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          Harley

        

      

    
    
      This isn’t going to go well.

      “Stop it,” I muttered to my brain, which was being unhelpfully pessimistic. “This has to go well.”

      Dating’s changed since you were last in the game.

      Was my inner voice cock-blocking me? Why couldn’t I just go on a regular old date without being plummeted into a well of self-doubt? I was still only twenty-five, far too young to hang up my bra and resign myself to spinsterhood.

      But, yeah, it had been a while. Last week, about two thirds of the way through a bottle of cheap prosecco, Megan had grabbed my phone and downloaded a slew of dating apps.

      “Oh, come on,” I’d grumbled. “Those things were invented for younger, baby-less women.”

      “Twenty-five is young!” she’d shrieked back, and that was the end of the conversation.

      She’d downloaded Tumble, MeetKute, SayHey, so on and so forth, and made a full profile for me within minutes. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought she was some sort of matchmaker.

      And, for what it’s worth, Megan sure knows how to make a profile; I’d had twenty matches by the time she’d passed the phone back with a yawn, already bored of the men. Had I looked that cute in my pictures? Or was it her chirpy, friendly little bio? I’d need to study the analytics at some later date.

      My hands tapped nervously on the steering wheel. Hey, at least if it goes badly, you can blame it on her, my inner voice offered helpfully.

      Great, just what I was looking for—advice on how to isolate my friends and lose dates. Soon, there’d be no one left but me and Levi, all alone in our one-room apartment. And then he’d be a teenager, and he’d hate me, and I’d be really, truly alone.

      No, this was no good.

      “Just breathe,” I instructed myself under my breath. “It’s just a date, not the SATs. No testing here.”

      But, if I were being honest, well, I didn’t think I was in a place to trust a man farther than I could throw him. And, asking, “Hey, do you think you’re gonna walk out on me and my newborn?” to a first date is, as a rule, fairly off-putting. I know, crazy; you’d think men would be dying to become step-fathers in their mid-twenties, but nope!

      Kyle “Asshole” Jones had been proof enough of that.

      Don’t think about him, my inner voice growled.

      I’m weak, though, and couldn’t help it. How could I not think about him when I was about to go on my first date since he left? My capacity for recovery is solid, but Kyle was a bridge too far.

      Walking out on your pregnant girlfriend and your unborn son? Asshole moves indeed.

      No, hold on, “walking out” isn’t the right phrasing. Let me clarify: he lied, cheated, and accrued ridiculous amounts of debt—which led to a whole battalion of debt collectors descending upon Kyle’s moronic head. Could he have foreseen the consequences of his relentlessly stupid actions? I imagine so, yes. I just don’t think he cared enough to look even slightly into the future, into our future.

      Because, unbeknownst to me, he hadn’t seen a future for us. In retrospect, I think it was the moment I found out I was pregnant that he decided he needed to seek greener pastures. He wasn’t ready to be a father, no more than I was ready to be a mother.

      In any case, Kyle wasn’t ready, and the debt collectors were snapping at his heels by the time he left, around the five-month mark. It was the perfect excuse to high-tail it into the darkness, leaving me high and dry. I hadn’t seen or heard from him in the fifteen months since, and I didn’t expect to.

      Jackass.

      “Forgiveness, Harley, forgiveness,” I reminded myself. “You are forgiving.”

      Saying that, maybe I’d have made further progress with my mission of forgiveness if he hadn’t left me with a mountain of his crap to shovel. Because when Kyle had disappeared, his debts hadn’t disappeared with him. Instead, they’d fallen on me. I was now ducking phone calls from collectors like a messed-up game of dodgeball. My evasion tactics could only hold for so long; I knew that I could break at any moment. And all because of deadbeat Kyle.

      Sorry. I’m calm. The point being, could anyone in good conscience ask me to trust men, after what he did to me? I don’t think so.

      But here I was, at Megan’s bequest, en route to a date.

      I owed her this; she’d been my patron saint after Kyle had skipped out, helping me cook and clean and take care of Levi when he arrived. She’d become a one-woman coven, brewing me herbal teas and even burning incense. So, when Megan had asked me to do something as simple as go out for drinks, well, it was hard to refuse. Seemed like the very least I could do.

      My parents were caring for Levi for the night. I’d initially expected they’d be disappointed with me for getting knocked up by a complete ass—and out of wedlock, no less—but in reality, they were just thrilled to have a grandkid. My mom likes babies, but my dad loves them. He spends every waking moment he can with Levi, playing with blocks and building train tracks.

      Luckily, Dad was able to see plenty of Levi because I had settled in San Bravado, the same town where my parents had raised me, and where they were now retired. In fact, at the moment, we lived only a few blocks from one another, making them the perfect last-minute babysitters. Tonight, however, they had a bridge game arranged, so I was on the hook for a sitter.

      San Bravado had changed a lot in the last two decades, and I wasn’t sure how much longer it would even slightly resemble the place where I grew up. In my early childhood, it had been a small town in the body of a city, so to speak—all quaint awnings, local bookshops, healing wellness spas. It had been the actualization of the expression “it takes a village.” Every adult who’d lived on the street where I’d grown up had helped me and my family, in both tangible and intangible ways. McMully did our composting, Deirdre sewed my pants when I tore them again, Felix made us an eerie custom doorbell that I would constantly press to drive my mom nuts…

      You get my point. It felt like home.

      I must have been nine or ten when the tech boom hit. From around the world, people flocked to San Bravado to pursue start-ups and venture capital work, leaving simple, middle-class folks like my family in the lurch.

      As I drove through the streets on my way to this damned date, the signs were everywhere: old, Art-Deco apartment buildings being knocked down to make way for tech company housing, quirky storefronts being converted into outlandishly expensive boutiques. Gentrification was destroying my city like a creeping vine, wrapping its tendrils around the communities and squeezing tight.

      On top of destroying our local culture, the tech bubble had ruined my finances. Kyle had had a part in that, to be fair, but the rapid development wasn’t helping matters. Whereas the city used to be middle-class accessible, it was now designed—and priced—for the rich. The average coffee was up to $5 a cup. Five dollars! How was a single mother supposed to provide for her child? I was making ends meet, but just barely.

      “Stop,” I said aloud, halting my train of painful thoughts. I rubbed my forehead, trying to get the creases that had set in to iron themselves out. That’s not to say I wasn’t cute. I was cute. Hot, even. But life was beginning to take its toll on me, and my face was starting to reflect it.

