent. Or beauty.”

      My eyes went wide, and I nearly spit out the wine I was in the process of sipping.

      I glanced around the room, noting all of the modern art hung on the walls.

      “Yes,” I said. “Your dad really does have an appreciation for the finer things.”

      I realized that I’d walked into another of Jordan’s flirts. But he let this obvious set-up slide.

      “So, little miss chef,” he said. “How are you liking it here at my father’s humble abode?”

      I had to laugh. While Mr. King was a kind man with a good handle on his ego, his sprawling mansion was anything but humble.

      “It’s been wonderful so far. Not sure if that’s the word I’d use to describe this place, though.”

      Jordan chuckled. “You’re right about that. My dad isn’t much for being braggadocious about what he has. He prefers to let it all do the talking for him.” Jordan took a slow sip of wine. “But enough about him,” he said. “I’m more interested in you.”

      The feeling was more than mutual. Under the hot gaze of those gorgeous eyes, I felt thrilled and turned-on and nervous all at once. Jordan was stunning, and he knew it. Between his family’s wealth and his model-worthy good looks, he could have any woman in the city he wanted. And at this moment, it seemed like the woman he wanted was me.

      “Then ask away,” I said. “I’m not all that private of a person.”

      “I want to know what you do when you’re not getting all sweaty slaving over a hot stove,” he said.

      The little glimmer in his eyes made it very clear that he was certainly imagining me all hot and sweaty. I gulped, my hand settling on my throat.

      “Cooking is my life,” I said. “If I’m not cooking, I’m studying cooking or eating.”

      “Well,” he said, dabbing a small spot of duck sauce from his lip. “If that’s the case, then I can’t wait to taste everything that you have to offer.”

      My eyes went wide. I couldn’t believe how forward he was being, how cocky. Normally I’d be put off by a man who was this direct, but despite the short amount of time that he and I had been speaking, I was already under Jordan’s spell.

      “Then I’ll have to make something special, just for you,” I said.

      “You have no idea how much I’d like that,” he said, his body moving toward me, cutting the distance that separated us down to only a few tense inches.

      But before the flirting could go on any longer, one of the guests called Jordan’s name. The two of us quickly glanced up, snapping out of our conversation.

      The voice belonged to a business-like, middle-aged woman whom I recognized as the CEO of one of the local tech companies—something to do with cloud security.

      “Yes, Mrs. Rodríguez?” Jordan responded, that charming smile not leaving his mouth.

      “Please,” she said. “Call me Gloria.”

      “Certainly, Gloria.”

      All it took was his tone for a trace of blush to appear on Mrs. Rodríguez’s face. Jordan was a born flirt—all it took was a glance and a smile for any woman to know what was on his mind. And it seemed like no woman, be they a CEO or a chef, was immune to his charms.

      “What brings you out to your father’s place? I hear that you have quite the place downtown.”

      “That’s right,” he said. “But I don’t need an excuse to visit my father.”

      Mr. King laughed.

      “In this case, he does,” Mr. King said. “Jordan’s penthouse is undergoing some remodeling, so he’s going to be here for the next few days.”

      “Just putting in some new countertops,” said Jordan. “But nothing I want to be around for.”

      My heart leaped at the idea of Jordan being around here longer than only tonight. I had to take another sip of wine to calm myself down. I was getting as stupidly giddy as a high-schooler who got winked at by the captain of the football team.

      “So,” said Mrs. Rodríguez. “You must be keeping busy with work. What is it that you do again?”

      Jordan smirked.

      “I’m not much for work,” he said. “I have plenty going on around town to keep me busy.”

      “Jordan doesn’t like to dirty his hands with labor,” said Mr. King. “He’s more the full-time-bachelor type.”

      I detected a slight trace of annoyance in Mr. King’s voice—something that was very unlike him. I got the distinct impression that he wasn’t all too thrilled about this bit of information, that Jordan was living what I assumed was a life of luxury and ease, all on his father’s dime.

      “I recognize that I’m in a very privileged position,” said Jordan. “And I’m taking my time to find out what it is that I want to devote my life to. It’s a decision that I’m not going to take lightly.”

      “That’s right,” said Mr. King. “So far Jordan has it narrowed down to ‘chasing women,’ ‘drinking at expensive rooftop bars,’ and ‘jet-setting across the globe.’”

      Light laughs broke out across the table, and while Mr. King was clearly making a joke, that same trace of impatience was still there.

      “What can I say?” said Jordan. “I take what I do very seriously.”

      The idea of not having to work for a living was totally crazy to me. I’d grown up in a middle-class home in the suburbs of the city. I’d been working since I was fourteen, when I’d begged one of the chefs at a seafood place near my home to let me help out in the kitchen.

      “Well,” said Mrs. Rodríguez. “Take your time. I know that you have the potential to be great at anything you set your mind to.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Rodríguez,” he said.

      Then his eyes flicked over to me, and I knew right at that moment what he was setting his mind to.

      We finished up our dinners before I hurried into the kitchen where I took the crème brûlées out of the fridge, gave them all a quick burn, and brought them out to the table. The guests ate their desserts, and I was beginning to feel the buzz of the wine that I’d been sipping throughout the meal.

      Once we were done eating, everyone at the table sat back in their chairs, full and content.

      “Well,” said Alfred, folding his hands over his belly, “I think it’s safe to consider this meal another roaring success.”

      I couldn’t help but let a broad smile spread across my face as the rest of the guests nodded in agreement. The look that Jordan gave me, on the other hand, made it very clear that he wanted more than my cooking.

      “Simple, classic, and immensely satisfying,” Alfred continued. “You do fine work, Chloe.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Ki— I mean, Alfred,” I said. “It’s my pleasure.”

      His warm expression made it clear that he was happy I’d remembered to call him by his first name.

      “Now,” he said. “I think it’s time to retire to a more comfortable chair. If you all don’t mind joining me…”

      Chairs groaned across the floor as the guests got up and filed out with Mr. King. Jordan went along with them, but not before flashing me another heated glance. Another blush spread over my cheeks. I couldn’t believe the effect this man was having on me.

      Once the guests had gone, I started piling up the remaining dishes to bring them to the kitchen. Luz was already there, finishing up putting the first round of plates and glasses into the dishwasher.

      “Luz,” I asked, already feeling silly. “What do you know about Alfred’s son?”

      Luz raised her eyebrows.

      “Jordan? A rich playboy who hasn’t worked a day in his life. What else is there to know? Well, I supposed there’s the fact that he’s about as handsome as they come. Why?”

      There was a pause, then Luz let out an “ahh” as she realized why I was asking.

      “Boy’s worked his magic on you, huh?” she asked.

      “No,” I quickly added. “We were just talking during dinner, and I realized how strange it was that I knew so little about him.”

      Luz regarded me skeptically as she took the pile of ramekins.

      “Chloe, I know the heart wants what it wants, but you need to be careful with a man like that. He goes through women like Alfred goes through bottles of fancy wine.”

      “Who said anything about the heart?” I asked. “I was just curious.”

      “Uh-huh,” said Luz, not buying what I was selling.

      The two of us finished cleaning up and by the time we were done, I needed some fresh air. I stepped out onto the house’s massive back balcony. The view looked out over the gently rolling waves of the ocean, the full moon hanging over the water like a big silver coin.

      “Lovely night,” came a voice from behind me.

      I turned to see Jordan strolling out with a confident stride, a champagne flute in each hand.

      “Then again,” he said, coming to my side and handing me one of the glasses, “I suppose they’re all beautiful in a city like this.”

      “Almost makes it boring,” I said softly, taking the glass from him.

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Jordan said, the look in his eyes sending the message that he wasn’t talking about the weather.

      A smile played on my lips as I let his words hang in the air.

      “So, chef,” he said. “It looks like you and I were going to be seeing more of each other in the next few days.”

      “That’s what it looks like,” I said. “Must be rough being out of the penthouse.”

      “I’ll make do,” he said, stepping right around my little jab. “Nice to be back home every now and then. Especially when my dad’s added someone like you to his staff.”

      I chucked. “You’re confident. I’ll give you that,” I said.

      “No sense in being shy about what I want. Life’s too short for that.”

      And there I went, blushing again. Jordan took a sip of his wine as he turned his gaze back to the house.

      “I should get back in there,” he said. “I figured you could use a little something after your busy night.”

      “Appreciated,” I said.

      “See you around, chef,” he said before turning and heading back into the house.

      I watched him leave, my eyes locked onto his rear, gorgeous and perfectly fitted in his expensive slacks.

      I’m sure I will, I thought to myself.
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      The following Monday passed by so quickly that I could hardly believe it. I’d showed up to work the next day, both ready to cook and eager to see Jordan again. To my disappointment, Alfred informed me that Jordan wasn’t going to be in—he evidently had plans with friends at some trendy club downtown.

      I couldn’t believe how much my heart sank when Alfred told me this. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Jordan had wrapped me up in his charms. But I did my best to keep Luz’s words about Jordan’s womanizing ways in mind.

      Soon it was Tuesday, and I decided to stop into Blue Line, one of my favorite coffee shops in downtown San Bravado. I sat down with a vanilla latte in my favorite spot near the front windows, ready to get a few pages in of the trashy thriller I was reading.

      I didn’t even manage to get a paragraph into my book before a familiar figure strode into the shop—Jordan King.

      My eyes locked onto him instantly, though I almost didn’t recognize him in casual clothes. He was dressed in dark jeans cuffed over black boots, along with a white V-neck that clung snugly to his broad shoulders and the solid squares of his pecs. His red hair was tussled, a stark contrast to the slicked-back look he’d sported the other night. Even dressed simply like this he was impossibly gorgeous.

      His ice-blue eyes flicked onto me for long enough to let me know that I’d been noticed. The slight curl of his lips sent the clear message that he was both pleased to see me and eager to say hello. My heart thudded in my chest as Jordan stepped up to the counter and ordered his drink. By the time he strolled over to me, steaming cup of coffee in hand, I could hardly think straight.

      “Afternoon, chef,” he said, sliding into the seat across from me.

      “Afternoon,” I said. “Not going to ask before you take the seat? I could have company.”

      He cocked his head slightly before taking a glance at my book. “What, were you reading aloud to someone from The Grimm Academy Murders?”

      My face turned hot, and I immediately closed the book and turned it upside down. “Not exactly the Iliad, I know,” I said. “Just passing the time before work. Guilty pleasure, you know?”

      Jordan raised his palms, ceding the point. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me,” he said. “I have plenty of guilty pleasures of my own.”

      I was intrigued.

      “Let’s hear it,” I said, sitting back. “You know one of my guilty pleasures now. It’s only fair that I know one of yours.”

      Jordan seemed so…cool. I couldn’t imagine him doing anything in his free time other than partying, chasing girls, maybe sneaking in a workout here and there.

      “Fine,” he said. “Fair’s fair, I suppose.”

      He grasped the leather messenger bag slung over his shoulder and placed it on his lap. With a few deft movements, he undid the gold clasp and reached in. He pulled out a book of his own and placed in on the table between us.

      I glanced down at the cover, which depicted an action-filled scene of blimps and dragons flying through an aerial battleground, weapons fire blasting from the blimps, streams of flames blazing from the mouths of the dragons. Explosions filled the air all around them. Above the scene were the words Clockwork Conspiracy: The Gilded Army in ornate, raised letters.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Is this one of those books where it’s a futuristic Victorian London?”

      “It’s called steampunk,” he said through a grin. “This is actually steampunk fantasy, to be precise.”

      I glanced back and forth between the book and Jordan, the contrast of Mr. Cool and the nerd fodder on the table almost too much to take in.

      “Okay,” I said. “I think you might have me beat. Not exactly the kind of books I’d expect a guy like you to be reading.”

      “I went through a bit of a nerd phase in middle school. Old habits die hard.” He paused, then raised an eyebrow. “And what kind of books would you expect a ‘guy like me’ to be reading?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “I guess I never even really figured you to be a reader. I’m surprised to see you here at Blue Line.”

      “Are you kidding?” he asked. “I love this place. Love coming here for a few hours on a Sunday afternoon and losing myself in a book, a cup of coffee nearby. Sometimes I even read books that don’t have dragons on the cover.”

      “Really?” I asked. “Same here. I love this place. Though I think our schedules might be a little mismatched—explains why I haven’t seen you.”

      “And here we are,” he said. “Bumping into one another.”

      That was fine with me. Despite having only known Jordan for a day or so, I was already finding myself slipping into easy, comfortable conversation with him. It wasn’t all laid-back, however—that crackle in the air was still there. And judging by the way his eyes lingered on my face, I could sense he was having some of the same heated thoughts as me.

      “So,” he said, crossing his legs and taking his cup of coffee into his hands. “What’s on the docket for today, chef?”

      I smiled. “You can call me Chloe, you know.”

      “I like ‘chef,’” he said. “Makes you seem more authoritative.”

      I chuckled. “To answer your question, not much,” I said. “Just killing some time before I have to go to your dad’s place and get dinner figured out.”

      “Any big ideas so far?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I did classic last night. Maybe today I should be more adventurous.”

      “That would be, what, some kind of deconstructed something? I’m always behind in the food trends.”

      “That right?” I asked. “I would’ve thought someone like you would be a connoisseur of stuff like that. Don’t you rich guys like to indulge in the finer things?”

      “Of course,” he said. “But there are different kinds of ‘finer things’ that I’m more interested in.”

      The playful little smirk on his face let me know what he was referring to. The hot blush returned to my cheeks, and I found myself falling under his spell all over again. I should’ve known better, but between that gorgeous face, those blue eyes, not to mention the hint of the toned, sculpted body that I was sure was under that tight T-shirt of his, I couldn’t help myself.

      I scooped up my latte and took a slow sip, my eyes on the bustle of pedestrians on the downtown streets outside. I let the coffee linger on my tongue for a few moments, composing myself in the meantime.

      “Speaking of food,” said Jordan. “What are your plans for lunch?”

      “Probably the same thing I do every day—make myself a quick sandwich or something at your place before starting on the meal prep.”

      Jordan shook his head slowly. “I think you can do better than cramming down a sandwich before starting work,” he said. “How do you feel about seafood?”

      “Love it,” I said. “And in a coastal city like this, it’s just to die for. Not to mention I worked at a seafood place back when I was younger, so I’ve got a good palate for it.”

      “Good,” said Jordan. “Because I was thinking about grabbing a bite at the Pearl before I went out for the evening.”

      I raised my eyebrows. The Pearl was one of the newest restaurants in town—hip, trendy, and expensive. But it was supposed to be amazing. My mouth was already watering at the thought of eating lobster for lunch. But I wasn’t the son of a billionaire—a place like the Pearl wasn’t exactly in my budget.

      “That sounds nice,” I said. “But I can’t really swing a place like that on a whim. Gotta watch the bottom line, you know?”

      Jordan crinkled his brow. For a moment, I wondered if he was trying to wrap his mind around the idea of someone needing to be careful with their money.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “This is on me.”

      “Really?” I asked. “Sure. I mean, you don’t have to do that.”

      “Of course, I don’t have to,” he said. “It’s my treat. You’re going to be making me plenty of meals over the next few days, least I can do is buy you one.”

      I wanted to protest more—the idea of someone lavishing an expensive lunch on me sat strangely—but I could tell that Jordan wasn’t the type to take no for an answer.

      “Okay,” I said. “A lobster roll does sound really good.”

      “There you go,” said Jordan. “Let’s get these coffees to go. I’m hungry.”

      My stomach growled as I realized that I hadn’t eaten anything but toast and jam all day. Food was sounding better and better by the second.

      Jordan and I packed up our things and brought our coffees to the front counter. The barista transferred them to some to-go cups, and we were off. We stepped out onto the sidewalk, the streets of downtown San Bravado busy with men and women zipping here and there. The day was sunny, and the weather was perfect, as always.

      “Let’s do it,” said Jordan.

      “Let’s,” I said.

      But as we started off, a thought popped into my head, sharp and insistent.

      Was this a date?
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      We spent the brief walk to the Pearl discussing our mutual tastes in tacky books, teasing each other a bit here and there. As much fun as talking with Jordan was, in the back of my mind I couldn’t help but think about how different he and I were. Jordan was a rich-kid playboy, not a care in the world other than figuring out which club to check out that evening, and probably having to decide between whichever girl was throwing herself at him once he arrived.

      Sure, it was lunch, but I couldn’t ignore the sexual tension building between us. Part of me knew that I needed to put up some boundaries, to make sure that whatever this was didn’t go beyond a friendly lunch here and there. But another part of me wanted to relax and go with the flow, to let whatever happened happen.

      We arrived at the Pearl, the little restaurant a charming place situated on the boardwalk overlooking the ocean. The all-glass façade gave us a clear look into the bustling lunch scene, and I immediately wondered if we were even going to be able to be seated.

      “Looks full,” I said as we stood in front of the restaurant. “You want to try someplace else? Maybe someplace where we might be able to get a table?”

      Jordan curled his mouth into a grin, one that suggested I was worrying over nothing. “Leave the logistics to me. All you need to do is make sure you’re ready to eat.”

      That I was. The smell of fresh seafood wafted out from the restaurant, making me even hungrier. Jordan pulled the door open, the din of the lunch crowd filling the air. The two of us approached the host stand, where a perky, pretty blonde turned her attention to Jordan and me. Her eyes lingered on Jordan for several long moments, causing a tinge of jealousy to run through me.

      “Hi!” she said. “Welcome to the Pearl.”

      “Table for two,” said Jordan. “Preferably something outside.”

      “Okay,” she said, glancing over at the small computer on the host stand. “What name is the reservation under?”

      “Oh, we don’t have a reservation,” said Jordan, his voice cool and unbothered.

      “You don’t have a reservation?” she asked. “Well, we’re about full up.”

      “For lunch?” I asked.

      “For the day,” the hostess said. “The next few days, actually.”

      I turned to Jordan.

      “We can grab a sandwich somewhere. It’s no big deal.”

      But Jordan was undeterred.

      “What’s your name, darling?” asked Jordan.

      “Um, Annie,” she said.

      Jordan leaned in on the stand, and as he did, I watched two little red pools of blush appear on the hostess’s cheeks. I felt insecure watching this, knowing that it was the same sort of blush that I was guilty of whenever Jordan turned on the charm.

      “Annie, I’m sure you’re full, but I’m here with a very good friend, one of the best chefs in the city, actually. And she was really, really looking forward to a lobster roll. So, I was wondering if you could find an open table for two under the name King.”

      Her eyes lit up as Jordan spoke the magic word.

      “Wait,” she said. “Are you Jordan King? Of the Kings?”

      “Sure am,” said Jordan.

      “Oh, oh,” she said, taken aback, her eyes shooting toward the computer as she almost frantically swiped the screen. “I didn’t know. Let me…let me see if I can find something for you.”

      Moments later, the hostess nodded.

      “I think I can move some reservations around.”

      “Like I said, a table outside would be perfect. I’d really appreciate it.”

      More swiping.

      “Okay,” she said with a smile. “I think something opened up.”

      She grabbed a couple of menus and gestured toward the patio.

      “Right this way, Mr. King.”

      “Thanks so much, Annie,” Jordan said with a wink. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Happy to help,” she said.

      The hostess led us through the busy dining floor and out onto the patio. The commotion of the restaurant was much less bothersome out on the patio. Outside, the chatter of the diners and the sounds of the service staff were muffled, replaced by the gentle noises of the boardwalk, the lapping waves soft in the distance, the caw of gulls in the air.

      “Here you are,” she said gesturing to a small table closest to the boardwalk. “Enjoy.”

      Jordan gave her one more wink, and we took our seats.

      “Well,” I said once we’d settled in. “That was impressive. Like you’ve got the keys to the kingdom.”

      “I’m not big on name-dropping,” he said. “But when my friend’s hungry, I’m not afraid to drop the ‘K’ word and grease the wheels.”

      I gave a half-smile, feeling of two minds about the issue. Sure, dropping Daddy’s name was a total rich-kid move, but it did get us the best table in the hottest restaurant in town. And I was so hungry that I had to restrain myself from snatching a biscuit from a nearby table.

      “Well, I appreciate it,” I said, taking up the menu and giving it a look.

      “Get whatever you want,” he said. “Don’t even look at the prices.”

      I felt uncomfortable; I wasn’t used to guys treating me like this. And I sensed that Jordan could tell.

      “You okay over there?” he asked.

      “I, um, looked at the prices,” I said. “And I think I might stick to appetizers.”

      Jordan shook his head, making it clear that wasn’t an option.

      “Someone’s not used to being treated.”

      “You’re right about that,” I said. “The last guy I dated was big on sharing. So having a guy tell me I can get whatever I want is a bit of a change of pace.”

      Jordan raised his copper eyebrows.

      “Well, this isn’t a date—this is a friend buying you lunch.”

      Oh, dammit.

      “I mean, I’m not saying that’s what this is. I’m comparing…you know.”

      I felt my face heat up by the second. Then Jordan flashed another one of those killer smiles, letting me know he was joking around.

      “I know,” he said. “Just don’t be shy. If something looks good, you get it.”

      But before I had a chance to look at the menu, the waiter appeared, letting us know about the specials and asking if we’d like something to drink.

      “I’ll take an Old Fashioned,” Jordan said.

      “Just sparkling water for me. With lime.”

      The waiter jotted this down.

      “And I think we’re ready,” said Jordan. “The lady will have the lobster roll, and I’ll take the surf and turf—rare on the steak. And some crab cakes to start off.”

      The waiter took this all down too. And as he did, I broke Jordan’s rule and looked at the prices. My eyes went wide as I realized how out of my budget this place was. The waiter took the menus and was off.

      “‘The lady will have’?” I asked. “Someone’s out of step with the times.”

      “You had lobster rolls on the brain. I figured I’d make it easier for you. And I’ve had it here before. You’re not going to be upset once you take that first bite.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” I said, secretly happy that he’d saved me the trouble of hemming and hawing over the options.

      “So,” said Jordan. “There’s a price for this lunch.”

      “Is that right?” I asked. “And what might that be?”

      “I want to know more about you,” he said.

      “Oh,” I replied. “Not sure what there is to say.”

      “Plenty, I’m sure,” he said. “How about we start with where you’re from?”

      “I’m from here,” I said. “Well, not the city itself. I grew up in Arroyo Negro.”

      The expression on Jordan’s face signaled that he knew what this meant. Arroyo Negro was one of San Bravado’s more, well, humble neighborhoods. My upbringing was a happy one, no doubt, but very lower-middle-class.

      “A place like that must be like another planet to someone like you, I suppose,” I said.

      “I bet it had its perks,” he said. “Probably much quieter, fewer tech millionaires zipping around on motorized scooters.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right. But that didn’t mean I hadn’t always dreamed of coming to San Bravado and trying to make it big here.”

      “And how’s that coming along?”

      “Good, I think.”

      At that moment, the server returned and placed our drinks in front of us. I took a slow sip of my sparkling water, letting the citrusy bubbles play on my tongue before swallowing.

      “You think?” asked Jordan. “You seem to be doing pretty well from where I’m sitting.”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong—I love working for your father. It’s just that this all happened so suddenly. One minute I’m slinging steaks and the next I’m the personal chef to one of the wealthiest men in the country. It’s been such a great experience that sometimes I feel like it’s all a dream that I’m going to wake up from at any minute. Or…”

      Jordan raised his eyebrows.

      “Or?”

      “Or…that your dad will find out that he hired a total newbie and come to his senses.”

      “That’s something you don’t need to worry about,” said Jordan.

      “Is that right?” I asked.

      “Absolutely. My dad has an eye for talent. And he doesn’t go in for charity cases. If he hired you, it’s because he recognized something in you that maybe you don’t even see.”

      I said nothing, considering Jordan’s words. At that moment, the waiter returned and placed a plate of crab cakes in the middle of the table. The cakes looked delicious. They were toasted golden brown and seated in a pool of rich, white remoulade, a small salad off to the side.

      “Here,” said Jordan, pushing the plate toward me. “Give these a taste and tell me what you think.”

      I didn’t need any convincing. I took my fork and sliced off a chunk of one of the cakes. After dipping it in the remoulade, I popped it into my mouth and slowly chewed and swallowed.

      “Amazing,” I said. “Texture is perfect—a mild crunchiness on the outside, soft and tender interior. Meat’s fresh as it gets, seeded Dijon really adds something extra and surprising. And the remoulade is divine—the perfect balance of savory with the tartness from the…tastes like cayenne powder? Interesting without being intrusive.”

      “See?” said Jordan. “Spoken like someone who knows what the hell she’s talking about. Ask me to describe it, and I’d be stuck with ‘fishy or not fishy.’”

      “Well,” I said with a grin. “Crab isn’t a fish, so you’d be out of luck there.”

      “Just when I thought you couldn’t get any more knowledgeable,” he said, matching my grin with one of his own.

      We gobbled up the crab cakes, each bite somehow more delicious than the last.

      “Damn,” I said. “Good stuff.”

      “Glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

      The moment hung in the air, Jordan’s eyes locked onto mine. Tension built by the second, and I ended up looking away, the heat from his stare almost too much.

      “Okay,” I said. “I told you about myself. Now it’s your turn.”

      “Fair enough,” said Jordan. “What do you want to know?”

      “Anything, really,” I said. “You live a life that I can’t even imagine—parties, expensive restaurants, night after night of clubbing. And no job to worry about.”

      Jordan looked away for a moment, and I got the immediate impression that I’d touched on something sensitive.

      “I mean, I didn’t intend that in a judgmental way,” I said. “Just that it’s so different from my life.”

      Jordan shook his head. “No, it’s nothing you said. Just that the last point, the thing about the job, it’s a little bit of a sore spot at the moment.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “You heard when my dad made that little crack about me not working the other night at dinner?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That may have seemed like a friendly poke, but it was way more than that. My dad is an intensely private man when it comes to family affairs. That joke was his way of showing me that he’s rapidly losing patience with my lifestyle.”

      Then Jordan slowly waved his hand through the air as if dismissing the topic.

      “But that’s nothing you need to worry about,” he said. “Just getting it off my chest, I guess.”

      “How do you feel about that?” I asked. “I mean, I wouldn’t blame you for enjoying what you have. Why work if you don’t have to?”

      “That’s how I felt about it at first. But now I’m feeling more and more like something ought to change. And my dad has made his opinion on the matter very clear.”

      I could sense that Jordan was revealing something that he’d had on his mind for a long time and was now opening up about. I couldn’t help but wonder just what it was about me that made him feel compelled to share something so personal. But I was glad he did.

      Before either of us could say anything more about the subject, the server arrived with our meals. The lobster roll looked amazing, and Jordan’s plate was heaped heavy with lobster and steak. He took a slow sip of his Old Fashioned before rubbing his hands together slowly in eager anticipation.

      “I’m excited about my food, but I’m more interested to hear your thoughts on the lobster roll,” he said.

      I didn’t need any more encouragement. I took the roll into my hands, the bread warm and soft. My teeth sank into the roll, the flavors so intense that it was almost overwhelming. Once I swallowed, I sat back in my chair, letting the taste linger.

      “Amazing,” I said. “Fresh bread, even fresher lobster. Buttery and rich, but not too much so. I might have to steal this recipe for your dad’s next dinner.”

      “I doubt he’d have a problem with that. I’m glad you like it.”

      We ate in silence for a few moments, each of us in our own culinary heaven.

      “So,” he said. “What do you like to do besides cook? And read fine literature, that is.”

      “Oh, wow,” I said. “I haven’t even had time to think about that. I do have faint memories of going to concerts around town before work totally consumed my life.”

      “Really?” he said. “What’s a good show you’ve been to?”

      “Hmm,” I thought. “I saw the Gracious Thieves about a year ago at the San Bravado Ballroom. It was amazing.”

      A surprised expression formed on Jordan’s face.

      “You were at that show?” he asked. “So was I. It was something else.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I thought you were more the ‘clubbing’ type.”

      “Music’s more my thing,” he said. “Clubbing’s sometimes more about keeping up appearances. That show though…damn, it was incredible.”

      “I know!” I said, my excitement slipping into my tone. “Remember when they came back for a second encore and played a fifteen-minute version of ‘Save My City’? I was totally blown away.”

      “One of the best shows I’ve seen in a while,” he said, nodding. “Too bad the guys were so blitzed out on whatever they were on to be very good conversationalists after the show.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “You met them?”

      He nodded. “My dad bought me some private seats at the Ballroom for my seventeenth birthday. They’re always set aside for me, and I have an all-access backstage pass.”

      “Wow,” I said. “And meanwhile I was crammed up front on the floor.”

      It was a perfect little symbol of how I was coming to understand Jordan—similar to me in many ways, but still off in a world I could only imagine.

      “Maybe I can get you in if you can find the time,” he said.

      “That…that would be awesome.”

      Jordan looked away in thought for a moment as he chewed his food.

      “You know, it’s interesting. Despite how different our upbringings were, we’re not all that different.”

      “You know,” I said, repeating his words. “I think you might be right.”

      Jordan and I went back to our food, and throughout the rest of the meal, I tried to wrap my mind around what was happening between him and me.

      Was I falling for this carefree playboy? And was he, just maybe, falling for me, too?
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      I strolled into the King residence the following day, my mind bubbling over with ideas of what to make for dinner. The incredible meal I’d shared with Jordan was fresh in my mind, and part of me wanted to take a stab at making my own version of those freaking fantastic crab cakes.

      “Chloe!” said Mr. King, who was seated in the little nook in the kitchen, a cup of coffee in one hand and a tablet with the San Bravado Times pulled up on the other. “Glad I caught you.”

      Mr. King was dressed in an exquisite suit, dark and perfectly cut for his trim physique, a small orange-and-white pocket square completing the look. I loved his style—classy and fashionable, without the obnoxious ostentatiousness that many of the other rich people in the city seemed to fall victim to.

      “Why?” I asked. “Something up?”

      He turned off his tablet and set it on the table.

      “Yes,” he said. “I had a last-minute invite to a meeting with a few donors I’m hoping to rope into one of my charities. Amazingly, they’re all here in the city at the same time, and I don’t think this is an opportunity I can pass up.”

      “Ah,” I said. “So no dinner tonight.”

      “Not for me, but Jordan’s kicking around the house somewhere.”

      I always liked how Alfred referred to this place as a house, like it was some two-bedroom ranch home in the suburbs. The place was a damn castle.

      “Sure,” I said, my belly tingling in excitement at the idea of spending some more time with Jordan. “I’ll come up with something special.”

      “I know you will,” he said. “And try not to let him talk you into ordering pizza and bringing it to his room.”

      I chuckled.

      “I’ll do my best, Mr. King—I mean, Alfred.”

      A small smile formed on his lips and he gave me a pleased nod.

      “I know you will, Chloe. You always do.”

      Damn, the man knew how to compliment. And with total, heartfelt sincerity, too.

      Alfred polished off the rest of his coffee and stood up.

      “I think it’s about time for me to head out. And…maybe leave me a little of whatever you make, Chloe. I’m always interested to see what that creative mind of yours can come up with.”

      With that, Alfred headed out. Alone in the kitchen, I leaned back against the island and thought over what I was going to make. Something simple and comforting sounded good. Something that’d hit the spot for a guy like Jordan who’d probably be as happy with a large supreme pizza.

      Then it hit me: mac and cheese.

      But not just any mac and cheese. I was going to do it all fancy-like, with a five-cheese blend and some savory breadcrumbs on top. I went through the enormous fridge, gathering up some feta, cheddar, mozzarella, gouda and provolone. Alfred had fresh bread delivered to the house every day from a local bakery, and I took it from the bread box and broke it in half, taking in the delicious aroma.

      I began to prepare the meal, getting the cheeses shredded and ready to go. I brought out some hand-made pasta that I’d made a couple days before. Once I had everything else assembled, I started with the béchamel sauce—the secret ingredient for the perfect mac and cheese.

      Once the sauce was going, I added in the cheeses one by one, the sauce becoming creamier and creamier with each portion. On one of the other burners, I had the pasta coming to a slow boil, and once the cheesy béchamel was ready and the pasta was cooked, I added them together in a baking dish.

      My breadcrumb topping had been prepared in advance, and I sprinkled it generously on top of the macaroni. Once it was all set, I stuck the pan into the oven and started the bake.

      All done with the hard part, I plopped down into the kitchen nook, letting the delicious scent of the meal cooking wrap around me like a soft blanket.

      “Damn,” said Jordan. “That smells incredible.”

      I glanced up to see Jordan standing in one of the entrances to the kitchen. He was dressed in his usual tight T-shirt, this one a heather gray, along with a pair of light jeans and some stylish black and white sneakers. Seeing him leaning against the door, his sleeves fitted snuggly around his muscular arms, made me hungry for something other than pasta.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I figured I’d made something special since it’s just you.”

      “Always welcome,” he said.

      I crinkled my nose in confusion.

      “I’m surprised to see you here, though,” I said. “I would’ve figured you’d be out on the town or something.”

      “That was the plan,” he said. “But when I found out my dad was going out for the evening, I decided I’d much rather hang out here with you.”

      My eyes went wide for a moment. Jordan had chosen to spend time at home with me rather than some assuredly A-list party? I didn’t know what to do with this information.

      “Um,” I said, suddenly nervous. “Go wash up. Food will be ready in a few, and I’m gonna make a side salad.”

      “Can’t wait,” he said. Then, he was gone.

      I tried to put what Jordan had said out of my mind, instead putting my energy into the salad. The oven timer went off as I finished tossing the salad, and I hurriedly took the mac and cheese out.

      Damn, it looked good. Golden brown on top, and rich and creamy in the middle. It took all the restraint I had not to jam a fork into it and take a big bite. Instead, I took a moment with the dish in front of my face, taking in the scents.

      “That smells so damn good!” said Jordan, back in the kitchen.

      He strolled over to me as I set the dish on the counter, steam curling upward from the macaroni.

      “Mac and cheese?” he asked.

      “Close—this is fancy mac and cheese. The kind with five different kinds of cheese.”

      His eyes fixed on the food, I watched as he slowly dragged his tongue across his lips in eager anticipation. His full lips were wet and red, and I couldn’t help but imagine kissing them.

      “Okay,” I said. “You grab something to drink, and I’ll bring you your plate.”

      Jordan titled his head and gave me a skeptical look.

      “You’re not going to join me?” he asked.

      “I hadn’t planned on it,” I said. “The other night was kind of an exception. I was going to snack on something I brought.”

      Jordan shook his head, dismissing the idea instantly.

      “You’re going to make all this food for me and leave me by my lonesome? Not a chance.”

      “Okay,” I said with a smile. “You’ve talked me into it.”

      “Perfect,” he said. “You bring the food, and I’ll pick out some wine. Meet me in the TV room.”

      “Deal,” I said.

      I grabbed two plates and piled mac and cheese onto them, leaving room on the side for the salads. As I did, a tingle of excitement ran through me. Jordan was here just for me, and we were about to spend the evening together. I was thrilled and nervous all at once.

      I set everything on a tray and started off toward the TV room. I had to backtrack a little bit—the house was so big that it was easy to get lost. But I eventually heard the sound of a TV in the distance and followed it up to a large set of oak double doors.

      A little push with my hips opened the doors, and I quickly realized that “TV room” didn’t really describe the space. There were several rows of soft-looking seats, big enough for a large group. The TV was a huge screen with a sharp, perfect picture. It would’ve been more accurate to call it a theater.

      I spotted the red tussle of Jordan’s hair in the second row from the front and headed over. He’d set up a table big enough for the two of us, and as I set down the tray, I noticed that he’d raised the armrest between his seat and mine.

      “All right,” he said. “Let me at that before it gets cold.”

      I set the plate in front of Jordan, and he took another slow whiff, his eyes closing in delight. I settled into the chair next to him, noting instantly how unbelievable comfortable the seats were.

      Jordan popped open a bottle of Italian wine and poured it into a couple of glasses he’d brought. He’d chosen well—the rich, slightly floral scent blended perfectly with the aroma of the mac and cheese.

      “Cheers,” he said, raising his glass. “I’d think of something to cheers to, but if I had to wait another second before taking this bite, I think I’d go insane.”

      I laughed. “Then dig in,” I said.

      We both took a sip of our wine before grabbing our forks and scooping up a bit of the macaroni, long threads of gooey cheese stretching from the fork to the plate. I popped the bite into my mouth, the flavor hitting me instantly.

      Damn, it was delicious.

      The cheeses were perfect, backed perfectly by the béchamel sauce. The pasta was just the right level of al dente, and the breadcrumbs gave the whole thing a slightly crunchy texture. I’d done well, and I knew it.

      “Holy shit,” said Jordan, taking one more bite, then another, then another. “This is easily the best mac and cheese I’ve ever had.”

      “Glad you’re enjoying it,” I said. “And there’s plenty more. Only thing is your dad asked me to save him some.”

      “I think I can exercise the willpower to leave a little bit for the old man,” he said with a smile. “Maybe.”

      I turned my attention to the TV in front of me, which was running some commercials on mute.

      “What’s on the tube tonight?” I asked.

      “I was thinking that some trashy cooking reality shows would be appropriate for the evening. You ever watch Ace Cook?”

      My eyes went wide. “Are you kidding?” I asked. “I love that show. So bad, but so good.”

      “Perfect,” said Jordan. “So you know all about Kate, the girl who tries to make every single dish spicy because that’s her ‘thing’?”

      “Oh, I know Kate all right,” I said. “I can’t believe they haven’t booted her off yet.”

      “I think this is going to be the week. One of the judges just ate some Cheyenne bread pudding Amy made and nearly spit it out as soon as it touched her mouth.”

      “Wait, you actually watch this show?” I asked. “And you’re not putting it on for me?”

      “What can I say? It’s another guilty pleasure.”

      “You really don’t seem like the reality show type,” I said. “It’s surprising.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little surprise now and then,” he said with a half-grin.

      “You’re right about that.”

      We settled in and watched, enjoying out food and wine, laughing at the antics of the contestants, and making little cracks here and there about what was happening on screen. About halfway through the show, I headed back into the kitchen to fix us another couple of helpings of mac and cheese.

      “Here it is,” I said, sitting down and putting the plates in front of us. The stipulation is you have to eat your greens.”

      “Fine, fine,” he said in a jokingly whiny tone.

      We ate and watched more. Every now and then Jordan would place his hand on mine to get my attention, the sensation of his touch making my heart beat faster each time he did it. There was something about this guy, something beyond his ridiculously good looks.

      But I tried to put it out of my head and enjoy the evening.

      “Okay,” I said when the second episode wrapped up. “I think I need to start cleaning up before your dad gets back.”

      I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay right there with Jordan, to finish the bottle of wine, maybe to see where that took us, wherever that might be.

      “Sure you don’t want to watch one more?” he asked.

      “I do, but I am being paid for this,” I said. “I should get back to the kitchen.”

      “If you insist,” he said. “Thanks for the food. It was…something else.”

      “Anytime,” I said, flashing a smile over my shoulder as I headed out of the TV room, plates in hand.

      I took a deep breath as soon as I stepped through the doors. Once back in the kitchen, I set to work washing and putting away the plates and everything else that I’d used for the meal. And as I did, I thought about how much fun I was having with Jordan.

      I knew he was some rich playboy, someone who should’ve been like an alien, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d clicked with someone like I did with him. On top of everything, the sexual tension was impossible to ignore. But I knew I had to stay strong—mixing business and pleasure wasn’t the best idea, and I knew it.

      Still, I couldn’t help but wonder how much more fun we could have if we did.
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      Wednesday came and went, and to my disappointment, I didn’t see Jordan at the mansion. Part of me wanted to ask Alfred where Jordan was, but I didn’t want to seem too eager to want to know what his son was up to. Alfred was a sharp guy, and I was certain that he’d know what was going on if his chef started asking questions about his playboy son.

      Thursday, however, was a different story. I came into work expecting to just prepare dinner for Alfred and a couple of his friends, but midway through the preparations, I got something of a surprise.

      The meal of the evening was New Orleans-style gumbo. Right in the middle of prepping the shrimp, tunes piping into my ears from my headphones, I felt the pressure of two hands on my shoulders.

      “What the—” I cried out, nearly jumping out of my skin.

      I spun around on my feet and was face-to-face with Jordan. He had an impish smile on his face, pleased to see that he’d given me a shock. I yanked the earbuds out, ready to give him a dressing-down.

      “Jordan!” I shouted. “You scared the living crap out of me!”

      My heart raced, and I needed a few deep breaths to calm down.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he said. “You seemed so distracted that I couldn’t help it.”

      “Good thing I wasn’t busy with a knife or something,” I said. “I might’ve ended up adding a few fingers to the pot.”

      “I saw you were in the middle of pulling off shrimp tails,” he said, leaning back against the counter and folding his arms across his toned chest. “I’m not that crazy.”

      “You’re a little crazy,” I said.

      Once my heart slowed down, my shock was replaced by pleasure at seeing Jordan.

      “What’s on the menu tonight?” he asked, taking a look over my shoulder.

      “Gumbo,” I said, stepping away from the counter and letting him get a look. “I figured I’d been doing a lot of fancy French stuff recently, and something more American influenced might be a nice change of pace.”

      “Anything I can try?” he asked.

      “Not unless you’re into raw shrimp,” I said. “Or uncooked rice.”

      “Those happen to be two of my favorites,” he said.

      I smirked.

      “Does your being here mean that you’ll be joining your dad for dinner?” I asked, secretly hoping the answer was yes.

      “No,” he said. “I have dinner reservations with a few friends down at Oceanside Tavern.”

      I knew the place—very trendy, very exclusive. And as much as I hated to admit it, I couldn’t help but wonder if any of these friends happened to be beautiful women.

      “So you decided to come into the kitchen and scare me half to death before heading out?”

      “No,” he said. “I came here to ask if you had any plans for tomorrow night.”

      Now I was curious.

      “Just the usual,” I said. “Making dinner for your dad and heading home after that.”

      “Home alone on a Friday?” he asked. “That’s no good.”

      I hadn’t really thought about my evening, but I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be too different than most of my weekend nights—a glass of wine or two, maybe stream a movie, and hit the sack early.

      “I’ve just been so busy,” I said. “All I can think about when I get home is chilling out and relaxing, getting ready for the next day.”

      “Well, I have something else in mind, unless you really need your beauty sleep, that is.”

      “Let’s hear it,” I said, intrigued.

      “There’s this party tomorrow night—more like a ball, actually.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “A ball?” I asked.

      “Yep,” he said. “Tuxedos, gowns, all that kind of stuff. I have a plus-one, and I was thinking that you’d be the perfect company for the evening.”

      “That sounds…fun, actually,” I said. My mind was already swimming with images of the evening—glamorous men and women lavishly dressed in a gorgeous hall, a band playing jazz, and waiters zipping around carrying glasses of delicious champagne.

      “It will be,” he said. “You can trust me on that. So, is that a yes?”

      “It is,” I said.

      But then a thought occurred to me—I’d been working casual-dress jobs for so long that I didn’t have a single thing that would be even remotely appropriate for a ball. I must’ve let a worried expression cross my face because Jordan picked up on my distress.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      “No. I mean, I don’t really have anything ball-appropriate in my closet.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “You and I can do some shopping after you’re done here. I know an awesome dressmaker who can have something ready for you by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Perks of being a billionaire, I guess.”

      “Something like that,” he said. “Then we’re on?”

      “We’re on,” I said.

      “Awesome,” he said. “I’ll be downtown, so meet me at Blue Line at, say, seven? The dressmaker and tailor are right in the area.”

      “Perfect,” I said.

      He flashed me another gorgeous smile and bid me good night.

      I popped my earbuds back in, a broad smile on my face. My eyes and hands went back to the gumbo, but all I could think about was my day ahead with Jordan. I’d never been to a ball before, and I couldn’t imagine a better man to be on the arm of than Jordan King.

      The rest of the dinner went well. Alfred and his guests loved the gumbo, along with the profiteroles I made for dessert.

      The time until my shift was up passed so slowly I could hardly stand it. I ended up leaving early, Alfred and his guests retiring to the study for brandy and cigars soon after dinner. Figuring I could grab something to eat at the coffee shop before Jordan showed up, once there, I bought a latte and a croissant and sat down with my book. My eyes could barely focus through my excitement.

      Jordan showed up at seven on the dot, strolling in, as always, like he owned the place.

      “Evening, chef,” he said, sliding in the chair across from mine like he had the first time we’d met here.

      “Evening,” I said with a smile.

      “You ready to do this?” he asked.

      “Definitely,” I said.

      I popped the last bit of my croissant into my mouth and washed it down with the final sip of the latte, and we were off. The two of us stepped out into the warm weather of another perfect San Bravado evening and headed down the block.

      To my surprise, Jordan crooked his arm toward me, his expression indicating that we wanted my arm in his. I was happy to do that and slipped my arm around his. Jordan’s body was warm and solid, and I loved every second of our walk.

      “Here we are,” he said, stopping in front of a small storefront with nothing on the façade but a door made of dark, rich wood.

      “This is a shop?” I asked. “Doesn’t really stand out much.”

      “When you’re a tailor who’s this good, you don’t need to advertise.”

      “I’m intrigued,” I said. “And there’s a dressmaker here, too?”

      Jordan nodded. “Husband and wife team. They’ve been in this business for decades. I wouldn’t trust another pair of hands with a suit.”

      He opened the door and gestured for me to enter. I stepped into the store, which was a warmly lit, cozy place with walls lined with various bits of clothing, ranging from full suits to accessories like bow ties and cufflinks, all arranged carefully and attractively.

      There was a second room further down, this one the space reserved for dressmaking. Swatches of gorgeous fabric were on display. Three dresses, probably the most beautiful I’ve seen in my life, were fitted onto three pearl-white mannequins.

      Once in the dressmaking room, I reached out to touch the fabric of one of the dresses but pulled back at the last moment.

      “Don’t worry about it, dear,” came a melodic voice with an accent that sounded vaguely Eastern European. “You’re going to be wearing a dress like that, so you ought to know what it feels like.”

      I turned my head and saw an attractive, middle-aged woman dressed in simple but elegant clothing.

      “Linda Liszt,” she said, extending a slim hand toward me.

      “Chloe Sanderson,” I said, taking her hand and shaking it gently.

      “You’re here with Mr. King?” she asked, raising one perfectly shaped, dark eyebrow.

      I glanced over to the first room and saw that Jordan was busy speaking with a baldheaded man in a dark suit. The two of them were going over fabrics, speaking in low tones that I couldn’t make out.

      “I am,” I said, really liking the sound of that.

      “Perfect,” she said.

      But before we could get started, Jordan called out from the other room.

      “Everything she gets goes on my account,” he said. His gaze turned to me. “No ifs, ands, or buts.”

      I didn’t utter a word of protest.

      The dressmaker set to work, taking my measurements and giving me a look over with a very professional eye.

      “Slim but shapely,” she said. “Nice full bust, good little rear, too.”

      I blushed at her description of me. Before I could say anything, a look of realization crossed the dressmaker’s face.

      “But where are my manners?” she asked. “Let me get you something to drink—something nice and bubbly.”

      She vanished, returning with a bottle of champagne and two glasses. After popping the cork, she handed one glass to me and one glass to Jordan, who was also into the process of having his measurements taken. I sipped the champagne, the bubbles dancing on my tongue.

      “I like to think of a new dress as a celebration,” she said. “And you can’t celebrate without champagne.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said, the fresh, fruity taste washing over my palate.

      The dressmaker set to work. She finished taking my measurements and once she was done with that, sat me down to go over material. After taking my time, I settled on a lovely, off-white charmeuse. After this, we went on to form. The dressmaker suggested something long and elegant, with a low-cut top.

      “You’d be a fool to keep a bust like that hidden,” she said with a smile.

      My face went red again, and I glanced over to Jordan, a smile on my face. He gave me an expression that seemed to say, “She’s got a point.” I went with her advice, figuring she knew what was best.

      After this, the dressmaker brought out some gorgeous heels, the same color as the fabric. Everything was so wonderful and perfect that I felt like a princess being decked out for a royal ball.

      An hour later, after another glass of champagne, the process was complete. I changed back into my clothes and met up with Jordan.

      “Everything go well?” he asked.

      “Perfectly,” I said.

      “And all on the King account, correct?” the tailor asked.

      “That’s right,” said Jordan. “And we’ll need these to be ready by tomorrow afternoon.

      “We’ll make them our top priority,” the tailor replied.

      Jordan and I said our farewells before stepping back out into the city streets. By now the evening was well on, the air cool and pleasant and the stars glittering above. The shops of downtown San Bravado were busy with evening customers, and there was excitement and electricity in the air.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to call it a night yet,” said Jordan, taking my arm again.

      “I feel the same way,” I said. “What’d you have in mind?”

      “I think I’ve been in the city for too long today. How would you feel about going for a drive?”

      “That sounds very nice.”

      The two of us started down the road, the bubbly giving me a perfect buzz and the cool air wonderful on my skin. Eventually, we reached a small valet stand, black-clad valets rushing here and there, taking and dropping off cars. Jordan gave them his name, and one of the valets hurried off to fetch the car.

      Minutes later, the valet pulled up in a sleek, cherry-red sports car—just the sort of ride I’d expect a guy like Jordan to have. Jordan opened the passenger door for me, and I stepped in, taking my seat on the plush leather. The interior of the car reminded me of a spaceship, all lights and digital displays.

      “Shall we?” asked Jordan as he slid into the driver’s seat.

      “We shall,” I said.

      Jordan pulled out onto the street, and we were off. I had no idea where he was planning on taking me, but if the rest of the evening was any indication, it was going to be fantastic.

      We drove out of the downtown area, the streets more and more empty as we drove. Eventually, we reached a lonely road that looked out over the ocean, the waves a dark silver under the light of the moon. There was no sound but the low roar of the engine, and a broad smile spread across my face as we went on.

      Jordan pulled into a small parking lot and killed the engine, the still quiet of the evening surrounding us. He got out and opened my door.

      “Come on,” he said. “There’s a great view up ahead.”

      He took my hand and helped me out of the car. The lot led to a small path, which itself led to a clearing on the edge of a tall cliff that overlooked the ocean. Jordan took a seat near the edge, and I joined him.

      The view was amazing, to say the least. The high vantage point afforded a spectacular overlook of the beach and the water, the ocean stretching out into forever. There wasn’t a soul around, just Jordan and me and the infinite ocean.

      “You’d think this place would be full all the time,” said Jordan. “But it never is. It’s like my private little getaway.

      “It’s so nice,” I said. “So relaxing after being in the city.”

      Jordan slipped his arm around me, his body the perfect heater against the slight chill of the late November air. I rested my head on his shoulder, and for several moments the two of us said nothing, simply enjoying one another’s company.

      Without thinking, I turned my head to face Jordan. He turned too, looking down at me with those gorgeous eyes, brilliant and striking even in the dark of the night. I licked my lips slowly and parted them, my heart racing at his nearness.

      Jordan knew what I wanted. He leaned in and placed his lips on mine, kissing me softly and slowly. The sensation of his lips on mine was so intense that I thought I might melt right then and there. My heart beat even faster, and my whole body tingled.

      I kissed him back, opening my mouth enough for his tongue to slip past my lips. His taste was heavenly, and I savored it as carefully and eagerly as any dish that I’d prepared. Jordan’s hands moved onto my hips, holding me close to him as our kiss became more and more passionate.

      I dragged my fingertips over his body, feeling the outlines of his toned body through the thin cotton of his designer shirt. I wanted more and more the longer we kissed, and though my head was wild with delight, I knew that if he wanted me at that moment, he could’ve had me—playboy or no.

      But instead, he took his lips from mine. He gazed at me with a heated stare, as if burning the image of my face into his memory.

      Then he pulled me close again, and together, the two of us turned our eyes back to the gorgeous sweep of the ocean ahead.
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      The kiss was the last thing on my mind before I went to sleep, the subject of my dreams, and the first thing I thought about when I woke up the next morning. After my alarm sounded, I turned it off and lay in bed for a time, my eyes closed and the memory of the kiss playing in my head over and over again.

      I couldn’t believe how turned on I was. No man had ever had the effect on me that Jordan King did. He was gorgeous and gentlemanly and seductive all at once, and I wanted was to be back by his side, his strong, thick arms wrapped around me, his body warm and inviting.

      I’d nearly drifted back to sleep, back to more dreams of the kiss, when the vibration of the phone jolted me into the waking world. Through my bleary vision, I saw the word “King” on the screen. This was enough to pull me up and cause my hand to shoot over to the phone, as though under its own control.

      But when I brought the phone to my face, a wave of disappointment washed over me when I saw that it was a call from Alfred King, not Jordan. My disappointment was soon replaced by curiosity—it wasn’t like Alfred to call me so early.

      “Hi, Mr. King,” I said, sitting up and running my hands through my curls.

      “Good morning, Chloe,” he said, his voice as rich and commanding on the phone as it was in person. “Sorry to be calling you so early.”

      I checked the time and saw that it was after seven.

      “It’s no problem at all,” I said. “I was up anyway.”

      “Good,” he said. “I would’ve hated to have woken you. Anyway, I wanted to call to let you know that I’m going to be taking an unexpected trip out of town tonight. I’ll be off to New York to meet with a friend of mine about a, ah, business matter.”

      “I see.”

      “So, that, of course, means that I won’t be requiring your services for tonight and Saturday. I’ll be back in on Sunday, but it’ll just be me so you won’t need to fuss too much about dinner. And I’ll be paying you for your days off. You are on salary, after all.”

      “Thank you, Mr. King,” I said. “And thanks for letting me know this morning.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I figured you’d want to know you had the weekend off as soon as you could, so you could make other plans.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “Anyway,” he said. “I’ll let you go. Have a good weekend, Chloe.”

      “You too, Alfred. Safe travels.”

      He hung up, and I tossed my phone onto my bed. A big smile spread across my face as I realized that this meant that I’d have more time to get primped and ready to go this evening. I shot out of bed, ready to start my day.

      My roommate Amy was seated at the kitchen table, a bowl of cereal in front of her and her phone in her hand.

      “Someone’s bright-eyed and bushy-tailed,” she said. “Big plans for today?”

      “Oh, my God,” I said. “You have no idea.”

      I plopped down into the chair across from Amy and told her all about what had been going on.

      “Wait a minute,” she said, waving her hands in the air, her brown her flopping at her shoulders. “You said that this is all with Jordan King. As in, the Jordan King?”

      “You know of him?” I asked.

      “Are you kidding?” she said, her blue eyes wide in disbelief. “Everyone knows who Jordan is. And there isn’t a girl in this town who hasn’t been hit on by him—at the very least.”

      A knot began to form in my stomach. I’d been trying to put out of my mind Jordan’s playboy nature, but here I was, getting another reminder.

      Amy must’ve picked up on my dip in mood.

      “I mean, don’t worry about that,” she said. “I’m pretty sure if he wanted to, you know, have his fun with you, that he’d have done it by now. I think.”

      “We haven’t done…that yet,” I said. “We’ve only kissed.”

      “Hmm,” said Amy, considering the matter. “Well, I don’t know the guy much aside from his reputation, but I doubt he invites every girl he thinks is pretty to some fancy ball. And takes them to his private tailor.”

      I felt better.

      Before the conversation could continue further, my phone buzzed again. I took it out of my pajama pants pocket and checked it. It said “King” again, but this time it was Jordan.

      Heard the news about my dad. That means I get you all to myself today. The dress should be at your place by three, and I made an appointment at a beauty salon for you downtown for four. Be ready by eight on the dot.

      His first text was followed by the name and address of the beauty salon. I eagerly typed back an affirmative response and set the phone down.

      “Look at you all giddy,” said Amy with a smirk.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never had a guy treat me like this before. Or been so attracted to him.”

      Amy’s expressed turned more serious.

      “Just…be careful,” she said. “I’m glad you’re happy, but I don’t want to see you end up as another notch on the great Jordan King’s bedpost.”

      I wanted to argue, to tell Amy that he wasn’t like that, but I knew there was some truth to her words. I was getting so wrapped up in him that I’d managed to mostly forget the long string of women he’d left in his wake.

      But my fear was soon replaced by eager excitement. I had a quick breakfast and showered, trying to keep busy until the afternoon arrived. I passed the time wondering about the party, wondering who was going to be there. And then another question popped into my mind: was this our first actual date?

      Sure enough, as Jordan had said, the dress arrived at three. I opened the plastic carrier, gasping as I took it out. It was long and elegant and gorgeous—something that I’d never in my life imagined I’d wear. And the shoes and clutch that came along with it were like little treasures, just for me.

      I set the dress carefully on my bed, grabbed my things, and headed downtown to the salon. Jordan’s name was like a key to the city—as soon as I told the girl at the front desk who’d made the appointment for me, the red carpet rolled out.

      I was whisked away to a private room in the back, and a team of beauty professionals flocked onto me. Over the course of the next hour, my eyebrows were done, along with my makeup and my hair. My golden curls were put into a glamorous up-do, and by the time the girls were finished with me, I couldn’t believe what I saw looking back in the mirror.

      I arrived back home at around six thirty—more than enough time to finally put on the dress. Once I had it on and looked at myself in the mirror, I nearly broke out into tears. I’d never looked so elegant, so refined. And it was all in preparation of a date with one of the most desirable men in town.

      The doorbell rang at eight o’clock on the dot, just like Jordan said. I eagerly opened the door and nearly gasped at what I saw. It was Jordan, all right, dressed in a black-and-white suit that looked so well-made that it almost didn’t seem real. His fire-red hair was slicked back, and in his hand was a bouquet of gorgeous flowers.

      “Wow,” he said, looking me over. “I mean, wow.”

      For the first time since I’d known him, Jordan King was taken aback.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself,” I said.

      He handed me the flowers, a wonderful, fresh floral scent rushing up to my nose as soon as I took them. I glanced behind Jordan at the street outside and saw a sleek, coal-black limo parked and waiting for us.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “What’s all that about?” asked Jordan.

      “Nothing,” I said. “This is all so amazing. It kind of reminds me of prom.”

      A curious expression formed on Jordan’s face for a moment before he let out a warm laugh.

      “It does, kind of,” he said. “But there’s a twist.”

      Now it was my turn to be curious.

      “And what might that be?” I asked.

      “Come and find out.”

      We stepped out onto the front porch of the apartment.

      “Um, is there any chance we can make the ‘prom’ thing complete and take a picture of us?” I asked, taking out my phone and extending it in front of us for a selfie.

      “Afraid not,” said Jordan, putting a hand over my phone and firmly pushing it down. “We’re actually on a tight schedule—no time for selfies.”

      I was disappointed, but I understood. Still, his firm insistence struck me as odd.

      Jordan led me out to the limo, the awaiting chauffeur opening the door for us as we arrived. I slid into the luxurious interior of the limo and was greeted with a small, rectangular box on the seat.

      “What’s this?” I asked, picking up the box and looking it over.

      “That’s the twist,” he said. “Open it up.”

      I gave Jordan a curious look before setting the shoebox-sized container on my lap and slowly lifting the lid. Inside, seated on a gentle pillow of silk, was an elegant, ornate mask. I gasped as I lifted it up, admiring the intricate design and gorgeous gem inlays.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “This is a masquerade ball?”

      Jordan nodded, a playful smile on his lips.

      “I didn’t know that the San Bravado crowd went in for that sort of thing,” I said, my eyes locked onto the mask, the thing both strange and beautiful at the same time.

      “Of course, they do,” he said. “Some of the wealthiest, most influential people in the world are going to be at this event. Sometimes they like to go out for a night of fun and have their privacy be intact.”

      It made some sense. I placed the mask on my face, noting how light it was in spite of how much it looked like a priceless antique.

      Jordan spoke to the chauffeur through the intercom and let him know it was time to be on our way. The limo’s engine purred to life, and we were off.

      “Care for something to drink?” asked Jordan, pressing another button and revealing a fully stocked bar.

      “Oh, yes please,” I said. “I’m always in the mood for bubbly.”

      “That we certainly have,” said Jordan, taking a green bottle from the cooled portion of the bar and popping it open.

      He poured two glasses, handing one to me. The two us of drank and chatted as the limo took us out of San Bravado and into the outskirts of the town. My stomach tingled with anticipation; I couldn’t wait to see what the evening had in store for us.

      Finally, off in the distance, I spotted an enormous mansion situated on a gently sloping hill. The place was secluded and remote, and as we approached, I could make out several dozen limos and other luxury cars parked in the large, circular driveway.

      We drove closer and closer and spotted a large fountain in front of the place, along with a massive staircase that led to two double doors. Elegantly dressed men and women slowly made their way inside.

      It wasn’t long before the limo came to a stop, the chauffeur opening the door for us once we did.

      “Come on,” said Jordan, stepping out and extending his hand to me, a mask now on his face. “Let’s have a night to remember.”
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      “The password?” asked one of the two enormous masked guards as Jordan and I approached the front doors of the mansion.

      “Fidelio,” said Jordan, his voice low and conspiratorial, and the guard nodded and gestured for us to enter.

      The first room of the mansion was a large entrance hallway, a dome ceiling far above us and a grand spiral staircase that led to the many floors of the home. Unlike the King residence, which was decorated in a subdued, modern style, this home looked like something out of eighteenth-century France.

      I gasped as we entered, unable to process the luxury and wealth on display, the men and women in attendance slowly filing through the entry hall and entering one of the other rooms, all of them wearing unique masks.

      “Come on,” said Jordan. “I’m ready to check out the scene.”

      I was right there with him. Jordan took my hand and led me through the crowd, my fingers on my face to make sure my mask didn’t fall to the floor. We moved through another reception room, arriving at one more set of giant double doors, which were open to a ballroom more amazing than anything I’d seen before.

      We stepped in, the space taking my breath away. It was a grand ballroom, the sides lined with ornate columns and the ceilings dozens of feet high. The floor was beautiful, all shiny parquet, and old-fashioned portraits, some looking to be over ten feet tall, lined the walls. The room was decorated in renaissance style, matching the theme of the masquerade.

      At the back of the room was a large stage, a twelve-or-so piece symphony filling the air with beautiful music.

      “Holy crap,” I said, my immature little swear about as much of a contrast to the elegance of the place as I could imagine. “This ballroom is amazing.”

      “Holy crap indeed,” Jordan said, flashing me a smile under his mask.

      “Who owns this place?” I asked.

      “No one,” said Jordan. “Well, several people, all of them anonymous. The house is kept in a trust and set aside for occasions like this. It’s actually one of the oldest homes in the state, built by some obscenely wealthy newspaper magnate over a hundred years ago.”

      That made sense—nothing about the place said “modern.”

      A masked, tuxedo-clad waiter zipped past us, and Jordan was quick to take two glass of champagne off his tray as he did. Jordan handed one to me, and I brought the glass to my lips, still taking in the incredible scene before me.

      “So,” I said. “How does anyone…talk to anyone else? I mean, no one can see anyone, so they don’t know if the other person is a friend or acquaintance or anything.”

      “It just works,” said Jordan with a smile.

      Right at that moment, a couple approached us, both of them wearing masks, the man dressed in a suit that was almost as nice—but not quite as nice—as Jordan’s, and the woman wearing an elegant red gown.

      “Good evening,” said the man. “Is this the first masquerade for you both?”

      “It’s her first, actually,” Jordan offered, raising a finger toward me.

      The couple both nodded, their eyes appearing to analyze me through their masks. I couldn’t tell how they felt about a newbie being in their midst. And something about the man’s voice struck me as familiar. I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “In that case, welcome,” said the man. “It’s always nice to see new faces here—so to speak.”

      We all chuckled at his joke. Jordan thanked the man for his gracious welcome and the pair was off to chat with more guests.

      Then it occurred to me just who that guy was. He was an anchor for one of the biggest news shows in the country.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Was that—”

      Jordan raised his hand slightly, cutting me off in mid-sentence.

      “Ah-ah-ah,” he said. “It’s bad form to guess at who you think someone is. Goes against the spirit of the party.”

      “Ah, right,” I said softly.

      I took a sweeping look at the many people in attendance. Some of them were tall and extremely well-built, and I figured they had to be professional athletes of some sort.

      Jordan walked me through the room, the two of us dipping into conversations here and there. Despite the rule of the party, I couldn’t help but guess in my head who some of these people were. I wasn’t able to say for sure, but I suspected the identities of a few famous actors and actresses, along with some politicians. And I instantly recognized the voice of a very famous and very hot-headed British chef. I’d watch too many episodes of his show for there to be any doubt about that.

      But I kept my mouth shut when it came to guesses, instead having fun with the strange, vague conversations that you were forced to have when speaking with people who you didn’t know and couldn’t find out anything about.

      As odd as the party was, I found myself having a blast. Eventually, Jordan led me out onto the dance floor as the band began a slow number. I’d had a few glasses of wine by this point, and the buzz in my head was just delightful.

      Jordan pulled me close, placing his hand on the small of my back. Being so near to him, especially after the heated kiss that we shared, was making me more turned on by the second. The more we danced, the more I wanted to get him all alone, all to myself.

      After the dance, I stepped back from Jordan, the mixture of the wine and the party and everything else making me feel overwhelmed.

      “I think I’m going to get some fresh air,” I said to Jordan.

      “Sure,” he said. “I’ll give you a few minutes. I know this whole scene is a lot to take in.”

      I nodded before making my way through the crowd and leaving the ballroom, exiting to the enormous balcony. I stepped up to the stone railing and looked out across the property, the rolling hills leading to the ocean beyond. It was all so incredible.

      There was just one problem: Jordan was being the perfect date. Too perfect, in fact. He was being polite and sophisticated, but after our kiss, that was the last thing I wanted. I wanted Jordan to be the cocky, slightly arrogant man that wasn’t afraid to flirt with me right from the moment he laid eyes on me.

      I began to wonder if this kind of hot-cold thing was part of his game. Amy’s words had stuck in my head. I wanted to know how much of the real Jordan I was seeing versus how much of his playboy persona he was putting forward, wearing as surely as the mask on his face.

      Regardless, I wanted him, and I decided that if he wasn’t going to make a move, it was going to be up to me. I finished my glass of wine and, feeling confident about what I wanted, I re-entered the ballroom and made a beeline for the band.

      They finished a song as I approached. I strode up to the bandleader and got his attention.

      “I have a question,” I asked.

      He raised his eyebrows over the top of his mask.

      “I’m loving what you guys are playing so far, but is there any chance you could play something, you know…spicier?”

      The bandleader stared at me for a moment, and I began to wonder if I’d broken some other rule of the party. Before I could wonder too long, however, he spoke.

      “I know just the thing,” he said. Then, he nodded and turned back to the band. He said something that I couldn’t quite make out, and moments later the music started.

      It was a hot tango tune, the beat much faster and more sensual than anything they’d played so far. I turned and watched the mood change over the crowd, dozens of couples eager to partake in dancing to the new song.

      I scanned the attendees, looking for Jordan. Finally, I spotted him. He strode over to me, taking my hand when he was directly in front of me.

      “I saw you talking to the band leader,” he said. “This little number is your doing?”

      “It just might be,” I said.

      “An interesting choice,” he said.

      “Just what I happened to be in the mood for.”

      The wry smile on his face suggested that he knew what I was implying. Jordan took me out onto the middle of the floor and, with a quick and surprising motion, pulled my body close to his. A hot flush ran through me as he brought me close, the nearness to him what I wanted.

      He fell instantly into the rhythm, and I was happy to join him. The music went on, and Jordan held me close as we moved sensuously along to the slinky beat of the tango. The strings played beautifully, and I quickly found myself lost in the music, lost in the passion boiling inside of me for Jordan.

      He dipped me, and he twirled me, and most of all, he held me close and tight, the heat between our bodies building by the moment. And he did it with expert skill and precision. I figured Jordan could move a bit on the dance floor, but I was totally surprised by how good he was.

      The strings hit a crescendo, and soon the world beyond Jordan and I melted away. His blue eyes fixed on me all the while, he moved me through the last pulses of the music, and by the time the song was done, I could hardly catch my breath.

      Smatterings of applause broke out among the crowd—me and Jordan’s moves had caught the eyes of more than a few party-goers. But I didn’t care about anyone at that moment but the man holding me in his arms.

      “I…I think I need some fresh air,” I said, my chest rising and falling as I tried to compose myself.

      “I know just the place,” said Jordan.

      He lifted me to my feet and, my hand still in his, lead me out of the ballroom and through a small side door. The door led to a narrow hallway, and I found myself very curious as to where he was taking me.

      We eventually arrived at a small door that Jordan pulled open, revealing a gorgeous, secluded garden. The small space was beautifully arranged, with a narrow path of stones that curved through the colorful flowers that rose up along rows of trellises. In the center was a lovely fountain that bubbled gently, water spouting from a statue of a rotund cherub at the top.

      “This is beautiful,” I said. “I can’t believe there’s no one here.”

      “Just you and me,” said Jordan. “For now, at least.”

      He led me toward one of the benches that lined the path here and there. I took a seat on the cool stone, and Jordan moved next to me. My blood still pumped hard from the dance, and I was so excited that I felt like I might never catch my breath.

      Jordan gazed at me with hungry eyes, and I knew the message I’d sent with the music had been well-received. He placed his hand on the small of my back and pulled me close, his red lips striking in contrast to the pearl-white of his mask.

      He brought me close, so close, holding me only a few tantalizing inches away. My lips parted on their own, and I was ready for him to take me, to do whatever he wanted with me. And he seemed to know this, savoring the pregnant moments of pure tension that hung in the air between us.

      So, when he finally did kiss me, it was as though a heavy weight had been lifted.
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      The moment Jordan’s lips touched mine, I was taken by an arousal that I’d never before experienced in my life. However heated and passionate our last kiss was, it was nothing compared to the intensity of this.

      Jordan kept one hand on the small of my back, the other on my hip as he kissed me, the taste of his lips intoxicating and overwhelming. His tongue moved into my mouth, and a sigh of delight slipped out of me as it did. I felt myself sink deeper and deeper into a passion that I could hardly understand.

      I placed my hands on his chest, a small smile forming through the kiss as I took in the feeling of his solid body through the soft fabric of his wonderful suit. But as nice as the suit was, all I could think about was how Jordan would look out of it.

      His hands continued to explore my body over my dress, his fingers grazing over my breasts and along the exposed skin of my cleavage. Then, the two of us still in the middle of a deep kiss, his hand moved lower and lower, down all the way to the hem of my dress. He moved under the dress, his hand traveling upward until it settled on the soft skin of my upper thigh.

      The arousal that had already been building in me was now becoming so intense that I could barely stand it. Jordan squeezed the flesh of my thigh, the pressure pushing another sigh out of me. I returned the favor by letting my hand drift down, down, until it settled on his hip.

      His hand moved closer and closer to my sex, my heart beating faster and faster. My hand did the same, and soon my fingers were on top of his manhood, solid and firm through the fabric of his trousers. Through my passion-muddled thoughts, I wondered how far this was going to go, what exactly Jordan and I were going to do together in this tiny little patch of paradise.

      What I wanted, however, was as clear as the moonlight shining down from above.

      However, right at the moment Jordan’s fingertips reached my panties, the sound of a door opening cut through the previously still and silent air. Jordan and I pulled our lips away from one another and turned in the direction of the noise. Sure enough, a group of partygoers had just stepped into the garden. Thankfully, they were all so wrapped up in their conversation that they didn’t notice that Jordan and I were about to get underway with some seriously scandalous behavior.

      “I think that’s as good of a cue to leave as any,” said Jordan as we watched the crowd file into the garden, their lively talking filling the air.

      “What’d you have in mind?” I asked.

      I knew damn well what he had in mind. But I wanted to hear him say it.

      “I want you back at the house,” he said. “I want you all alone, all to myself.”

      Just what I wanted to hear.

      “Let’s not waste another second.”

      Jordan stood up and took my hand, lifting me from the bench. I was so passion-drunk in that moment that I worried my legs wouldn’t be able to support my weight. But as Jordan guided me through the garden and back into the hallway, I gradually regained my bearings.

      As we made our way through the hall, Jordan called up the limo and requested the driver be waiting for us out front. Soon we were back in the ballroom. I couldn’t believe that I was surrounded by some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world, and all I cared about was the man who held my hand in his own.

      Just as Jordan had requested, the limo awaited us out front. The chauffeur opened the door for the both of us. As soon as he shut it behind us, Jordan and I got right back to it. I pounced on him as soon as we were alone, covering his face with kisses.

      “Someone’s eager,” he said with a grin.

      “I can’t help it,” I said, my voice breathy. “You’re doing something to me, Mr. King.”

      He took my face into his hands and gazed at me hard, his eyes so intense that it was almost hard to maintain his stare. Then he brought me close, locking his lips with mine.

      The drive passed like this, and through our intense kissing, I wondered if Jordan was going to make his move right then and there, to take me right in the back of the limo. I’d never done anything like that before, but I knew that if that’s what he wanted, it’s what I would’ve given to him.

      The limo came to a slow stop. I turned my eyes away from Jordan for long enough to see that we’d arrived back at the King mansion. The two of us sat up straight, composing ourselves before the chauffeur opened the door.

      Once he did, we hurried out of the back of the limo, Jordan handing over a tip and speaking a quick “thank you” as we dashed toward the front doors of the mansion. We stepped into the now-quiet home, and I was so eager to be alone with Jordan that I cursed how big the mansion was —each square foot would mean more time before we could get to what we both wanted.

      Jordan led me to one of the wings of the mansion, and we sped down the long hallway, eventually arriving at a large door at the end. He pulled the door open, revealing a massive bedroom that was almost an apartment unto itself. The space was divided into several areas by half-walls and had its own bedroom and walk-in closet. The tall windows looked out onto the silvery waves of the ocean.

      “This the room where you grew up?” I asked, taking in the amazing space.

      “Yep,” he said. “Until I moved out.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I shared a room with my sister until I was about sixteen. And no walk-in closets.”

      Jordan didn’t laugh. He placed his hands on my hips and turned me toward him. He towered over me, gazing down with those incredible eyes.

      “You know,” he said. “As beautiful as you look in that dress, I bet you look even better out of it.”

      “One way to find out,” I said with a coy smile.

      He pulled me close, his hands moving around me. I felt him take the zipper of my dress between his fingertips and slowly pull it down, exposing more and more of my body, inch-by-inch. I closed my eyes, loving the feeling of being exposed to him.

      Soon he reached my waist. He then moved his hands to the top of my dress, just above my breasts and pulled it down slowly, clearly savoring what he was seeing. I was wearing my sexiest pair of underwear, a set of red bra and panties with lacy, cream-colored trim. Though I hadn’t actively planned for what was about to happen, in the back of my head I’d made sure that I was ready.

      He peeled the dress down to my waist, taking a moment to let his eyes linger on my belly and hips. Then he continued on, pulling it past my legs and down to my feet. Once the dress was pooled at my high heels, I stepped back, now in my underwear. That, and the mask.

      “Goddamn,” said Jordan. “You’re something else.”

      I blushed.

      “This isn’t fair, though,” I said, pointing to his clothes.

      I stepped up to him and pulled him in for another deep, sensual kiss. As I did, I slipped his suit jacket off and tossed it onto a nearby chair. Next, I undid the knot of his tie, followed by button after button of his crisp, white dress shirt. My gaze locked onto his body, and sure enough, he was just as toned and sculpted as I’d guessed he was.

      Once I reached his waist, Jordan finished the job, slipping the shirt off over his broad shoulders and throwing it over with the rest of his clothes.

      The man had the body of a god. His pecs were solid, square and cut. His abs were perfectly defined and free of even a drop of fat. His shoulders were round and broad. I wanted him to take me into his arms, to never let me go.

      We returned to our kissing, now stepping over to the bed. Once we reached it, Jordan guided me slowly down, laying me on my back. Through his slacks, I could see the long, solid outline of his manhood, and I wanted it inside of me so much that it hurt.

      Jordan climbed on top of me, reaching around my back and undoing the clasp of my bra as he did. He pulled the bra off, revealing my heaving chest, my nipples hard and taut. His head moved down, and he took one nipple into his mouth, kissing and sucking it gently.

      “Oh my God,” I moaned, the sensation of his wet mouth on the sensitive skin of my breasts absolutely heavenly. “Please don’t stop.”

      He clearly didn’t plan on it. After more licking and sucking, he moved to the other breast and repeated the process. I ran my hands through his slicked-back hair, tussling it and causing a few strands to hang lazily over his forehead.

      “Okay,” he said, taking off his mask and tossing it aside. “I think it’s time for the masquerade to end.”

      I smirked and took off my own mask and set it on the nightstand. Once our faces were revealed again, Jordan continued kissing me, moving over the flat plane of my stomach and down to the notches of my hips.