      Suddenly, my GPS pinged—I had arrived at the restaurant, Lola’s. It was new San Bravado to a tee: lights in mason jars, “farmhouse” wood trimmings, a miniature succulent garden. I sighed, knowing in my heart—without even looking at a menu—that everything was going to be vegan. Damn it. Meat was what kept me going, and I would have to suffer through hummus and crudités just to have the chance with this dude. No man was worth this sacrifice.

      But I had to do this. For Megan, if nothing else.

      I scanned the street; no parking. With a reluctant sigh, I drove up to the valet and handed him my keys. Damn. Now I was on the hook for this bill, too.

      Disembarking from the car, I straightened out my sheath dress and used my phone to check my makeup. Perfect. Dewy cheeks, big lashes, and a light tint on my lips. The valet passed me a ticket, which I pocketed, and then, I turned towards Lola’s, steeling myself with a deep breath.

      I entered via the overhung cobblestone path and was soon inside the restaurant. The place bustled with the noise of diners; people chewing noisily on their kale salads, sipping overpriced drinks made with organic everything, and chatting about the Next Big Thing. Yuck.

      I sighed and began to search for Mike. Once, twice. Nada. Had he stood me up?

      Annoyance was just beginning to color my face when I saw a rather chubby hand wave from a corner table. Was that…Mike?

      “Oy,” I muttered.

      Mike had been, shall we say…generous, with his choice of profile pictures. If I had to take a guess, I’d say they were taken about five years ago. Since then, Mike had clearly put on some weight and lost a good deal of his hair. False advertising was an understatement.

      You’re doing this, my inner monologue proclaimed. Oh, so now it was in favor of this date? Why couldn’t my angel/demon just pick a side and stick with it?

      I shook my head. No more debating. Time for action.

      Mike didn’t rise from the table to come greet me, which I guess was fine. Seemed a little informal for a man of his age, but maybe I was just out of touch with dating customs.

      I strode to the table, weaving around people wearing oversized beanies and two-hundred-dollar T-shirts. At last, I closed in on Mike.

      “Hey there. Harley, right?” he said with a polite smile. Yeah, those pictures were definitely generous, but I didn’t want to dwell on it.

      “Hi, Mike. Nice to meet you in person.”

      “Sit down, sit down. Can I get you a matcha tea?”

      I sank into my chair and raised an eyebrow, asking, “Uh, they got anything stronger?”

      He was too slow to hide his grimace.

      “I believe they have craft beer. If you’re not concerned about your microbiomes,” he added, implying that I should be very concerned.

      “Beer is good.”

      His skeptical eyes raked me over, but I wasn’t taking that kind of scrutiny; I looked good, and significantly out of his league.

      Mike apparently came to the same conclusion, because he immediately fell into a pose of casual recline, as if he hadn’t just been hyper-analyzing me like I was some kind of data program to be pitched to potential investors.

      “So, where do you work?” he asked.

      Classic San Bravado. In this town, the place where you worked completely defined who you were.

      Wearily, I replied, “Swann Innovations.”

      His mouth rounded a little and he leaned in. I recognized that look on his pale face, and I could have put good money on the question he’d ask next.

      “What’s he like?” Mike queried furtively.

      Yup, that was the one. So predictable.

      Mike was, as I’d anticipated, asking me about Ashton Swann. Oh, Ashton. Where to even begin? Billionaire, playboy, philanthropist, and total monster. The guy had a reputation for being—well, actually, I won’t go into that. Let me just tell you the infamous Ashton story, the one that had been passed around the city for weeks and had cemented his reputation.

      Ashton had walked into an office, seen an employee browsing social media on her phone, and grabbed the phone out of her hand. He’d then inspected the picture on her screen and discovered it included her baby, who was suckling on a bottle made by Swann’s competitors in the childcare market. Ashton had fired her on the spot, saying that if she liked the other company so much, she could go work for them.

      So, he was rumored to be an absolute prick. But I hadn’t ever encountered that side of him, nor had the notorious story confirmed by any witnessing parties.

      Thus, in reply, I told Mike the truth.

      “I’ve only ever passed him in the hallway,” I said frankly. “And he seemed fine—pleasant, even. Smile, polite nod. You know. Nothing too histrionic.” I omitted from my recount that Ashton was indubitably hot as it probably wasn’t the best thing to bring up on a date.

      “Oh,” Mike sighed, obviously disappointed.

      “Sorry. I know people think that every employee has a blow-up story with him, but not so much, in my experience.”

      “But you guys have cycled through, what, a new vice president every year?”

      “A little longer than a year,” I said, surprised to find myself defending the CEO’s antics. “More like a year and a few months.”

      “Okay, fine,” Mike said with a barely-concealed eye roll. “A year and a few months. And the board of directors is terrified of him, right?”

      Was this supposed to be sexy date talk? Because it wasn’t revving my engines.

      I sighed, and returned, “Allegedly.”

      “They for sure are,” he shot back with confidence.

      “Then why’d you ask me if you were already certain?” I asked, irritated by this inquisition.

      A scowl flitted across his face, but he soon reined it in.

      “All right,” he said, obviously put out by my response, “let’s talk about something besides Ashton Swann.”

      I acquiesced, and the date continued in a less interrogative, friendlier vein. Mike worked at another tech company—shocker—lived in an up-and-coming area that used to be genuinely cool before the hipsters took over, and liked indie rock music. All in all, exactly what I’d come to know the average San Bravado man to be. That being said, I’ll modulate my response and contend that the date was going decently.

      Were we going to get married? Probably not. But it was an okay start.

      The vegan food (I’d been right, of course) was actually pretty yummy, and I enjoyed the tapas platter we shared. Mike and I were finding a rhythm, when I happened to bring up Levi.

      “So, the other day,” I began, “my son did the funniest thing. I know everybody hates parents’ stories, but—”

      “Wait, what?” he interjected.

      “My kid. I was going to tell you a story about him.”

      “You have a kid?!” Mike asked, stressing the question.

      “Yeah, it says that on my profile. Why do you sound—”

      Mike shot a pudgy finger in the air, waggling it in the direction of our server.

      “Check, please!” he cried out over the din of the restaurant.

      In shock, I sputtered, “Excuse me?”

      “I, uh, just remembered I have somewhere to be,” he said by way of hurried explanation.

      “Really? At seven on a Saturday?” I scorned. “Sure. Okay. Let’s pretend like that’s a real excuse.”

      His eyes went wide, like a naughty kid getting caught stealing a cookie.

      “No, it’s absolutely the real thing, I swear—”

      “Don’t swear. I know you’re full of it; just get out of here.”

      Mike opened his mouth as if to say more, then thought better of it. He clamped his lips shut and threw a couple of twenties down on the table to cover his portion of the meal.

      “Bye, then,” he blurted out. His stubby legs carried him to the door with surprising haste, and I sat back in my seat, appalled.

      We’d been a whole hour into the date, and he had left with a fake excuse in under a minute. And all because I had a child—a fact that shouldn’t define me, but more importantly, one that was readily available on my profile. I wasn’t trying to hide Levi; he was the most important thing in my life.

      My guilt-ridden maternal side scolded me for wasting money on such a douche. You should have known better, the voice said, and for once, I had to agree with it. Why had I let Megan set me up on this?

      I just wanted to go home, put Levi to bed, and collapse on my couch with a pint of ice cream and my favorite show.

      Flagging the waiter down, I grimaced when I realized how much there was left to pay on the bill. Nearly a week’s worth of baby supplies.

      “Leaving so soon?” the man asked.

      “Yes,” I replied shortly with a pointed look at the empty chair opposite me.

      He deposited the check on my table without further inquiry. I immediately regretted my snippiness, but there was no undoing it now.

      Somewhat forlornly, I plopped my share of the bill onto the counter. With the check settled, I forked over even more cash to the valet, and drove home through the sleepy streets.

      My hopes of meeting a kind, accepting man had been dashed, my money had been spent on a worthless night, and I suddenly felt like curling up in a ball and giving up on everything. But I had my son to be strong for. I had to keep my chin up for Levi, and keep looking for a brighter future, no matter how frustrating things got.
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          Ashton

        

      

    
    
      “Cut!” I shouted over the din of yet another crying baby.

      The director, Annie, turned to me, grumbling, “It’s actually my job to call cut.”

      “I know that, but do these babies seem like they’re going to stop shrieking their heads off any time soon?”

      She paused, and then conceded, “No. Probably not.”

      She shifted uncomfortably, and I grew impatient, saying, “What is it?”

      “It’s only that, well…why did you get into this business?”

      “To make money, obviously.”

      “You just…” she hesitated, trying to find the words, “seem to really hate kids.” I lifted one eyebrow at her impertinence, and she hastily added, “But these babies are annoying; you’re right.”

      I sighed, and by way of explanation, said, “I’m interested in the intersection of early childhood development and technology, and the ways we can utilize innovation to make parents’ lives easier.”

      “Is that true? Or is that just what your pitch deck says?”

      I snorted, and replied, “As unlikely as it may seem, it remains the actual truth.”

      “So, Swann Innovations really was your brainchild, so to speak.”

      “Yes. Do you think a CEO that cared less would be on set at seven in the morning for some commercial reshoots?”

      “Good point,” Annie replied. Smiling, she tacked on, “Nobody else could possibly be this dedicated or meticulous.”

      Fair enough.

      Turning back to the squalling baby that sat positioned in one of our new strollers, I asked, “So, what are we going to do about this kid?” Annie looked at me meaningfully, and with a frustrated groan, I answered my own question. “Fine. I’m not leaving set, but I’ll start searching for a replacement.”

      “Oh yeah? How do you plan to do that?”

      “Throw my arms up to the sky and hope a baby falls into them,” I replied sarcastically. “Or does that method not work anymore?”

      “I guess the stork delivers in unexpected ways.”

      The designated mom on set shot me a dirty look, presumably having overheard our conversation.

      “Is there a problem?” I asked curtly.

      The woman sneered, “My son is normally very well behaved.”

      I turned to give her my full attention, my patience wearing thin. “Well, ma’am,” I replied coolly, “that doesn’t seem to be the case today.”

      “Maybe my baby is just scared of you,” she retorted.

      “Pardon?” I asked in a low voice.

      “Yeah, storming around and yelling at everybody and being…you know. Not nice. He’s like his mommy; he can sense these things.”

      I took a deep breath and felt Annie’s hand go to my shoulder. She’d been watching the entire exchange, and after having worked with me for the last few years, she could sense a change in my mood the way an old sea dog senses a temperature drop with his bum knee.

      “Don’t do it,” she murmured in my ear. “Stay calm.”

      The baby’s mother went on, “People say you’re an A-hole, and man, are they spot on.”

      Silently, I fixed her with my notorious stare, known for putting the fear of God in businessmen, politicians, and all others who dared cross me. Barely speaking above a whisper, I hissed, “Get out.”

      I waited as she gathered her things—and still-crying baby—and was escorted by security off the set.

      Once she was gone, I stormed behind the white backdrop that we were using to film and took a moment to myself. Away from the prying eyes, I let my guard down ever so slightly. Had that woman said what everyone was thinking? I knew my reputation preceded me, but did people actually find me frightening? God, what kind of man did they think I was?

      Taking a deep breath, I brushed invisible hairs off my Italian suit, and strode out from behind the curtain. Dozens of eyes stared mutely at me, like a flock of animated birds, heads tilted to the side. They were all waiting for me to lead them, to give the go ahead. And I was nothing if not a leader.

      “Okay, everyone, sorry about that,” I said with forced geniality.

      From across the room, Annie raised her hand. “Uh, Ashton?”

      “Yup?”

      “Where are we gonna find another baby?”

      Good question.

      I feigned confidence, replying, “We’re in the headquarters of the biggest baby-tech company the world has ever known. Surely, there’s got to be a kid around here somewhere.”

      I was met with more wide-eyed stares.

      “No one’s gonna go look?” I asked, frustrated. Silence. “Fine. Like everything else around here, I’ll do it myself.”
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      I awoke that morning in a fog, a touch hungover from my wine-fueled pity party of the previous evening. A cry came over the baby monitor, a soft little mewl. Right on schedule; Levi was nothing if not punctual. I sighed, threw on my fuzzy robe that was ratty from overuse, and walked from my room into the living room, where Levi’s crib was stationed.

      Who knew why I continued to use the baby monitor? I could hear every tiny peep, down to the faintest gurgle he made through our thin walls.

      “I’m coming, sweetheart,” I mumbled, as though he could possibly understand me.

      I shuffled out into the living room, and at the sight of me, Levi immediately stopped his incessant keeling, instead affixing his bright blue eyes on my own.

      “Yes?” I asked, redoing my ponytail. “Why do you always look so surprised to see me?”

      Living alone meant I’d gotten into the habit of talking to Levi constantly. For what it’s worth, experts say this is a great thing in terms of child development; the more words your child hears, the better their language skills develop. So, a win-win for us both, really.