      I became more aroused the closer he got to me. By the time he slipped his fingers under the waistband of my panties and pulled them down my legs, I was so turned on that I felt I might explode.

      He tossed the panties behind him, his lips moving down, down, down, over the tuft of trimmed hair above my sex, and finally placing his lips right on mine. He kissed me more and more, his tongue moving sensuously over me, stimulating me where I wanted it.

      “Yes,” I moaned as he pleasured me. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      Jordan kept at it, eventually slipping a finger inside of me, the twin sensations of his mouth and his touch bringing me to the brink of the orgasm I’d been craving from the moment he kissed me in the garden. I arched my back, listening to the sound of his mouth on my sex, pulses of pleasure shooting through my body.

      I bucked hard as my orgasm finally broke loose. The heated ecstasy shot through my body like a flame, I wracked and twisted as Jordan pleasured me through it. When the intense sensations faded, my hunger was far from satisfied. I wanted more, more.

      Jordan, sensing what I craved, crawled up from below, wiping my arousal from his mouth with the back of his hand. Once he was positioned above me, my hands shot out on their own, feverishly undoing his belt and getting his trousers off. He helped me out, pulling them down and kicking off his shoes and socks. Once he was down to nothing more than a pair of skin-tight, gray boxer-briefs, his member straining against them, I nearly went mad from the anticipation.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said before lowering his head and kissing me along my neck.

      “I want you,” I said. “I want you right now.”

      He didn’t need to hear any more. Jordan took hold of his underwear and stripped them off, and I couldn’t help but let out a gasp as his fully erect unit sprang out. It was even bigger and thicker than I was expecting. But I was ready for it.

      I took hold of him, his member solid and warm in my hand. Stroking it gently, I guided it toward me, letting out a gasp as the tip of him made contact.

      “Please,” I moaned. “I need it. I need you now.”

      Jordan reached down and took hold of himself, positioning his tip right on my sex. Then, with a slow push of his hips, he entered me.

      The feeling was indescribable. I’d worried that he might be too much for me to handle, but Jordan guided into me with ease. Soon he’d fully penetrated me, his entire length buried to the hilt. Another orgasm began to take shape deep inside of me as soon as he penetrated me, and I knew that this one was going to make the last look like nothing.

      Jordan moved in me slowly and deliberately at first, his sapphire eyes locked onto mine in a gaze of such passion that it was almost shocking. He propped himself up on his strong arms, the muscles bulging from his weight.

      “Tell me how you like it,” he said.

      “Just like that,” I replied breathlessly. “Just like that.”

      He entered me with deep plunging thrusts, and despite the pleasure, I was surprised by how attentive to my pleasure he was. His bedroom persona was generous and passionate—a far cry from his typical cockiness.

      After a minute or two, I needed more.

      “Now faster,” I moaned. “Make me cum again, please.”

      He was ready. Jordan’s pace quickened, and I let my eyes drift down to take in the sight of him entering me over and over again. The orgasm moved closer and closer, and I could sense by Jordan’s grunts that he was as close as I was.

      “Almost,” I sighed, Jordan now thrusting at a rapid, constant pace. “Almost… Oh, God…”

      The steadiness of his plunges allowed me to drift off into something like a trance of pure pleasure. A broad smile spread across my face as Jordan brought me to my second orgasm, this one so intense that my toes curled and my hands tightened into hard little fists.

      The orgasm took hold of me, blotting out everything else from my conscious mind. The pleasure was overwhelming, all-encompassing, and right in the middle of it, I felt Jordan come, exploding deep inside of me.

      One final, deep thrust later, Jordan collapsed on top of me before rolling to my side. He slipped his arm around my shoulders and brought me close, his skin hot and sheened with a bit of sweat.

      We lay like this for a time, looking into each other’s eyes, smiles on both of our faces as we caressed one another. It wasn’t long before I fell into a deep sleep, Jordan’s arms wrapped tightly around me.
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      The sight of Chloe laying in my bed, the sunlight pouring in through the bay windows and illuminating her incredible curves, was like nothing I’d seen before. She wasn’t the first girl I’d had in this bed—far from it—but she was the only one who’d made me feel this way.

      Her face, those small but full lips, that adorable button nose, all situated in a heart-shaped frame, made my heartstrings tug. Chloe’s full breasts rose and fell with each slow breath. I lost track of how much time had passed as I watched her sleep. I knew that I could’ve spent the entire morning this way.

      After a time, her eyes slowly opened, the green of them even more brilliant than usual. A smile spread across her face as she realized where she was, her head likely filling with memories of last night.

      “Morning,” she said, her voice charmingly sleepy.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      I couldn’t resist those lips. I leaned in and kissed her softly, my hand resting on her shapely hips. I quickly became aroused and began to hope that she was in the mood for something delicious for breakfast.

      But Chloe had other things in mind. She placed her hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me away.

      “Listen,” she said. “As much fun as another, um, session sounds, I need to get going.”

      I raised my eyebrows in mild surprise.

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “You know why,” she said. “I’m not the only member of the staff in this house. If someone sees me leaving your bedroom, that might cause more drama than I’m looking to handle.”

      She had a point. No need for any scandal in the house if we could help it.

      “Some other time, then,” I said.

      “If you’re lucky,” she said with a teasing smile.

      She placed her feet on the floor and stepped out of bed, and my eyes shot with magnetic force to her gorgeous, perfectly shaped rear. Damn, did I want her again. Over and over, in fact—all day.

      “Let me help you get your things,” I said.

      The two of us gathered up her clothes, and I plopped into a nearby chair and watched her get dressed. Once she was done, she came over to me and leaned in, placing a kiss on my waiting lips.

      “I had a lot of fun last night,” she said. “Hopefully it won’t be the last time.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      She started for the door. But before she could leave, a thought occurred to me.

      “Hold on,” I said.

      I stood up from the chair and stepped over to the nightstand. I picked up her mask from last night and brought it over to her.

      “A little something to remember the evening by,” I said.

      “Trust me,” she said. “I won’t have any trouble remembering.”

      She took the mask and slipped it into her purse. I moved in and kissed her one last time.

      “Till later,” I said.

      “Until then,” said Chloe. And then she was gone.

      Once I was alone again, I took a pair of jeans from my dresser along with a white T-shirt and put them on. Last night played over and over in my head, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that Chloe was casting some kind of spell on me. But I didn’t mind one bit.

      Before I could begin to think of what I was going to do with my morning, my phone buzzed in the pocket of the trousers I wore last night. I took it out and saw that, to my surprise, it was a call from my father.

      “Morning,” I said. “How’s New York?”

      “I’m not in New York,” he said, his voice unusually terse. “I’m in my office.”

      “I see,” I said tightly. Dad’s office was in the other wing of the house. “Weren’t you supposed to be gone until tomorrow?”

      “My plans changed,” he said. “Come to my office. Now.”

      And then he hung up.

      Something was wrong—Dad was never this curt with me. Did he see Chloe leaving in her dress and put two and two together? I didn’t even want to think about what I might be in store for if he found out that I was putting the staff in for some unauthorized “overtime.”

      I stepped into a pair of black-and-white sneakers and started off toward the office. Once I was there, I gave the stately double doors a knock.

      “Come in.”

      I opened the door and stepped inside. Unlike the rest of the house, Dad’s office was decorated in a classic style, the floor covered in ornate tapestries, the walls lined with bookshelves packed with colorful spines, and a large fireplace off to the side. Dad was seated behind his huge mahogany desk, a look of seriousness on his face.

      “Sit,” he said, gesturing to one of the high-backed chairs across from him.

      I complied, a tight feeling forming in my stomach as I did. Something was seriously amiss, and part of me wondered if I should cop to what had happened with Chloe and me, to rip the bandage off as quickly as possible.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said.

      Dad nodded slowly. “Something’s been wrong for a very long time,” he said.

      Now I was curious. What he’d said didn’t make a bit of sense if he was talking about Chloe.

      “And what might that be?” I asked.

      Dad opened his mouth to speak but closed it without saying a word. He rose from his chair and clasped his hands behind his back, as he turned toward the enormous arched window that overlooked the property.

      “There was a reason that I went to New York, and it wasn’t only to catch up with an old friend of mine.”

      I said nothing, instead listening patiently.

      “You’re familiar with Conrad Walker?” he asked.

      “Sure am,” I said. “Old friend of yours, CEO of…Anodyne Analytics?”

      “Surprised you remember,” said Dad. “And if you remember the name, you surely remember how successful he’s been on the East Coast.”

      “Yeah, one of the biggest software companies out there. Pulling in billions a year.”

      “Very good,” said Dad. “I met with him last night for dinner. As we talked, I let him know that I had a son who was in desperate need of a job.”

      Oh no. I didn’t like where this was going—not one bit.

      “He was quite curious. After all, the last time he saw you, you weren’t even old enough to drive. But I reminded him that you’re a brilliant young man, lost in the world, taking more time than usual to find your way.”

      “You didn’t—”

      Dad raised his hand, making it clear that it wasn’t my time to speak.

      “Conrad picked up on what I was saying right away. He told me that if I was looking for a position for you, that he could find one whenever I wanted. And I told him that was what I was hoping he’d say. So, he made a few phone calls and told me that they were looking to bring on a few interns for their junior management training program.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, not able to hold back any longer. “An internship?”

      A wry smile formed on my dad’s face.

      “I had a similar reaction to yours. I thought that with your name you ought to start off with something more prestigious. But then it occurred to me that starting from the bottom, knowing what it’s like to have to earn your own way to the top, was exactly what you needed.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No way I’m taking an internship. It’s…menial. It’s degrading. It’s…beneath me!”

      My voice raised, but Dad wasn’t perturbed in the slightest.

      “This reaction you’re having right now is precisely how I know I’ve made the right call. Jordan, I grew up with very little. Everything I have, everything you have, I had to earn with my own two hands. And I’ve known enough wealthy little scions to know that simply handing over everything I’ve earned to a young man that hasn’t worked a day in his life is an easy way for it all to get flushed down the damn toilet.”

      “I won’t do that,” I said. “I won’t lose what you’ve earned.”

      “You’re damned right about that,” he said. “Because here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to leave for New York tomorrow. You’re going to start this internship, and you’re going to do the job I know you can do.”

      My blood boiled. I couldn’t believe my dad was doing this to me—and on such short notice.

      “The internship pays a modest salary, but I know how expensive things are in New York. To that end, I’ll be providing you with a small stipend and half of your rent until you can start earning your own money. Once you’re on your way, I’ll expect you to provide for yourself.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said, shooting out of my chair. “You’re cutting me off?”

      “Did you hear what I said?” he asked. “I’m giving you a very generous leg-up. Plenty of men your age would kill for an in at a company like Anodyne and money to get started in New York.”

      “That’s what you want for your son?” I asked. “A twenty-thousand-a-year internship and a cheap studio apartment in Brooklyn?”

      Far from being moved by my words, Dad simply shook his head.

      “You’re only proving my point, Jordan,” he went on. “I’ve been too soft on you, too indulgent. And now look at you—spending your prime years zipping around town in sports cars, chasing girls, and wasting hours at clubs. And all on my dime. No. Starting today, you’re going to be a man who makes his own way in the world.”

      “This is unbelievable,” I said, falling back into my chair. “I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”

      “It’s done,” he said. “The job’s lined up, the lease for the apartment will be signed by the end of the day, and your plane ticket is booked. You leave tomorrow.”

      I was mad. I was frustrated. I wanted to scream. But I knew that there was nothing I could do. It was either do what Dad said, or, what, leave? Run away from home like a pissed-off teen?

      “If I were you I’d spend the day getting what you want from your penthouse. Consider your belongings there a going-away present. Let me know what you’d like shipped over, and I’ll have it done. Just keep in mind that your new studio’s going to be…cozier than what you’re used to.”

      I was beside myself with anger.

      “Anything else you want to drop on me?” I asked. “Did you sign me up to volunteer at a damn soup kitchen on the weekends?”

      Dad sighed and shook his head again.

      “Jordan, you’re thinking of this as a punishment, but it’s actually the exact opposite. I’m pushing you into the deep end like this not to make you miserable, but to give you the opportunity to be a man, to be a force for good in the world. I know you have it in you. And now you only have to prove it to me.”

      “That all?” I spat.

      “That’s all,” said Dad, his voice as cool and calm as ever. “Happy packing.”

      I didn’t want to look at my dad for even one more second. I turned on my heels and stormed out of the office, slamming the door behind me. Once back behind the wheel of my car, I tore down the road away from the house, heading back to the city.

      Twenty minutes later, I was back at my penthouse. The renovations had just been completed, and the place was looking incredible. It was a loft apartment, four bedrooms and as big as a house. The floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the city, and the entire floor was surrounded by a spacious balcony. Rooftop access for any time I wanted to throw a party.

      And it was all gone.

      I took stock of my possessions, trying to figure out what was the most important to take with me, what would fit in a cramped, New York City studio. I paced the floor of the living room, the news of what my father had told me still sinking in. This was it—my days as a carefree playboy were over. Starting next week, I was going to be a working schlub, waiting for my paycheck and budgeting my money until the next paycheck.

      Part of me wanted to go back to the house, to make some case to my father as to why this was unfair, to see what I could do to change his mind. But I knew my father. Once he made a decision—that was it. And throwing a tantrum likely wouldn’t make him think any more highly of my maturity level.

      I was about to set to going through my things when something else occurred to me. Or, I should say, someone else.

      Chloe.

      The conversation with my father had been so jarring that I’d almost completely forgotten about my night with her. My heart warmed as she appeared in my thoughts. I recalled how gorgeous she looked in that dress, her mask setting off her brilliant green eyes. I thought about how beautiful her face looked in the blissful agony of orgasm, and how stunning her naked body was.

      Just like everything else in my life, I was going to be leaving her behind. I was torn at first, thinking that I should forget about her. Really, what was she to me other than another pretty girl in a long line of pretty girls that I’d been with?

      It was a one-night thing, after all. What we had wasn’t anything special, a fling like any other. And she had to know that, too. She’d get over me leaving; she seemed like a tough girl.

      A week or so down the road she’ll be over it, and so will I.

      Right?
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      The drive to work the next Monday was difficult, to say the least. During the entire trip from my apartment to the King’s, all I could think about was my night with Jordan. Specifically, the end of it.

      Scenes from our lovemaking played over and over in my mind. I thought about how amazing Jordan’s body looked nude from the waist-up, how gorgeous and thick he was, and how good he felt inside of me. I knew I shouldn’t have been obsessing, but I couldn’t help it. Jordan had made love to me like no other man had before, and all I wanted was to do it again.

      I knew he was a playboy, and I knew I should’ve had my guard up. But even though I understood that I was likely just one girl among many, I couldn’t shake the idea that there was something special between us, something that neither of us had ever experienced before.

      Things were likely to be tense between the two of us, but I was certain that it wasn’t anything we couldn’t work through. Maybe our one night of passion would eventually turn to something more. Either way, I was excited to find out.

      I pulled into my usual spot in the estate and headed in, my stomach tingling with anticipation. I didn’t know if Jordan was going to be there. The renovations to his apartment might very well have been finished over the weekend—but something told me that I was going to be seeing him sooner than later.

      During my walk across the mansion grounds, more thoughts of romance popped into my mind. I imagined Jordan being home alone again, maybe even coming into the kitchen while I was in the middle of preparing him something delicious. I pictured him, that cocky smirk of his on his face, coming up behind me and placing his hands on my hips, kissing me softly on the neck. Then he’d slowly undo my apron, slip down my pants, and—

      “There you are!” Luz called out, arriving at the same time I was.

      I shook my head, snapping back to reality.

      “Hey, Luz,” I said, still feeling like I was in the middle of a dream. I blurted out my next words, almost out of my control. “Do you know if Jordan’s still here?”

      I wanted to smack myself for being so obvious. Luz narrowed her eyes at me in a look of playful suspicion.

      “Not sure,” she said. “I’d have to go actually go into the house to find that one out.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said. “I was wondering, because, um, I don’t know how many people are going to be here tonight, and if Jordan’s going to be here, then, um, I’ll have to think about that when figuring out how much food to cook. Because, well, he’s got a big appetite, and he always wants seconds.”

      I stopped myself realizing too late that my attempts at making myself look less suspicious were having the opposite effect.

      “Why don’t we head on in?” asked Luz as she and I stood in front of the side entrance. “I’m sure all of your questions will be answered inside.”

      I could only hope so.

      The two of us stepped into the house. It was extremely quiet, so quiet that I could hear my heart beat in anticipation of seeing Jordan again. A few members of the cleaning crew moved here and there, and my eyes searched eagerly for any sign of Jordan.

      “What’re you thinking of making tonight?” asked Luz as the two of us proceeded down one of the enormous hallways.

      “To be honest, I’m not sure,” I said. “I mean, I’ll have to see if Jordan’s here, find out if there’s anything special that he wants.”

      I had to pinch my arm to shut myself up.

      “Well, have a good shift,” said Luz, flashing me one more skeptical smile. “Sounds like Jordan’s going to be eating well tonight.”

      I smiled as I stepped into the kitchen. He would if I had anything to say about it.

      Once in the kitchen, I caught sight of Alfred out on the patio. Though he was some distance away, I spotted a curious expression on his face, as though he was thinking about something important.

      I decided to head out to say hi, maybe to see if there was anything in particular he was craving that night. And possibly see what Jordan was up to.

      “Evening, Alfred,” I said. “How was the trip?”

      Alfred turned his eyes to me, looking for a moment as though I’d interrupted him in the middle of something. But his expression quickly turned friendly when he realized that it was me.

      “Oh, good evening, Chloe,” he said. “It was fine. But it was cut short, actually.”

      “That right?” I asked. “I hope everything went well.”

      He glanced aside for a moment, appearing to try to decide whether or not it did.

      “About as well as I was hoping,” he said finally.

      “Oh,” I said, taken aback by his tone. “Well, good. Glad to hear it. I wanted to see if there was anything special you wanted for dinner tonight. And, um, if Jordan was going to be joining us. I know his penthouse renovations are probably done by now, but I wasn’t sure if he was going to still be coming.”

      Alfred sighed. He was acting strangely—curt and frustrated. He wasn’t at all being the warm man that I’d come to know.

      “Jordan’s not going to be joining us tonight,” he said. “Or any other night, for that matter.”

      “What?” I blurted out. “Did something happen?”

      “No, nothing like what you might be thinking,” he said. “Jordan is gone. He’s moved to New York.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “Wait, he moved to New York over the weekend?”

      “That’s right,” said Alfred. “And about damn time, too.”

      “Why did he go?” I asked, trying to hold back the emotion in my voice.

      “For a job,” said Alfred. “Kid’s been bumming around for too long, decided to go to the East Coast and maybe make something of himself. And the timing couldn’t be better. A man his age shouldn’t be living off his parent’s dime.”

      “I see,” I said.

      I sensed there was much, much more to the story than Alfred was letting on. But I knew better than to pry in business that didn’t involve me.

      Alfred put his hand to his forehead to a moment, shaking his head. Then he turned and looked at me, his expression much softer.

      “Sorry, Chloe,” he said. “I don’t mean to be short with you. It’s that Jordan and I had something of a busy weekend. Just a lot going on. But to answer your question…how about some lasagna tonight? I could go for some comfort food.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      With that, I hurried back into the kitchen. Once there, I leaned back against the counter, taking several slow, deep breaths, the walls of the kitchen seeming to spin around me.

      I couldn’t believe what I’d heard. Jordan had up and left, leaving his life here in San Bravado behind. After our night together, after what I thought we’d shared, he was gone. And he’d left without saying a word.

      Hot tears formed my eyes, but I quickly wiped them away and composed myself.

      “Lasagna,” I said out loud. “Time to make some freaking lasagna.”

      I opened the fridge, grabbing most of the ingredients, along with some vegetables for a side dish. I set everything on the counter, arranging it perfectly for the preparation.

      Once the vegetables were in front of me on the cutting board, a second rush of emotions hit me. I was frustrated and furious and shocked all at once. Channeling my emotions, I began chopping the vegetables furiously, dicing them so fast that I forced myself to slow down.

      I set the knife aside and stared off into space, thinking about what Alfred had told me, what I’d learned. I’d been stupid, I realized. It was a stupid mistake to think that a man like Jordan, a carefree playboy, would treat me like anything other than a momentary diversion.

      No. I understood now that the gentlemanly, dashing man that he’d put forward was nothing more than an act. I shook my head as I thought about how many girls he’d likely pulled that same routine with, all dashing and romantic and attentive until he got what he wanted. Then as soon as he had his new notch on the bedpost, that was it.

      And it wasn’t like he was just ignoring me. He’d flown to the other side of the country.

      I turned my attention back to the meal, prepping the ragù and assembling the layers of pasta and sauce. As I did, I vowed never to let my guard down like that again. Never would I let myself be swept away by some good-looking man with killer eyes and a charming smile. I was going to be tough—I was going to be smart.

      Once the lasagna was in the oven, a wave of sadness hit me. This wasn’t going to be easy to move past, but I vowed that I would.

      I’d never get burned again.
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      Six weeks later, the day before Christmas Eve, and I was at the mall.

      “I still can’t believe you waited until the last minute to do all this shopping,” I said, my eyes on the list in my hand.

      “I know, I know,” said Isabella. “I tell myself every damn year that this is going to be the last time that I put all of this off. And then the season flies by, you know?”

      Isabella Boni, my former boss at the Westchester, and I weaved through the mall, the place a total circus of last-minute shoppers like us. Isabella was a tall, statuesque brunette, as good of a chef as she was a leader in the kitchen. And we’d stayed friends even after I switched jobs to work for the Kings.

      “Okay,” she asked. “What’s next on the list?”

      “We doing my stuff or yours?”

      “Both, if we can manage it,” she said. “My nephew wants this video game, um, Blood Master Six?”

      She stopped in her tracks and looked at me.

      “Does that sound like something a nine-year-old should be playing?”

      “Beats me,” I said. “You know I’m the last person to talk to about anything to do with kids.”

      “Please,” said Isabella, the two of us starting walking again. “I bet you’re better with them than you think.”

      “Nope,” I said. “I tried babysitting when I was in high school. What a nightmare. Kids are like aliens to me. I have them in front of me, and I’m like, what am I supposed to do with these little people?”

      “You’re overthinking it,” said Isabella, the two of us ducking into an electronics store. “Kids are easy. You ask them what they want, and they’ll tell you. And they’ll tell you exactly what they think of you, too.”

      “That’s what I don’t like,” I said. “I’m better with humans after they’ve learned the fine art of tact. And even more than that, I’m better with food.”

      “I bet you make a plate of that famous macaroni of yours and you’d have kids starting little fan clubs for you.”

      “That’s the other thing,” I said with a grin. “I like to make food for people who will pay me to do it.”

      Isabella let out a bark of a laugh as we made our way down the video game aisle.

      “Speaking of which,” she said. “How’re things with the Kings?”

      I’d wanted to keep all of this business with Jordan to myself, but I’d only managed a week before I called up Isabella and vented it all. She’d come over one night, and she and Amy had shared tissue duties as I let it all out about Jordan. Other than that, however, I felt like I’d been handling the situation well.

      “Which part do you mean?” I asked.

      “Why not both?”

      “Alfred’s great as always. He’s got me working this huge Christmas dinner, but he’s hired a team of caterers to help out. Plus, I’m getting a nice bonus.”

      “Very nice,” said Isabella. “Now you get to be the boss. You ready for it?”

      “I think so,” I said. “I’ve gotten pretty familiar with the ins and outs of how things work there. And they’re all kids from one of the local culinary schools, so I think I’m fine with doing some bossing around.”

      “Be careful,” said Isabella with a sly smile. “Once you get that first taste of power there’s no going back.”

      I let out a chiming laugh.

      “I’ll try not to let it corrupt me,” I said.

      A strange tinge of nausea ran through my belly as if the laugh had unsettled something inside of me. I stopped and held my hand in front of my stomach, a mildly confused look on my face.

      “You okay there?” asked Isabella.

      “Yeah,” I said, the nausea fading. “I think my lunch is settling weirdly.”

      “Gotcha,” said Isabella, turning her attention back to the video game displays. “Pretty exciting thing with that party, huh? Maybe you’ll find someone special under the mistletoe. Someone handsome and rich, even.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “After everything that happened with Jordan, getting involved again is the last thing I want right now.”

      “Sure,” said Isabella, taking one of the video games off the rack and giving it a close look. “You say that now, but just wait until some billionaire tech guy has you in his sights. You’ll be singing a different tune.”

      She set the game back on the shelf and continued browsing.

      “And wait,” she said. “What if this Jordan guy’s there? I mean, it is a family Christmas party, after all.”

      The idea that Jordan might show up didn’t even occur to me, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that possibility. Part of me wanted to see him again, and the other part of me…well, wanted to see him again, but for the purposes of throwing a glass of wine in his face.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll deal with that if it happens. Right now, I want to get this shopping out of the way and get mentally prepared for the dinner party.”

      “Good idea,” she replied.

      She took a game off the shelf, one with a cover of two burly men in the process of beating the crap out of each other, a dramatic cityscape in the background.

      “See, look at this,” she said. “What kind of message does a game like this send to a kid?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could get a word out another hot pulse of nausea ran through me, this one even more intense than the first. I stood in place, my eyes wide and my hand on my belly.

      “Whoa,” said Isabella. “You look seasick, girl.”

      I didn’t respond, still doubled-over. For a moment I thought I might upchuck right there in the middle of the video game aisle.

      “Hey, you okay?” asked Isabella. “Need me to walk you to the bathroom?”

      But as before, the nausea passed. I took in several slow, deep breaths as I collected myself. After a few minutes, I felt better.

      “No,” I said. “I think I’ll be okay, but I should probably be getting home. If I feel like that again, I might not want to be in public for what happens next.”

      “Sure,” said Isabella. “Here, give me the list. You’ve only got a few things on there. I can grab them for you.”

      I handed over the piece of paper with the last few purchases on it.

      “Thanks, Iz,” I said.

      “No problem,” she said. “And there’s a drugstore somewhere in the mall if you need some stomach stuff.”

      “Got it.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I made my way through the mall, the sickly sweet Christmas music in the air threatening to make my nausea return with a vengeance. After a few minutes, I stepped into the fluorescent-lit interior of the drug store at the end of one of the wings and walked through the aisles looking for indigestion products.

      While walking down one aisle, I laid eyes on two shelves filled with pregnancy tests. Thank goodness I didn’t have to worry about that since I was on the pill.

      Hmm. When was the last time I had my period?

      I stopped in my tracks, considering the question. It had been over a month. I specifically remembered starting my last one before Jordan had come to stay at the house.

      But I couldn’t be pregnant, right? I was on the pill.

      Panic gripped me as I remembered the birth control failure statistics my doctor had warned me about, years before. My period was late. The horror of what might be happening, what might be the cause of my nausea, forced a rush of heat to flood my body.

      I glanced up again, snatching a pregnancy test off the shelf. I quickly paid for it and hurried out of the mall, out into the parking lot and to my car, my mind racing all the while.

      Soon I was on the road and driving as fast as was safe back to my apartment. My eyes shot to the pregnancy test on the seat next to me as I drove, my heart pounding at what I was about to find out.

      What if I was pregnant? What if I was going to be a single mother? How would I make room in life for a baby?

      I tried to calm myself down as best I could as I entered my neighborhood. After all, I could very well be late, but it very well could be that my lunch was settling poorly. Despite my attempts at reassuring myself, I snatched up the test as soon as I parked and ran so fast up to my apartment that I nearly tripped going up the stairs.

      “Hey!” said Amy, busy wrapping presents on the kitchen table. “How’d the shopping go?”

      “Um, fine,” I said, hiding the pregnancy test box under my jacket. “Just have to pee!”

      Well, I wasn’t lying about that. I hurried into the bathroom and shut the door behind me and took a few moments to catch my breath. Once I was ready, I took the test out from beneath my coat and looked it over. The box was decorated with soft pinks and purples, the calm design a total contrast to how I felt.

      I took the test out of the box and set it on the pearl-white countertop as I unfolded the directions with my other hand.

      “Okay,” I said to myself. “Just, um, go to the bathroom on it and wait three minutes. Easy enough.”

      I did as the directions instructed. Once it was done, I set the test back on the counter and began pacing the small space of the bathroom, my mind racing with the possibilities of what my life might look like if I was indeed pregnant.

      After the longest three minutes of my life, the timer I’d set on my phone went off—the moment of truth.

      I turned the alarm off as quickly as I could before snatching up the pregnancy test and bringing it up to my face.

      Two lines. Two little, pink lines that would change my life forever.
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      Truthfully, I wasn’t sure quite how I felt when I spotted the familiar San Bravado skyline as my plane slowly descended. Part of me felt excited to be back, to see my friends and family, to walk the city streets that I knew so well. But another part of me wanted to catch the first flight back to New York.

      I sipped my wine and tried to relax as the city lights grew brighter. It was still something of a shock that my father had sprung for a first-class ticket; after all the roughing it he’d been making me do, I’d been prepared to be riding coach back home for the first time in my life.

      The plane’s landing was uneventful, and soon I was seated in the back of the car that my father had sent for me. I took in the softness of the leather, the gentle ride, and the other assorted luxuries of the chauffeured car. I’d spent the last month or so living without the finer things, and I was ready to kick up my feet and do some well-earned relaxing.

      By the time the driver pulled up to the mansion, my emotions hadn’t untangled even a bit. The car came to a halt, and the driver stepped out to fetch my bag and open the door for me. Moments later I was back in the house, the place so quiet that it was almost eerie.

      I’d barely had a chance to set down my bag when my phone buzzed in my pocket. It was a text from my father.

      Welcome back. I hope the flight was uneventful. I’ve made reservations at the Pearl for eight. The keys to your car are where they normally are.

      I read over the text a few times, trying to pick up on what sort of tone my father was going for. But it was crisp and professional, like all of his texts.

      After setting my bag in my room, I headed to the kitchen to grab my keys. As soon as I stepped into the kitchen, however, memories of Chloe stirred in my mind. The place was dark and empty now, but I couldn’t help imagine her there, dressed in some simple jeans and a T-shirt, an apron wrapped around her slender body, maybe even a dab of flour on the end of her adorable nose.

      I shook my head, trying to dismiss the thoughts. I’d been trying to forget about Chloe—the physical distance between us had made it slightly easier than it otherwise might’ve been. But being back home, in her workplace, made me think of her once again with total, crystal clarity.

      Enough dallying, I decided. Time to go.

      My sports car awaited me the in the garage, and a broad smile formed on my face as soon as I was behind the wheel. I hadn’t driven once in New York, having been forced to take the train like every other nine-to-fiver there. I’d been craving this drive for weeks.

      I tore through the winding roads leading from the mansion, gunning the engine and letting it rip. It wasn’t long before I was downtown and in front of the Pearl. Once there I gave the keys to the valet and hopped out, ready to see my father.

      Stepping into the Pearl caused another wave of longing to pass over me. It was, after all, where Chloe and I had gone for our first date—if that was even what it’d be considered. But the tinge of longing passed as soon as I laid eyes on my father, dressed in a sharp suit and seated at a two-top table, a stern expression on his face.

      “Evening, Dad,” I said as I approached the table.

      “Evening, Jordan,” he said, rising from his seat and giving me a brief, tight hug.

      I slid into the chair and took the menu into my hands. Something about the lobster roll jumped out at me, and once my mind was made up, I poured myself a tall glass of wine from the bottle that my father had ordered.

      “Getting comfortable, I see?” he said, watching the level of the wine rise and rise in the glass.

      “That’s what visiting family back home is all about, isn’t it?” I asked, raising the glass of wine to my lips and taking a sip.

      “I suppose so,” he said. “And relaxing does seem to be what you have a natural affinity for.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a barb, but I let it pass. If my father wanted to chew me out for one reason or another, we had the whole dinner during which to do it. No need to rush things.

      “Well,” he said, setting his napkin back onto his lap. “How’re you finding the city?”

      “Crowded,” I said. “Crowded and cold and miserable. We had our first heavy snow, and while the city was picturesque at first, it took about an hour of traffic before it all turned to gray sludge piled up on the sidewalks.”

      “I see,” said my father.

      “And my God is it an expensive place to live. Everything seems out of reach, and everyone living so close to one another means wealth is in your face constantly. Makes my apartment seem even more cramped in comparison.”

      “That’s good,” he said. “Seeing what other people have might light a fire under your ass. Nothing wrong with a little competition to start the engines of ambition.”

      “I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” I said, taking another long sip of wine, hoping the buzz would arrive soon, the drink from the plane having long worn off.

      “And how are things here on the West Coast?” I asked. “Business running smoothly?”

      “Business is fine,” he said, his eyes fixed on me.

      Silence hung in the air for several long moments. Thankfully, the waiter arrived and took our orders, easing the tension somewhat. But the moment he left, it returned.

      “Okay,” I said. “There’s clearly something you want to talk to me about. Let’s hear it.”

      “Don’t you take that impatient tone with me,” he said. “Treating other people like little annoyances that you have to put up with.”

      He shook his head. If there was any doubt that he was upset about something, this sure as shit dispelled it.

      “You’ve noticed that I haven’t called to check up on you,” he said. “There was a reason for that. I wanted to give you your space, to let you not feel like you’re under my judging eye. And that wasn’t about taking the pressure off of you. It was about seeing what kind of man you’d be without me watching over you.”

      I said nothing, figuring that my input wouldn’t exactly be welcome right now.

      “However, after a month, I decided to give Conrad Walker a call, to see how my boy was holding up.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. Not one bit.

      “And I was very, very disappointed by what he had to say.”

      I took another sip of wine, certain that I was going to need it to deal with what was next.

      “He told me that you’d been, well, not exactly the ideal intern. He tried to be tactful at first, suggesting that you needed some time to adjust to the working world. But I told him to give it to me straight.”

      Here we go.

      “Once I gave him the go-ahead, he filled me in on all of the details. You’ve been showing up late just about every damn day at work. You’ve been showing up clearly hungover. Sometimes late and hungover. And when you’re there, you do whatever it takes to shirk your responsibilities.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ve been going out. But only because in New York you live and die by your connections. If I want to make it in that town—”

      “Oh, spare me,” he said, waving his hand dismissively through the air. “Don’t try and dress up your party life with some bullshit excuse about networking.”

      He had me there. Sure, networking was the rationalization, but deep down it was all about partying and having fun.

      “Now, I’m going to ask you this, and I’m going to give you one more chance not to throw me some excuse. Why the hell would you think this is acceptable behavior?”

      He was right to assume I’d try another line. But I decided to show respect and come clean.

      “It’s…it’s because I hate working for someone else,” I said. “I mean, don’t get me wrong—Conrad is a good boss. But I’m trading my time for money, and most of the value I bring to the company is going right to the people above me. I want to work for myself, to earn my own way like you said.”

      Dad laughed. “I’m sure,” he said. “I’m so sure that your slacking off is all about some deep-seated entrepreneurial desire and not you being unable to deal with having someone above you tell you what to do.”

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I’ve been working for Conrad for several weeks, and it’s been more than enough time for me to realize that I don’t want to be some cog in a machine. I want to make something of my own.”

      “Is that right?” asked my father, his tone one of total disbelief. “And what exactly is this ‘something’ you want to make?”

      “I don’t know yet. But I want to start a business of my own, maybe something with technology, maybe even social media.”

      “That’s your idea?” he asked. “That’s nothing but a vague concept, and barely that. You know how many people are struggling to get by in this town while they peddle some app idea, hoping to find an investor?”

      He took a sip of his wine before going on. “No,” he said. “What you’re going to do is learn some discipline, learn how a company works from the inside out. And while you’re doing that, you might even put all this womanizing crap behind you and settle down.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “Dad, you didn’t marry mom until you were more than a decade older than me! And now you’re telling me to settle down?”

      His eyes narrowed and I winced a little internally. I knew I’d screwed up by bringing up my late mother.

      “I married at the age I did because I was building this company from scratch. And because I was waiting for the right woman, not because I couldn’t keep it in my pants!”

      We both realized at that moment that things were getting too heated. I could feel the eyes of the diners around us. The waiter arrived, placing a modest filet in front of my father and a lobster roll in front of me.

      “Now,” he said. “You’re going to go back to New York after the holidays, let Conrad know that you’ve been screwing up, and tell him that from now on, you’re going to bring your A-game. And that’s that.”

      He picked up his knife and fork and prepared to cut into his meal.

      “Unbelievable,” I said. “You kick me out of the house, and now you want to control my life from halfway across the country. Maybe I’ll quit that job and start my own business anyway.”

      “Then good luck living without my help,” he said, his calm tone making me even more upset.

      I couldn’t take it anymore, I burst out of my chair.

      “The last thing I want is to have dinner with someone who thinks so little of me.”

      With that, I stormed out of the restaurant, my blood boiling and my fists clenched. I vowed it would be the last time anyone told me what to do.
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      “Okay,” I said, wiping my brow with the back of my hand and taking a look over the food I’d spent almost all of Christmas Eve prepping. “Is that everything?”

      Luz stepped to my side and followed my gaze, giving the food a careful appraisal.

      “We have all of the game hens?” she asked.

      “Yep,” I said. “All three dozen of them.”

      “Cranberry stuffing?”

      I placed my hands on the rims of two huge bowls of stuffing.

      “Got it,” I said.

      “And what about desserts?” she asked.

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I may have gone a little dessert-crazy,” I said. “We’ve got a dozen pies, two of each kind. I made a freaking vat of bread pudding and another vat of sticky toffee pudding. We got cookies for days, and I even made some homemade eggnog ice cream to go along with the bathtub-sized amount of eggnog I made.”

      Luz gave me a playful look as she slowly reached forward and took one of the chocolate-dipped cookies that I’d made and sank her teeth into it.

      “Wow,” she said. “Wowee-wow.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Good?”

      “This is a cookie?” she asked. “It’s like a damn slice of heaven.”

      “Old recipe,” I said, feeling more than a small amount of pride. “Cookies are one of the first things I learned to make when I was a kid. I’m pretty sure I could make them in my sleep.”

      Luz continued chewing, an expression of total delight on her face.

      “Maybe you should,” she said. “Make these while you’re sleeping and sell them. You’d make a killing all while you catch some z’s.”

      I smiled. “Well, I’m glad at least one of the dishes is ready to go.”

      Luz popped the rest of the cookie into her mouth as she strolled along the length of the counter. “And you’ve got sides, salads, little appetizers, all of that?” she asked.