      “You’re a good kid, sport,” I chuckled as I lifted him to my chest.

      We’d switched from breast to bottle feeding at eight months, by which point my nipples had been sore and cracked. But Levi was still prone to fumbling for my breast, meaning that every morning, we did a dance of him lunging hungrily at my chest, and me deflecting him with a classic duck and weave. It wasn’t elegant, but frankly, not much about motherhood is.

      I set him in the high chair and put a bottle in his hands. I could almost see the disappointment on Levi’s face as he looked skeptically at the pastel bottle, as if to say, “This again?”

      “Sorry, buddy. It’s this until real food, I’m afraid,” I informed him as I commenced my morning routine.

      “Routine” is probably a misleading choice of word; rather, it was more of a frantic race through the apartment, like a video game where the character must collect as many gold coins as possible before time runs out. In my case, it was a dash for makeup, breakfast, and something resembling professional work attire.

      More often than not, I was failing the game—going to work with only one eye with mascara on, or a blouse on inside out. Listen, I wasn’t striving for perfection, but decency seemed like a reasonable goal.

      Pausing my morning sprint for a moment, I grabbed my cellphone, ready to turn on a soothing podcast. I’d become reliant on the white noise of cohosts chatting, to make things seem even just a little bit less hectic.

      The screen lit up—a message from my mother:

      

      Sorry, sweetie, we can’t take Levi today. Your idiot dad decided to hit an overhead shot yesterday on the tennis court, so I’m driving him to physical therapy. Love you!

      

      What?! For one, my dad knew better than to try to overhead with his messed-up rotator cuff, but two, what was I supposed to do now?

      I didn’t even take the time to respond to her message; I was in overdrive mode. Any semblance of a routine that had been underway previously was thrown out the window. I began to message the three or four college girls I had in rotation as sitters, praying that somebody could come through at the last minute. Each one replied that it was midterm week, and unfortunately, there was absolutely no chance they could take Levi for the day.

      Turning to the baby, I said with a sigh, “All right, kiddo. You’re coming with me, today.”

      He thumped his milk bottle on the table of the high chair, which I took as resounding agreement.

      My hair was thrown up into a ponytail, and a skirt wiggled onto my hips. Then, it was on to readying Levi, which entailed diaper changing, onesie outfitting, and baby bag assembling. The U.S. Army couldn’t compete with the tactical movements of a working mother, and even though we were out the door a few minutes behind schedule, I thought it was quite the accomplishment.

      The upside of being a working mother at Swann Innovations was getting all of their newly rolled-out goodies. I got Levi downstairs using a state-of-the art baby carrier that wrapped around my chest like sturdy silk, and once at the car, buckled him into our best-selling car seat. Though the seat was extremely safe, it took forever to strap in, and by the time I’d managed it, rush-hour traffic was heavy.

      When all was said and done, I pulled into the office parking lot a full half an hour later than usual. I tried to remain calm as I grabbed Levi from the backseat, strapped him to my chest, lifted my heaving purse and baby bag, and proceeded towards the elevators.

      I tapped my heels anxiously as I waited for the elevator car. I was always timely; all my performance reports consistently showered me with praise for being the first in and the last out. Surely, everyone would understand why I was slipping lately, but still—I had too much pride to walk in late. Not to mention, a high-paying promotion right about now would really help with the seemingly endless pile of bills.

      The abominably slow elevator finally arrived, and I rushed in, trying not to jostle Levi too much. Thirty floors later, I stepped out into my office. Or, rather, a section of the company’s offices. In reality, all the land I could lay claim to was a small desk in the midst of a row of other desks. Personally, I would’ve preferred the privacy of a cubicle, but you know tech companies these days—all about the open layout plans.

      Jonathon, one of the many young interns who worked on the social media side of the business, strolled past, letting out a long whistle.

      “Got the kid today?” he asked blandly as he watched me struggle with my various bags.

      “How incredibly perceptive you are,” I returned, my voice dry and scathing. “No, please, don’t offer to help me with my fifty pounds of stuff.”

      “Okay.” He shrugged, totally missing the sarcasm. I seethed internally; what was wrong with kids these days? Where were the manners? Being a mother at 25 already made me feel old, but being around people only a few years younger than me—who had the social skills of toddlers—served to amplify my feelings of age acceleration.

      And then, as if on cue, Levi decided to start shrieking.

      “Levi,” I whispered as I maneuvered past the annoyed eyes of my colleagues and toward my desk. “Be quiet, please, honey.”

      His response was to wail harder.

      “What, what is it?” I begged, desperate to end his keening. “You can’t be hungry, I just changed your diaper, and it’s not nap time. What are you trying to tell me?”

      His little face went red with frustration. Having a child was like constantly being pressed to speak a language for which there was no possible translation. Babies needed to come out of the womb with their own tiny dictionaries.

      At last, I arrived at my desk, and threw down my armful of bags. Bethany, who manned the desk directly across from mine, made a face at Levi.

      “Is he yours?” she asked, a lightly horrified expression crossing her face.

      For people who worked at a baby-tech company, I noted, all of my coworkers seemed to be pretty grossed out by babies.

      “No, Bethany,” I replied, sugar-sweet. “I stole him off the street.”

      “Oh my God, what?”

      I rolled my eyes. Was my sarcasm this hard to detect? “It was a joke,” I clarified.

      Levi continued to bawl, and I attempted to bounce him up and down. No dice.

      “Is he gonna do that all day?”

      “I don’t know; why don’t you ask him?”

      I was too tired to conceal my hostility; Bethany and everyone else around me were getting on my last nerve.

      “Shh, shh,” I pleaded to Levi. Taking a towel out of the baby bag, I flung it over my shoulder and attempted to burp him, which served only to make him scream louder.

      People in the office were beginning to do those exaggerated sighs you recognized as a new mother; the sigh that says, “Can you please shut that baby up right now?” If only I could express how hard I was trying.

      I reached into the apparently bottomless bag once more, and pulled out one of Levi’s favorite toys, a Wi-Fi-enabled sphere that changed colors in response to different baby noises. The Swann R&D team had never clarified what exactly this was supposed to do for childhood development, but I wasn’t exactly in a position to question the efficacy of the product.

      “Here you go, little man,” I cooed, putting the ball in Levi’s tiny palms.

      With unprecedented motor power, Levi hefted the ball and chucked it across the office. I watched in slow motion as the ball bounced on a desk, careened off a wall, and landed with a dull thud on the side of my manager’s head.

      “What the hell was that?” he bellowed. The heads of my co-workers swiveled to me like a flock of seagulls. Thanks for the subtlety, guys, I remarked silently.

      I found my voice and spoke up. “Sorry about that, David. My son’s turning out to be quite the little pitcher.” I held Levi aloft by way of explanation.

      Even beneath David’s thick beard, I saw his mouth contort into a scowl. He stormed over to my desk, his hipster-booted feet slamming into the corporate-gray of the carpet.

      “What,” he began, arriving at my station, “is the meaning of this?”

      “David, this is Levi, my son. He didn’t mean to throw the ball at you. He’s just developing fine-motor skills.” I bounced Levi in David’s direction, hoping that those big blue eyes would melt my boss.

      No such luck. Possibly, the melting quality of said eyes was diminished by the tears streaming out of them.

      “Who told you that children were allowed in the office?” David interrogated.

      “I mean, I just figured, because it’s a baby company, there wouldn’t be a—”

      “A problem? Well, there most certainly is.”

      Just as I was about to respond, Levi decided it was the perfect moment to barf all over the front of David’s too-cool flannel shirt. I would have been mortified if I wasn’t so busy marveling at Levi’s comedic timing. Was it too soon to enroll my baby in improv classes?

      David’s face went from its normal light pink to a deep, crimson red. Between the flannel, beard, and newly-inflamed face, he looked a bit like a lumberjack—although that image was entirely negated by the spit-up covering his torso.

      Barely keeping his rage in check, he hissed, “I want this baby out of here.”

      “Listen, David, I’m sorry, but I don’t have a sitter, and—”

      “You think I care? This boy is a damn menace.”

      “Hey,” I shot back, my hackles rising. “Don’t call my kid names.”

      “What’s going on here?” a deep voice across the room asked.

      I was too busy staring down David to turn my head in response to the unknown questioner. That is, until I realized that my boss was rapidly swiveling away from our encounter, and the heads of all my coworkers had gone in the opposite direction. Was our confrontation over that quickly?

      Obliging the intrigue, I turned my head to follow everyone’s line of sight, and saw—oh, no. Ashton Swann.

      My heart pounded so frantically that I worried Levi would be able to feel it through the baby carrier.

      What was Ashton doing down here? Shouldn’t he be on a private jet, or in a hotel room with some supermodel? I mean, sure, I’d seen him in the halls from time to time, but always flanked by a posse of assistants who struggled to keep up with his breakneck pace. Now, he stood alone, in a beautiful suit that was far too elegant for the usual San Bravado uniform of jeans and a sweatshirt. I briefly reflected that I liked a man who made an effort. It was…refreshing.

      I spoke up first, since everyone else seemed too petrified. I suppose motherhood makes you more confident; you just don’t have enough hours in the day to waste time on indecision.

      “Sorry, sir,” I called out across the room. “I couldn’t get a sitter today, so I had to bring my son in, and he’s being a little fussy—”

      Levi let out a punctuating scream.

      “Is that all?” Ashton replied, and proceeded to walk towards me. “Here, let me take him.”

      His tall, muscular form strode across the office, which was so quiet even his carpeted footfalls were audible. I gulped as he grew nearer and nearer, until at last, he was so close that his body towered over mine.

      “May I?” he said with a grin, gesturing to the wailing Levi.

      Maybe the whites of his teeth blinded me to all common sense, because I nodded mechanically and unwrapped Levi from my chest, passing him over to Mr. Swann.

      He took my son with enormous hands that spanned over half the length of my boy’s small body. No sooner had he touched Levi than the baby quieted down.

      “How did you do that?” I gasped in wonderment.

      My boss sneered, “Maybe he’s just better with children than you are.”

      “Watch it, David,” Ashton snapped. “You don’t talk to my employee—or any mother—like that. Understood?”

      “Sorry,” David mumbled to me.

      “What was that?” Ashton pressed.

      David repeated his apology. “Sorry, Harley.”

      I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at David, choosing to smile demurely instead.

      “Fine, that’s settled,” Ashton said. To David, he instructed, “Now, get lost, before I change my mind about your employment status.”

      David’s mouth plopped open, and he scuttled off to his corner office.

      “Thank you,” I said. “And I am sorry about Levi, he’s usually so well-behaved; I don’t know what got into him.”

      Ashton’s caramel eyes were unexpectedly warm, in complete contrast to the fiery, demanding tone he’d just used with David.

      “Don’t apologize,” he replied. “In fact, I’m rather pleased you brought him in today.”

      “Uh, why?” I asked, my eyebrows quirking with skepticism.

      “He’s a beautiful little boy. Just the man we need for the job.”

      “What job?”

      “We’re doing a shoot today, for the new Kinderholler stroller. Our last baby actor, ah…fell through, so to speak.” He paused, licking his lips, and my eyes were compelled to notice their perfectness. “Would you mind if we used Levi for the shoot?”

      I hesitated, unsure of what to say, and more than a little distracted by the fact that Ashton’s cheek bones and jawline were carved like the stone of a mountain.

      “Of course, you’d be very generously compensated for your son’s time,” Ashton added. “And the shoot wouldn’t actually recommence until Friday.”

      My mouth finally remembered how to form words. “But don’t you usually hire, like, an actor for that? A baby actor, I mean?” God, I sounded stupid. Was I always this rambling?

      “Generally, yes. But, um…” Now, it was Ashton’s turn to trail off. “We’ve been having some…difficulties…with the other children.”

      “Oh, really?”

      Ashton looked around the room, and everyone’s eyes quickly moved from our exchange to their screens.

      Without their prying gazes, he continued, “Honestly, the other babies seem to cry whenever I’m around. Levi’s the first one that seems not to despise me.”

      Much to my surprise, I saw a pained look flit across his face, but it was gone before I could consider it more deeply.

      I wanted to help him, and God knows I could’ve used the money, but a childhood acting career wasn’t exactly the most stable path in life. Besides, if all the other babies had been flipping out at the sight of Ashton, who was to say that they weren’t on to something? The prospect was tempting, but my reservations were numerous.

      “Can I think about it?” I asked Ashton.

      “Of course,” he replied quickly. “I don’t want to pressure you into doing something you’re not comfortable with.” He took out his phone and tapped something into it. “Here, I’ve just airdropped you my contact info. Just reach out when you’ve made a decision.”

      “When do you need to know by?”

      He pulled at his neatly hemmed suit cuffs, and replied, “Preferably by tonight.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “I can handle that.”