      “You bet. And you should know—you were here helping me for a ton of them.”

      “You’re right,” she said with a smile. “I was.”

      “Thanks again for your help, Luz. This is the biggest cooking job I’ve done on my own, and I don’t know if I could’ve done it without you.”

      “Don’t even worry about it,” she said. “Mr. King is so generous with his holiday bonuses that I don’t mind sticking around to help. I even feel like I should be doing more.”

      “Well,” I said. “We could always make another batch of eggnog—kidding, kidding.”

      Luz smiled. “Well, if you do have anything else you’d like me to help with, speak now or forever hold your peace. Otherwise, I’m gonna go home and spend the evening with the family.”

      “No, no,” I said. “You’ve done more than enough.”

      Then a thought occurred to me.

      “Wait,” I said, moving to one of the cupboards and taking out a container.

      I grabbed a dozen or so cookies from the enormous pile of treats and put them into the container. Then I took a thermos and filled it full of eggnog.

      “These are for the kids,” I said, handing her the cookies. “And this is for you and the husband to enjoy after they’ve gone to bed.”

      Luz took the thermos and the container, a big smile spreading across her face. “You’re too sweet, Chloe,” she said. “And I’ll have something special for you when I see you tomorrow.”

      She stuck out her arms and pulled me into a big hug.

      “Merry Christmas, sweetie,” she said.

      “Merry Christmas, Luz,” I said.

      Luz opened the thermos and took a deep sniff of the eggnog before screwing the cap back on. She flashed me one more smile before grabbing her things and heading out.

      Once she was gone, and I was alone, I leaned back against the kitchen island opposite the counter with all the food, still unable to believe that we’d put this all together, just Luz and me. Sure, the staff showing up tomorrow would help get it all ready to serve, but we’d done a whole restaurant’s worth of prep. I was worn out but pleased with our hard work.

      Luz’s plans to go back with her family had left a feeling of longing in my heart. Though my parents still lived in the area and I was more than happy to see them tomorrow, part of me wished that I had a family of my own to come home to.

      And that’s when it hit me that before too long, I would.

      I eyed the boozy eggnog for a long moment, wishing that I could help myself to it. Instead, I poured myself a glass of sweet apple cider from a batch I’d made. For a nice break, I decided to enjoy it out on the balcony before I finished up the work of putting everything away.

      After throwing my jacket on, I stepped out onto the balcony, the sun setting over the ocean with brilliant oranges and creams, the sky already ink-dark above. I sipped my apple cider as I watched the tide come in, the sound of the waves calming me after the stress of the work I’d done.

      I still couldn’t believe that I was going to be a mother. It’d only been a day, and the news hadn’t quite sunk in yet. I expected it would be a while before it did. My life was going to change forever, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready for what lay ahead. But I was going to have to be. There wasn’t any other option.

      And there was still the matter of Jordan. He was the father, not a doubt in my mind about that. He was long gone, however, having left me without even so much as a goodbye. I was torn—part of me understood that he deserved to know the truth and that despite how furious I was at him, I could sure as hell use his help.

      Another part of me was convinced that I had to go this all alone, that a selfish man-child like Jordan couldn’t be trusted to the job of raising a kid, assuming he even wanted to be involved in the first place. Everything was so confusing and difficult, and all I could do was lose myself in the business of the holidays and hope that the New Year would bring some clarity.

      I brought my glass of cider to my lips and finished off the rest, letting the rich flavor of apples, cloves, and cinnamon linger on my palate for a long moment, a happy smile forming on my lips.

      But my contentment wasn’t to last. From inside the kitchen, I heard a clatter, followed by a few curse words. I turned on my heels to see who it was, but the kitchen lights were off, and all I could make out was a tall figure moving around in there.

      With quick steps, I strode back to the kitchen, curious who the hell was messing around with my food. I flicked the lights on, gasping when I saw who it was.

      Standing in the kitchen, helping himself to my food, was none other than Jordan King.
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      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked Jordan, my hands on my hips.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” he asked, as cocky and self-assured as ever. “I’m sampling all the amazing food that you’ve made for tomorrow.”

      “‘For tomorrow’ being the operative freaking words there,” I said, stepping over to him and smacking the hand holding one of the hens.

      “I already had one of the drumsticks,” he said. “You might as well let me have the rest.”

      I noticed two things as I stood in front of Jordan King. One, the fact that my heart was beating like a hummingbird’s. Despite how mad I was at him, that same attraction came rushing back.

      The other thing I noticed was the heavy smell of wine on his breath. Mulled wine, to be specific. Judging by his unsteady stance, and the fact that he was helping himself to whatever food was in arm’s reach, I could tell that he’d already started his holiday celebrations.

      “Fine,” I said, stepping back and awkwardly putting some distance between us. “But that’s your hen for tomorrow. You don’t get another one.”

      He raised his hands in mock surrender, a tiny drumstick held in the fingers of one.

      “Whatever you say, chef. Far be it from me to tell you what to do in your kitchen.”

      Out of anyone else’s mouth, I might think that this was him being polite. But with Jordan, I knew right away that it was him being a smartass, and a drunken smartass at that.

      “Anyway,” he said, leaning against the counter and nearly knocking over a tray of salmon appetizers. “What’s up?”

      I didn’t know what to say. There wasn’t the slightest indication that he was at all apologetic for what he’d done. He was acting like he’d seen me last night or something, not the weeks and weeks that it had been.

      “What’s up?” I asked, shaking my head in total disbelief. “You…you sleep me with me and then leave without saying a word, and now you’re here again, three sheets to the freaking wind and eating the food I’ve made like it’s all totally cool. And all you have to say is ‘what’s up’?”

      He regarded me for a long moment without saying anything. Then he headed over to the fridge, pulled it open, and took out a bottle of fancy-looking craft beer. Jordan gave the top a twist and took a long sip. I couldn’t tell if he was buying time or if he thought so little of me that he didn’t mind stopping for a quick drink.

      “Oh yeah,” he said, wiping the beer from his mouth. “About that. I went to New York. I figured you wouldn’t mind. Plus, I knew that I’d be back before too long for Christmas or whatever. And here I am.”

      He extended his arms outward in a ta-da gesture, stumbling on his feet.

      “Why the hell would you figure I wouldn’t mind?” I asked. “I thought…”

      Right as I spoke the words, I realized that I didn’t really know what I thought. Was it stupid of me to think that a guy like Jordan had swept me off my feet like he did for any reason other than to screw me and toss me aside? Was I in the wrong here?

      “What did you think?” he asked. “Did you think we were going to get married or something? That I was going to pop the question?”

      His words hurt—no doubt about that.

      “I didn’t think you were going to turn out to be such an asshole, for one.”

      “Well, in that case, I’m awfully sorry.”

      It was an apology, but a sarcastic one. I didn’t say anything. Instead, I crossed my arms over my chest. I don’t know if it was the pregnancy hormones or how much of a prick he was being, but my mood was getting worse by the second.

      Jordan, apparently gathering the self-awareness to read my expression and body language, stepped over to me.

      “Listen,” he said. “I’m only teasing. I actually had a really nice weekend with you. And to be honest, I ended up liking you more than I expected. But I had to go to New York, and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Why did you even have to go to New York, anyway?” I asked, my arms still crossed. “You’re saying it like it wasn’t your choice.”

      “It wasn’t,” he said before taking a long swig of his beer. “It was…”

      He trailed off, and I got the impression that the reason, whatever it might’ve been, was more personal than he was prepared to share. Even in his drunken state, he was worried about his ego. Typical.

      “Listen,” he said. “I have a really great idea. Hold on.”

      After one more sip of his beer, he hurried out of the room. I watched him leave, wondering just what the hell he had on his mind. Jordan returned a few moments later, a big, stupid smile on his face and something in his hand.

      He approached me, and I glanced down at what he was carrying, realizing that it was, of course, mistletoe.

      “Come here,” he said, closing the distance between us as he raised the sprig of green and red over our heads. “It’s not the holidays without mistletoe, right? Come here and give me a kiss.”

      He moved closer and closer. Despite the attraction that I’d felt upon seeing him again, kissing him was the last thing I wanted at that moment.

      “No,” I said, my voice stern as I pushed him away.

      His expression turned from almost child-like eagerness to one of disappointment.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “You didn’t have any problem kissing me before.”

      “You weren’t acting like this before,” I said.

      “Whatever,” he said, tossing the mistletoe onto the counter.

      “You still haven’t said you were sorry for leaving without a word. I think you owe me that.”

      He looked away for a moment as if trying to figure out if he had it in him.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’m sorry, but I had my reasons for not telling you. I mean, can you imagine what the scandal would’ve been like if anyone had found out what you and I were doing? That I was hooking up with the help?”

      My breath caught in my throat. He’d been cruel before, but this was something else.

      “The help?!” I shouted. “That’s what I was to you? The freaking help?”

      Right at that moment, something dawned on me. I thought back to the dates Jordan had taken me on—the secluded overlook, the masked ball, all of it. I realized that it all had been in a situation where no one could see or recognize us. He really, truly had been worried about people finding out what we were doing.

      “You kept this all a secret,” I said, choking up by the second. “You took me out to places where no one would recognize us. All because you didn’t want anyone to find out that the great Jordan freaking King was banging the chef!”

      He shrugged his shoulders, conceding the point.

      “And the picture!” I said. “When you told me that we couldn’t take a picture the night of the ball, you said it was because we didn’t have the time! But now, now I get it. You didn’t want me to show anyone, for the word to get out.”

      “What else was I supposed to do?” he asked. “Was I supposed to let people find out? For my dad to find out?”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “You…you fucker,” I said, my words coming out in a hiss. “For all your goddamn sweet talk, telling me that you and I were alike, it turns out you’re exactly what I thought you were from the start—a spoiled, rich little brat. A cruel, cocky asshole who thinks he can do whatever he wants.”

      Jordan said nothing at first, and I wondered if I’d been too mean and had taken it too far.

      Nope. Another flippant shrug made it clear that he wasn’t bothered in the slightest.

      “Hey, I said I was sorry. What else do you want?”

      I couldn’t take any more of this.

      “Get out. Now,” I said, my tone as stern as I could make it.

      “But…this is my house,” he said.

      “This is your dad’s house,” I corrected. “It’s all your dad’s, everything you think you own. And right now, your dad’s paying me to prepare that food you’re eating. So get out so I can do my job. You know what that is, right? A job?”

      “Fine, whatever,” he said. “See ya around.”

      Then he turned and left, just like that, swiping his beer off the counter as he went.

      I listened to his footsteps grow quieter, followed by the opening and closing of some door in the distance.

      And then I was alone.

      I wanted to scream and cry, the conversation having made me so mad I could hardly see straight. But I had a job to do, and I vowed to keep it together, at least for as long as it took to finish my work.

      Over the next hour or so I finished putting everything away, making sure all the food was ready for tomorrow. When I was finally done, the only thing that remained was the picked-at hen that Jordan had left on the counter. I grabbed it so hard that I nearly crushed it in my hand and threw it in the garbage with an angry grunt.

      After gathering up my things, I stormed out to my car. I entered in time to watch the clock tick over from eleven-fifty-nine to midnight. Right as it did, I let the frustration and anger from the conversation loose, crossing my arms over the steering wheel and crying out all of the tears that I could.

      Once I was all cried out, I had one more realization to make: I was truly on my own. Part of me had kept hope alive that Jordan might be ready to man up, to be a father to his child. But that little drunken display answered any question about that issue that I might’ve had. He was just some rich playboy, not cut out for anything other than spending his dad’s money.

      It was all on me.

      I dried my tears and started my car, knowing the time for weakness was over.
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      The holidays came and went, and before I knew it a new year was underway. The Christmas party and the following New Year’s party went better than I could’ve hoped. The food was a smashing success, and my holiday bonus from Mr. King was more than generous. Despite everything that had happened with Jordan, I was hoping to start this year off on the right foot, ready for the immense responsibilities that lay ahead of me.

      Not everything had been a bed of roses, however. The nausea I’d been experiencing had grown even worse, sometimes striking in the middle of a shift at the Kings’. Also, there had been days that my energy had been so dismal that I couldn’t get out of bed. I’d wake up in the morning not feeling refreshed in the slightest, and it would take every last bit of strength I had to get ready for the shift ahead.

      So, I was more than eager to get to my first prenatal appointment. In addition to the great pay, working for Mr. King included full benefits, and I was ready to take advantage of them. My appointment had been set for nine in the morning, so I got up with plenty of time to spare in the event that I had another low-energy day.

      Thankfully, getting up that morning wasn’t too difficult. I showered and got dressed, heading out to the kitchen when I was ready.

      Amy was at the table, her laptop open and a box of a dozen donuts open in front of her. She had one chocolate-covered on her plate and was picking at it slowly as she scrolled through her social media.

      “Morning, preggers,” she said, flashing me a half-smile.

      I’d told Amy about everything that had happened and like everyone else in my life—aside from Jordan, that is—she’d been more than supportive, helping me out with this and that whenever I needed her.

      “Morning, not preggers,” I said, scrunching up my nose. “Ugh, you know I hate that word.”

      “I know you do,” she said. “Why do you think I always say it?”

      I gave her a playful swat on the arm as I walked past her toward the coffee maker. I had enough time for a cup of decaf, so I poured myself one and took a seat at the table.

      “How’s the internet?” I asked, my eyes drifting toward the donuts.

      “Same old,” she said. Then she flashed me a coy glance. “But let’s see if everything’s ‘same old’ with little Mr. King?”

      “Oh, no-no-no,” I said. “Don’t need to know about any of that. As far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t exist.”

      Really, though, I was curious. Amy typed his name into SplitShot, the picture site, and began to scroll through.

      “Oh, lots of partying,” she said, going through picture after picture of Jordan at one club or another. “Looks like he’s living it up in the Big Apple. Not a damn care in the world.”

      I wanted to turn away from the photos, but I kept looking. Strangely, I didn’t see one of him with a girl; all were with friends. If there were girls, they were off to the side, away from him.

      “Must be nice to be so carefree,” I said.

      Amy closed out the window and turned the computer back around.

      “Are you still not planning on telling him?” she asked. “I mean, he really could help out with all that money of his.”

      “His father’s,” I corrected. “And no, I’m not going to tell him. He’s made it more than apparent that he’s not ready for this, so I’m going to keep him as far away from this whole situation as possible.”

      “Your call,” she said. “Want a donut?”

      She turned the box of colorful donuts toward me. The only one missing was the one on her plate, which she had barely touched.

      “Why did you get so many?” I asked. “You’re barely finishing one.”

      “I went down to Gino’s Coffee this morning, totally craving one. And when I got there, I saw that they had a special for a dozen for five dollars. I figured I could snack on them all day.”

      “Breakfast, lunch, and dinner of champions,” I said with a grin.

      Amy laughed. “I know you’re Ms. Food Snob, but I figured I’d ask.”

      Normally, she’d be right. If I wanted a dessert, I’d make some crème brûlée or maybe some ice cream. But right at that moment, for some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off of the damn things.

      “Okay, maybe one,” I said.

      Amy raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Help yourself,” she said, turning her eyes back to her computer.

      I waggled my fingers in anticipation, each of the donuts looking so good I could hardly stand it. Finally, I snatched up a Boston cream, shoving it down in no more than three bites. Once that was down the hatch, I grabbed a cruller, eating that just as fast. Next was a chocolate donut covered in sprinkles. After this one, I poured myself a tall glass of whole milk, took down half of it in one gulp, and started in on a glazed.

      “Holy crap, girl,” said Amy, watching me polish off my next donut. “You’re out of control.”

      “It has to be the baby,” I said. “I’d never eat like this normally.”

      “Well, you are eating for two,” she said. “Or three, or four…”

      “Oh, my God,” I said. “Don’t even joke about that. I’m going crazy with stress just thinking about the one kid.”

      “Just save some for me, okay?” Amy said with a smile.

      “I think five’s my limit,” I said before finishing the rest of the glass of milk. “Okay, I need to get to this appointment. Thanks for the grub.”

      “No problem,” she said. “Good luck with everything.”

      I thanked her again for letting me pig out before snatching up my keys and heading out the door.

      As I drove, I couldn’t help but think about how ravenous my appetite had been. I knew that eating, and lots of it, was part of being pregnant. But this was crazy. Maybe I was lacking in some vitamins or something.

      The clinic was lovely, a modern building that I was only able to afford thanks to Mr. King’s benefits. Once inside, I checked in and was soon seated in a small office. I barely had to wait much time at all before a short, middle-aged woman with large purple-rimmed glasses entered the room.

      “Good morning, Chloe,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Dr. Haverford.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “Likewise,” she said, lifting a tablet and giving it a few swipes. “Okay, I see that you’re here for your first prenatal exam.”

      “That’s right,” I said.

      “Well, first of all, congratulations. And I have to ask—is the father in the picture?”

      “He’s…not,” I said.

      The doctor nodded slowly while looking at her charts. She didn’t say anything and was very professional about it. I doubted I was the first single mother that she’d encountered in her line of work.

      “Raising a child alone can be tricky, but there are lots of resources available to you in San Bravado. I’d be more than happy to discuss them after the test if you’d like.”

      Honestly, I didn’t know whether or not to take her up on it. On the one hand, they might really come in handy. On the other, that would mean I was a single mother on state support. Was this the life I’d envisioned for myself when I graduated from high school?

      I put the matter out of my mind, coming back to the present moment.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said.

      “Of course,” she said. “Okay, first I’d like to ask you if you’ve been going through anything out of the ordinary since you found out that you were pregnant. I understand that this is all very new, what with you being a first-time mother. What I’m looking for is anything that may have struck you as odd.”

      I thought the question over for a few moments.

      “Well, like you said, I don’t really know what’s ‘normal’ with being pregnant, except what I’ve seen on TV, and stuff. But it seems like everything that I’ve been going through has been, I don’t know, pregnancy times ten.”

      Dr. Haverford cocked her head to the side slightly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My nausea has been absolutely terrible. And there have been days when I’ve had no energy at all, like I have mono or something. My appetite has been crazy, too. I’ve been eating everything in sight, and things that I’ve never craved before like meat and sugary junk foods.”

      “Hmm,” she said. “Your body’s craving protein and calories—and a lot of them.”

      “Right,” I said. “Sometimes it doesn’t feel like I’m feeding another mouth—it feels like I’m feeding an army.”

      Dr. Haverford gave me one more quizzical expression.

      “It does sound like things are a little worse than normal for a first-time pregnancy—”

      “Worse?” I said, the word blurting out of my mouth.

      She raised her hand in a calming gesture.

      “Worse is the wrong word. Just more intense. That can mean a lot of things.”

      My heart began to beat faster as my mind raced with the possibilities of what could be amiss.

      “Let’s grab the fetal Doppler and check things out. We can get a good sense of how things are coming along. Just sit tight for a moment.”

      A sick feeling spread through my belly—not the normal nausea, but a feeling of total dread. Before I had too long to stew in my stress, however, Dr. Haverford returned with the fetal Doppler, a small piece of equipment that was attached to something that looked like a microphone.

      “Now,” she said. “I don’t know if you’ve ever seen this done before, but it’s a totally non-invasive process. I’m going to have you lie back, and then I’m going to run this little wand over your belly. I’ll be able to hear the heartbeat, and in my experience, hearing a healthy heartbeat goes a long way toward putting first-time mothers at ease.”

      “That would make me feel better,” I said.

      She gave me a warm smile.

      “Go ahead and lie back,” she said. “This will only take a few seconds.”

      I complied, and once I was on my back, Dr. Haverford pulled my shirt up enough to expose my belly. The small baby bump was still such a strange sight to me.

      “Now, I’m going to apply a little gel here.”

      She squirted some clear gel from a tube and rubbed it onto a small patch on my belly. I shivered at her touch, the gel surprisingly cool.

      “Now, like I said, I’m going to press the wand here, and we should be able to hear some little baby heartbeats.”

      She placed the end of the wand onto the gel-covered patch of skin and applied a bit of pressure.

      “I’m going to turn on the speaker so you can hear. Ready?”

      Dr. Haverford’s professional calm had done a lot to push aside my fear. Now I was more excited than anything.

      “Ready,” I said.

      She nodded and flicked the Doppler on. The speaker put out a crackling noise, along with a soft, pulsing “whomp” sound.

      “Now,” she said. “We need to distinguish your heartbeats from the baby’s.”

      She moved the wand around a bit, applying pressure here and there, the gel spreading on the end of the wand.

      Suddenly, the gentle pulsing noise grew in volume and speed. What at first sounded like one noise was now replaced by several, all of them overlapping one another. A surprised expression quickly formed on Dr. Haverford’s face as she pulled the wand away.

      “What?” I asked, fear rising in me. “Is something wrong?”

      “Just…something I want to be certain about,” she said.

      She placed the wand back on my stomach, the cacophony of noises returning. Dr. Haverford slowly twisted the volume knob on the device, the sounds growing louder. And as she did, I could see her lips moving. I wasn’t certain, but it looked like she was counting—one, two, three…

      She nodded one last time, took the wand away, and turned off the device.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Is the baby okay?”

      “Not only is the baby okay,” she said through a smile, “they’re all okay.”

      I didn’t know what to make of her words. It was like she’d said something in a foreign language.

      “What?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, normally when we use a fetal Doppler, you’ll hear two of those sounds, one faint and one loud—the baby’s heartbeat and yours. But what we heard was…many heartbeats.”

      What she said next hit me like a train.

      “Four of them, to be exact.”

      I sat back, trying to process what she’d said.

      “You don’t mean…you can’t mean.”

      “That’s right, Ms. Sanderson—you’re pregnant with quadruplets!”

      The room spun around me, and my breathing increased in speed.

      “Four?” I asked. “Four babies?”

      “Four babies,” she said. “And from what I heard, all with healthy, strong heartbeats.”

      She packed the Doppler away and turned toward the door.

      “Okay, now I need you to answer some questions about your pregnancy so far so that I can have them for my records the next time you come in. I’m going to send in a nurse to take care of all that, but please, if you have any questions for me, tell her, and I’ll be right in to answer them.”

      I nodded, still in the middle of a daze. Dr. Haverford congratulated me one more time before departing. Moments later, a slender, middle-aged nurse dressed in pink scrubs entered the room.

      “My name’s Kelly,” she said.

      “Chloe,” I said, my eyes fixed forward.

      “I heard about the big news!” she said, her voice chipper. “Congratulations!”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Four babies,” she said, shaking her head. “You almost only ever see that many babies with couples that are using fertility drugs. For you to be having so many kids like that right out of the gate…”

      She shook her head in wonder.

      “It’s like a miracle, right?”

      “Right now, I’m trying to process it all,” I said. “It’s…a lot to take in.”

      “Oh, I bet,” said the nurse. “Well, I hope you have a lot of extra pairs of hands around the house to help out!”

      All I could do was laugh nervously. That was the last thing I wanted to think about at that moment.

      The nurse ran through some basic questions about my medical history, as well as that of my parents, and soon I was out of there. I spent the rest of the drive back trying to process what I’d learned. My life had already taken a turn for the complicated, and now everything felt like it was going off the rails.

      Amy was out when I got back, and I was glad to have the place all to myself. I went back into my room, shut the door, and fell onto my bed. The nurse’s words about “extra pairs of hands” played in my mind over and over, reminding me that Jordan wasn’t going to be a part of all this.

      Did he have a right to know? I knew that he did. As much of an asshole as he’d been, he was about to be the father of not only one child, but four.

      Four children.

      The words bounced around in my mind, overlapping on top of one another like the four heartbeats I’d heard.

      Everything was about to change, and in ways I could only guess.
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      It was a few days after my appointment, and as I pulled up to the King mansion, I was more than ready to throw myself into my work. My creativity was in overdrive, my mind racing with all sorts of ideas for what I could prepare for the evening.

      Steak sounded nice. Mr. King was always in the mood for something simple and nourishing, and there were more than a few choice cuts of meat in the freezer. Or I could go crazy, maybe make something trendy, and really knock his socks off. I’d spent the last few days ruminating about my pregnancy, and today I finally felt ready to put it aside, even if only for a little while.

      When I stepped into the mansion, I knew right away that something was wrong. The place was eerily quiet, as though I’d entered some ancient, abandoned estate. None of the usual bustle of the other staff could be heard, and lights were off in every room I could see.

      I walked further into the mansion, my feet echoing against the marble floor. I wondered if I’d missed something—if some text had gone out letting everyone know but me that Alfred wasn’t going to be in tonight. I considered how it’d be a shame if that was the case. I was ready to get to work.

      Then I heard a soft sound off in the distance. At first, it sounded like laughter, the kind you’d hear if someone was reading or watching something funny on their phone by themselves. But the closer I moved to the noise, the more I realized that it wasn’t laughter at all.

      It was sobbing.

      My pace picked up, and I hurried toward the kitchen, where the crying seemed to be coming from. Once I stepped into the spacious room, I spotted the source: Luz. She was seated on one of the stools at the kitchen island, her face in her hands as her body shook with sobs.

      “Luz?” I asked.

      She jolted up, turning in her seat and giving me her attention. Sure enough, her eyes were puffy, her face was a deep red, and her cheeks were wet with tears.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      She took a deep breath, trying to compose herself. After this, she took a tissue from the box in front of her and quickly dabbed her eyes.

      “Oh, baby,” she said. “You didn’t hear?”

      “Hear what?” I asked, my tone now one of worry. “What’s going on?”

      She patted the seat next to her, and I quickly moved onto it. Luz glanced away for a long moment as if trying to figure out where to begin.

      Did Luz have some sort of family tragedy? That was the first thought that occurred to me. But it didn’t explain why the house was so eerie and quiet. No, it was something else.

      “It’s…Mr. King.”

      “What happened?”

      “He’s…no longer with us.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, realizing instantly how silly the question sounded. I knew exactly what it meant.

      “He passed away,” she said. “Last night.”

      “Oh, no! Luz, what happened?”

      I’d worked last night, and Mr. King had seemed no different than any other day. He was in good spirits and seemed to be in good health. Something had happened clear out of the blue.

      “Last night,” she repeated, “after most of us left for the evening, he had a stroke. I don’t know all the details, but it came out of nowhere. One of the cleaning crew, Melinda, I think, had been around working late, and happened to have a question for Mr. King about something. She knocked on his study door and didn’t hear anything, and when she went in, she saw him there, sprawled over his desk unconscious.”

      I leaned in as she spoke, everything in the world blotted out except for Luz.

      “She called an ambulance, and they came as quickly as they could. But this place is so far out of town that it took them a while. But he was still alive when they arrived. They airlifted him to the nearest hospital and confirmed that it was a stroke.

      “At first, it seemed like everything was going to be okay. The stroke wasn’t all that severe, his condition had stabilized, and he was in the hands of some of the best doctors in the country. Mr. King had even come out of unconsciousness and was able to talk a bit.”

      Tears formed in my eyes as Luz continued.

      “He slept through the night, and the doctors were watching him the whole time. But then, in the morning, he had a second stroke, this one much worse than the first. It was so bad that even with doctors nearby they couldn’t help him. And we lost him right after.”

      I grabbed one of Luz’s tissues and wiped my eyes.

      “I can’t believe it,” I said. “He seemed so happy and healthy, especially for a man his age. I…I don’t know what to say.”

      “These things can happen out of nowhere,” Luz said, shaking her head. “One minute you’re fine, the next you’re…gone. I got off the phone with his personal assistant. She was there with him to the end, just as shocked as we are.”

      I leaned forward against the counter, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “And I hate to even be thinking about such a thing now, but that’s the end of this job for us,” Luz said. “I remember the contract saying that we get a month’s pay if something like this were to happen, but after that, we’re on our own. No Mr. King, no work.”

      She was right, and it was another stab in the gut on top of this awful news.

      “He was such a good man,” I said. “Never had anything but a kind word for anyone. And he took a chance on an inexperienced girl like me. Nothing but encouraging.”

      “Same here,” said Luz. “I’d just lost my job when he and I happened to meet in line at a pharmacy. I remember I was in such an awful mood, and he started talking to me, chatting and joking and making me feel like I was the only person in the world. It’s like he sensed my mood and made it his duty to turn it around.”

      A small smile appeared on Luz’s tear-streaked face as she recalled the story.

      “He asked me what I did for a living, and I blurted it out, told him that I used to be a waitress, but I lost my job when our restaurant closed. And right then and there he told me that he had an opening at his place for a housekeeper. I was curious about who he was, and when he told me that he was Alfred King, I nearly fainted.”

      Luz seemed to be recovering, but then her eyes welled up with tears again. She continued talking.

      “Just like you, he took a chance on me. I remember asking him why, and he said he could sense the good in people. He saw it in me, and he saw it in you. And knowing you, Chloe, he was right on the money.”

      More tears trickled down my face as I sat in shock.

      Luz and I talked like this for a while longer, telling stories about Mr. King. And when we were done, we vowed to keep him in our memories. When the sun began to set, we both realized that it was time to leave the King mansion for the last time.

      “See you around, Chloe,” said Luz as we prepared to go our separate ways.

      “Bye, Luz,” I said, giving her a big hug.

      Once I was behind the wheel of my car I allowed myself to sit and stare off into space, to let the awful news truly sink in. I cried some more until my throat was raw and my eyes had nothing left in them.

      And then a thought occurred to me: Luz’s words about keeping his memory alive fresh in my mind. I wouldn’t need to try; I was carrying his grandchildren inside of me. All four of them. I only wished that he could’ve been alive to see them, or to even know they existed.

      It hit me again that I was now out of a job. Like Luz had said, every member of the staff could count on one last month’s pay, along with a few more months of health benefits. But after that, I was going to be really and truly on my own.

      After a few more minutes, I was ready to leave. I turned on my car and started off toward the road leading back into town, the majestic estate shrinking smaller and smaller in my rear-view mirror.
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          Jordan

        

        A Few Hours Earlier

      

    
    
      I paced back and forth through the luxurious interior of my father’s private jet, counting down the minutes till we would touch down in San Bravado. I knew that having access to the jet wasn’t part of the agreement my father and I had come to, but I didn’t care. He was in the hospital, and nothing was going to keep me from his side.

      Impatience gripped me. At the end of one of my paces, I took the phone to the cockpit off the wall and called the pilot.

      “Yes, Mr. King?” he asked.

      “What’s our ETA?” I asked.

      “We’re passing over the Rockies now. Shouldn’t be more than an hour and a half.”

      “Any news about my father?”

      “Not so far,” he said. “We’re going through some interference at the moment. Communication with the ground right now is spotty, at best.”

      “Is there anything to do to get there faster?” I asked. “Anything at all?”

      “I’m afraid not, Mr. King. We’re going there straight as the crow flies. I’ll keep you posted if anything changes.”

      Part of me wanted to yell and scream, to have some outlet for my frustration. Instead, I thanked the pilot and hung up.

      I couldn’t believe the news. My father, that strong, powerful man who’d built his company from the ground up, had been reduced to lying unconscious in some hospital bed due to a damned stroke.

      He’d seemed so healthy the last time I’d seen him.

      Then again, the last time I’d seen him was during the holidays, just a few days after we’d had that fight.

      The fight when I’d stormed out of dinner, never wanting to see his face again. We’d kept our interactions to a minimum over the next few days, and the holidays had amounted to nothing more than barely contained resentment.

      I had to see him again, to put things right. When I’d gone back to New York, having cut my holiday visit short, I’d figured that we’d make up at some point, at some vague time in the future. There’s all the time in the world, part of me had thought. Hell, maybe I could ignore it, let it all blow over, have enough time pass that things would be right back to normal the next time I saw the old man.

      Time. Didn’t have any of that now.

      Eventually, we were over the Rockies and clear of the interference. As soon as the pilot let me know that we had reception again, I called the hospital and demanded an update.

      “Better,” they told me. “He’s still out of it—not in any condition to talk. But we have him stabilized for now.”

      I paced backed and forth, the phone pressed against the side of my face. Each heartbeat was a fresh pulse of anxiety.

      “Can you tell him something?” I said finally. “Can you pass along a message from me?”

      “He’s…not very cognizant of what’s going on,” said the doctor. “It’s still very touch-and-go.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “But I need you to tell him something, even if you think he can’t hear you.”

      Silence on the other end.

      “Sure,” came the doctor’s voice. “What would you like me to say?”

      I hadn’t thought this far. My mind raced, trying to come up with something.

      “Tell him…tell him that I’m sorry. Sorry for leaving things the way that I did, sorry for being such a disappointment.”

      I couldn’t think of anything else.

      Normally, it would’ve killed me to reveal such personal feelings to a total stranger. But now, I didn’t care. All I was concerned with was trying to say I was sorry.

      “I’ll pass that along,” he said.

      “Good. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I ended the call.

      My eyes went to the fully stocked bar on the other side of the plane, and for a moment the idea of getting drunk just to get through all of this occurred to me. But something inside of me told me to not do it, that I’d need to have all my bearings for what lay ahead. Instead of booze, I cracked open a bottle of sparkling water and sipped it as I continued my pacing.

      I let out a sigh of relief as I felt the plane begin its descent. It was still early in the day, and the sun glittered brilliantly on the ocean past San Bravado. Any other occasion and I’d be glad to be back, glad to be away from the chaos of New York. But this wasn’t one of those times.

      The plane landed with a soft lurch, and it didn’t take long before we’d come to a complete stop. Once we were taxied, the pilot stepped out of the cockpit.

      “We’re here, Mr. King,” he said.

      I nodded and turned toward the plane’s extending staircase. Before stepping out, however, something occurred to me. I turned back toward the pilot, stepped over to him, and shook his hand.

      “Thank you for getting me here on such short notice,” I said. “It’s more than appreciated.”

      The pilot looked surprised for a moment as if not sure what to make of Jordan King saying something like this. Most of our interactions over the years had been me barking orders to get away from the turbulence as my friends and I partied in the back of the plane.

      “Of course,” he said. “It’s my pleasure to get you to your father. I only hope that he’s doing all right. Please, pass along my thoughts and prayers.”

      “I will,” I said.

      I headed off the plane and toward the sleek, black luxury car that awaited me, a chauffeur waiting to let me in. Normally I’d rather drive, but my nerves were so jangled that today I was more than happy to let someone else take the wheel.

      We drove away from the airport and I gazed pensively out the window, wondering what on earth I would say to my father once we finally reached the hospital. After we’d been driving for about thirty minutes, I reached into my pocket for my phone to call the hospital for another update. But it wasn’t there.

      “Shit!” I hissed. I must have left the phone on the plane.

      I pressed the button to lower the glass partition between the driver and me.

      “Yes, Mr. King?” he asked.

      “How far are we from the hospital?”

      “About thirty more minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      No sense in going back for it; I’d be at the hospital soon myself.

      We drove on, passing through the outer neighborhoods of the city and eventually arriving at San Bravado’s most exclusive private hospital. I was so eager to get in there that I nearly leaped right into the car door before opening it.

      I rushed into the lobby, looking around frantically for some associate of my father. Finally, I laid eyes on Roy Silver, my father’s lawyer and close friend from since before I was born. Roy was a tall, stout man with open, brown eyes, a fleshy face, and hair as silver as his name would suggest. He was dressed in one of his usual brown suits.

      He got up from his seat as soon as he laid eyes on me. I could tell from his expression that something was very, very wrong.

      “Where is he?” I asked, rushing over to Roy.

      “I’ve been trying to call you,” he said, shaking his head as though he were in a daze. “But you didn’t pick up.”

      “I left my phone on the plane,” I said. “Tell me where my father is.”

      “Jordan,” he said, his voice somber. “The reason I’ve been trying to call you was to let you know that…we’ve lost him. Your father’s gone, Jordan.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “An hour ago. You just missed him.”

      I dropped to my knees right there in the middle of the lobby.
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      The funeral was one of the most surreal experiences of my life. It took place in the largest, oldest cathedral in the city, and the place was beyond packed. Hundreds upon hundreds of mourners came to pay their respects to my father.

      At the ceremony, many of the city’s elite came to the podium to offer a few words about what my father meant to them, and what good he’d done for thousands of those employed by his company. As I sat in attendance, I couldn’t help but think what kind of service I would have if I were to suddenly pass. Who would come to my funeral? What would they say? I couldn’t imagine any of the friends I partied with being moved enough to speak in front of hundreds of people. And I couldn’t imagine any of the dozens of women I’d used and tossed aside having a kind word to say about me.

      I’d be put into the ground and forgotten, having done more bad for the world than good.

      As we filed out of the cathedral, I caught a glimpse of someone out of the corner of my eye. Someone, like the others here, dressed all in black. A woman.

      Someone familiar.

      Was it Chloe?

      I tried to catch a glimpse of her, but her face was obscured by a black veil, and she quickly disappeared into the crowd. I tried to weave my way through, but I was quickly surrounded by friends of my father who wanted to pay their respects. By the time I was able to break away, she was long gone.

      If it even was her.

      Many of the funeral attendees gathered at my father’s mansion after the ceremony. Roy, having wanted to take some of the stress off me, arranged for the catering and all of the other details. I found myself going into the kitchen as the chefs worked, part of me hoping that I’d see Chloe there, busy at work.

      Hours passed as more and more people offered their condolences, all of them with their own stories of how my father touched their lives. I couldn’t help but wonder if some of them were trying to figure out how a man like my father could’ve produced a son like me.

      “How you holding up, kid?” asked Roy, placing his hand on my shoulder and giving it a squeeze.

      “About as well as could be expected,” I said. “I just wish I could have arrived in time to see him, to speak to him. Even if he couldn’t have heard it.”

      Roy shook his head. “How old were you when your mom passed, Jordan? You were just a kid, right?”

      “I was five,” I said. “Too young to experience the loss the way I’m experiencing it now. But her passing wasn’t so…sudden. I had the chance to say goodbye.”

      “You’ve dealt with some pretty serious loss, kid. But you’re staying strong, putting on a tough face. It’s what your father would’ve wanted.”

      I had a few ideas of what my father would’ve wanted. Not having a slacker son was one of them.

      “Anyway, I’ll give you space to grieve, but I wanted to let you know that your father had his estate in order when he passed. I’m ready to go over his will with you whenever you want.”

      I raised an eyebrow. I wasn’t all that concerned about money or anything like that, but I did want to know my father’s last wishes.

      “How about later today?” I asked. “If you’re not busy, that is.”

      Roy nodded. “Anything, kid. I’ll have my assistant bring over all the paperwork, and we can take care of everything in your father’s study as soon as everyone takes off. How’s that sound?”

      “Perfect,” I said.

      With that, Roy took off. I spent the rest of the gathering out on the balcony, watching the sun slowly descend below the ocean. I wasn’t going out of my way to be a bad host, but after a time the guests must’ve picked up on the fact that I wanted to be alone. Little by little, they said their goodbyes to me and left. By the time the sun disappeared below the horizon, I was the only one remaining.

      I stepped back into the kitchen, the memory of the last time I saw Chloe here fresh in my mind. I was drunk, but I remembered with perfect clarity the stupid, cruel shit that I’d said, how I’d driven her away, wounded her.

      I don’t know why I’d said half of the things I had. She was more than “the help” to me, and I knew it, even then. Even if I didn’t want to admit it.

      The sound of the front door opening cut through the silence.

      “Jordan?” Roy called out. “You here?”

      I left the kitchen and found Roy in the entry hall, his laptop tucked under his arm, a messenger bag slung over his shoulder.

      “You ready to do this?” he asked.

      “About as ready as I’m going to be,” I said.

      Roy gave me a solemn nod before we both turned and started off in the direction of the study. Our steps echoed as we walked, and as I looked over the art and décor that my father had painstakingly chosen, I still couldn’t believe that he was never going to walk the halls of his home again.

      When we reached the arched doors of my father’s study, I reached out for the handle but stopped before I grasped it.

      “You all right there, kid?” asked Roy.

      “I’m okay,” I told him. “Just thinking about how this place was always off-limits to me.”

      Roy nodded as I opened the door and let him in ahead of me. I stepped into the vast room, taking in the place, letting the memories of my father wash over me. I strode over to his desk, slowly running my hand over it. I nearly took a seat in his chair, but something about sitting there felt wrong. Instead, I sat on the edge of the desk.

      “Ready?” asked Roy, taking a seat on one the same chairs that I’d sat in so many times before.

      I nodded, and Roy opened his laptop.

      “Ah, first thing’s first,” he said. “The mansion’s yours—the building and everything in it.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “That’s…the good news.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “There’s bad news?”

      “Well, depending on how you look at it, I suppose.”

      Roy reached into his bag and took out an envelope. He handed it to me.

      “Your father and I went over the legal side of what’s in there, but the rest is for your eyes only.”

      A curious look crossed my face as I opened the simple white envelope. Inside was a letter, hand-written in my father’s small, neat lettering. To my surprise, the letter was only a month old. I took a deep breath and began to read.

      

      Jordan,

      If you’re reading this, it means that I’ve passed. When I married your mother and had you so late in life, I knew that leaving you alone like this at a young age was more than likely. But I didn’t find love until late, and your mother was worth the wait.

      I don’t think it’s any surprise to say that you and I have had our differences. Those are partially my fault. I gave you whatever you wanted when you were a child, and for far too long beyond that. It shouldn’t surprise me that the lifestyle you chose was one that took the luxuries I eagerly gave to you for granted.

      But now that I’m gone, that time has passed. As Roy has already likely informed you, the home is yours, along with all that I own. I’ve put my finances in order to ensure that the upkeep and taxes will be paid for. But the house won’t go into your name for decades—no selling and living off of the remains of the estate. And the apartment in New York has been paid for, free and clear, the bills taken care of for the remainder of the year.

      Other than that, I’m dividing my money between the charities that I’ve set up over the years.

      Yes, you read that correctly—you won’t be receiving a dime.

      Now, knowing you, your reaction to this might be anger, or frustration, or incredulity. I hope that you’ve reached a level of maturity in which this is not the case. Because the reason that I’m not leaving you a dollar of my money is not out of bitterness or spite, but because I know it’s the only way that you’ll be able to make your way in the world.

      Jordan, I know that you have it in you to become something great, to make your mark, to be a force of good. And I know that if you have the comfort of my fortunes to fall back on, you might not put in the work to become that man.

      So, for my last will and testament, I wanted to give you that chance. I know you have it in you, Jordan. I know that you can become something incredible.

      Love always,

      Dad

      

      Unsure what to think, I set the letter down on the desk and stared off into space for several moments. Finally, Roy broke the silence.

      “Kid, I tried to talk him out of it,” he said. “I told him not to be so drastic. Maybe put some money in a trust or something that you can’t access for a few years. But you know your father—he was insistent.”

      But I wasn’t mad. I wasn’t upset. I wasn’t frustrated.

      “It’s okay, Roy,” I said, my voice calm. “It’s…fine.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Roy raise his brow.

      “You’re serious?” he asked. “I mean, you get the house, but man…if my dad had told me that he wasn’t leaving me a dime, I would’ve blown my damn top.”

      Blowing my top was the last thing I felt like doing. A strange calm had come over me, one that caused me to put aside any sort of childish frustration at not getting what I wanted.

      “It’s totally fine,” I repeated, now through a smile.

      “You sure, kid?” he asked. “You’re not gonna go all rock star on this study the second I leave, are you?”

      I turned and gave him a warm smile.

      “Nope,” I said. “Maybe younger-me would’ve, but now…I don’t think so. What my dad said in the letter makes perfect sense.”

      “Good,” he said, his tone still somewhat dubious. “Good, good.”

      “Is there anything else?” I asked.

      “Just some things I need you to sign, but nothing all that important. I’ll get everything taken care of with the house and all that. You don’t need to worry.”

      “Thanks, Roy,” I said, my tone warm. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone for a little while.”

      “Of course, of course,” said Roy, hurriedly gathering his things.

      I could tell that part of him still thought that he was witnessing the calm before the storm.

      “See you, kid,” he said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I bid him goodbye, and he left, shutting the door behind him.

      Now that Roy was gone, the only sound that remained in the room was the slow ticking of the antique grandfather clock, the one I’d been forbidden to touch all throughout my childhood.

      I stood up from the desk and took my place in front of the window, my hands clasped behind my back in the same way my father would always stand. The words of the letter ran through my mind, spoken in my father’s voice.

      As I looked out over the vast expanse of property in front of me, the green stretch of the lawn terminating out in the sands of the shore and the ocean past that, I made a vow. I swore in that moment to change my ways, to become the man my father knew I could be.

      It was going to be hard; it was going to take work. And it was going to require more than I’d ever given anything in my life, but I was going to do it.

      And nothing was going to stand in my way.
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      “You sure you’re ready to do this?” Amy asked as we loaded the last of my things into the moving van.

      “It’s not a matter of wanting to do it,” I said. “It’s a matter of having to. I’m going to give birth to four babies in a few months, and as much as I love our apartment and living with you, I need something bigger.”

      “I don’t know,” she said, stepping back and sweeping her eyes over the moving van. “Maybe we could work something out.”

      I let out a bright laugh. “Like what?” I asked. “Two of the babies could stay in my room, two could stay in yours?”

      Amy chuckled. “I know, it’s silly,” she said. “But I want to do something to help.”

      “You’ve helped me get my stuff moved,” I said. “Well, you and the movers. That’s more than enough.”

      “Not good enough for me,” she said. “You’re about to be a single mom. You’re going to need all the help you can get.”

      She was right about that. I still had no idea how I was going to take care of four kids all by myself. Sure, I had Amy and Isabella and my parents, but I was only comfortable relying on them so much. The rest was going to be up to me.

      I wasn’t sure if I was ready, but that didn’t matter. I had to be.

      “Hey, miss?” one of the movers called out. “You ready to get going?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “One second.”

      I threw open my arms and pulled Amy into a tight hug.

      “I’ll miss you, lady,” she said.

      “You too,” I said. “Come visit me anytime.”

      After our goodbyes I hopped into my car, the back seat packed with a few valuables that I didn’t want anyone else touching, and we were off. About twenty minutes later we arrived at the small, three-bedroom house on the outskirts of town. The rent was expensive and was going to be chewing through all of my savings and termination pay within a few months if I didn’t find some source of income, but I had to make the move. I wanted to be ready when the kids arrived.

      The movers went right to work, filling the place with the little bit of furniture I owned. After an hour or so, they were done. When they left, it was just me alone in that house, and I wondered what I’d gotten myself into.

      Fear dawned on me in the silence. I was alone, unemployed, and only had a few more months of money left. I climbed onto my couch and curled up into a tight ball, my mind racing with stress.

      Sure, I could try to find a new restaurant job; maybe Isabella would even give me back my old gig at the Westchester. That would solve my money problems for a few months, but what would happen in the later stages of my pregnancy? How the hell could I be expected to work with a belly full of four kids, to say nothing of what I would do after they arrived?

      Jordan.

      He popped into my head, the way he often did, his handsome face plastered with that same cocky smile. I could call him, tell him everything. He’d just inherited his father’s estate, and he’d easily be able to provide for the kids.

      I hated the idea of doing it, but I had no idea what else to do.

      Before I could give the matter any more thought, a knock sounded on my front door. I was curious who it could be. No one other than Amy and my parents had the address, and I wasn’t expecting any of them.

      I figured it had to be one of the movers with something that they’d forgotten in the back of the van. But when I opened the door, it wasn’t one of the burly college guys who’d helped me. Instead, it was a heavyset man in a brown suit and with silver hair, an expensive leather bag in his hand.

      “Um, hi?” I said. “Do you…have the wrong address?”

      “I hope not,” he said. “Are you Chloe Sanderson?”

      “I am,” I said. “May I ask who you are?”

      “Oh, great,” he said with no small amount of relief in his voice. “I’m Roy Silver.”

      He stuck out his hand. I took it, and he responded with a vigorous shake.

      “I’m Alfred King’s lawyer, and the executor of his estate.”

      “Oh!” I said, surprised. “I already got my final payment from the cooking job if that is what this is about.”

      “Not what this is about,” he said. “Do you mind if I come in? I have a very important matter that I want to discuss with you.”

      “Sure,” I said, standing aside and letting him enter. “Sorry about all the…empty space. I literally moved in ten minutes ago.”

      “I heard,” he said warmly. “I tried to catch you at your old place, but your roommate told me I could find you here.”

      I led him to the small kitchen table, and he slid into a seat. Once seated, he slipped a slim, silver laptop out from his bag and turned it on.

      “Something to drink?” I asked. “Everything’s still in boxes, but I can get some coffee going if you’d like.”

      “Sure, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “Not at all,” I said. “Gotta get all of this stuff unpacked at some point.”

      I opened one of the boxes containing my kitchen things and fished out the coffeemaker, along with the filters, coffee, and a pair of mugs. Once everything was set up in my otherwise bare kitchen, I set the coffee to brew.

      “I still can’t believe the news about Alfred,” I said, shaking my head. “It seemed like he was in such good health.”

      “It took us all by surprise,” said Roy. “But that’s the nature of strokes, I suppose.”

      The sounds of the percolating coffee maker filled the room, along with the scent of freshly brewing coffee. Roy’s eyes were fixed on the computer in front of him, and as he tapped at keys here and there, I found myself wondering what this was all about. What could the executor of Alfred’s estate possibly want with me?

      “The ceremony was lovely,” I said. “It was wonderful to see so many people show up to pay their respects.”

      “He was beloved in the community,” said Roy. “He’s going to be missed.”

      The coffee finished, and I poured us two cups, bringing them over to the kitchen table.

      “No cream or sugar, I’m afraid,” I said.

      “No problem,” said Roy, wrapping his pudgy fingers around the mug. “Black is fine for me.”

      He took a slow sip, the steam wrapping around his face.

      “Just perfect,” he said. “Perfect.”

      As happy as I was to be a good hostess, part of me was hoping he’d hurry and get on with it. My hormones had been running wild recently, and anxiety seemed to have double the effect on me that it normally did.

      “Okay,” he said, setting down his mug and turning his eyes to me. “As you know, Mr. King left certain provisions in his will in the event of his death. The first of which is the immediate disbursement of pay and healthcare benefits. These I’m sure you already know about.”

      “I sure do,” I said. “I’m pregnant, and don’t know what I’d be doing without the amazing health care he provided for us.”

      “Ah, congratulations!” he said, his face brightening. “How far along? Do you need to come up with a name for a boy or girl?”

      “Only a couple months,” I said, placing my hand on my belly. “And as far as names…I don’t know. I have to think of a few. Four, to be precise.”

      Roy’s eyebrows raised. “Four?” he asked.

      “Four babies,” I confirmed.

      He gave an impressed whistle. “In that case, let’s get right to the heart of the matter here.” He poked a few more keys. “As you know, Mr. King had significant financial assets to his name. Most of this is being divided between his various charities, but…he’s also earmarked a percentage for the staff at his home. And your name is on the list of beneficiaries.”

      I titled my head in confusion.

      “Beneficiaries?” I repeated.

      “That’s right. Mr. King was very clear that he wanted those who worked so hard for him to be taken care of financially in the event of his passing. To that end, he left a little more than benefits and severance pay. Ah, more than a little more, to be honest.”

      My heart began to beat faster. “How much more?” I asked.

      “Well, there’s the matter of taxes, and I can have those taken care of for you. But Mr. King considered that already, and left you an amount that, once the taxes are taken out, will result in a nice, round number.”

      He turned the laptop around slowly, the screen packed full of legalese from a document he had open. But among the tiny letters on the screen, a number was highlighted.

      Five hundred thousand dollars.

      “Are you serious?” I asked, placing my finger on the screen. “He left that for me?”

      “Serious as it gets,” he said. “It’ll take a few weeks for me to get the estate in order and have the money ready to be sent out, but that’s the amount you can count on after taxes. All free and clear, all to spend as you see fit.”

      I didn’t know what to say. My mouth opened slightly, and my hands began to tremble.

      “This isn’t some joke, is it?” I asked.

      “You know,” he said. “You’re the third former staff member that I’ve seen today, and every one of you has asked if this was a joke. Nope—this is really what Mr. King wanted for all of you.”

      “But…there had to be three dozen or so members of the staff. That’s…he left this for all of us?”

      “That’s right,” Roy said with a smile. “And, oh yeah, there’s a note for you.” He scrolled down on his computer and cleared his throat once he reached the correct spot. “‘To Chloe, for giving me something wonderful to look forward to each day. May your creativity and spirit take you as far as I know it can.’”

      Tears formed in my eyes, one quickly trickling down my cheek. I knew that Alfred was a kind man, but this was something else.

      “I don’t believe it,” I said.

      “Well, here’s the deal,” said Roy, closing the computer and taking another sip of his coffee. “You work on being able to believe it, and I’ll get to work on getting this money into your bank account as fast as I can. And I have the name of some great accountants who can invest this money in all the right places. Let the bean counters handle this, and you could very well live off this sum for the rest of your life—maybe even make it a little bigger in the process. That work for you?”

      “Yes,” I said, doing all I could to hold back the tears. “Yes, it does.”

      Roy drained the rest of his coffee. “Congratulations,” he said. “I’m sure this will be a huge help to you in the coming months.”

      I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t. I was still in total shock.

      “Now, unless you have any more questions, I have a lot of houses to get to—lots of good news to deliver.” He reached into his bag and pulled out a manila envelope. “Before I forget,” he said, opening the envelope. “Just need a few signatures…here, here and here.”

      I quickly signed, keeping one hand close to my face to stop my tears from dropping onto the documents.

      And that was that. Roy left me with a copy of the information, and he was gone.

      I couldn’t believe it. After all the stress I’d been under, my financial troubles were over. I now had the money to live independently and support my children.

      I stood up, feeling weak in the knees and resting my hand on the kitchen table while I got my bearings. Once I was ready, I took my mug and walked slowly through the living room, trying to process everything I’d learned.

      Jordan appeared in my thoughts once again. As much as I hated to admit it, having him be able to provide for the children was a big motivation for letting him know about my pregnancy. But now that I was—as of five minutes ago—financially secure, the only reason to tell him was because it was the right thing to do.

      But I couldn’t forget what he’d said to me so many weeks ago. He’d made it very clear that I was nothing more than “the help.” Why would I think a man like that would be ready, or even want to, be a father?

      No, he had his new life. He was probably busy establishing his reputation as a New York City playboy, throwing his newfound billions around.

      I didn’t need a man like that in my life. I had the means to provide for the kids all on my own, and I was ready to be the best damn mom I could be.
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      “You ready for this, Chlo?”

      My mom, Karen, a petite woman with my same head of curly blond hair, stood in front of me where I lay plopped on the couch in my living room. My belly was so big and round that sometimes I wondered if I was pregnant with watermelons rather than quadruplets.

      “I am,” I said.

      Richard, my father, a broad-shouldered, serious-faced man, had his hands on his hips as he gave my belly another look. Behind him, Amy and Isabella did the same, all of them seemingly in awe of the baby bump to end all baby bumps. “I still can’t believe it,” he said. “I still can’t believe my little girl’s about to have four kids.”

      “Well, believe it,” I said, resting my hands on my gigantic belly. “Because they’re ready to come out.”

      Today was the day of my cesarean section, the day I was going to officially meet my little babies.

      The last few months had been intense, to say the least. I’d run the gamut of pregnancy symptoms, all of them cranked up to eleven by the fact that I had an entire brood of babies growing inside of me.

      The money left to me by Alfred had been a godsend. Once Roy Silver deposited the money in my account, I had him put me in contact with his accountants. They went to work on the money right away, making all sorts of investments that I couldn’t hope to understand.

      Once the accountants had worked their magic, they let me know that the principal was set to increase every year, compounding by the month. And the returns on the investments made certain that I’d have more than enough money to live on for the foreseeable future, likely even for the remainder of my days. Alfred had set me up for life.

      All I had to worry about was what lay ahead of me. Even without money worries, and even with the doctors at the clinic to guide me through the whole process, I was still a jangle of nerves. Starting today, I was going to have more than just myself to be responsible for. I was going to have four little lives that were all counting on me.

      But I was ready.

      “How excited are you?” asked Amy, clasping her hands together with delight. “I mean, I’m totally excited, and I’m not even the one about to give birth. I can’t even imagine how you feel.”

      “Equal parts excited and terrified,” I said.

      “That’s completely normal,” said my mom. “But once that kid—I mean those kids—come out, it’s going to be like nothing you’ve ever felt in your life, baby. I’m so excited or you.”

      My dad gave one strong nod of his head as though he’d settled on a decision that he’d been grappling with. “You need anything—anything at all—you tell me. My baby girl has enough to worry about today, and you’re not going to worry about a thing if I have anything to say about it.”

      My dad’s expression was a combination of stress and readiness. He’d always been protective over me, and today was no exception.

      “And that includes tracking down their father and ringing his neck if you want,” he went on.

      The group laughed.

      “Richard!” my mom cried. “Let’s keep the threats of violence to a minimum today, huh?”

      “I told you, Dad,” I said. “He doesn’t know. And I want to keep it that way.”

      “Still a damn punk in my book,” Dad said, running his hand over his close-cropped, light brown hair.

      “Okay, okay,” said my mom, her watch in front of her face. “You’re due at the clinic in an hour, so we need to get moving soon.”

      “Listen,” Isabella cut in. “I don’t want you eating any of that crappy hospital food. I’m gonna be here cooking nonstop, so stay hungry.”

      I laughed. “Thanks, Isabella,” I said.

      “Okay,” said my dad. “You ready to do this?”

      I nodded, and my dad reached forward to help me off the couch. With an “oof” and a grunt, he heaved me to my feet. Once I was standing, I took a look around my living room, which had been furnished with charming décor and cozy furniture over the last few months.

      “Let me do something first,” I said.

      I waddled out of the room and up the stairs. Once there, I took a look at the two bedrooms that I’d made into nurseries, one for each set of babies. Each room had a pair of cribs in the middle of the room, the décor gender neutral since I didn’t want to learn the sexes of the babies until the day of their birth.

      It was the last time this house was going to be this quiet, possibly the last time my life was going to be this quiet. I took it all in, closing my eyes as I considered the day ahead.

      “Okay,” I said, waddling back down the stairs. “Let’s do this.”

      The crew formed up around me, helping me as I slowly made my way to my dad’s car outside. I glanced up, the sky a slate gray, the air cool and crisp—an unseasonable day for August in San Bravado. But I loved it. The summer had been warmer than usual, and the chilly air felt fresh on my skin.

      My dad rushed over to the back door and opened it, and each of them supported me as they could as I plopped myself down onto the seat.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the process; I felt like a queen surrounded by handlers, all ready to tend to her every need and whim.

      Once settled into the back, my parents and Amy climbed in, my father, of course, insisting on driving. Isabella stood outside, waving to us as my father pulled out of the driveway and put us on the road.

      The drive was silent, Amy holding my hand as we made our way to the private clinic where the procedure was set to take place.

      “Oh!” I said, feeling movement in my belly. “They’re going crazy in there.”

      “They know it’s time to come out,” said my mom. “You were the same way—eager to get out and see the world.”

      The babies settled down as we approached the clinic. Once there, a valet guided us into a spot.

      “Valet service?” asked my dad. “Fancy place.”

      “Mr. King was insistent that his employees have the best care,” I said.

      My mom shook her head in disbelief.

      “The man was a saint,” she said.

      We got out of the car, and the valet hopped in and drove off. A small team of nurses was there waiting for us, Dr. Haverford among them.

      “There she is!” said Dr. Haverford.

      She gestured for one of the nurses to approach with a wheelchair. Part of me bristled at the idea of being wheeled around, but I’d only been on my feet for a few minutes today, and my legs were already killing me. I plopped down into the fancy chair, my leg muscles singing with relief.

      “You ready to meet your little ones?” Dr. Haverford asked as she placed her hand on my shoulder.

      I took in a slow breath and smiled. “More ready than I’ve ever been for anything.”

      Dr. Haverford gave my shoulder a soft, supportive squeeze.

      I was wheeled into the lobby of the clinic, the soft whites and green plants of the space putting me at ease instantly. This was infinitely preferable to a sterile hospital.

      “Now,” said Dr. Haverford, “this is, unfortunately, the part where we have to say goodbye to friends and family.”

      “Are you serious?” asked my dad. “I was there in the room when Chloe was born. Why I can’t I be in the room to see my grandkids?”

      “A C-section isn’t like a natural birth. It’s a surgery. And a surgical environment has to be kept stable and sterile. But I promise you we’ll be keeping you all posted at every step of the process, and you’ll be able to see the happy family as soon as possible.”

      “It’s okay, Dad,” I said, reaching back and grabbing his rough hand.

      The expression on his face made it clear that, while he wasn’t all that happy to see me go, he understood.

      “You take care of my girl, doctor,” he said.

      Dr. Haverford flashed a warm, professional smile that let me know, as it always did, that I was in good hands.

      My parents and Amy swarmed around me, giving me tight, but careful, hugs. Once they’d said their goodbyes, Dr. Haverford and the rest of the nurses wheeled me through the doors that led to the other rooms of the clinic.

      “Now,” Dr. Haverford said as we made our way down a wide hallway, nurses and other doctors purposefully moving here and there. “I know we’ve been over how this is going to work plenty of times, but I want to make sure that you don’t have any more questions. Or you’re unsure about even a single thing.”

      My mind whirled with various concerns. I took a deep breath, thinking back to the visits in which she’d gone out of her way to put my mind at ease. “No,” I said. “I’m ready.”

      Dr. Haverford gave me one more warm smile before gesturing for the nurses to continue on. We soon arrived in a white prep room with a bed and team of clinic staff waiting for us.

      “Now,” said Dr. Haverford. “This is the part when I leave you to the surgeons. They’re going to take great care of you and make sure that the birth goes as smoothly as possible.”

      “You’re going to be there after the surgery, right?” I asked, suddenly frazzled at the idea of not being near a familiar face.

      “Of course,” she said. “I’ll be right there when the procedure is over, and I’ll be at your side in the coming months to make sure that all of the kids are happy and healthy. Trust me, by the time we’re done, you’re going to be sick of me.”

      She turned toward one of the scrub-dressed surgeons, a tall woman with a friendly smile and dark hair tucked under a green cap.

      “This is Dr. Monroe,” said Dr. Haverford. “She’s one of the best obstetricians in the state. After me, of course. She specializes in multiple births and is going to take great care of you.”

      Dr. Monroe stepped forward and extended her hand.

      “Chloe, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      The doctor’s disarming smile put me at ease instantly. I took her hand, and she gave it a firm shake.

      “Next is the anesthetic, right?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” said Dr. Monroe. “As you know, we’ll be doing a regional anesthetic, from the belly down. You won’t feel any pain, and you’ll be awake to greet each baby as we bring him or her out into the world.”

      I took one more deep, slow breath.

      “Okay,” I said. “I think I’m ready to start.”

      With those words, my life changed forever.
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      “Okay,” said Dr. Monroe, her voice muffled slightly by her face mask. “Here comes number one!”

      I was lying on the bed in the surgery room, my back propped up slightly, a green tent of fabric over the lower half of my body. Numbness had taken hold of me from the sternum down, and all I could feel of the work the team of surgeons were performing was a slight tug here and there.

      Then, I heard a baby crying.

      Something happened in my heart the instant I heard the cry, like some sort of switch had been flipped in me, a new part of me being turned on. I wanted nothing more than to take the baby into my arms, to do whatever it took to make it safe, to make it feel loved.

      “Please,” I said, slightly delirious from the anesthesia. “Can I see…him? Her?”

      “It’s a him,” said Dr. Monroe. “A happy, healthy baby boy. All ten fingers and ten toes.”

      She moved around from behind the tarp, a squirming baby in her arms. My baby.

      She brought him over to me, the baby wailing.

      “Now,” said Dr. Monroe. “Normally, we’d be able to give him to you and let you hold him for as long as you wanted. But this is a bit different of a situation—we still have three more kiddos to go.”

      I nodded in understanding, tears in my eyes as I reached out for the baby. Dr. Monroe gently, very gently, placed the child in my arms.

      I couldn’t believe what I was doing. I was holding my firstborn baby. A boy, a beautiful, healthy boy.

      He continued wailing as I held him close, the emotions running through me almost too much to bear.

      “Okay,” said Dr. Monroe. “I have to take him back now. We’ll get him all cleaned and up and taken care of so he’s ready for you.”

      I didn’t want to let him go. I wanted to hold this beautiful little boy forever. But the doctor was right—there were still three more left. I kissed the boy’s gorgeous little face before handing him back to Dr. Monroe. She quickly gave him to one of the nurses who hurried from the room.

      Longing took hold of me as soon as she left. Even though I’d just met the baby, having him out of sight tugged at my heart in a way I could hardly understand.

      “Here comes number two!” called out Dr. Monroe.

      More tugging, more crying, and another baby was brought into the world.

      “We have a girl!” Dr. Monroe said.

      “A…girl?” I asked, my voice sounding almost delirious.

      “A girl,” she said. “Just as beautiful. And this hair!”

      She brought the baby over, and I eagerly took her into my arms. Right away I noticed her hair, a gorgeous tuft of fire-red.

      Just like her father.

      She was precious and perfect, and I gave her the same kiss that I’d given to her brother, right on her forehead. The baby girl seemed antsier than the boy, who had only squirmed as I held him. This girl, my girl, seemed more shaken up by the whole process.

      “She seems scared,” I said as I handed her back to Dr. Monroe.

      “She’ll be right as rain in a second,” the doctor said after she’d handed the baby off. “Now, time for number three!”

      The tugging still felt strange. Though it wasn’t painful, it was odd and uncomfortable. I had to remind myself it was the price I had to pay to bring my babies out. I’d suffer anything for them—mild discomfort was nothing at all.

      “And…another girl!”

      I held out my hands, and a new baby, as lovely as the first two, was handed to me. This one had a head of curly hair, and she instantly reminded me of the pictures that my parents had once shown me of when I was a newborn.

      I barely had time to react to baby number three before the staff called out that number four was on the way.

      “And, last but not least,” said Dr. Monroe. “We have another boy!”

      She brought him to me, and I noticed right away that, like baby two, this boy had a head of gorgeous red hair. I held him close, now feeling so drained by the whole ordeal that I couldn’t believe it.

      Baby number four was soon taken from me, and I finally allowed relief to take hold.

      “That’s it?” I asked. “You got them all?”

      My eyes drifted over to the clock in the room, and I saw that only an hour or so had passed since I’d been brought in here. So much had happened over the course of just one hour.

      “That’s right,” said Dr. Monroe. “I poked around a little bit, made sure that we didn’t miss one.”

      I laughed, a laugh of humor and relief.

      “Now what?” I asked. “Can I see them yet?”

      “Just a few minutes,” she said. “Right now, we need to get you stitched up.”

      I glanced down at the curtain covering my lower body. The surgery had been so painless that I’d forgotten they’d opened me up.

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “Minor details.”

      Dr. Monroe placed her hand on my shoulder, her touch comforting.

      “The hard part’s over. All of your babies are beautiful and in good health. Now let’s get this all finished up, and you can say hello to the family.”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      The doctors went back to work, and as they did, all I could think about were the babies. I wanted them in my arms so badly it was almost physically painful. I wondered if this is what being a mother was going to be like, a connection between my children and me that was like nothing I’d ever before experienced.

      “Okay,” said Dr. Monroe. “You’re all patched up. We need to get the opening cleaned and covered up, and that’ll be that.”

      The process took only thirty or so minutes. By the time the curtain tented over my bottom half was taken down, I was wearing my hospital gown, a little bit of white gauze on my stomach visible under it. Dr. Monroe and the rest of the staff wheeled me out of the room and into a room in the postnatal wing of the clinic. Like the rest of the place, the room was clean, white, and inviting. Lush plants were here and there, and a window afforded a view of the park behind the building.

      “Now,” she said. “A C-section is a routine surgery, but it’s a surgery nonetheless. So we’re going to keep you here for a couple of days to make sure that all’s going well with you and the babies. And since I figure you’re probably going to want to be up and around as soon as you can, we’re going to monitor you while the anesthetic wears off. Shouldn’t take more than a few hours until you’re up on your feet.”

      “Doctor,” I said. “Thank you so much for everything.”

      She gave me a warm smile. “It’s my pleasure. I’m happy that everything went as well as it could’ve. We’ll have the babies in here with you as soon as possible.

      With that, she turned and left. All I could think about as soon as I was alone were the babies. I wanted them in my arms right then and there.

      It wasn’t long before my wish was granted.

      A soft knock sounded at the door. I called for whoever was there to come in. The door opened and it was the babies, all of them in a wheeled carrier being pushed by a nurse.

      “Here they are!” she said as she moved the carrier next to the bed.

      I gasped as I set eyes on them. Sure, they were beautiful before, but here, all cleaned up and wrapped in blankets, they were positively angelic. I eagerly reached for them, and the nurse helped me with the first, the baby boy with red hair.

      “You want one at a time?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “I want them all. I’m going to need to learn how to hold them all eventually, right?”

      The nurse laughed lightly as she helped me with the rest of the babies. Soon, I had them all with me on the bed, two in each arm. I felt…like I’d never felt before in my life.

      “Now,” said the nurse. “How do we feel about visitors?”

      I thought it over. Part of me wanted to be alone with the kids for a little while, but the greater part wanted to have everyone here, to share in the love.

      “Send them in,” I said with a smile.

      The nurse smiled and nodded, letting me know before she left that she was here for whatever I needed.

      And then in came Mom and Dad and Amy. The three of them poured into the room, beelining for the babies and covering them with kisses and love.

      “Look at the red hair on those two!” Mom said, pointing to the boy and girl at my left side. “What manes!”

      Then my mother’s expression turned serious.

      “Now, I know from experience that coming up with one name is hard enough. Have you figured out four?”

      “I think so,” I said.

      I placed my hand on the boy at my right.

      “Firstborn boy is Alfred. I think after everything he’s done for me, it’s the least I could do.”

      “I agree,” my mother said, her eyes warm and focused on the babies.

      “That’s one,” said my dad. “You’ve still got three more.”

      “The oldest girl is Madeline, the younger is Sophia. No reason, just like the names.”

      “Very pretty,” said Amy, agreeing with my choices.

      That left the youngest boy. Part of me thought that “Jordan” would be the most appropriate name. But I quickly determined that if he wasn’t going to be here for the kids, he didn’t get a “Junior.”

      “And the last one is Ethan. I think it’s a good, strong name.”

      “Four perfect names for four perfect little angels,” said Mom. “Oh, I can’t believe that I’m actually a grandmother!”

      The three of them set to mooning over the babies, getting in close and caressing their cheeks and covering them with kisses.

      After a time, the nurse arrived and let them know that there were a few tests to be done. Mom, Dad and Amy left, and the nurse stepped out to get everything ready.

      It was just the babies and me once more, and despite everything, all I could think about was Jordan.

      Part of me wished he was here by my side, the two of us ready to go on this adventure together. A pang of sadness ran through me as I remembered that I was still the “help” to him. I’d be lucky for a timely child support check.

      No, I was going to be doing this on my own. Holding the babies close and tight, I knew that it was time to be strong.

      It was all on me. And I was ready.
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      The chime of my spoon against the champagne flute rang through the expanse of my penthouse apartment. The chattering among my hundred or so guests ceased, and the eyes of all the well-dressed men and women in attendance turned to me. With my free hand, I gestured to the jazz band, the music coming to a slow halt as I did.

      Once I was certain I had everyone’s attention, I began.

      “Evening, everyone,” I said. “I hate to interrupt a party, but I couldn’t let the night pass without saying a few words.”

      My gaze drifted over the crowd, the dozens of people in attendance framed by the glittering Manhattan skyline visible through the windows behind them. And above it all was a large banner, the words “Happy Birthday, FanFriends!” written in a celebratory font.

      “First of all, I’d like to thank you all for coming out tonight. I see some familiar faces in the crowd, along with some new ones. Needless to say, you’re all welcome here at my home, and I’m pleased to see you.”

      I paused, letting the silence hang in the air like a good orator should.

      “It’s been a hell of a year, to say the least.”

      I looked away, shaking my head.

      “It’s hard to believe it’s been a year since Paul Walsh, Sarah Brenner and I came up with the idea for FanFriends. It was a simple idea—an easy, convenient way to connect sports fans with tickets, merchandise, and all the news about their favorite teams. We quickly learned, however, that having a great idea is one thing. Making it come to fruition is something else.”

      I took a sip of champagne to wet my mouth.

      “We started small, putting together our first ideas in my cramped little apartment in Greenpoint. And let me tell you, sitting in that tiny little room made us envious as hell of the San Bravado tech giants who got their starts in their parents’ garages. At least the weather was nicer.”

      Mild laughter sounded from the crowd.

      “But I couldn’t have hoped for a better team. Soon, once the initial plans had been drawn up, the three of us were ready to launch. After hiring engineers, scrambling for investors, and working with some very talented, but very fussy graphics designers, we were ready. And on the very first day our app was released…we crashed.”

      More good-natured laughter.

      “Now, I’ve never been much of a superstitious person, but damned if I didn’t think that this was a bad omen. Part of me—a very small part of me, mind you—wondered if this was a sign that the app game wasn’t for me. But Paul and Sarah knocked that nonsense right out me. We circled the wagons, called the staff, and before the end of a very long twenty-four hours, we were back up and running.

      “And now, a year later, here you all are, celebrating our success with us. Just looking over the crowd, I can see the faces of people without whom we simply wouldn’t be here today. Don’t worry—I’ll be by before the end of the evening to profusely thank you in person.”

      More laughter.

      “But before I raise my glass to you all, I’d like to propose a toast for someone very special—my father, Alfred King.”

      The mood in the room turned serious.

      “It’s been almost two years since his passing, and almost as much time before he sent me out here to New York to make a name for myself. I could stand up here all night talking about what an amazing man he was, and how much of an impact he left on so many of our lives. But those of you who knew him don’t need to be reminded of that.”

      I raised my glass.

      “So, let’s have a toast to Alfred King.”

      A sweep of the crowd revealed more than a few teary eyes.

      “To Alfred King!” I said.

      The words were echoed by everyone in attendance.

      I sipped from my glass before continuing. “Now, enough from me. We’re here to have fun and celebrate. So, without further ado…”

      I gestured to the band, the music picking back up right away. As I stood among the partygoers, I realized that speaking about my father had taken more out of me than I’d anticipated. I needed some air.

      After weaving my way through the guests, more than a few offering their congratulations, I stepped out onto the sweeping balcony of my apartment, Midtown Manhattan and Central Park spread out before me.

      I sipped my drink slowly, my father on my mind. Despite my success over the last year, all I could think about at times was how much I wished he could be here to see what I’d been able to accomplish.

      “Hell of a view.”

      I turned and was greeted with the sight of Sarah Brenner.

      Sarah was a petite woman with charming features and dark brown hair typically worn in a simple ponytail. Our CFO, she typically dressed simply, the type of person to focus on the work and stick to jeans and a T-shirt. Tonight, however, she was dressed to the nines.

      She looked gorgeous, but for some reason, there hadn’t ever been a spark between us. This was unlike me, or at least, the man I was before my father died. Women had been not at all on my radar over the course of the last year, and this was just as well. I’d needed all the attention I had focused on the company.

      “You look great tonight,” I said as she stepped to my side against the glass wall of the balcony.

      “Figured I’d do something a little out of the ordinary,” she said. “After all, as of this week, we’re officially billionaires.”

      “Shh,” I said, raising my finger to my lips. “Didn’t I tell you and Paul that I didn’t want to hear the ‘b’ word tonight?”

      “What,” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “You afraid that people are going to think you’re rich as hell or something?” She gestured at the interior of my apartment through the glass doors of the balcony. “Because I hate to break it to you, but if that was your goal, you sure as hell bought the wrong apartment.”

      “Hey,” I said with a grin. “You try living in a four-hundred-square-foot apartment for a year and see what kind of place you buy when you finally come into some money.”

      “I can show you,” she said with a smile. “I have a very nice little brownstone in Carroll Gardens that stands as a testament to my restraint.”

      I chuckled. “Okay,” I said. “Maybe I wanted something like my place in San Bravado.”

      “You mean the place that used to be your home?” she asked. “The place you haven’t called home in almost two years?”

      “Not since the funeral,” I said.

      A serious expression formed on Sarah’s face as she placed her hand on my shoulder.

      “Those were wonderful words that you spoke up there,” she said. “I never met your father, but if he was half the man I’ve heard about, he’d be beyond proud to know what you’ve done with yourself.”

      My chest felt tight. I wanted to say something, anything, but I couldn’t.

      Sarah gave my shoulder another squeeze before dropping her hand back to her side.

      “I owe everything to him,” I said, looking back toward the city. “If he didn’t do what he did, I’d still be back in San Bravado, wasting my life on partying and women and God-knows-what-else.”