      “I look forward to hearing from you.” Something about his tone of voice convinced me that the sentiment was a real one.

      He returned Levi into my arms, and gave me a last once-over, my body sizzling at the feeling of his gaze roaming across every curve. Without further discussion, he turned on a well-shod heel and walked out of the office. I was left alone, with a newly quieted Levi, to mull over the offer.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The rest of the work day passed uneventfully—though, to be fair, not much would’ve ticked on my radar after the drama of the morning. After his mortifying outburst, and Ashton’s oddly paternal hold, Levi had immediately fallen into a slumber that he went in and out of peacefully for the next seven-odd hours, with a few feeds and diaper changes in between. I tapped away at my keyboard, dealing with sundry tasks; my brain was elsewhere. Or, to be specific, on the breadth of Ashton’s hands.

      I was startled when I realized it was five o’clock already. Had I really been distracted for the entirety of the afternoon? I’d last fed Levi around three, I was sure of it, but nothing else seemed to register in my mind. Maybe mommy brain was a real thing.

      Levi and I drove home in quiet, picking up takeout from my favorite Mexican place en route. Soon enough, we were back in the comfort of the apartment, and I was giving him his bath, kissing his forehead, and laying him into the crib. When the baby business was sorted, I wolfed down the burrito I’d picked up—somehow, in the day’s haze, I’d definitely missed lunch—then hopped into a steaming hot shower.

      After the shower, it was back into the comfort of my robe, and after that, into the even more blissful comfort of my bed. I opened my laptop and turned on a sitcom from my childhood, more for comforting background noise than anything.

      Leaning back against the pillows, I considered my options regarding the baby shoot. My penchant for lists reared its Type-A head, and I began to mentally sort the factors into columns.

      So, for the pros…

      One, the money. A big, big pro. Ashton hadn’t named a figure, but Swann Innovations was a massive company with cash to spare. Plus, they seemed to be in a serious bind, so that might bump the already generous pay.

      Two, it would mean I could take Levi to work, and give my parents another day off without having to pay for a sitter. And, this time, David would have to treat Levi politely—after all, he’d be the star for the day.

      And, three, could Ashton’s general hotness count as a pro? Especially since we’d definitely be working closely together…

      At that last thought, my practical brain swung immediately over to the other side of the list—the cons.

      The first was that the commercial would give Levi a lot of exposure, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for him to have that. Working in tech had convinced me that giving your child too much of an internet presence at too young an age could be a privacy vulnerability. Additionally, Levi would be complicit in accruing even more money for the already ludicrously wealthy Ashton and his board of directors. I get that we live in a capitalism-driven society, but did I really have to make my son a part of that economy?

      And then, there was the man himself. Ashton. While his sculpted cheekbones were certainly a big pro, his reputation was an equally big con. What if he was as bad as people said? What if today had been a fluke, and the next time he held Levi, he freaked out? Would Ashton fly into one of his alleged rages?

      The pros and cons flipped back and forth in my brain over the soundtrack of the sitcom audience laughing and clapping.

      At last, I decided on a workable argument: I could justify the shoot if I promised myself to put the money into Levi’s college fund. I hadn’t been able to set aside a single cent for him ever since Kyle ran out, and the way tuition prices were climbing these days, I was already behind on the savings. Maybe this could help him avoid the student loans that had plagued me for years.

      My mind was settled—Levi would take the job.

      I grabbed my phone from the bedside nightstand, scrolled through my contacts to find Ashton’s information, and with a deep breath, made the call.

      “Hello?” a deep voice answered. I recognized it as Ashton’s.

      Wait, had he really given me his private number? A man like him had an army of secretaries to answer various business calls. Why did he want me to call him directly?

      But I couldn’t ask him any of that, so instead, I replied, “Hey, it’s Harley. From earlier. The one with the baby.”

      “I remember you, Harley With The Baby.” I could hear the smile in his voice, and a shiver ran from my eardrum down the back of my spine, stopping to pluck each vertebra, one by one.

      “Um, right,” I mumbled, embarrassed at my total lack of cool. “I just wanted to call to say that, yes, I’ll let you use Levi in the shoot on Friday.”

      “You’re a good woman. Thank you. Swann Innovations is in your debt.”

      “Not literally though, right?” I joked.

      “Of course not. I’ll discuss an appropriate fee with the advertising department, and then, naturally, we’ll pay what reflects your flexibility with the situation.”

      “Okay.” I paused, unsure of what else to say. Ashton was so confident, so smooth, that it left me feeling a bit woozy. “See you then.”

      “Great. I look forward to it, Harley With The Baby.”

      “You can just call me Harley.”

      His voice dropped and rumbled in his chest. “Good night, Harley. Sleep well.”

      He hung up with a click. Sleep? Not likely. The thought of his voice whispering low into my ear kept me awake well into the night.
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      Friday came simultaneously slowly and quickly; anticipation makes time unsteady, the pacing hard to grasp. That morning, I voluntarily woke up early—a rarity in any new parent’s life—to prepare myself for set. Hollywood folks always looked perfect, right? I reasoned that I had to act the part, if only for Levi’s benefit.

      I used the extra time to do something nice to my hair and apply careful makeup, making sure I didn’t forget mascara on one eye this time, and even dabbing on some red lip tint.

      “Okay,” I said to my reflection, surveying myself with approval. “That’ll do.” Then, with a small smirk, I whispered to the girl in the mirror, “Mama’s still got it.”

      But what to wear? I dressed more business-like than most people in the office; I preferred pencil skirts and button-downs to T-shirts and jeans. Should I try for that casual Cool-Girl vibe, and throw on a loose top and tight jeans, maybe a pair of booties? No, all of my “casual” clothes were in the hamper or left over from my maternity wear collection.

      And, okay, part of the motive for the revamped routine was, maybe, Ashton. Ashton, based on his own office wear, preferred business attire, so if I was going by those predilections—which I definitely wasn’t, mostly—then I should be wearing my usual professional attire. Perhaps I’d pop open an extra button, just for fun.

      I threw on a shimmery blouse made of a thin, turquoise fabric suited only to San Bravado’s beautiful weather and stepped into a gray pencil skirt that I used to wear to college business mixers, because what better place to find a man? Though, obviously, you’ve heard about Kyle—clearly that plan backfired.

      It had been a while since I’d donned the Magic Butt-Lifting Skirt, and I was shocked and delighted to find that it still fit. Now…what shoes?

      I gazed into my tiny closet, then crouched and reached a hand into the very back. I landed on a pair of patent leather black heels. They had a four-inch heel, but it was a chunky one, so I figured I’d be able to handle it.

      Wait, what if I the shoes hurt like hell and I had to ask for a seat, or audibly complain? Not hot. Plus, I’d have to carry Levi in them, at least briefly. Sighing lightly, I resigned myself to a pair of practical nude flats which elongated my legs; the heels would have to be for another time.

      Then, it was time to make Levi look his best. I brushed his light blond hair back on his head, dressed him in his nicest onesie…and that was pretty much the entirety of his “getting ready” routine. Lucky kid.

      I fed and diapered him, made myself a smoothie, then gathered our stuff. The morning was turning out to be much more relaxing than the last time I’d taken him into work. Oh, what a difference an extra hour can make!

      Soon enough, we’d loaded into the car, arrived at work, and traveled the thirty floors up to my office. Sure enough, heads turned when they saw Levi again; one particularly unsubtle intern even turned to look at David to clock his reaction. David didn’t give the intern the delight of a meltdown, though. Instead, he merely looked at me, quirked his upper lip in disgust, then strode off to his office.

      With Levi in tow, I set my stuff down at my desk, then pulled out my phone and checked my reflection. Yup, still looked decent—good, even.

      We made our way through a veritable warren of offices and hallways, twisting and turning and climbing and descending in our search for the studio. I knew where it was, but damn, was it a trek to get there. Moreover, the journey made me wonder…how ever did Ashton come from shooting on set and randomly stumble into the HR department, which was practically miles away?

      At last, nearly out of breath—in my case at least—Levi and I arrived.

      A red light that indicated whether or not the cameras were rolling hung over the entrance door, and seeing that it was off, I pushed my way in.

      I found a hub of activity—stagehands running around frantically, the director framing a shot, cameramen grumbling about lighting. Logically, I’d understood that Swann had a real set, but having never seen it in action, I’d assumed it would be a much smaller affair. But no, this was a tiny, teeming village of people, all working to record the perfect commercial. The perfect commercial…featuring my son.

      My breath caught in my throat as I suddenly understood just how many people were reliant on Levi being on his best behavior. Could he handle this, truly? I bent down to give him a kiss on the forehead, which reassured me more than him.

      That’s when I saw Ashton striding towards us. A light powered on overhead just as I caught sight of him, such that he looked like Zeus activating a lightning bolt.

      Rein it in, Harley, I thought fiercely. Stay cool. I shook my head at that last thought—I was never cool.

      “Hey Ashton,” I said by way of greeting as he closed the gap between us. “How’s it going?”

      “Better, now that you’re here.” I blushed, and as if remembering formality, he added, “You, and Levi, that is.”

      “Right, of course.”

      His brown hair, coiffed in the way that only confident men can style it, bobbed up and down as he nodded. I took the break in conversation to note that his eyebrows were thick but tamed, and arched smoothly at my every word. How annoyingly hot.

      “So,” he said, interrupting my consideration of his various features. “Are you ready to begin?”

      My breath hitched, but I managed to reply, “Yes.”

      He grinned. “Excellent. In that case, ah, may I?” Ashton gestured to Levi.

      Confused, I asked, “What?”

      “The shots we’re doing today. I’m holding a baby—or, rather, your baby—for them.”

      “Oh…I hadn’t understood that.”

      “Is it a problem?”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. After all, how do you say to your boss, “You seem decent, and you’re obviously gorgeous, but I’m not sure I really want you holding my baby for that long.” Then, I reconsidered. For one, I’d already agreed to this, and shame on me for not asking what it entailed. But, also, I’d already seen him successfully hold Levi without either of them having any glaring issues. That would have to be a strong enough reassurance.

      At last, I replied, “No, it’s not a problem.”

      With that, I unwrapped Levi from the carrier and gently, tentatively passed him over to Ashton. My boss took Levi with all the tenderness in the world, and my heart skipped a beat seeing how strong Ashton’s arms looked, wrapped around my child. They were the arms of a protector, a defender. They were arms that I wanted wrapped around me.

      What can I say? Men who are good with kids are a turn-on. The daddy instinct is like catnip.

      “Follow me,” Ashton instructed—and, as he had my baby in his arms, I couldn’t really say no.

      Not that I would have, mind you; a worryingly strong part of me suspected I would follow Ashton wherever he asked me to follow him. Were my hormones getting a chokehold on me? Had it just been so long since I’d had sex that all men hiked up my blood pressure? Or, was it just Ashton, with his perfect hair and strong arms and dazzling smile?

      “How old?” he asked as we at last arrived at the filming area itself, which was a clean white backdrop, a grid of overhead lights, and a single mounted camera.

      “You’re not supposed to ask a woman her age,” I blushed. “But I’m twenty-five.”

      “Actually…I meant your son,” he responded, and I could hear the amusement in his tone. “But twenty-five? My, that’s young.”

      “What, did you think I was older?” I retorted, then immediately regretted it.

      “No, not at all. You just seem more grounded than other women your age.”

      “Oh. Thank you, I think.”

      “It’s a compliment, Harley; take it.” His eyes lit up playfully, and their warm, brown depths seemed to see through me as if I were thinner than a sheet in the summer air.

      “How old are you?” I was hoping to deflect attention from just how obviously off-balance his presence made me.

      “Twenty-nine. But you already knew that.”

      He was right; I did. All the papers covered the Business Boy Wonder with a borderline cult-like zeal. I couldn’t blame the press, though—it was fairly amusing that a 24-year-old without a child or partner had decided to found a baby-tech company. While other men his age had been starting video gaming franchises, or trying to make themselves social media stars, Ashton had been getting venture capital funding to launch Swann Innovations. And, here he was, only five years later, a billionaire.

      “So, what now?” I inquired.

      “Now, we shoot.”

      With that, Ashton carried Levi over to the woman apparently running the show, exchanged a few words with her, then stepped in front of the white backdrop and faced the camera. I stared at my son, willing him fiercely via mother-son telepathy to be a good boy.

      The director called, “Lights. Rolling. And…action!”

      What transpired over the next hour was a picture-perfect shoot. Levi gurgled happily in Ashton’s arms, and Ashton in turn seemed delighted by Levi’s approval. The man and baby worked in easy harmony, and I could tell from the atmosphere around me that this was a vast change from the other day’s attempt. The crew even seemed to be sending grateful looks in my direction.