      “Well, now you’re here,” said Sarah. “You’ve been the son that any father would be happy to have.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I took a sip of my drink, the memory of my father fresh in my mind.

      Before either of us could say another word, Paul Walsh, our CTO, strolled out onto the balcony, a shapely brunette at his side.

      “There they are!” he said, a big smile on his face, his arm wrapped around the waist of his date. “You guys missed the show!”

      Sarah and I shared a confused expression.

      “The show?” I asked.

      Paul turned to his date.

      “Go on, let ’em see it.”

      The brunette shot out her hand, a massive diamond ring on her finger.

      “We’re getting married!”

      Now, this was a surprise. As much as I’d been putting my playboy ways aside, Paul had been more than picking up the slack. He’d gone through more than a few of the beautiful women the city had to offer, and the revelation that he’d proposed came as a hell of a shock.

      “Shit!” I said. “Congratulations!”

      Sarah and I each gave Paul a big hug before turning to his fiancée, a woman I’d never seen before in my life.

      “I suppose introductions are in order,” I said.

      “They absolutely are,” he said. “This is Evelyn Meyer, soon to be Evelyn Walsh.”

      “If I take his last name,” she said with a sly smile.

      “We said we’d talk about that later, didn’t we?” Paul said in a hushed tone.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Evelyn,” I said, taking her hand and giving it a gentle shake.

      “Likewise,” she said. “You all have been such a fixture in the tabloids that it’s almost surreal to see you in person.”

      “Not that Jordan has been giving them much to write about,” said Paul, giving me a friendly little jab with his elbow.

      “Anyway,” I said, playfully shoving his elbow away. “Tell me about yourself, Evelyn. You’re going to be marrying Paul, after all. I suppose we should know about you.”

      “Well,” she said. “I’m the executive chef down at Cellar Door.”

      Sarah and I both raised our eyebrows at the same time. I was expecting this woman to be a model or wannabe actress, not the head chef at one of the hottest restaurants in the city.

      “You work at Cellar Door?” asked Sarah. “I love that place! You guys do the best gnocchi I’ve ever had in my life. And I’m something of a gnocchi connoisseur.”

      “Glad you like it,” Evelyn said, smiling broadly. “Old family recipe.”

      “Beautiful and talented,” said Paul, beaming.

      “I know we’re packed most of the time,” she went on, “but if you guys ever want to get in there let me know. I can make it happen.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

      The four of us chatted for a while, and before too long Paul was ready to get back into the party and show off his new fiancée.

      Once Sarah and were alone, I found myself staring back off into the skyline again.

      “You look like you have something on your mind,” she said. “I hope you’re not envious.”

      “No,” I said. “Just thinking of an old friend of mine back in San Bravado. Best chef I ever knew.”

      “Oh yeah?” asked Sarah. “You keep in touch?”

      “No,” I said. “We…had a bit of a falling out. I left on bad terms.”

      “That’s too bad,” she said. “Sucks to leave bridges burned. I should know—I’ve burned more than a few in my time.”

      A thought occurred to me at that moment.

      Maybe I didn’t have to leave it burning?

      I’d be lying if I said this was the first time I’d been reminded of Chloe over the last year. Hell, it seemed like everything reminded me of her in some way, especially when I happened to eat a dish that she’d prepared for me before. I’d had some gourmet macaroni a few months ago that took me right back to the night she made it for me.

      “You have that look on your face,” said Sarah. “The look of plotting. I’ve seen it before.”

      “What do we have planned for the next month?” I asked.

      “Hmm, nothing really. All the insane hours have been leading up to tonight, and we’re kind of on autopilot for the next few weeks. Why?”

      “I’m thinking of taking a long-overdue trip back to San Bravado,” I said. “I have some business to attend to.”
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      My fingers hung over the keyboard of my laptop as I struggled to come up with the right word.

      Fruity? Nutty? Fragrant?

      No, none of those were any good.

      I glanced over at the half-eaten French pastry that my mom had brought over from one of the hottest new bakeries in the city. After licking my lips, I tore off another piece of the treat and popped it into my mouth.

      It was delectable. The pear blended perfectly with the brie, the pastry flaky and delicious. The bite had inspired me, and I went right back to typing.

      “The Maison Humbert is the newest addition to the bustling Mission Valley district here in San Bravado, and already head baker Claude Humbert has managed to establish himself and his humble shop as one of the premier establishments—”

      That was as far as I got before the wailing of a kid cut through the air like a knife.

      Then another kid.

      Then another.

      Then all of them were wailing.

      So much for writing.

      “Don’t worry, Chloe. I’ve got ’em,” said my mother as she zipped through the living room toward the stairs leading up to the nurseries where the children had been playing.

      “No, no, I’ll come with,” I said, getting up. “I think they need some mommy attention.”

      The noise had knocked me out of the zone anyway. I closed the lid of my laptop and set it high up and out of reach of the forty little fingers that could’ve gotten to it.

      I followed Mom up the stairs, the two of us hurrying toward the nursery.

      “Sorry, honey,” she said. “I know I was supposed to be keeping an eye on them, but I had to step out for a second and take a quick phone call.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It’s already nice enough of you to come here and help me with them.”

      “Please,” said Mom over her shoulder as we headed down the hallway. “You say that like I don’t love every minute of being around these guys.”

      “Guys and girls,” I corrected.

      Mom laughed.

      “Your own little army.”

      I laughed as we approached the nursery, the crying still cutting through the air.

      Once we arrived at the threshold of the room, I got an immediate sense of what was going on. The four kids were in the middle of the space, a pile of toys on the floor between them. It didn’t take a genius to realize that some kind of kerfuffle had broken out over which toy belonged to who.

      “Alfred,” I said, hurrying toward the oldest of the four and scooping him up. “What happened?”

      “Da!” he cried, as if that ought to clear the matter up. The toddlers were right on the precipice of being able to talk, and while they had a few words between them, none of them were quite there yet.

      Mom attended to Madeline and Ethan and Sophia, plopping down on the floor with them and trying to distract them with toys. Alfred was the bossiest of the four, and so I had quickly separated him from the others and calmed him down with a little singing. The rest of the kids followed suit, and before too long the crises, whatever it might’ve been, were over.

      “Phew!” said Mom, shaking her head.

      “They’re all dramatic,” I said, waggling my finger in front of Alfred’s face. “What can I say?”

      “How’s the pastry?” asked Mom. “I hope it was good. I couldn’t believe how long the line was at that place.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “Thanks again for getting it. That place is totally hot, and I was half-expecting them to be out when you got there.”

      “Don’t people in this town have better things to do than eat food?” she asked, the girls bouncing on her lap.

      “I guess that’s the type of stuff you fill your time with when you don’t have four kids.”

      Mom let out a bark of a laugh.

      “What do you say we get these kids downstairs? I bet they’re ready for lunch.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said.

      Doing anything with the quads was a process—even getting them downstairs for a meal. I hated to think what I’d be doing if I didn’t have my parents, Amy, and Isabella to help me.

      After some doing, we wrangled the squad and got them downstairs and into the kitchen. I set up the highchairs, and Mom plopped them in, one by one.

      “Okay, chef,” she said. “What’s on the menu for today?”

      My gut clenched at the nickname Jordan had given me.

      “That’s a good question,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “I’m thinking some of my famous macaroni. Though maybe a version that’s simpler and less time-consuming. I have a feeling it’s only a matter of time before the hunger hits these cuties.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” she said. “I’ll keep ’em occupied, and you get some food in front of them. Hopefully, most of it gets in their mouths this time and not on the floor.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Things like mealtime could be a problem, but if there was one thing I’d learned since I’d had my children, it was this: I loved being a mother.

      It was a joy like nothing else, and at times it almost seemed like the life I’d had before the quadruplets arrived was a strange dream that was a hazy memory. There were ups and downs, for sure, but I loved every day that I spent with my children, even when they were being a handful.

      And they were very, very often a handful. Sometimes so much so that I’d consider getting in touch with Jordan and letting him know that there were four kids here that were half his.

      I’d quickly put the thought out of my head, however. I’d been able to bring them up so far without his help, and I knew that I could keep on doing it.

      The ingredients assembled on the counter, I set into work on the macaroni. My cooking itch was intense, and part of me wanted to go all in and do the five-cheese and breadcrumbs version. But the thought made me chuckle a little bit at trying to get toddlers who couldn’t even talk to appreciate the subtleties of Gouda.

      “Tell me again about that little project you have going,” said Mom as I prepared the food and flicked the oven on.

      “It’s more than a project,” I said. “It’s my only source of income.”

      “Huh? What about the money Mr. King left you?”

      “It’s still there, but the accountant his lawyer hired for me said that the more of the principal I can leave untouched, the more it’ll grow. So I needed to find some way to earn money without living off of what’s in the bank.”

      “I see. And you’ve got something on the internet that’ll let you do that?”

      “Yep,” I said. “A Taste of San Bravado. I get deliveries from some of the newest restaurants in town and leave reviews. I write it anonymously, so the restaurants don’t try harder when they see my order.”

      “Don’t most people want to hear about food how it actually comes in the restaurant?”

      “See, that’s what I thought too. And I figured I’d never be able to have a restaurant review guide since I can’t go anywhere with these four.”

      I assembled the mac, popped it into the oven, and shut the door, a gust of hot air shooting out as I did.

      “But think about it—how many times have you ordered food online or gotten it for take-out and you get home, all excited to eat, only for it to look like crap?”

      “More times than I can count,” she said.

      “So, that’s what I’m doing. I’m letting people know not only what food is good and what isn’t, but what places are going to serve you a meal that’s been rattling around some delivery guy’s car for an hour.”

      “That’s…actually a really good idea,” she said. “I mean, so many kids your age get food delivered now.”

      I chuckled. “Mom, I think you stop being a kid once you’ve had four of your own.”

      “Sorry, baby,” said Mom. “But you know you’ll always be a kid to me.”

      I stepped over to Mom and placed my hand on her shoulder, giving her an appreciative squeeze. “I know, Mom.”

      The kids were all happily in their highchairs, big-eyed expressions on their faces.

      “I think they can smell the food,” I said. “They’re excited.”

      “Hell, so am I,” said Mom. “I hope there’s enough for me.”

      “I always make plenty.”

      Mom flashed me a smile as she started getting the plates ready. “And what about your cooking?” she asked. “You’re so dang talented. I hate to think that you’re not sharing what you have with the world.”

      “I hate it, too,” I said. “But these guys are taking up about every bit of free time I have. I try and make a few dishes here and there and put them up on the website, but it’s mostly easy but tasty stuff for other moms to make. Don’t get me wrong—I love being able to help. But it’s not the same as being at Mr. King’s, the whole kitchen there for me to experiment however I wanted.”

      Mom looked away for a moment, clearly considering something.

      “What?” I asked. “You’ve got something on your mind.”

      “I was thinking that maybe you’re due for a day off,” she said. “You’ve been cooped up in the house with these kiddos for nearly a week.”

      She clapped her hands together. “How about this—if Isabella can stop by the house tomorrow in the morning for a little while, your father and I can watch the kids for the rest of the day. You can go out, do some shopping, grab a bite to eat, and then come back and have all the time in the world to do some cooking—real cooking.”

      Damn, that did sound really nice.

      “I can’t ask you guys to do that,” I said, shaking my head. “You two already spend so much time helping me out.”

      “Honey, we’re retired, and we have grandchildren. We’d live here if you wanted us to.”

      I thought the matter over for a moment or two.

      “Okay, fine,” I said. “But only if you let me make you dinner after.”

      “Sounds wonderful,” Mom said.

      The two of us finished getting lunch ready, and by the time the food was ready, the kids were good and hungry. We fed them together, making sure the crew didn’t make a macaroni mess.

      And as I cleaned up after, my mind raced with what I could do tomorrow with the whole day off.
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      “Okay, you sure you’ve got everything?”

      Isabella was seated on the couch, two kids on both sides of her.

      “Just like I told you the other five times you asked, yes,” she said, flashing me a smile. “Now get out there and enjoy your day off, lady!”

      I grabbed my purse and threw it over my shoulder. But before I left, I had to say goodbye to the kids. I rushed over to Alfred and gave him a big wet kiss on the forehead.

      “Bye, baby.”

      Then Madeline.

      “And baby.”

      Then Sophia.

      “And baby.”

      Then Ethan.

      All of the kids laughed and cooed when I said my goodbyes.

      “Just remember the one stipulation to me staying over,” said Isabella, raising her finger.

      “Oh, don’t even worry about that,” I said. “I’ll make you the best damn meal of your life.”

      “Exactly what I wanted to hear,” said Isabella with a smile.

      I knew that if I stayed any longer, I wouldn’t want to leave the kids, so I rushed out the door. Soon I was back behind the wheel of my car, driving toward downtown San Bravado.

      My hand reached by instinct for the radio, but I stopped before turning it on. I was so used to the sounds of kids that the silence, the sweet, still silence was all I really wanted. I drove slowly toward downtown, not even really sure where I was going to go. Shopping for my meal tonight was on the agenda, but until then I had the whole day to myself.

      It was almost overwhelming. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the corner of one of my trashy books sticking out of my purse. It’d been at the bottom of my bag, and seeing it made me realize that ’it had been forever since I’d been able to go to Blue Line Coffee to enjoy something hot while knocking out a few pages of a good—or not so good—book.

      I drove down to the neighborhood, found a spot, and was soon at the counter at Blue Line. The place was as cozy and inviting as ever, and the hour meant that my usual seat was open. Latte in hand, I sat down in my spot, took a sip, and let myself relax.

      The day was beautiful, the coffee was delicious, and everything seemed to be perfect. A little bit of guilt sat heavy in my belly at leaving the kids for most of the day, but Isabella and my parents were right—I deserved a break. Besides, I’d have the whole other half of the day to see the quads before dinnertime.

      A broad smile spread across my face as I thought about cooking tonight. I hadn’t been able to cut loose in the kitchen for so long that it sounded more appealing than a weekend on the beach. My mind raced with possibilities of what I could make, each of them seeming so delicious and enticing that I couldn’t stand it.

      My eyes closed, I took a deep breath, trying to focus on the present moment. Time to relax and read.

      Right as I opened my book to the page that I’d dog-eared so many months ago, however, the door to the coffee shop swung open. I normally wouldn’t have paid any attention to people coming and going, but something about this person’s figure and walk struck me as…familiar.

      So, I looked up. And when I realized who it was, I gasped, nearly dropping my coffee all over my lap.

      Jordan.

      I took in a quick gasp of air and turned my now-wide eyes back to my book, the words blurry on the page. My heart beat faster than I’d ever felt it beat before, and I could already feel a bit of sweat form on my forehead.

      “Holy shit, holy shit,” I said under my breath.

      It was him. The father of my children, the man who’d loved me and left me, was there in the coffee shop, no more than twenty feet away from me.

      I had no idea what to do. Torn between talking to him and hoping he didn’t notice me, I settled on shoving my face into my book, my mind racing.

      I watched from behind the pages as he went to the counter and bought his coffee. When he turned to come back my way, I ducked behind the book again, my eyes focused on the dog-eared page.

      “Chloe?” came a voice from above me, a voice that I recognized right away. “Is that you?”

      Damn.

      I glanced up, and sure enough, there was Jordan. He stood over me with a smile on his face that was uncharacteristically warm, not the cocky, smart-ass smile that I’d seen so many times before. He was dressed in a sharp, white button-down shirt, dark slacks, and pair of dress shoes that I could tell were expensive.

      “Jordan?” I said, pretending that I was surprised to see him, that I hadn’t spent the last few minutes freaking out.

      “Come up here,” he said. “Give me a hug.”

      Without thinking, I stood and gave him a brief, quick hug, the kind where you stick your hips back as far as you can.

      “Mind if I join you?” he asked. “It’s been so long.”

      “Um, sure,” I said, hurriedly sitting back down and brushing my hair behind my ears. “Have a seat.”

      Jordan plopped down into the chair across from me like he didn’t have a care in the world. Once seated, he looked around, his hands wrapped around his mug of coffee.

      “Wow,” he said. “Isn’t this the spot where you and I had our coffee date way back when? That time we went out for seafood afterward?”

      “Yep,” I said, my tone curt.

      “Wow,” he said. “Small world that I’d see you here, right in the same place.”

      “Well, this is where I sit if I’m here. So if you happen to bump into me here, this is where I’d be.”

      There was a sharpness to my tone, but Jordan either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He went right on talking, that same smile still on his face.

      “I can’t believe I’m seeing you after so long. You have to tell me everything that you’ve been up to.”

      There was one thing I’d been up to since I’d seen Jordan. Well, four of them, to be precise. But there was no way that I was about to tell him about the kids.

      “Oh, not much,” I said, looking away.

      “Oh, come on,” he said, reaching forward and touching me on the knee. “It’s been almost two years! Surely you’ve been getting up to at least something exciting.”

      “Nope,” I said. “Just the same boring life I’ve always had.”

      Then I turned my gaze back to his, my hand moving his hand off my knee.

      “And I would ask you what you’ve been getting up to,” I said, recalling the internet tabloids that had his face all over them. “But you’ve been making quite a name for yourself in New York.”

      He tilted his head to the side and shrugged his shoulders.

      “I suppose you could say that,” he said. “The company my partners and I started has really taken off. I couldn’t be more pleased.”

      “Great,” I said. “I’m glad that’s all working out for you.”

      His brow crinkled a bit, and it appeared by this point he was getting the hint that I wasn’t interested in talking to him.

      But before he could respond, I shot out the question that had been boiling in my mind since I’d laid eyes on him.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      He looked confused.

      “Getting a coffee, same as you,” he said.

      I couldn’t tell if he was being a smartass or if he really didn’t understand why his being here in San Bravado was out of the ordinary.

      Then he glanced at the book in my hands, chuckling to himself.

      “I see that your taste in literature hasn’t changed.”

      “You know what I mean,” I said. “What are you doing here, in the city?”

      Jordan sat back in his chair.

      “I do own a home here, you know,” he said. “It’s not like we bumped into each other in Alaska or something.”

      “But I haven’t seen hide nor hair of you since you left for New York after Christmas way back when, after…the last time we talked. And now you’re here in San Bravado, happening to bump into me?”

      Jordan raised his hands in defeat.

      “Okay,” he said. “You got me. Sure, I’ve been meaning to come back to the city for a while, but I’ve been so busy with work that I haven’t had the time. Anyway, I was at a party for my company’s anniversary a bit ago, and I met someone who’s a chef at one of the biggest restaurants in the city. That got me thinking about you, and I decided coming back to see how you were doing would be a great idea.”

      “You’re kidding me,” I said. “You left the city after being a total drunken jackass to me, and now, after almost two years, you jet back here to say ‘what’s up’?’”

      Jordan sighed.

      “You…stuck with me, Chloe,” he said. “Like no other woman has before or has since. You made a mark on me that I can’t ignore anymore, and I know that I’d kick myself for the rest of my life if I didn’t at least try to see you again.”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. This was all too much. I shot out of my seat and glared at Jordan hard.

      “I wish I could say it was nice to see you, but that hasn’t really been the case. Have fun in San Bravado. It’s perfect beach weather if you’re looking for something to do, asshole.”

      I grabbed my purse and book and stormed out of there.

      Once back in my car, I noticed that my hands were shaking. Tears formed in my eyes.

      Everything had gotten more complicated, and I had no idea what I was going to do.
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      I awoke the next morning totally shaken. The encounter with Jordan had jangled my nerves; it wasn’t until I’d been able to lose myself in cooking that I’d been able to focus on anything other than how mad I was that he’d show up all casual-like, hoping to put everything behind us over a freaking coffee.

      And he didn’t even apologize. Sure, he was clearly not cool with what he’d done, but the words “I’m sorry” never left his mouth. Maybe despite how much he’d grown in being his own man, he was still a selfish little man-child.

      After wrapping a robe around my body, I checked in on the quads. They were all sleeping peacefully, and I made the sensible decision not to wake them—a morning of quiet was exactly what I needed.

      Once down in the kitchen, I put some coffee on and opened the fridge, which was stuffed full of taco fixings from the meal I’d made for everyone last night. It had been a big hit, and I was pleased to see that my carnitas-making skills hadn’t gotten rusty. I took a bit of meat from the bowl and tossed it back.

      Mmm, still savory and delicious even cold in the morning.

      The coffee pot hissed, letting me know it was done. I’d only managed to pour myself a cup when a knock sounded from the front door. The sound was so surprising that I nearly dropped my cup of coffee.

      Who would be knocking? I wasn’t expecting anyone, and if it was my parents or Isabella or Amy, they surely would’ve called first. I took a quick sip of my coffee, letting it warm me up before I headed to the front door.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “Delivery for Chloe Sanderson,” came a man’s voice on the other side.

      A delivery? I wasn’t expecting anything.

      Suspicious, I opened the door and peeked through the crack. Sure enough, a uniformed deliveryman was on the porch, a large white box in his hands. I pulled the door open the rest of the way.

      “Hi,” I said. “I’m Chloe Sanderson.”

      “Morning!” he said, his voice bright and chipper. “I’m with Bloom Flower Company. I have a delivery for you from Jordan King. If you can sign here, I’ll come in and set up the bouquet for you.”

      Jordan, sending flowers. Oldest trick in the book. I took the electronic signature pad that the deliveryman held out to me and jotted my name down.

      “Come on in,” I said.

      The man flashed me a smile before stepping inside. He had two boxes, actually, the white box and a square one under his arm.

      “Table fine?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said.

      He opened the boxes and went to work. The square box held a gorgeous vase of white glass, which the deliveryman set in the middle of the table after filling it with water. Once that was in place, he carefully opened the white box as though it contained a precious antique. Inside was a colorful, gorgeous arrangement of flowers that caused me to gasp as soon as I laid eyes on them.

      The deliveryman arranged them with expert skill and speed, and by the time he was done, the arrangement was simply breathtaking.

      “Mr. King also gave me a note to deliver with the flowers.”

      He reached into his bag and pulled out a small, white envelope, my name on the front in gorgeous handwriting.

      I took the envelope and quickly opened it. Realizing that the delivery man was still there, I stopped, grabbed a tip from my purse, and bid him farewell.

      “Enjoy!” he said as he stepped out of the house, taking the boxes and shutting the door behind him.

      Silence returned to the house as soon as the deliveryman left. My back against the front door, my eyes fixed on the flowers. I wasn’t sure what to make of them. Sure, they were beautiful. But what, exactly, Jordan was trying to say was unclear.

      I reached into the opened envelope and pulled out a folded piece of paper. Just like the front of the envelope, the words were written in gorgeous handwriting.

      I took a deep breath and began reading.

      

      Chloe,

      I realize that seeing me again might’ve been more…jarring for you than I’d hoped. It’s been years since we last saw one another, and I understand all too well that we didn’t exactly part on the best of terms.

      In short, if you wanted to toss this note and these flowers into the trash and never see me again, I wouldn’t blame you one bit. I just hope that I might be able to change your mind.

      You did something to me, Chloe. Though we didn’t know one another for very long, and our time together was short, you left a mark on me that I know I’ll never be able to remove, like a stamp on my heart.

      Your warmth, your beauty, your talent, your kindness—all of it together comprised a woman like none that I’d ever met before. I know that I have no right to speak to you again, but I also know that I’d be doing myself a disservice if I didn’t at least try to bring you back into my life in whatever way I could.

      And I know it’s what my father would’ve wanted. In his own way, he tried to instill in me the value of doing what was right, and leaving things how they were between the two of us would be as wrong as it gets.

      I suppose that’s all I have to say. If you’d like to see me again, I’ll be at McKinnon Park at five tomorrow evening. There’s a bench in front of Lake Wesson where I liked to spend my afternoons when I was younger. I’d love nothing more than to see you there. But if you decide against it, I’ll understand.

      Hoping to see you again,

      Jordan

      

      Emotions that I could hardly process washed over me as I pressed the letter to my chest. Jordan was right about one thing—I had all the reasons in the world to never want to see him again.

      But what he’d written in the note was so unlike him, so tender and open-hearted. The Jordan I knew, despite his sardonic sense of humor, kept his emotions close to him. The note was the total opposite of that; it was as though he was fearlessly putting out how he felt, exposing himself in a way he never had before.

      The mention of his father weighed heavily on my mind. I’d just assumed that Alfred’s passing would’ve resulted in Jordan plunging even deeper into his playboy ways, spending his dad’s fortune on partying and girls and whatever else necessary to keep maturity at bay.

      Was I wrong? Had his father’s death had the opposite effect—one of making Jordan grow up? It sure seemed that way. And his success as an entrepreneur certainly spoke to him maturing as a man.

      I set the note on the table next to the flowers and took a deep breath.

      Then I decided I’d go see him.

      And I couldn’t help but feel excited at the idea.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 27

        

        

    
    






          Chloe

        

      

    
    
      “Thanks again for watching the kids tonight,” I said to Isabella as she stepped into the house and set her purse down on the kitchen table.

      I glanced over into the living room, where the kids sat entranced by the cartoon I’d put on for them.

      “No problem,” she said. “The guy I went on a terrible first date with has been annoying the hell out of me trying to get another, and this is the perfect excuse.”

      Before either of us could say another word, her eyes latched onto the flowers, the bouquet still as gorgeous and colorful as it had been yesterday.

      “Holy crap,” she said. “Where did these come from?”

      I blushed a bit, not sure of how much to say.

      “Jordan.”

      Isabella raised her eyebrows.

      “Wait, Jordan King?” she asked. “As in ‘the father of your children’ Jordan King?”

      She pulled out her phone and typed up something with a brief flurry of her fingers. Then she held out the phone to me. It was one of the local tabloid websites, the picture on the front page was Jordan on the streets of San Bravado, dressed in a stylish professional outfit, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. The headline read “Jordan King Returns to San Bravado—Why?”

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      “Why is he back?” she asked, slipping her phone into her back pocket.

      Then, a look of realization crossed her face.

      “Wait a minute. Is he back here to see you?”

      “That’s what he tells me,” I said. “But who the hell knows how truthful he’s being. For all I know, he’s back on business and wants me for a quick booty call while he’s in town.”

      “That’d be a change of pace for him,” she said. “I mean, I don’t really follow the tabloids—okay, maybe a little—but everyone’s been speculating why the hell he’s been so business-focused over the last year or so. He went from ‘carefree lady-killer’ to ‘serious business-type’ out of nowhere. And now he wants to talk to you?”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s all so strange. But I bumped into him a little bit ago, and kind of blew up on him. And now he’s sending me flowers and telling me he wants to meet at the park.”

      “Then you’d better get going,” said Isabella. “Chances like this don’t come around every day.”

      She was right about that.

      “Okay,” I said. “I put some pasta in the fridge. Heat it up when they start getting fussy. Any problems—call me right away.”

      “I know the drill,” she said. “Now get!”

      I flashed Isabella a smile as I grabbed my things and headed out the door.

      The drive to the park was spent going back and forth between being ready to forgive Jordan and wanting to give him another piece of my mind. By the time I found a spot and parked, I was no closer to figuring out how I wanted to handle the situation.

      McKinnon Park, the biggest park in the city, was looking extra lovely. The heavy branches of the trees lolled gently in the wind, families played here and there, and the ocean beyond the borders of the park glittered under the setting sun.

      I made my way slowly through the curving stone path that led to Lake Wesson, hoping that my inner conflict would resolve itself by the time I spotted Jordan.

      When I laid eyes on that gorgeous mane of red hair, however, I still felt pulled in two different directions. I approached the bench from behind, and when I was close, I took a deep breath and spoke.

      “Hey, Jordan.”

      He turned his head, a warm smile slowly spreading across his face.

      “Chloe,” he said, standing up and approaching me. “It’s great to see you.”

      Jordan opened his arms and brought me in for a tight hug. As conflicted as I was about the whole thing, it still felt good to have his body pressed against mine.

      “Here,” he said, gesturing for me to sit down next to him.

      I noticed a tray of two coffees on the bench near where he was sitting.

      “I see you brought refreshments,” I said as I took my place next to him.

      “I did. These are from Blue Line. The one with the ‘L’ on it is your latte.”

      “You remembered my drink,” I said.

      “Most of that first afternoon you and I spent together is still pretty fresh in my mind. We can do lobster rolls after this if you’re hungry.”

      He gave me another warm smile as he handed me the coffee. I took a sip. It was as delicious and hot as it would’ve been at the shop.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Not a problem. I figured that after how I ruined your last coffee break, it was the least I could do.”

      The gesture was a thoughtful one, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t appreciate it. And Jordan struck me as the last type of guy who’d remember the small details. Maybe he had changed.

      “And thank you for the flowers,” I said, wrapping my hands around the hot to-go cup.

      “Of course,” he said. “I hope they brightened your day.”

      There was a long silence as the two of us watched the ducks float on the lake ahead. The sounds of children at play could be heard around us, and it reminded me of the secret I was keeping from Jordan.

      “I’m…really sorry about your dad,” I said. “He was a good man. I know it’s been a while since he passed, but I never got a chance to give you my condolences.”

      “It’s appreciated,” he said. “I have to ask—were you there at his funeral?”

      “I was,” I said. “And I spotted you and wanted to say something, but…things were kind of weird between us at the time.”

      “That they were,” he said. “I was almost certain that I’d spotted you there, but I figured that if you felt comfortable saying something to me, you would’ve. I didn’t want to put you on the spot or anything like that. You did have a lot to be angry at me about, after all.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “And I figured you had enough people coming up to you to give you their condolences.”

      This was so strange coming from Jordan. There wasn’t a trace of arrogance or anything to his words. I could tell that he was speaking sincerely. But he didn’t know the half of it when he said that I had a lot to be angry about. I had more than he knew.

      “I did, but you would’ve been a welcome sight. Most of the people I spoke to were men and women I’d never met before, people who’d been helped by my dad in one way or another. It was…eye-opening, to say the least.”

      “He was an incredible person,” I said. “Plenty of people in this city are happy to make all the money they can, and that’s it. But your dad really seemed to care about doing good, leaving things better than when he found them wherever he went.”

      I took a sip of my latte before continuing.

      “Alfred made sure that every member of his staff was taken care of when he passed. I couldn’t believe what he’d left for us.” I shook my head. “And I can only imagine what he left for you.”

      Jordan let out a dry laugh, one that had the effect of making me very confused.

      “Not as much as he left you, I’m sure.”

      I crinkled my brow in confusion.

      “What?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “Dad left me the house, a few odds and ends here and there, and that’s it. I didn’t get a cent of his fortune. He donated it all to his various charities.”

      My eyes went wide in shock.

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “I mean, I get not dumping billions on your kid when you die, but that seems extreme.”

      Jordan nodded. “It was, but he knew that extreme measures were going to be needed if he was going to put me on the right path. He didn’t withhold his money out of pettiness of greed or anything like that. He didn’t give it to me because he knew that if I had it, I’d stay the same man I’d always been for the rest of my life.”

      It made a certain kind of sense. Still, it was shocking to hear. Alfred was worth billions, and I’d assumed that Jordan was living the high life on what he’d been left.

      “So,” I said. “When he died you were left in New York, nothing to your name?”

      “More or less,” he said. “And the crazy thing is I wasn’t mad at my father in the slightest.”

      “Really?”

      It was easy to picture little spoiled Jordan King throwing the fit to end all fits when he’d been told the news.

      “Really. My father left me a letter with his will, letting me know his reasons. And when I finished reading it, I took a deep breath, set it down, and decided to get to work becoming the man he thought I could be.”

      “And it looks like that’s what you’ve done,” I said.

      Jordan raised his eyebrows slightly.

      “You know about my company?”

      I didn’t want to blurt out that I’d been following him here and there in the tabloids, so I tried to play it cool.

      “Yeah, Fan Service or something? I know it has to do with sports.”

      And it’s worth billions.

      “FanFriends,” he said. “I won’t bore you with the details, but it was the result of my partners and I noticing a niche that needed to be filled. So, that’s what we did. It took a year of working harder than I ever had in my life, but we managed to turn it into something really special.”

      “And profitable,” I added.

      He laughed. “Yeah, that too.”

      “So that’s it,” I said. “You’ve made your billions, and now you’re set for life.”

      He shook his head. “Not at all. This is actually just the beginning. Now I have to hire a massive team to make sure the app stays functional and useful. I also have to think about how our company is going to grow, and I plan on starting several charities—like my father.”

      “Then I was wrong,” I said. “You have a ton ahead of you.”

      “And more than anything,” he said, “I have to find someone to share my life with.”

      He turned his head, his eyes looking deeply into mine.

      I didn’t have to guess who he had in mind.

      “Are you serious?” I asked, not sure what else to say. “After all this time? After what you did?”

      “I know that I burned you before, and I know I didn’t treat you with the respect you deserve. But damned if I haven’t been able to find again what you and I shared. We had something special, Chloe, however brief it was. I just hope that you feel the same way.”

      It was just…so much. I didn’t know what to do. Jordan wasn’t being coy. He was making it clear beyond a shadow of a doubt what he wanted.

      “You want to date again?” I asked. “I mean, we weren’t even really dating before. We had a thing, and you ended it. Really poorly, I might add.”

      “I know I did,” he said. “I was careless with your heart, and I realize that you have no reason to forgive me for what I did. But seeing you again has only made what I want even clearer. It’s like I don’t have a choice in the matter.”

      No words came to mind. I’d never had a man open himself up like this before, share his feelings so openly before me like his. Jordan had put his heart on the line, and now it was my choice to do whatever I wanted with it.

      My eyes turned back to the lake as I did my best to consider everything he’d said. Then, as if a sign were appearing before me, a mama duck with four adorable little ducklings in tow floated ahead, the water rippling gently in their wake.

      Jordan had been a real prick, but I was guilty of something too, of keeping a secret that he deserved to know.

      “I know that I’m putting a lot on you,” he said. “But I figured after what I’d put you through before the best I could do was let you know how I felt, no lies or equivocations.”

      The family of ducks floated off into the distance. I opened my mouth to speak, to let Jordan know of the secret I was keeping from him.

      This new Jordan was something else. He was being the man I wished he could’ve been right from the start. My heart ached at the fact that it’d taken the death of his father to make him grow up like this.

      I decided that I needed more time. He’d given me so much to think about, and rushing into a decision right then and there would’ve been a bad move.

      “You’re putting a lot on me,” I said finally. “But I appreciate it. If anything was to happen between us, this sort of openness would be exactly what I’d need.”

      I turned my head away. “I just need to think about this,” I said. “You need to give me time.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      Jordan was being mature, but I could sense that this wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for. I reached over and gave his hand a squeeze, the feeling of his skin against mine casting a brief spell over me.

      I had to go. I had to get out of there at that instant before I said or did something rash.

      “I’m meeting a friend for lunch,” I told him. “And I think it’s time I got going.”

      Jordan nodded, his expression stoic.

      “Sure,” he said. “It was good seeing you, Chloe.”

      “You have my number, right?” I asked.

      “Still the same one you’ve always had?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “We’ll be in touch.”

      I hurried up from the bench, shooting a somewhat awkward “goodbye” over my shoulder as I did.

      Quickly, I put distance between us. But I couldn’t help take one last glance back at him. Jordan was still seated on the bench, his gaze straight ahead. In the distance, the family of ducks appeared over the crest of the lake’s horizon, swimming right toward him.
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      San Bravado looked as majestic as ever as I stood on the balcony of my downtown hotel. I’d been back in town for several days, but I hadn’t been able to bring myself to step back into my father’s mansion. It had surely fallen into disrepair over the last year or so, and seeing it in a run-down state was something that I didn’t feel like I could handle.

      So, I rented out the penthouse suite of one of the best hotels in the city. My own penthouse had been long sold, and I figured this would be a treat, a remembrance of times past.

      But instead, all I could think about was Chloe and our conversation last night.

      She was right. I had put so much on her, and thinking that she’d be able to make such a momentous decision right then and there was, in retrospect, asking too much of her. Still, part of me had hoped that smile of hers that I loved would spread across her face and that she’d throw her arms around me, ready to start a new life together.

      How hopelessly naïve of me. Maybe I’d seen too many movies.

      My phone rang, and I stepped back into the hotel to answer it. The call was from Sarah.

      “Hello there, Mr. King,” she said. “How’s the hometown treating you?”

      “The definition of a mixed bag,” I said. “Strange seeing old…friends after all this time.”

      “Going back home after so long will do that to you,” she said. “But at least the weather’s better than what we have going on here.”

      “There’s that, at least,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “I wanted to let you know that I sent you some earnings reports from the last week—all good news. It’s nothing pressing, but I wanted to keep you in the loop while you were on vacation.”

      “Thanks, Sarah,” I said. “Appreciated.”

      Then there was silence.

      “And I wanted to check up on you. You seemed kind of in a strange mood the day you left, and I was thinking that coming back home for the first time since your dad passed might’ve been rough.”

      I took a deep breath and looked away. Part of me wanted to tell her it was nothing, to thank her for her concern. But the greater part of me wanted to spill my guts.

      So that’s what I did. It normally wouldn’t be my style, but I needed to talk to someone.

      “There was a reason why I came back here,” I said. “Something other than seeing the old city after so long.”

      “Oh?” asked Sarah. “And what’s that?”

      I went right into it, telling Sarah about Chloe, our brief time together, how I left her, and that I was back here to see if maybe, just maybe, she and I could start something new.

      By the time I was done giving Sarah all the details, I felt so drained that I had to sit down.

      “Damn,” she said. “That’s a hell of a story. No wonder you haven’t been looking for anyone in New York; your heart’s been somewhere else this whole time.”

      “Yeah. I’ve tried to date here and there, but no one’s managed to have even a shade of the effect Chloe’s had on me. It’s like I’m stuck.”

      “And you came back to tell her how you feel, only for her to shoot you down?”

      “Not quite shoot me down. It was obvious that she needed time to think. But she made sure that I had her number.”

      “That’s a good sign. But wait, do you even know if she’s still single? Maybe she’s dating someone, or married, even.”

      I realized that I’d been so preoccupied with my feelings that I hadn’t noticed if Chloe was wearing a ring, let alone asked her if she was still single.

      “That’s a good point,” I said. “And I have no idea. I mean, I could call and ask her…”

      “It’s a bit late for that now,” Sarah said. “Why don’t you look her up on social media? I bet she has some kind of presence online.”

      My heart raced with the prospect of finding out more about what Chloe had been up to.

      “I’m going to do that right now.”

      Sarah laughed. “Well, good luck and happy stalking. I’ll keep you posted on any new developments here in the city.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “And…thanks for listening.”

      “Anytime, J,” she said.

      We hung up, and I hurriedly grabbed my laptop out of my bag, set it down on the kitchen table, and booted it up. Moments later, I had the internet opened, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. My fingers blurred as I typed in Chloe’s name, along with the location.

      But there was nothing. As far as I could tell, Chloe didn’t have any sort of social media presence. A little more digging, however, revealed a “Chloe S” tagged in a photo on SplitShot by a woman named Isabella.

      I clicked and revealed a picture that made me gasp.

      It was Chloe all right, standing in the middle of the living room in a cozy little house.

      And on the ground playing were four children, all the same age, all with similar features.

      Quadruplets.

      At first, I assumed that they belonged to this Isabella woman. But the more I looked at the picture, the more I realized that this wasn’t the case at all.

      The first thing that struck me was that two of the children—one of the boys and one of the girls—had fire-red hair. I ran my hand through my own hair, considering how the hair of the children was the exact same shade. The children also had my same fair skin.

      What’s more, the children all looked to be about a year-and-a-half old. The period of time when Chloe and I had our affair was easy to remember—it was right near the holidays. Doing some quick math, this meant that these kids were likely conceived at about that same time.

      Everything lined up. It was very, very likely that these children were mine.

      I closed the laptop and got up, practically buzzing with nervous energy.

      Was it possible that Chloe had gotten pregnant with my children, had them, and cared for them on her own for this long without saying a single word of it to me?

      Why would she do such a thing?

      Then it occurred to me—why would she do anything else? After all, during our time together all I’d managed to show her was that I was careless and cocky and didn’t give a damn about anyone other than myself.

      I recalled our conversation in the kitchen that Christmas, remembering how I’d told her that she was nothing more than the “help.” An embarrassed shudder ran through my body as it always did when I thought back to that night.

      I wasn’t pleased that Chloe had kept this secret from me if it indeed was true, but I understood. She likely wanted to make sure that her kids were raised away from the influence of someone like me.

      Still, if these were my kids, that meant I’d missed out on so much time already with them. A strange feeling, something like panic, gripped me. I was determined to find out if the kids were mine, and the only way to do so would be to confront Chloe in person.

      I knew she’d told me that she needed time, but this was too important to wait.
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      “Alfred! Put that down, now!”

      Alfred looked up at me, a totally innocent look on his face as he held a spoon full of oatmeal, ready to launch it across the room.

      He was being difficult as usual, and it struck me as it often did how dissimilar he was from his namesake. Fussy and bossy, little Alfred couldn’t have been any more different than Alfred King.

      “Put it down, now,” I said. “I’m not telling you twice.”

      “Cookie!” he squealed, and as happy as I was to hear him speak, all I could think about was that it was breakfast time, and I needed get the crew seated and fed. Alfred was in his highchair, but the rest of the kids were in the living room, playing and carrying on.

      I’d gotten so used to help from friends and family over the last few weeks that I’d forgotten how difficult all of this could be when it was just me.

      “Madeline! Ethan! Sophia! Don’t you all want breakfast?”

      The magic word “breakfast” managed to get Sophia’s attention, but the other two looked like they were more interested in horsing around than eating. I scooped up Sophia and got her in her highchair, placing a bowl of oatmeal topped with fruit slices in front of her. She happily began eating along with Alfred as I turned my attention back to the rest of the kids.

      “Guys! Last warning—time to eat!”

      But it didn’t do any good. Ethan and Madeline were climbing all over each other, and I knew that they’d start squirming and crying if I went in to pick them up. But I didn’t have any other option. I blew a stray strand of hair out of my face and prepared to move in.

      Before I could make a move, however, a knock sounded from the front door.

      Likely a salesman or some other bother, it was the last thing I felt like dealing with.

      “Come back later!” I called out.

      Silence came from the door as I squatted down and prepared to move in to grab Ethan.

      Then the knock sounded again. Damn it, they weren’t going away.

      “Who is it?” I called out.

      More silence.

      “Jordan.”

      I stopped in my tracks, the kids laughing and carrying on.

      Was Jordan here? Jordan King? At my home?

      With my kids?

      I wanted to pretend that I wasn’t here, but it was far too late for that. The time had come for him to learn what was going on. Right in the middle of my mad rush to get breakfast ready, he was about to find out. My heart raced as I stepped slowly toward the door.

      With a deep breath, I opened up. Right as I did, Ethan and Madeline decided to be good little kids, toddling over to my legs and wrapping their arms around them.

      Jordan’s eyes went right to the two children at my feet, then over to the other two in the kitchen, both of them still happily munching on their oatmeal.

      The color drained out of Jordan’s face as he took in the scene.

      “You…you came to my house,” I muttered, not sure what else to say. “How did you even know this is where I lived?”

      “Same way I found your address for the flower delivery—my dad’s lawyer had records of your address.”

      Then his expression turned serious.

      “Chloe,” he said, pointing down to the children at my feet. “Are they mine?”

      There was no point in lying. I’d done enough by omission. Telling him to his face that these kids weren’t his would’ve been totally ridiculous. Besides, I was done with lies.

      “They’re yours,” I said, closing my eyes, feeling the pressure of the kids at my feet squeezing my legs as they babbled and cooed.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect from Jordan. He said nothing, his eyes moving from child to child, as if burning the image of each of them into his mind.

      His expression was one of total shock. I braced for whatever he was going to do next, half-expecting him to launch into a tirade right in front of the children.

      But what he did next I expected even less.

      He simply turned around slowly and walked away.

      My eyes tracked him as he approached his sports car, the same one he’d driven me in during our dates. Without another word, and without even looking back at the children or me, he got into his car, gunned the engine, and drove off.

      And just like that, the confrontation that I’d feared for as long as I could remember was over.

      The kids left my side as soon as Jordan was gone. I stood there for a time, watching his car vanish down the road, wondering if this had all actually happened.

      I shook my head, bringing myself back to reality. Shutting the door, I turned my attention back to the kids. They were calmer now, and I was easily able to get them into their highchairs and eating.

      Jordan had learned the truth. There was no going back.

      But the more I thought about it, the more his reaction angered me. He hadn’t asked to come in, hadn’t said anything to the kids. Hell, he hadn’t even asked their names. Jordan simply walked away, like he’d done to me. Maybe he wasn’t so different than the man I’d thought he was.

      Either way, I knew that everything about my life was about to change. Whether it would be for the better, I’d have to wait and find out.
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      Another morning, another frantic breakfast. This time not a single one of the kids wanted to get into their chair. I’d been at it for an hour, picking one kid up and dealing with his or her squirming and crying, only able to handle it before setting the child back down and trying for another.

      In the kitchen, the scrambled egg casserole was cooking in the oven, the smell of baking cheese filling the air. I was hungry as hell, but I had to get each of the toddlers into their seats before I could even think about the breakfast and coffee that I’d been craving.

      I rushed over to Ethan, grabbing the little guy and hoisting him into the air. He let out a thrilled squeal as I brought him over to his highchair and plopped him down into it.

      One down, three to go. I’d only been up for an hour, and I was already feeling exhausted. But dwelling on that wouldn’t get the kids into their highchairs any faster.

      Next was Madeline. She was being extra squirmy today, but I managed to pick her up without too much fuss. Moments later, she was in her highchair and ready to be served. Ethan was banging on his highchair tray with his plastic spoon, and I knew that if I didn’t get some food in front of him fast the waterworks would be inevitable.

      “Come here, dude,” I said to Alfred, who was in the process of stacking blocks into a high tower and knocking them over, again and again.

      I grabbed one of his blocks to bribe him, and sure enough, his eyes locked onto it. While he was distracted, I picked him up and got him into his chair.

      Last was Sophia. She seemed to realize that it was her turned to get picked up, and she flashed me a challenging, playful expression. I squatted down, my arms stretched out to grab her.

      With a wild giggle, she took off, running as fast as her stubby little legs would carry her. She tried to juke around me like a football player, but I was too quick for the little lady. With a swift movement, I grabbed her and raised her into the air.

      Moments later, she was in her highchair. Now, time to serve them some breakfast.

      The oven timer went off as soon as Sophia was in her chair. Perfect timing. I turned it off and took the casserole out of the oven, the eggs cooked to golden-brown perfect, the layer of cheddar on top bubbling and hot. The four pairs of eyes in the room locked onto the dish.

      I set the casserole on the counter and carved out four pieces onto plates to get it to cool faster. In the meantime, I filled sippy-cups with milk and made sure each child had a spoon. Once the casserole was cooled, and everything was ready, I served the kids. They, thankfully, started in on their food right away.

      Breakfast was served. The whole process had taken about an hour and a half, and that wasn’t including clean-up time. Mornings like this made me wonder if I had it in me to raise these kids all on my own, but it’s not like I had a choice.

      Lunch would be in a couple of hours, and the whole process of cooking then wrangling the kids then cleaning up would repeat again. If I was lucky, I’d be able to get in some blogging time, but I wasn’t counting on it.

      One last check on the kids revealed that they were enjoying their food, and at last it was time for me to enjoy mine. I poured myself a big mug of coffee, treating myself to a little cream and sugar. Then, I placed my serving of casserole onto my plate and sat down across from the quads.

      My mouth watered as I started at the casserole on the end of my fork. Making something more complicated than oatmeal or sliced fruit had taken more time, but it had almost certainly been worth it.

      I brought the fork to my mouth, but just before I was able to take my bite, knocking sounded out through the house.

      “Are you kidding me?” I said out loud, setting my fork down with frustration and getting up.

      I glanced back at the food for a moment, considering shoving it into my mouth before getting the door. But I decided that I wanted to deal with the nuisance so I could enjoy my breakfast in relative peace.

      A thought hit me—was it Jordan? Had he come back to apologize for how he’d acted yesterday morning?

      Whatever; it didn’t matter. If it was him, then I’d deal with it.

      Still, I couldn’t help but be curious.

      “Who is it?” I called out.

      “Package delivery for Chloe Sanderson!” called out a booming voice.

      Another package. I wondered if Jordan was sending more flowers to try and butter me up again.

      I opened the door, a delivery man on the other side, a shoebox-sized package under his arm.

      “Morning, miss,” he said.

      “Morning,” I said, wondering what I was about to receive this time.

      He handed me something to sign. I signed, and after handing me the package, the deliveryman swiftly took off.

      I looked over the box as I walked over to the kitchen table. Setting it down, I quickly took the bite of my food. Damn, just as good as I was hoping.

      Next, I went to work on the package, cutting the tape with a knife and opening it up. Inside was a smaller box from a place called Mon Bébé, along with a note.

      I opened the box, my hands shooting to my mouth when I saw what it was.

      Four little chef’s hats, all baby-sized and completely adorable. I couldn’t resist; I took one of them from the box and placed it on Alfred’s head, the hat fitting him perfectly.

      “So cute!” I said.

      Now, the note. I took it from the box and opened it, instantly recognizing the handwriting as Jordan’s.

      Coffee in hand, I began to read.

      

      Chloe,

      I’ve done plenty of stupid things in front of you, and yesterday morning I gave myself something new to add to the list. It goes without saying that I’m sorry for the way I reacted. I won’t bore you with any excuses, so I’ll cut right to the chase and ask that you join me at my father’s mansion tonight. I think it’s time we talked.

      Jordan.

      

      He was right. It was time.

      And finally, I felt ready.
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      I was shocked by the sight of the King estate. The place looked like it had been abandoned for decades instead of only two years. The formerly well-kept greenery was overgrown and wild, the lighting had fallen into disrepair, and the absence of any of the usual coming-and-going of guests and staff gave it a desolate appearance.

      It was a shadow of its former glory.

      After pulling into my usual spot, I approached the mansion as though I was walking up to a haunted house. Only the sight of Jordan’s red sports car parked off to the side managed to put me at ease.

      I gave the stately front doors a knock. Moments later they opened, revealing Jordan King himself. He was dressed in a light blue button-down shirt, gray slacks, and gorgeous light brown shoes.

      “Welcome,” he said stepping forward and giving me a hug. “So glad to see you.”

      “Same here,” I said.

      But my eyes were on the interior of the house. Under the harsh glare of the overhead lights, I saw that nearly every surface of the entry hall was covered in a thick layer of dust. Beams of sunlight shining in through the windows caught more dust and grime floating in the air.

      Jordan stepped back and gestured for me to come in.

      “I know,” he said leading me further into the space. “The place is a mess.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Neglect,” he said simply, our footsteps echoing through the barren home. “A place like this needs constant upkeep. There’s a reason my father had such a large crew of caretakers. I’ve been so busy that I haven’t had a chance to look after it.”

      We went further into the house, Jordan leading me to the large dining room table, the place where he was sitting when I first laid eyes on him so long ago. The table was covered in the same layer of dust as the rest of the house.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” he asked. “My dad’s wine collection has been just as neglected as the rest of the place.”

      Something to drink did sound good.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll take something red.”

      Jordan nodded and disappeared. After a few minutes of waiting, I decided to check out the old kitchen. Stepping into the place was surreal, to say the least. The kitchen, which had once been full of food and warmth, felt more like an abandoned cellar.

      I opened and closed a few of the cabinets, the once fully stocked spaces now containing nothing but dust and mouse droppings. It was heartbreaking to see Alfred’s home in such a state.

      Jordan entered a few moments later, a bottle of wine in one hand, a pair of glasses in the other. He pulled a wine key out of his pocket, opened the bottle, and poured us each a glass.

      “Thanks,” I said as he handed me my wine. “But do you think we could drink out on the patio?”

      Jordan looked around. “Yeah, the house isn’t the coziest it’s ever been. Let’s go.”

      Jordan grabbed his glass and the bottle, and the two of us headed out to the back patio. Despite the state of the rest of the house, the view from the patio was just as amazing as it had always been. We took our seats at the long, glass table and spent a little time looking out over the ocean.

      “Don’t get this in New York, huh?” I asked, raising my wine to my lips.

      Jordan shook his head.

      “I have a pretty nice view of the city from my place, but looking out over the city doesn’t compare to the ocean. Just something grander about it.”

      We sipped our wine and sat for a few moments. I wondered where we were going to begin this conversation, and Jordan had to have been thinking the same thing. Neither of us spoke, the only sound the waves as they broke on the shore.

      “Listen,” he said, finally cracking the silence. “I’m sorry for how I reacted yesterday. It was completely immature.”

      “No,” I said. “I get it. I can only imagine what you were thinking when you realized that the kids were yours.”

      “It was the strangest moment of my life,” he said. “Four kids, all of them looking like me in their own way, staring at me. It would’ve been bizarre enough with one but having a whole group of them…it was like something out of a dream.”

      I smiled.

      “I don’t know what I would’ve done if the situation had been reversed,” I said.

      “So many thoughts were running through my head as I stood there, and none of them seemed like the right one. I figured that the best thing for me to do would be to get out of there and think the situation over. But as I soon as I was back on the road to the house, I realized that I’d just done what I did before—run away from you when things got hard.”

      “At least you admit it,” I said. “It’s good to see that you’re taking responsibility for your behavior these days.”

      “It’s been a long time coming,” he said. “I’ve spent far too much time running away from responsibility, hoping things would work out on their own. I do my best to make sure I don’t fall into my old ways, but you know what they say about old habits.”

      I took another sip of the wine, the drink rich and delicious.

      “And I suppose I owe you an apology, too,” I said. “I know that it was wrong of me to keep a secret like this from you for so long, but I just didn’t know what else to do. I’d gone back and forth so many times, trying to decide when would be the right time. But it never came. And before I knew it, a year and a half had gone by.”

      “Same for me,” he said. “After my father died and I made the decision to get more serious about my life, the time flew by. I laid the groundwork for my company then I put my head down, focused on work, and before I knew it all this time had gone by. I felt like I was working in some kind of bubble where the passage of time didn’t affect me, but nope—the world kept turning.”

      I waved my hand through the air, dismissing the subject.

      “Nothing we can do about the time that’s gone by,” I said.

      Jordan nodded. “All we can focus on is the time we have.”

      As much as my words suggested I was ready to put everything behind me and move on, I wasn’t. I still wasn’t sure about how much of a role I wanted for Jordan in the lives of the kids, but guilt began to creep over me for taking so long to tell him that he was a father.

      But before I had a chance to say anything, Jordan spoke.

      “And I never apologized for the way I treated you back then. The words I said to you…they were so careless and cruel.”

      “They were,” I said, bringing my glass close to my body and stiffening my posture. “Time’s passed, but back then they hurt like hell.”

      “Part of being the spoiled child that I was meant not caring about other people’s feelings, how my words and behavior affected others. I was drunk, and I was scared of how strongly I was falling for you, but I know that’s no excuse.”

      His words didn’t take all the pain away—only time would do that. But it was a start.

      “Apology accepted,” I said.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as a small smile appeared on Jordan’s mouth.

      Then silence fell on us as we both sipped our wine and watched the sunset.

      “So,” I said. “Where do we go from here?”

      “I suppose that’s up to you,” said Jordan. “I think you know how I feel.”

      Anxiety welled in my stomach. It was time for me to come to a decision.

      “The past is behind us,” I said. “We both did stupid things, and it’s time to move on. Right now, I’ve got four kids that aren’t old enough to talk yet. But I’m sure as soon as they can, they’re going to start asking where their father is.”

      “Then…let’s make a new start,” said Jordan. “I know they’re only words, but I’m a changed man, Chloe. I want to have the chance to prove that to you, to be a part of you and the kids’ lives.”

      “I think I’d like that,” I said. “But it’s going to take time to rebuild trust. I hope that’s okay with you.”

      Jordan gave me a smile that was both warm and understanding. He reached over, took my hand, and squeezed it.

      “I will do everything I can to restore your confidence in me.”

      I returned his smile, the two of us locking eyes for one moment, then several.

      Then we turned our eyes back to the sun, its colors luminous and brilliant as it sank beneath the shimmering waves.
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      Standing in front of Chloe’s house the next evening, I was more nervous that I’d been at any point during the founding of my company. I’d stood toe-to-toe with the toughest, richest men and women in New York, I’d brought the company back from the brink more times than I could count, I’d put everything on the line. But here I was, afraid of four kids who couldn’t even talk.

      Under my arm was tucked a big box of toys. I was clueless about kids, what they liked, how to entertain them. But I did have money. So, last night after Chloe left the house, I went straight to one of the many boutique baby stores in the city, told them I had four one-and-a-half-year-olds, and let the clerk do all the work.

      Now, it was time to see if I could be a dad.

      I stepped up to the front door, took a deep breath, and gave it a knock. This time I wasn’t going to run.

      After several long moments, Chloe opened the door. She was dressed simply, in jeans and a comfy, knitted sweater, her curly hair tied back. In her arms was one of the babies, his red hair messy and adorable.

      “Evening,” she said with a smile. “Or afternoon. Whatever it is.”

      “Evening,” I said, my heart thudding in my chest.

      I leaned in, waggling my finger in front of the child.

      “Is this…who is this?”

      I realized that I didn’t even know the kids’ names.

      “This is Ethan,” she said.

      The boy cooed, pursing his lips together and letting out “ba-ba-ba” babbles. He reached for my finger and grabbed it, his little fingers wrapping around.

      My heart soared at his touch; it was like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

      “Careful,” said Chloe. “He’s got an iron grip.”

      “Hey, buddy,” I said, leaning in close. “My name’s Jordan. I’m your…”

      My throat tightened up at the word. It was almost too much to say, and I felt myself overcome with emotion. I took one more breath and tried again.

      “I’m your daddy.”

      Ethan took his hand away from my fingers and brought them together in a series of claps. He smiled and laughed in Chloe’s arms.

      “I think that means he likes you,” she said.

      I was speechless. I’d always prided myself on my cool head and stoic demeanor, but being near this child, my son, was doing things to me that I could hardly understand.

      “Well,” she said. “You still have three more to officially meet. Come on in.”

      Chloe stepped back from the door, and I entered. I’d only been here for a short time the other day and hadn’t taken a close look at her home. It was charming and cozy, decorated country-cottage style with lots of soft colors and comfy furniture.

      “I like your place,” I said, following Chloe in and looking around.

      “Thanks,” she said. “Not nearly enough space for the kids, but it’ll do for now.”

      I considered how easy it would be for me to solve Chloe’s space problems with a snap of my fingers. I swore that these children would never want for anything in their lives, and Chloe would never know the stress of worrying about paying bills.

      “What do you have there?” asked Chloe, pointing to the box under my arm with her free hand.

      “Just some things for the kids,” I said. “I wanted to get more for them, but I have no idea what they like. So, I figured I’d start small and work from there.”

      “Much appreciated,” said Chloe. “Truthfully, it’s hard to say what the kids are into, they change their minds about things so fast. Alfred was into these little plastic toolbox toys for a month solid, then one day out of the blue, he was done with them. Fickle little toddlers.”

      I stopped in my tracks.

      “You named Alfred after my father?” I asked.

      Chloe stopped and turned. It was clear from the look on her face that she hadn’t thought about what she’d said.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding slowly. “Your father did so much for me that I figured letting his name live on was the least I could do.”

      I placed my hand on Chloe’s hand, squeezing it gently.

      “He would’ve liked that,” I said. “And we both know how many lives he made better over the years. I wouldn’t be surprised if there are more than a few little Als running around the city.”

      Chloe nodded again, clearly overwhelmed a bit by the memory of my father. I felt the same way.

      We stepped into the living room, the place alight with afternoon sunlight. The remaining three kids were busy playing, giggling, and laughing as they clumsily rolled around on the ground. A TV on mute played cartoons, and the atmosphere was joyful and warm.

      It was one of the greatest moments of my life.

      “Okay,” I said, eagerness creeping into my voice. “I need to meet them all right away.”

      “That I can do,” said Chloe.

      She set Ethan down, the boy toddling over to his brothers and sisters as soon as his feet touched the ground.

      “So,” said Chloe. “You’ve met Ethan. He’s the most rambunctious of the four, which is saying a lot since these kids have more energy that I can believe.”

      Chloe plopped down on the ground and crossed her legs.

      “Alfred!” she said.

      One of the kids, a boy with the same blond, curly hair as his mother, snapped to attention and came toward Chloe. I sat down on the ground next to her, so excited about meeting the kids that I could hardly stand it.

      “This is Alfred,” she said. “He’s the oldest of the crew, but that’s not really saying much. ‘Oldest’ in this case is by minutes.”

      “Everything was fine with the birth?” I asked, wishing I could have been there for support.

      “Yes,” she said. “Babies came out via C-section at one of the best clinics in the city—something else I can thank your father for.”

      “Good,” I said softly.

      I leaned in and played with little Alfred, squeezing his cheeks and poking his round little belly, squeals of delight sounding out as I did.

      After Alfred had his fun, Chloe set him down, and he quickly joined Ethan.

      “Now,” said Chloe, “we’ve got the two girls.”

      Chloe swiveled around to call to them.

      “Madeline! Sophia!” she said.

      The two girls, both of them as beautiful as anything I’d ever seen, turned toward us and came over.

      “Madeline’s the older,” she said. “Number two in the gang.”

      Madeline had fiery red hair and my bright blue eyes.

      “And then we’ve got Sophia,” Chloe said, fluffing the curly blond hair of the other girl. “They’re pretty well-behaved, but then again they’re not teenagers yet.”

      I laughed.

      “And that’s the whole gang,” said Chloe.

      I leaned back on my hands as the children went back to playing. My eyes didn’t leave them for a second, and I knew that I could’ve watched them laughing and playing all day.

      “Two sons and two daughters,” I said. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I think they like you so far,” said Chloe. “But be careful—they’re pretty fickle. Usually depends on how hungry they are.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, my eyes still on the toddlers. “Have you been able to keep cooking? I still find myself craving that mac and cheese you made for me way back when.”

      Chloe smiled, blushing in a way that made me feel absolutely crazy.

      “Here and there,” she said. “The kids don’t exactly have the most refined palates in the world, but I try and keep them fed with wholesome, simple stuff.”

      “No time for anything more complicated?” I asked.

      “Right. I cook for my parents and my friends to say thank you when they watch the kids, but that’s really it. I’ve sort of redirected my cooking drive into a food-review blog.”

      I thought the matter over a bit. Chloe had a gift, and depriving her of time in the kitchen was like depriving a master painter a studio. I’d have to do something about it.

      “What do you say we make some food tonight?” I asked.

      Chloe considered it.

      “That could be nice,” she said after a pause. “Maybe I could leave you here with the kids for a little bit while I run to the store. Then we can have something homemade.”

      Spending the rest of the afternoon with my four kids and then preparing a delicious meal with Chloe was about as close to heaven as I could imagine.

      “Sure you don’t want me to order some things from the store?” I asked.

      “Nah,” she said. “Buying the ingredients is half the fun. I’ll come up with some ideas.”

      At that moment Ethan came over to us, placing his hand on the box that I’d brought with me. He looked at us both as if knowing somehow that the gifts were for him.

      “He must have a sixth sense about this sort of thing,” I said.

      “Well,” said Chloe. “Don’t keep the boy in suspense.”

      I opened the box, pulling out the dozen or so toys one by one, the kids all turning their attention from their previous activities and hurrying over to see their gifts. I handed them off, the quads so excited that they seemed a few minutes away from bouncing off the walls.

      “Okay,” I said. “I think I’m gonna get in there and get to know my kids better.”

      Chloe smiled, and I could tell she was eager to see how I’d get along with the kids.

      Grabbing a toy, I crawled over to the kids and joined the fun. We laughed and played, coming up with silly games, each of the kids such a bundle of energy that I had a hard time keeping up.

      As we played, Chloe sat on the couch curled up with a cup of coffee, a warm smile on her face.

      Despite being little, the toddlers each had their own unique personality. Ethan was rambunctious, full of energy and always ready to wrestle. Alfred was already showing signs of being a leader, while Madeline was the peacemaker, always quick to comfort any of the kids who seemed overwhelmed or upset. And Sophia was full of life, curious, and always looking how to have fun.

      We’d only been playing for an hour or so when I realized how much I loved these amazing little people. I couldn’t believe that they were mine.

      “Okay,” said Chloe. “You think you can handle the gang on your own?”

      I sat back from the game we were in the middle of playing and caught my breath.

      “I think so,” I said. “What do you guys think?”

      The kids turned their attention to me, big smiles on their faces as they clapped their hands.

      “I think that’s a yes,” said Chloe.

      “You going to go to the store?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said, getting up. “It’s just around the block, so I won’t be long. You guys can stay here, or if you’re feeling adventurous, there’s a park down the street.”

      “The park sounds awesome,” I said. “What do you guys think? Want to go to the park with your old man?”

      Ethan toddled over and wrapped his arms around me, my heart so warm and full of love that I felt like it might burst.

      “Okay,” said Chloe. “You have my number if anything comes up.”

      With that, she headed upstairs, returning moments later with her things.

      “See you in a bit,” she said, taking one last long, happy look at us before heading out.

      “Okay!” I said, standing up and clapping my hands together. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m ready for an adventure.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Getting the kids ready was an awkward process, but one I was happy to do. Once I had their things together, and I had the four of them loaded up in their beast of a four-toddler stroller, we headed out.

      The evening was perfect, the sky full of purples and oranges as the sun set. There was a bit of a chill in the air, but nothing uncomfortable. The kids were bundled up in little jackets, all of them making happy noises as they looked around at the sights of the neighborhood.

      About five minutes later, the five of us arrived at the small corner park. The space had lovely greenery and a nice playground where other kids were already at play. I let the kids out of their stroller, and they were off to the races.

      The five of us had a great time, Alfred and Ethan having their fun in the sandbox while the girls came up with silly games of their own.

      “Four kids, huh?” asked one of the other parents, a thirty-something woman who was taking in the sight of the quads with something like wonder. “How do you handle all that energy?”

      “Honestly, I’m still figuring it all out,” I said with a smile.

      After an hour, I received a text from Chloe checking in and letting me know she was back with the food. A home-cooked meal from Chloe sounded so good I could hardly stand it. I gathered up the kids, said goodbye to the parents I’d met, and our little convey headed back to the house.

      We entered to see Chloe standing at the kitchen table, taking ingredients out of her bag.

      “You guys have fun?” she asked.

      “We had a blast,” I said, meaning every word.

      I let the kids out of the stroller, and they ran back to their new toys with the same boundless energy they’d had all day. Once they were occupied, I approached Chloe and looked over the ingredients she’d bought.

      “What’s on the menu, chef?” I asked.

      “Well,” she said. “I was thinking about the first time you and I met, back at that dinner party your dad threw. You remember what we ate?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Duck à l’orange. One of the best meals I’ve had in my life.”

      She gave a pleased smile.

      “That’s right,” she said. “Anyway, I thought I’d do a spin on that since duck really isn’t in the budget—chicken à l’orange.”

      “Sounds amazing,” I said. Though deep down, I swore that Chloe would never have to cut corners when it came to finances ever again.

      “Plus, the kids don’t exactly have the most refined palates in the world, so I can just cook them some breaded chicken.”

      She put her hands on her hips and looked over the ingredients.

      “Ready?”

      “You have no idea.”

      The two of us started preparing the meal. The kids were in the living room, so it was no problem keeping an eye on them while we cooked.

      “Okay,” said Chloe. “The first step is getting everything prepped. I’ve got the recipe here, so take a look at that and start getting it all portioned out and ready to use.”

      She handed me her phone, which was opened to one of her notes that had the process for the meal all laid out.

      I started as she requested, setting the spices and everything else out on the counter.

      “Great,” she said. “Now, why don’t you start halving the oranges and getting them squeezed. We’re going to be marinating the chicken for a little while, and that can be done while I’m making the chicken fingers for the kids.”

      “You got it, boss,” I said.

      We set right into it. I grabbed a nearby knife and started slicing the oranges, the amazing smell of citrus filling the air. Once I was done, I began juicing them.

      About halfway through the oranges, Chloe chuckled. I raised my eyebrows.

      “Is my technique that bad?” I asked with a smile.

      “No,” she said. “It’s not that. It’s just…I don’t know. You were amazing with the kids today. I don’t know what I expected, but you’re a natural with them. Some people are overwhelmed by there being four of them, but you seemed like you loved every second of it.”

      “That’s because I did,” I said, my tone sincere, my eyes glancing up at the kids, still happily playing. “They’re all incredible. And I can’t believe they’re mine.”

      “They’re yours,” she said, her eyes warm. “And so far, you’re really passing the hell out of the dad test.”

      I felt ten feet tall. Chloe’s words made my heart soar. Now that the kids were in my life, even for the afternoon, I couldn’t imagine living without them.

      “It was scary at first,” I admitted. “Learning that I didn’t just have one kid, but four of them…I don’t know. I felt more overwhelmed than I ever have with my company.”

      “Wow,” she said. “The unflappable Jordan King getting worried. Hard to believe.”

      “Hey,” I said. “At least you had nine months to prepare.”

      “Good point,” she said. “I kind of threw you in the deep end.”

      “But I’m glad you did,” I said. “I’ve always felt like something was missing from my life, despite my success. And…this was it.”

      Chloe gave me a smile so big her eyes lit up.

      The rest of the cooking went well, with Chloe only having to good-naturedly scold me for bad technique a few times.

      “Hey,” I’d said. “You want an app, I can do that for you. Cooking’s something else.”

      After an hour or so, the chicken à l’orange was in the oven, and the chicken fingers were ready to serve. The two of us wrangled the kids, putting them in their highchairs and setting out their plates. We loaded up their food, the kids not wasting any time before digging in.

      “Easy to please,” I said, crossing my arms and watching the quadruplets demolish their chicken fingers.

      “You’re seeing them on a good night,” she said. “Sometimes it’s all I can do to get the food in their mouths and not on the floor.”

      She was being lighthearted, but I couldn’t help but realize that Chloe had probably spent countless nights wrestling with these four—nights when I could’ve been here to help.

      “I think you and I have both earned something to drink,” she said, taking a bottle of red wine off the counter.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “Now, it’s not some vintage from Napoleon’s private collection like your father might’ve had, but I think it’ll do the trick.”

      She flashed me a smile as she popped the bottle open, poured two glasses, and set them on the table. I took mine right away, feeling like I’d earned it as never before.

      The two of us sat at the table, saying nothing for several minutes as we watched the kids eat. The smell of the cooking chicken wafted through the air, making my mouth water like crazy.

      “Those kids can really take it out of you,” I said. “You get all wrapped up in them, and as soon as they’re busy with something else, you realize how much they’ve been running you around.”

      “Welcome to my life,” she said. “I don’t know how other single mothers do it. Plenty of them don’t have the help I do.”

      “Well, it goes without saying, but you know that I’m here to help you with whatever you need. These kids are just as much mine as yours, and now that they’re in my life, I’m going to make sure they’re taken care of.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said. “But…I’m still going to need to get used to you being around. It’s a major adjustment. I mean, one day I’m thinking that I’m never going to see you again, that these kids are going to be without a father, and the next you’re here being super dad or something.”

      “I get it,” I said. “You need space, let me know. I’m here for anything, even if that ‘anything’ involves me giving you time to think all of this over.”

      She shook her head, the corner of her lip curled up.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Well, maybe something. It’s just that the man you are now is so different than the one I knew. You’ve gone from a man who didn’t care about anything other than having fun and partying, who handled his problems by running from them, to…this.”

      “I’ve had a lot of time to grow up,” I said. “Enough time to learn that responsibility is what gives life meaning.”

      “Still speaking like a different man,” she said.

      “I hope that’s a good thing.”

      “It’s a great thing.”

      We said nothing, instead simply looking into one another’s eyes as we sipped our wine. Then the clatter of a plate against the ground followed by the wailing of a kid broke us out of our moment.

      Chloe and I turned to see that Ethan had swatted Sophia’s plate away from her, the food spilling all over the floor. Sophia’s face was bright red as she cried her little lungs out.

      “Damn,” said Chloe, getting up. “So much for a peaceful dinner.”

      She turned to me.

      “You get the mess, and I’ll get the kid,” she said.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      The two of us went to work, Chloe lifting Sophia from her highchair and taking her in to the other room to calm her down, and me picking up the stray chicken pieces from the floor and blotting up the smears of ketchup here and there—all the while keeping an eye on the other three kids.

      After a little hustle, the situation was taken care of. Chloe returned to the kitchen with a now-calm Sophia, and I was able to both clean up the mess and get another plate of food ready for my little girl.

      “Go team,” said Chloe as she placed Sophia back into her highchair.

      The timer went off for the food in the oven.

      “Grown-ups’ food is ready,” said Chloe, hurrying over to the oven.

      “Thank God,” I said. “I’m so hungry that I’m about ready to start snatching chicken from the kids.”

      Chloe laughed, and I flashed her a smile as she looked over her shoulder from where she stood at the oven. The smell of the food became even more intense as Chloe took it out.

      “Damn,” I said. “However good that smelled before, now it’s just amazing.”

      “It’s looking good,” she said, setting down the dish on the oven. “Let me get you a plate.”

      I rested my head on my hand as I continued to watch the kids eat, their little faces slowly becoming sticky with ketchup and little bits of chicken breading.

      Chloe set a plate down in front of me full of succulent-looking chicken covered in a thick orange glaze. A large mound of mashed potatoes was on the side.

      “Don’t wait for me,” she said. “Dig in.”

      “Normally, I’d wait,” I said. “But this looks just too good to wait for.”

      I cut off a piece of chicken and brought it to my mouth.

      “Oh, damn,” I said, chewing slowly.

      “Good?” she asked.

      The orange blended perfectly with the chicken, the remainder of the spices forming a perfect medley.

      “‘Good’ is putting it lightly,” I said. “It’s amazing. And I think my help is what put it over the top, to be honest.”

      Chloe gave me a playful swat on the arm as she sat down with her food. She quickly cut off a chunk and popped it into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully.

      “I think pretty damn good, if I do say so myself.”

      “I’m in total agreement.”

      The two of us finished our meal, taking a brief break to get the kids out of their highchairs.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll clean up if you keep the kids busy.”

      Another warm smile.

      “Deal.”

      We both set to our tasks, Chloe taking the quads to the other room and me getting to work on the dishes. Once I was done in the kitchen, I came into the living room to see Chloe on the couch, a pile of sleeping children all around her.

      “I think you got them good and worn out for the day,” she said.

      “Then I think we ought to get them in bed.”

      She nodded, and we took the kids upstairs, slipping them out of their dirty clothes and into some clean pajamas. After the children were tucked in, I gave them each a kiss on the forehead.

      All of them looked like little angels. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was.

      Then it occurred to me what would make this all even more perfect. But that wasn’t for me to ask.

      “Okay,” said Chloe. “Grown-up time. You want to go downstairs and finish that bottle of wine?”

      “You’re on,” I said.

      We met up in the living room, and Chloe handed me my wine as we took our seats on the couch. She picked up a nearby remote and flicked on the stereo, mellow jazz music filling the air. I noticed that she was seated on the couch very close to me, closer than one would sit with a friend.

      “I never took you for a jazz person,” I said before taking a sip of my wine.

      “That’s because I never was. Believe it or not, Ethan loves it. I accidentally turned it on one day, and it totally chilled him out. So, I started putting it on and kind of got hooked.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, taking in the mellow music, letting it relax me.

      “My dad would always play this in his study when he was working. He was strict about me not coming in to bother him while he was in there, but I’d be able to hear it through the halls. Always reminds me of weekend afternoons, back when I didn’t have a care in the world.”

      “And now you’ve got four of them,” she said with a smile.

      “You’re right,” I said. “And even though it’s only been a day, I already can’t imagine life without them.”

      Chloe smiled warmly and moved closer to me on the couch. The air in the house was cool, and her body being close to mine was wonderful.

      “I bet your dad would be proud as hell to see how far you’ve come,” she said. “You have a company you built with your own two hands, and you’re already a great dad to these kids.”

      “I think you’re right,” I said softly.

      But there was still a question hanging in the air: just what sort of role did Chloe want for me in the kid’s lives? I knew that I couldn’t force a decision. It was entirely up to her. I’d hoped that I’d demonstrated that I was more than willing to be there for the kids, to be the father they deserved. But only Chloe could decide what was right for them.

      Chloe moved her body closer to mine, our arms now touching. I knew I should’ve given her space, let her have total control over the dynamic.

      I couldn’t help myself, however. Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was the intensity of the feelings that I was barely able to keep at bay. Almost by instinct, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.

      She didn’t resist. Chloe nuzzled her head into my body, a small smile spreading across her face as her eyes closed.

      “If it were up to me,” I said. “I’d make sure you’d never have to have to do this all on your own again.”

      “I know,” she said. “You’ve changed. I really think you have.”

      She was right, in all ways except for one.

      My feelings for her hadn’t changed at all.

      I couldn’t hold back any longer; the feeling of her body against mine was too much. With my free hand, I placed my finger under her chin and tilted her head up slightly. As I did, her eyes turned up toward mine, large and open. She bit down on her lower lip slightly before opening her mouth, just enough to let me know that she understood what was on my mind.

      Then I leaned in and kissed her.

      My body felt on fire from the moment our lips touched. It was so intense and overwhelming that it felt almost like my first. Chloe’s lips melted into mine, and at that moment there was nothing but the two of us and the music and warmth that surrounded us.

      We both reached back with the hands that held our wine, setting the glasses down as we fell deeper and deeper in the kiss. My hands moved to her hips, holding her slender body in place as the kiss became deeper and deeper, my heart racing faster and faster.

      I ran my hand through her hair, the curls thick and inviting. Chloe’s touch moved over my chest, her hands coming to a rest on my shoulders. Together, we fell length-wise onto the couch, our lips never separating.

      We continued to kiss as we lay down, the intensity of the moment growing by the second.

      Then, as if both coming to the same realization, we pulled our lips apart.

      “Jordan King,” she said. “You’ve really done something to me.”

      I smiled, my hand caressing the back of her head.

      “You have no idea how mutual the feeling is.”
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      Part of me wanted to give myself to him. Jordan’s kiss, his touch, was so inviting that it wasn’t hard for him to tear down my walls, to rush past the barriers that I’d put between him and me.

      That same magic was there, that same intoxication. The spell Jordan had cast on me hadn’t gone away, despite the time and the distance, and despite how much I’d sworn I’d written the man off. He’d made his mark on me, as sure and permanent as a brand on my skin.

      But I wasn’t quite ready to let him take me again. Not yet. Being there with him on the couch, kissing him, holding him close—that was more than enough for my heart to handle.

      We lay there for several moments, looking into one another’s eyes. Time melted away. The album on the player ended, and a new one began. Occasionally, he’d moved in and kiss me softly on the lips, an explosion of sentiment rushing outwards from my heart each time he did.

      After a time, Jordan moved his body behind mine and embraced me tightly. I felt safe and warm and secure, my face beaming with a smile.

      “I hope you’re okay with me crashing on the couch tonight,” he said.

      I chuckled through my smile.

      “I kinda figured you’d be staying over.”

      I considered inviting him up to my bedroom, but I was so comfortable on the couch in his arms that moving seemed almost unthinkable.

      It was at that moment that I made a decision. Over the course of the day, I’d gone back and forth about the issue of letting Jordan back into my life. Part of me thought that he wasn’t ready, that his old ways were still under the surface, and it’d only be a matter of time before they came back out.

      But I couldn’t deny how…magical he was with them today. He threw himself into the role of father, showing the patience and maturity that he needed. Sure, it was only one day, but it was a day that made more than a small impression on me.

      He was ready; I knew it. The children would finally have their father, and Jordan would be where he needed to be. The decision was made, and as soon as I settled on it, an even greater feeling of comfort and happiness fell over me. It was as though something had been out of sorts inside of me—like a piece of machinery out of place. But now everything was in line; everything was how it should be.

      The happiness enwrapped me as surely as Jordan’s arms, and I soon drifted off into the deepest, most restful sleep I’d had in as long as I could remember.
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      I awoke early the next morning, the light from the rising sun soft and streaming through the room’s windows. I stretched my body, my hands and feet bumping against the armrests of the couch.

      I needed more space; I needed my bed.

      “Morning,” came a low voice from behind me.

      I turned just enough to see Jordan’s handsome, sleepy face.

      Damn, he was about the best thing to see first thing in the morning.

      “Morning,” I said back.

      He moved in and kissed me softly on the lips.

      “Not a bad place to sleep,” he said.

      “I agree,” I said. “But upstairs is better.”

      The words slipped out, but the meaning was clear. I knew what I wanted, and I wanted it right then.

      “Maybe we ought to relocate,” said Jordan, his slight grin suggesting he knew what I had in mind.

      “I think you’re right.”

      The two of us heaved off the couch, Jordan taking my hand as soon as we were on our feet. We moved through the living room and up the stairs. Before we turned down the second-floor hallway toward the bedroom, Jordan spoke.

      “One sec,” he said. “I have to see them.”

      “Of course,” I said, my heart warm at how excited he was.

      We went to the first nursery, then the other. At each one, Jordan stopped for several moments at the threshold, watching the children sleep.

      “They’re so beautiful,” he said. “And we made them.”

      I squeezed his hand.

      “Yes, we did.”

      With that, I led Jordan by the hand toward the bedroom. Once inside, I shut the door behind us.

      As soon as the door clicked shut, we were right back on one another, continuing the passionate kissing that we’d started the night before.

      This time, however, I was ready to see our affection to the conclusion that we both wanted. This time there was a sexual heat and passion behind our kiss. We stood in place for a time, embracing and kissing, our hands moving slowly over each other’s bodies.

      I’d almost forgotten how much I missed the feeling of his strong, solid body, his scent, the way he held me in his hands. It was the missing piece to the puzzle.

      Once it was more than obvious where this was going, Jordan took his lips from mine for long enough to ask a question.

      “You sure about this?”

      I smiled and nodded. “Surer than I’ve ever been about anything.”

      Jordan moved in to kiss me again. But I turned my head away.

      I wasn’t done.

      “And there’s something else that I’m sure about,” I said.

      Jordan raised his eyebrows.

      “Oh?” he asked.

      “I’m sure about what I want for the kids. When you came over yesterday, I didn’t know what to expect. I had a feeling that you were ready, that your desire to be a dad was sincere. And what I saw was…something amazing. Something that made me realize without a shadow of a doubt that you were ready to be the father my kids need.”

      I took a deep breath and spoke the words.

      “And if you feel like you’re ready, you’re more than welcome to be in their lives as much as you want, as much as they want. As much as I want.”

      The expression on Jordan’s face was one I’d never seen before. The cool, collected man I knew let a crack in his features form, one that betrayed that the emotion in him at that moment was almost more than he could bear.

      “There’s nothing on this earth that would make me happier,” he said.

      It was more than I could bear. Tears formed in my eyes and trickled down. This moment, what was happening right then, was what I’d been longing for deep down since I learned that I was going to be a mother.

      Jordan took hold of me as the tears flowed from my eyes. He placed his hand on the back of my head and brought me in close to his chest, holding me tight, exactly how I wanted.

      The tears weren’t of sadness or stress; they were of unbridled joy, of the release of emotions that I’d been keeping locked down deep for almost two years. And now they were out, now Jordan and I would be whole again.

      I quickly composed myself. Jordan must’ve sensed the tears slow because he gently released me from his firm grip and gazed down into my eyes.

      Then we kissed.

      As intense as the kiss was that we shared last night, this one was something I could hardly understand. It was a kiss of two people whose souls and lives were linked, who shared a love so deep that I’d convinced myself it was something from fairy tales.

      And the longer we kissed, the more I knew that I wanted to show my love for him in a way beyond words. My hands moved down the solid angles of his torso, coming to a rest on the hem of his T-shirt. I grabbed the hem tight, using it to pull Jordan’s body close. Then, with a swift motion, I pulled the shirt up and off over his head.

      God, his body was even more glorious than I’d remembered. His sculpted physique gave me pause, and I needed a moment to compose myself standing in the sight of his lean, toned, muscular upper body. I moved my hands slowly over his shape, over the flat plane of his stomach, across the hard form of his chest, down the bulging, stone-like contours of his arms.

      They were arms made for holding me, hands made for caressing me. And that’s what he used them for.

      Jordan moved his hands to my waist as the kiss continued, slipping my sweater off and tossing it aside. Then his fingers grazed toward the back of my upper body, and with deft movements, he undid the clasp of my bra.

      “My boobs got so big during the pregnancy,” I said, feeling bashful at my huge bust. “And they haven’t, you know, gone down yet.”

      Jordan flashed me a sly little smile that reminded me of the cocky side to his personality that he’d been keeping in check.

      “I think we can make it work.”

      That’s just what he did. Jordan took my breasts into his hands, caressing them gently. He continued to kiss me, his mouth soon moving from my lips, down my jawline, then over the slope of my neck. He moved down, down, over my collarbone and finally arriving at my breasts. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking it gently.

      God, it felt good. He kneaded my breasts gently, his touch suggesting that he knew how tender they still were. I ran my hands through his hair as he licked and sucked my nipples, waves of pleasure radiating out from the sensitive flesh.

      Then, he reached around my body and took hold of me by the rear, lifting me up and off the ground as he moved us back toward the bed. Once there, he laid me down gently onto the soft sheets, my hair splaying out around my face. I gazed up at him as he stood over me, his body still as imposing and statuesque as it had ever been, a few stray strands of his flame-red hair draped over the pale sweep of his forehead.

      Jordan reached down and took my pants by the waist, pulling them along with my panties down in a single motion. I was nude and exposed before him, the first time I’d been in such a way since the birth of the kids.

      My first inclination was to feel bashful.

      “The kids really did a number on me,” I said.

      Jordan was quick to disagree.

      “You’re wrong,” he said. “You’re as beautiful as you’ve ever been, and being a mother has only made you more gorgeous. I wouldn’t want you another way.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Emotion overwhelmed me again, and I bit my lip softly to keep the tears of happiness at bay.

      Jordan went right to showing me just how beautiful he thought I was. He returned his kiss to my skin, this time moving his lips over my stomach, then down to my hips, finally coming to a rest on my inner thigh. His kiss felt like heaven, and arousal boiled in me as his touch moved closer and closer to my sex.

      Thankfully, he didn’t wait too long to give me what I craved. His mouth moved over my lips, kissing them gently as he positioned himself on his knees between my legs. He placed his hands on the tops of my legs, holding me in place as his kiss moved closer and closer to my sex.

      Finally, he arrived. His tongue moved slowly against me, the warmth and pressure causing pulses of pleasure to erupt from my body. It had been so long since I’d been with Jordan that I’d forgotten what a skilled, generous lover he was. He took his time, licking and caressing me slowly, his right hand moving over my body, rubbing my nipples one by one.

      It didn’t take long before he brought an orgasm out of me, the intense ecstasy rushing through my body like a hot wave.

      “Oh, oh God,” I said moaning, my hips thrashing back and forth so hard as I came that I worried for a brief moment that I might buck Jordan off me.

      But he held fast, his touch guiding me through the pleasure in a way that only he could.

      I was instantly ready for another orgasm once the first one had passed. But I needed more than Jordan’s skilled tongue to take me to this one.

      Thankfully, Jordan was thinking the same thing. He rose up from between my legs, his hands resting on his waist near the tempting, gorgeous notches of his hip bones. His hands traveled to his belt buckle, and he quickly had it undone. Next, he slipped his thumbs into the waist of his jeans and slid them down slowly, first exposing the red thatch of pubic hair just below his trim, muscular stomach.

      His member was next, and as soon as it sprang out, erect and ready, I felt a new pulse of sexual anticipation spread out from my sex.

      God, I wanted him so badly I could hardly stand it.

      Jordan moved on top of me with the grace of a panther. It took only seconds before he was right over top of me, his manhood grazing the top of my belly. He was solid and stiff, ready for love.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said, leaning in close and speaking between soft kisses behind my ear.

      “I want you,” I moaned without hesitation. “I want you so much it hurts.”

      Jordan flashed me that seductive half-smile that I was by now hopelessly addicted to. Then he reached down and placed his end at the entrance to my sex, and with a slow drive of his hips, entered me.

      The sensation was so intense it was like heaven and earth moved around me. Jordan penetrated me slowly, each inch pushing me toward a new, towering reach of delight. Soon he was buried to the hilt, filling me so completely and perfectly that it was like our two bodies were meant for each other.

      Once he was fully buried, he propped himself up on his arms, the muscles flexing and bulging with the stress. He pulled back his hips, withdrawing from me slightly before entering me again, more pleasure spreading out from my lower body to the tips of my fingers and toes.

      I moaned softly as I grabbed hold of Jordan’s broad shoulders, trying to cope with the intensity of what I was feeling. Jordan entered me over and over again, plunging deep into me, his member moving so fluidly inside of me that it was almost like he was draped in a layer of silk.

      My second orgasm soon appeared on my periphery. My fingers dug into Jordan’s shoulders as firmly as I could allow them, the pleasure building by the moment. Jordan’s face, his forehead slicked with sweat, tightened as he penetrated me, and it was clear that he too was about to come.

      “Don’t stop, baby,” I said, my voice breathy with passion. “Please, don’t stop.”

      He didn’t. Instead, his bucking became even more intense.

      In the midst of his furious thrusting I came hard, this second orgasm so intense that I felt as though I might come apart at the seams. Jordan came as I did, emptying himself into me as he let out a hard grunt.

      A few blissful moments later, the intense sensation passed and Jordan fell at my side, the both of us spent, our chests rising and falling.

      Jordan placed his hand on the side of my face, turning me toward him.

      “I love you, Chloe,” he said. “More than I ever thought possible.”

      “And I love you,” I said.

      He slipped his arm around me, pulling me close as the morning sun streamed in through the windows. It would only be a matter of time before the kids woke, but until then, I was happy to be at Jordan’s side.

      We were finally a family. And now, it was time for whatever came next.
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      “Time to get up, baby,” came Jordan’s voice, pulling me out of my deep sleep.

      My eyes still fixed closed, I rolled over across the impossibly soft sheets of the bed, wanting to stay comfortable a while longer.

      But before I could slip back into my rest, I felt a hand on my bare shoulder.

      “Normally, I’d let you sleep in on a Saturday. But you remember what day it is today, right?”

      That little statement caused my eyes to shoot open.

      It was the kids’ birthday.

      I sat up, the master bedroom of the King estate full of soft morning light. The sheets surrounded me like a white ocean, and off to the side in front of one of the full-length mirrors in the bedroom was Jordan. He was dressed in a pair of dark slacks and a crisp white dress shirt. His hair was slicked in a professional style.

      “A little formal for today, don’t you think?” I asked.

      He turned and flashed me a smile.

      “I’m not dressing like this for the kids,” he said. “I have a quick meeting with the FanFriends partners.”

      “On the kids’ birthday?” I asked.

      “I’ll be in and out,” he said. “Sarah and Paul just want to go over some of the new personnel from our move. Said it’d be no more than an hour. And that it can’t wait.”

      “I suppose I can’t really get all that upset at what you’ve had to do to get the company moved all the way over here from New York.”

      He finished tying his tie, then came over and placed a kiss on my forehead.

      “Thanks for understanding,” he said. “But look at it this way—we’re all moved into the new headquarters, the staff’s been hired and transferred, and operations are ready to begin at FanFriends San Bravado. Then things should calm down a little.”

      I loved the sound of that. I knew Jordan had been moving heaven and earth to get the new headquarters of his company set up, and hearing that he was about all done with his hard work brought a smile to my face.

      “The staff’s not upset about the move, right?” I asked.

      “Are you kidding?” he asked. “Most of them were so eager to get out of New York that I wouldn’t even have had to offer them bonuses and moving expenses. But I did, and that made the deal even sweeter.”

      Then his eyebrows raised as a thought occurred to him.

      “Oh, minor detail—but your parents, Amy and Isabella are here taking care of the kids. So take your time getting ready.”

      “Ah,” I said. “That explains why I wasn’t woken up to the screaming of toddlers.”

      Jordan tapped his nose, suggesting that I’d put it together.

      “Okay,” he said. “I have to take off. Have fun while I’m gone—but not too much fun. I don’t want to miss out on it.”

      “There’ll be plenty of fun to go around,” I said with a smile.

      “And I’m going to be picking up the cake for today on the way back.”

      “Really?” I asked. “You sure you don’t want me to make something?”

      “Nah,” he said. “I have this one taken care of.”

      He stepped over and planted a big kiss on my lips.

      “See you in a bit, baby,” he said. “Love you.”

      “And I love you too,” I said, my heart warming as it always did when we spoke the words.

      Jordan gave me one last smile before disappearing out of the bedroom. I lay in bed for a few minutes longer, savoring the softness of the creamy white sheets but getting up before I was so comfortable that I risked falling back asleep.

      I stepped into the bathroom, remembering what Jordan said about taking my time getting ready. My eyes drifted over to the enormous corner tub, a smile forming on my lips.

      I’d earned a little R&R—no doubt about that. These last six months had been totally crazy. Between Jordan moving his company across the country and me starting a catering company with Isabella, Jordan and I had had our hands full. And that wasn’t even taking into consideration the quads moving into their terrible twos.

      So yeah, I think I’d earned a soak in the tub.

      I used the fancy electronic panel to start the water. It wasn’t long before the tub was full of deliciously hot-looking water covered in suds from the oils I’d added.

      I stepped in, the water heavenly against my skin. Once I was submerged up to my shoulders, I let out a sigh so loud that I worried for a moment the rest of the house might hear it. Then I remembered how big the estate was, feeling silly.

      After my long, leisurely soak, I stepped out of the tub and dried off. Once I was dressed and ready for the day ahead, I stepped into the enormous hallway of the west wing of the house.

      As I walked toward the center of the house, I took some time to appreciate how freaking good of a job the crew had done bringing this place back to its former glory. The place had been cleaned top-to-bottom, painted, and redecorated. What was once a depressing, dusty, and lonesome estate was now a gorgeous home.

      And, of course, we’d brought back whatever staff wanted a job.

      “Morning, Luz,” I said, passing my friend in the hall.

      “Morning, Chloe,” she said warmly. “Everyone’s waiting for you in the kitchen.”

      “So I hear,” I said. “Come join us when Jordan gets back. There’s gonna be cake.”

      Luz gave me one of her broad smiles.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” she said.

      I made my way through the rest of the house, saying my good mornings to the rest of the staff as I did. All eyes were on me as I stepped into the kitchen.

      “There’s my girl!” said my dad, a big smile spreading across his face as I entered.

      “Morning!” said my mom.

      Isabella and Amy were busy with the kids, all of whom were in their highchairs, their breakfasts in front of them.

      “Mommy!” said Alfred, clapping his hands together, his big eyes on me.

      The rest of the kids started in with their precious toddler-talk, spouting out the words they’d picked up over the last few months.

      “Morning, all,” I said, making a beeline for the coffee maker. “And good morning to the birthday crew.”

      The kids were all beyond happy about their birthdays, and I was just as eager to celebrate them.

      “So, mommy-of-four,” said Amy. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

      “Well,” I said, blowing on my coffee and eyeing the big pan of eggs that someone, likely Isabella, had prepared. “Jordan ran out for a quick meeting, and he’ll be back around lunchtime with the cake. After that, it’ll be time for a play date with some of the neighborhood kids. Then, hopefully, they’ll all be tuckered out by dinnertime, and I can make something delicious for you all.”

      “Works for me,” said my dad.

      The four of us took our seats at the kitchen, and I let my eyes drift around. The house was looking so beautiful, and I could hardly believe that I was lucky enough to share it with four beautiful children and the man I loved.

      “So,” said Isabella. “I know we have a rule about not talking shop outside of work, but I got a call from none other than Will Cohen.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You mean billionaire Will Cohen of one of the biggest venture capital groups in the city?”

      Isabella nodded with a smile.

      “That’s right,” she said. “And he said he wants us to cater a startup party two weeks from this weekend.”

      “Holy crap,” I said. “That’s huge! Are we ready for it?”

      “I am if you are,” she said.

      “Of course,” I said. “But we’re not even officially open for business. How did he know to reach out to us?”

      “Evidently his wife’s a huge fan of your blog. And when she read that you were starting a catering company, she had to get you on board. That was a good move to finally let people know it was you writing the reviews and creating the recipes.”

      “There you go!” said my mom. “Back in the saddle. Or in front of the stove, I suppose.”

      I was thrilled at the news. It was going to be a tricky proposition to be both a mother and a new business owner, but I was ready for the challenge.

      “Now,” said my dad, “we just need to get Jordan to propose, and you’ll have everything in order.”

      My mom gave my dad a light slap on the shoulder. “Richard! You know not to mention the marriage thing,” she chided him.

      I took a calming breath before replying. “I told you before,” I said. “Jordan and I agreed to take things slow. We’ve had so much going on with the house and our companies and the kids, we don’t want to rush anything.”

      I wouldn’t admit it, of course, but I was starting to agree with them. Jordan and I had been busy, and we did have a great life already, but I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t want to make things official, to be Mrs. Chloe King. The name had a nice ring to it—and a nice ring wouldn’t hurt, either—but I figured Jordan would approach the matter on his own time; it wasn’t like we had any rush.

      The five of us sat down with our coffees, chatting the morning away, occasionally taking breaks to play with the kids. A couple hours later, in time for lunch, Jordan stepped through the door.

      “Afternoon, all,” he said, entering the kitchen with a massive cake box in his hands.

      Everyone greeted him, and I hopped up to give him a kiss.

      “What’d you get?” I asked, glancing down at the box. “Vanilla buttercream?”

      “It has buttercream—don’t you worry.”

      The box didn’t have a window to see the cake so I had to trust him. Jordan set the box down on the kitchen table, the rest of us getting our plates and forks ready.

      “Baby, why don’t you call the staff in to join us,” said Jordan.

      “Sure,” I said.

      I found Luz and told her to spread the word. Five minutes later, the staff of ten was gathered with us in the kitchen, the kids eyeing the cake box hungrily.

      “Now,” said Jordan, “before we dig into this thing, I just want to say something.”

      All eyes turned to Jordan.

      “These last six months…to say that they’ve been wonderful would be an understatement. Each day has been filled with so much joy that it’s almost been hard to understand. It’s like my life before Chloe and the kids is a distant memory, a previous life that I can only remember hazily. And now, with the kids turning two, I think I’m ready for Chloe and me to start our next adventure.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant by this. My brow crinkled in confusion.

      “Chloe, go ahead and open up the box.”

      I didn’t waste a second. Placing my hands on the sides, I slowly lifted the lid. And when I laid eyes on the cake, I was so shocked by what I saw, that the lid fell out of my hands and landed on the floor.

      In ornate, gorgeous writing in icing were the words, “Chloe, will you marry me?”

      I gasped and turned toward Jordan. He stood before me, a gorgeous glittering ring in his hands.

      The air was tense as everyone awaited my response.

      “Of course, I will!” I said, throwing my arms around him and covering his face in kisses.

      Cheers erupted from around us as Jordan and I embraced. But our moment didn’t last long before I felt the wet splatter of something against my back, followed by the splat of something else against Jordan’s face.

      We turned to see that the kids had gotten into the cake, picking up handfuls from one end and launching them at us, giggling wildly as they did.

      “You know,” said Jordan. “I’m almost so happy right now that I can’t even be mad.”

      I smiled broadly, kissing Jordan right on the splatter of cake on his face.

      “Same here,” I said.

      Jordan pulled me close again.

      “I love you, Chloe,” he said. “So much I can hardly stand it.”

      “And I love you, too.”

      The kids were making a mess, but none of us cared.

      “You know, I wouldn’t want to start this next step any other way,” I said.

      “I’m right there with you,” Jordan said. “And I always will be.”
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          Bought by the Boss

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        Time for a tease!

        

        Up next is the first chapter of the previous book in my San Bravado Billionaires’ Club series, Bought by the Boss

        

        Happy reading!

        

        Layla x

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright 2018 by Layla Valentine

        

        All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part by any means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the explicit written permission of the author.

        

        All characters depicted in this fictional work are consenting adults, of at least eighteen years of age. Any resemblance to persons living or deceased, particular businesses, events, or exact locations are entirely coincidental.

      

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        

    
    






          Maria

        

      

    
    
      Disbelief grips my heart. My jaw drops open. “You have to be kidding me.”

      The woman stares at her computer, studiously avoiding my gaze. She taps away at the keyboard, speaking as her manicured nails sparkle under fluorescent lights. “It looks like your temp agency received notice of the change two days ago—the seventeenth. Maybe you should give them a call?”

      Disbelief turns to panic. No. This can’t be happening. I have bills to pay! I was counting on this work.

      I dig my phone from my purse. “I’ll be calling them, all right.”

      Before turning away from her, I launch one last attempt. “You’re absolutely sure you don’t have anything else available? I have lots of customer service experience. I’m good with computers.”

      She arches an eyebrow and finally looks at me. “Honey, this is San Bravado. Everyone’s good with computers. And no, we don’t have anything else available for your skill level at this moment.”

      She emphasizes the words “skill level” as if my two years of community college are worth nothing.

      My shoulders begin to slump, but I catch myself and straighten my spine, raise my chin. I refuse to let her make me feel small.

      “Thank you for your time,” I say, not meaning a word of it.

      She nods curtly.

      I spin on my heel and high-tail it from the HR office.

      Once out in the bright California sunshine, out from under the woman’s demeaning gaze, I let my shoulders fall again. I’m too tired to hold them up.

      BioTech’s shiny front facade is ringed with palm trees and luxurious planters, bursting with colorful gladiolas and dahlias. Interspersed with the landscaping are polished black granite backless benches. I lower myself down onto a free one and burrow my face into my hands.

      It’s only one in the afternoon, but it’s been a long, humiliating day. Not only did I show up to a temp position that was already filled, but I also wasted an entire morning trying to clear up the mess.

      I sigh and then finally dial my temp agency. As usual, I’m directed via a voice-recorded menu to leave a message for my coordinator. It’s a struggle not to unleash some of my pent-up frustration onto the coordinator, but I manage to hold back. Complaining over the phone will get me nowhere. Besides, no matter how desperate I feel about my upcoming bills and lack of employment, things could be worse.

      I think of my older sister, Camila, and the news she delivered to me the week before. A chill passes over my body, and I shudder despite the sunny weather. Things could be a whole lot worse.

      My phone is still in my hands. I dial my best friend, Jemma. She answers on the second ring. “Maria! What’s up, girl?” She’s breathing hard, and I hear the whir of machinery in the background.

      “Are you busy?” I ask.

      “On the Stairmaster at ReFuel. Jackson has me doing a killer glutes workout. My ass is on fire.”

      “And that’s…good?” I ask, guessing that having a burning butt is a good thing though I’ve never had enough spare time to get as into workouts as my friend. I get enough of a workout just earning my keep in the ever-more-expensive San Bravado urban jungle.

      “You know it. What’s wrong? You sound upset.”

      I sigh and listen for a moment to the sound of machinery. I can picture Jemma at her favorite fitness studio, glowing as she sails up the moving Stairmaster in the perfect workout outfit. Her sleek blond ponytail is probably swishing back and forth with every step.

      Jemma and I are opposites in many ways. She’s sunny, outgoing, adventurous. As the daughter of a hotel mogul, she’s never had to worry about money in her life. I’m dark-haired, serious, and reserved. I’ve also been working minimum wage jobs since I was old enough to push a mop.

      I worked at one of her father’s hotels. At eighteen I was promoted from the cleaning staff to a receptionist. Jemma was also working the front desk. After learning that she loved to create art, I convinced her to take a class at the community college with me. Jemma insisted that I changed her life, and we’ve been friends ever since.

      “It’s the temp job,” I say. “Remember the one I told you about, at BioTech? I showed up at seven this morning, and there was already someone at my desk.”

      “No way!” Jemma cries out. Then, “How many more? Eight?” It takes me a moment to realize she’s talking to her personal trainer, Jackson, not me. “Jackson, you are killing me today!” I hear her giggle flirtatiously. She’s been wanting to get with Jackson for months now. Given Jemma’s track record with guys, I’m surprised it hasn’t happened yet

      “It was embarrassing,” I say, trying to recapture her attention. “I am so over this temping shit. I need to find something more reliable. This drains me, you know?”

      “I know. If I was talking to my dad, you know I would find you something at a hotel.”

      “You two are still not talking? Jem, how long is this fight going to last?” I can’t hide the disappointment from my voice. Jemma doesn’t know how lucky she is to have a father—even if he isn’t perfect. I think of all the times my mom struggled just to put food on the table for me and my sister. But I can’t lecture my friend about this. I’ve tried before, and she simply won’t listen.

      “No,” she says. “Oh my God, Maria, he sent me the worst email. Well—it had his signature, but I’m sure his personal secretary wrote it. I’ll tell you all about it. Want to grab coffee tomorrow morning?”

      “Yeah.” It strikes me that I have nothing else on my schedule for the morning. Fear over my unemployment once again rips through me.

      Jemma is saying something to Jackson again. “Almost done? Great! Yes, towel please.”

      I imagine Jackson helping Jemma towel off. Those two are definitely going to hook up soon, it’s just a matter of when. I wonder briefly if I’ll be hearing about it in the morning, over lattes at our favorite cafe. Thinking of catching up over coffee, I recall the last time we sipped espresso-flavored drinks. Jemma had been all excited about setting me up on a blind date.

      “Hey, remember the date you set me up on with the guy from ReFuel?” I ask.

      “Right! Mike. He is…such a…good guy. Super hunky. Oh yeah! That’s…tonight isn’t it.” Her breathing is more labored now.

      “I think I have to cancel. I just don’t—”

      “You can’t cancel,” she says, predictably.

      “Jemma, I’m totally drained. Today sucked. I’m running on empty.”

      She’s breathing so hard now that her words come out in short bursts. “All the more…reason to…meet him and have some fun!”

      I’m about to say that the most fun I’m up for is curling up on the couch with a pint of ice cream and a tear-jerker on the tube when she interrupts me.

      “You are going on that date, Maria. It’s been months since you went out with a guy. You’re in a rut… Oh, that’s eight minutes? Hallelujah!” The mechanic whirring stops, and I hear her gulp down some water.

      I take the opportunity to defend myself. “I’ve been stressed. Ever since I got fired from my last office gig things haven’t been easy. It’s hard to just pay rent and buy my groceries. I don’t have time to—”

      “Listen to me. Sitting around in your apartment feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going to get you out of your situation. Think of dating as networking. Maybe Mike will know someone who’s hiring. He’s pretty high up on the food chain at a bank downtown, I hear.”

      My friend’s words make twisted sense. Maybe an evening out will be better for me than staying in.

      I think of Camila again.

      This isn’t just about me and my need to pay bills. This is about my sister. Her family. I want to help her.

      She’s always been there for me. Since our mom passed a few years back, Camila has been my rock. Now, she needs my help. I can’t let her down.

      “Okay,” I say resolutely. “I’ll go.”

      “Wear something cute,” Jemma advises, before informing me that she has to go do deadlifts while her heart rate is still up.

      Six hours later, I smooth my short dress down over my thighs as I step off the bus. The hydraulic brakes hiss as they release, and the bus barrel’s down the hilly, paved street, leaving me alone.

      I’ve followed Jemma’s advice. Despite my reservations about the date, I pulled out all the stops with my outfit. I’m wearing a cute, funky black and white strapless dress. The pattern is wild—a mix of stripes, checkers, swirling floral forms and a few palm trees thrown in for good measure. My black hair has been conditioned into a lustrous, wavy shine that falls to my mid-back. I know that the bold red lipstick I’m wearing complements the dress’s wild print and makes me look more confident than I feel.

      Which, given my day so far, is not very confident.

      My bruised and battered ego is well camouflaged by my flashy, glamorous outfit.

      I glance up at restaurant signs as I begin walking down the block. I knew that this Mike character was cut from fine cloth, so to speak, but I didn’t realize how fine. These restaurants are nice. Way too nice.

      I’m starting to feel out of my element as I pass yet another maître d’, waiting to seat his VIP guests. I stop and do a double take.

      “Um, is this Oiseau?” I ask. The French syllables make my mouth feel like it’s full of marbles, and the word comes out Oss-you.

      The maître d’ peers down his nose at me. “Oiseau?” he says fluidly, confirming my suspicions that I’ve butchered the word. “Yes, ma’am. Unfortunately, we’re full this evening. Reservations only.”

      I feel myself blush. Apparently, this man doesn’t think that I belong in his restaurant. “I—um—have a reservation, I believe. Well, my friend, ah, date… Mike… he made a…”

      My words die out as I reach for my phone and look through my texts until I find the one from Mike. I haven’t actually talked to him. All of our arrangements have been made over the phone. But there, at the bottom of one of his messages, is his last name. “Wilson,” I say. “That’s the name. I think it’s for seven.”

      The man seems to scowl as he looks down at a binder spread open on his podium. He runs a narrow finger over the page, and then pauses and looks up at me with surprise.

      “Yes,” he says. “Of course. Mike Wilson, table for two. Seven o’clock. Mr. Wilson hasn’t arrived yet.” He glances at his watch.

      I have already noted that it’s quarter to seven. It’s taken me less time than I bargained for to get here and find the place.

      “May I suggest that you enjoy our cocktail lounge while you wait for your…friend?” the maître d’ asks snootily.

      I’m afraid to find out how much a drink costs at this absurdly fancy establishment, but I’m so nervous about the date that even a ten-dollar drink will be worth it.

      I follow the maître d’s directions and make my way toward a bar. Confirming my worst fears, the bartender hands me a short gin and tonic and asks for twelve fifty in exchange.

      Twelve dollars and fifty cents! For what looks like five sips of liquid.

      I try not to think about how much every drop is worth as I let the cool, lime-spiked drink slide over my tongue. Within ten minutes, my drink is gone, and I’m feeling the effects of the alcohol. Liquor on an empty stomach tends to go right to my head. I feel myself begin to unclench and unwind. Even my tight-fisted control over my wallet begins to loosen, and at five after seven, with no sign of Mike, I order a second drink.

      Now I’m twenty-five dollars in the hole.

      That’s half of what I spent on groceries this week. Mike better be worth it.

      Another ten minutes slip by, and then twenty. By the time seven thirty hits, I’m buzzed up and getting hungry. This place is so stuffy. I feel totally out of my element. And where is Mike? He’s now twenty minutes late. How rude. How disrespectful. How utterly—

      “Hi,” a voice behind me says.

      I spin around, my eyes already narrowed in a glare. This guy, this Mike, better be about to apologize.

      I feel my annoyance evaporate as an outrageously gorgeous man comes into view. He’s a full head and a half taller than me, and his muscular body is barely contained in a dark suit jacket. The material looks soft; it’s a knit blazer of some kind, and there are abstract white swirling designs painted onto it. One that jumps out at me is the shape of an eagle. I notice quickly that beneath the unique blazer he’s wearing a white T-shirt, instead of a button-down, and jeans and sneakers instead of slacks and dress shoes.

      Not only are his clothes unconventional—so is his build. This man is not your average office worker. He has an animalistic, strong, athletic body. His chest and shoulders are broad, like a football player, and as my eyes sweep over him from head to toe again, I see a perfectly balanced body. Not one inch of him looks out of proportion. He’s a specimen to behold. My eyes travel to his face, and I take in his curving lips, classic nose, bright green eyes, and tousled dark hair.

      “Hi,” I manage, though the delay in my response has been painfully obvious.

      He seems used to this. His grin is playful, and his green eyes dance. “You’re beautiful,” he says.

      I feel myself blush. I’ve been complimented on my looks before, but never by a man so heart-stoppingly gorgeous himself.

      And never right off the bat like this—just as our blind date is beginning. That takes courage. This guy is something else. Unconventional. Bold. Attractive as hell. Maybe tonight will be better than I expected.

      I look up at him and smile. Was I really just annoyed that he was late? That concern is now far from my mind. I fight off the blush, hoping that he can’t see how deeply his compliment has affected me.

      When I meet his gaze, I bat my eyelashes. “You must be Mike,” I say.

      He hesitates a moment. Maybe I’ve affected him as much as he’s affected me. I watch as he looks me over, head to toe. But unlike me, he doesn’t try to hide his surveillance. He’s blatantly taking in my body, then my face, and lastly, my eyes. He looks deeply into them as he answers. There’s still a grin on his lips, and his emerald green eyes dance playfully as he answers. “Yeah,” he says. “That’s me.”

      We stare at each other for another moment. My heart is hammering in my chest. I feel my whole body come alive. All of the day’s worries are shedding off of me; all of my nervousness about this date falls from my shoulders.

      There’s this sense of mutual attraction flowing between us that makes it all worth it—the long bus ride, feeling out of my element, the expensive drinks—nothing seems to matter except the man right in front of me.

      After a few moments of silence, he clears his throat. “Hey—what do you think about getting out of here? It’s a little bit stuffy, isn’t it?”

      I exhale. “I would love that,” I say, smiling for the first time that day. “I feel like there’s no air in here.”

      “Exactly,” he says, winking. “Let’s go somewhere where we can breathe.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I place my empty glass down on a nearby table and follow my handsome date from the room.

      Heads literally turn as he passes, and it’s not only single women who gawk. I see men, elderly women, couples…everyone seems captivated by him.

      He doesn’t speak to me again. When he hails a cab, I climb in behind him without hesitation. It’s as though he’s the Pied Piper, and I’m under his spell. I would follow him anywhere.

      Every time his back is turned to me, I’m admiring his form from behind as if he’s a sculpture carved with Michelangelo’s chisels. And my awe turns to fluttering attraction each time he turns to face me and graces me with one of his grins, and a look from those sparkly eyes. I’m barely able to keep up with small talk as the cab carries us out of the restaurant-laden block, and toward the ocean.

      Just as we pull up to one of my favorite sections of San Bravado, a row of wooden piers that jut out into the ocean, I feel my phone buzz in my purse. As my handsome date pays the cabbie, I open a text from Jemma.

      Mike just called to say you stood him up. If you really wanted to cancel the date, you should have done it ahead of time—instead of leaving him at the restaurant waiting for you.

      I read the message twice because the first time I’m sure I’ve read it wrong.

      Nope. She’s definitely saying what I think she’s saying.

      And that means that the man I’m with isn’t Mike. What else could it mean?

      The handsome guy slides out of the cab and then holds the door open for me. I step out, pushing my phone back into my purse.

      “Hey,” I say, as soon as my heels hit the pavement. I cross my arms over my chest. “I just got a message from my friend. She says that Mike was waiting for me at that restaurant.”

      He raises one eyebrow. With the ocean as his backdrop, he looks more like an image I’d have posted above my bed as a teenager than a man I’m annoyed with. It takes great effort to hold onto my annoyance, but I persevere. I don’t like being lied to.

      “You’re not Mike, are you?”
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