      But I didn’t respond to their meaningful gazes; I was too busy enjoying Levi’s giddiness. Usually, by the time I got home from work and thanked my parents for watching him, it was almost Levi’s bedtime. Our hours together were limited and precious, so I was thrilled to watch him bubble with joy on set. The money from filming was nice, sure, but watching his face light up was priceless.

      The shoot consisted of Ashton talking to the camera about Swann Innovation’s new stroller, explaining its features, why it excelled compared to its competitors, and finally, turning to my son and asking him what he thought of it. At this point, Levi would reliably offer a peal of laughter or some equally charming noise. It was all the other observers on set could do to not emit a chorus of “aww” at the close of every shot.

      My baby was a star!

      Ashton asked Levi one more time, “What do you think of it?”

      Levi giggled, and his little hands grabbed for Ashton’s nose. Ashton allowed him to take the nose in his small fist, and grinned at my son.

      My heart was on the verge of melting when the director called, “Cut! That’s a wrap, everyone!”

      Merciful timing. Ashton’s fatherly demeanor was almost getting to be too much to handle.

      The crew dispersed to pack up their various portions of the set as Ashton made his way through the crowd and over to me, carrying Levi and grinning.

      “This kid is a natural!” he crowed.

      “You guys got on well,” I replied with a smile.

      “Well? Come on, those shots were phenomenal. I’ve never worked so wonderfully with a baby.”

      His last observation raised a red flag within my chest, reminding me that Ashton’s reputation was less than glowing. Sure, he’d succeeded with Levi today, but all those stories had to have come from somewhere. Was I only seeing the charismatic, business-savvy side of Ashton that knew how to win an audience?

      “Let me take you out to dinner,” he added, pulling me out of my thoughts. “To say thank you.”

      My last considerations—of Ashton’s widely-known reputation as a total jackass with a temper problem—raced through my mind. I hesitated a beat too long, and the conversation became steeped in awkwardness.

      “Um…” I began, then trailed off. By the look on his face, he’d already deduced the cause of my pause.

      “What have you heard about me?” he asked. “No, wait, let me guess. Bad boy with a big mouth, impossible to work with, a terror to his board of directors, an absolute maelstrom of anger and impatience. Is that about the long and short of it?”

      I swallowed. “Uh, you’re my boss, so I can’t really say—”

      “Say it.”

      I relented. If that’s what he wanted, that’s what he’d get.

      “Yes. That’s what I’ve heard.”

      “From who?”

      “From everyone.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I probably should have figured that.”

      Ashton jammed his hands in his pockets, and I could tell that he was trying to hide his disappointment. Who knew that the formidable Ashton Swann could be remorseful over his reputation? Or was I just reading on his face what I wanted to find there? Jeez, it was frustrating, trying to get a grip on who he really was.

      “Listen,” he continued. “You’re absolutely under no pressure to go to dinner with me. Obviously there won’t be any repercussions if you decline. I’d just like you to consider that maybe I’m more than the stories people tell about me.”

      His dark, deep-set eyes burned above his cheeks, and I wondered if perhaps people had mistaken his intimidating features for a mask of rage. I knew that I couldn’t reach a fair conclusion on Ashton without spending some time with him. And, after all, if Levi liked him, that wasn’t a bad sign.

      “Okay,” I said, the words surprising even me. “Dinner sounds good.”

      Ashton’s eyebrows shot up with incredulity. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, seriously.” I blushed, and added, “I’d like to meet the man behind the reputation.”

      A smile broke across Ashton’s face, like a sun dawning. “I think you’ll like him,” he said.
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      The work day—like seemingly all of my work days lately—passed in a blur. By the time we packed up and arrived home, my heart was pounding with anticipation for the dinner. I’d texted my parents shortly after the conversation with Ashton, asking them to take Levi for the night. They’d agreed, and said they’d pick him in time for me to get ready.

      Sure enough, at six on the dot, in the midst of me changing Levi’s diaper, my buzzer rang. The knock on the door came a full minute later, as my parents labored to get up all four flights of stairs.

      “Come in,” I called out. “Door’s open.”

      “Hi, sweetie,” my mom greeted as they entered. “Long time no see.”

      I hefted Levi into my arms, and walked to greet my parents. My mom and dad in turn gave me a kiss on the cheek, then a kiss atop Levi’s little head.

      “How have you guys been?” I asked, then, turning to my dad, “How’s the arm, Dad?”

      He grimaced, and replied, “You know. Screwed up.”

      “Too screwed up for you to hold your grandson?”

      “Never,” he grinned.

      “Good,” I returned, and passed Levi into his arms.

      Dad’s face contorted with pain, and I immediately took Levi back.

      “All right, Dad, take it easy. Mom, can you…?”

      “Yes, of course honey,” she said hastily. “Your father is over-extending himself, as per usual. As though that wasn’t how he got the stupid injury in the first place.”

      Dad rolled his eyes complacently. It was true; like father, like daughter. He always pushed himself past his breaking point, and generally ended up breaking something. His physical therapist would be getting invited to our Thanksgiving dinners soon enough.

      Meanwhile, Mom marveled at Levi. “He gets bigger every time I see him!”

      I nodded. “He’ll be taller than me any day now.”

      My dad, having recovered from the spasm in his arm, gazed down at my son. “My grandson’s going to be a strapping young lad.”

      I chuckled. Ever since my dad had become a grandfather, he’d taken to talking like an old man sitting on the porch of his country home, sipping sweet tea. It wouldn’t be long before he’d be purchasing suspenders and a straw hat.

      Dad grabbed Levi’s diaper bag with his good arm while Mom wrapped the carrier around her chest.

      “Okay, sweetie,” she said. “We’ll get out of your hair and let you get ready for this date.”

      “Uh, date? Who said anything about a date?”

      “You did. You texted that you were going to dinner with a man. Isn’t that a date?”

      I shook my head vehemently. “He’s my boss.”

      I didn’t think it was wise to mention that something in me ached for it to be a date; my parents had raised me to be at least a bit more professional than that.

      “Whatever you say, Harls,” my dad said. “We just want you to find a man that treats you right. Not like that asshole who shall not be named.”

      “Language,” my mom scolded, but without any real conviction; my parents hated Kyle even more than I did, which was a feat unto itself.

      “All right, well, have fun on your…work dinner,” Mom said.

      “What time should we bring him back?” Dad asked.

      My mom swiftly interrupted, saying, “How about we just keep him for the night?”

      “Um, that sounds…nice,” I replied, and quickly added, “Just so I can get a decent night’s sleep, you know?”

      They both nodded along with my crappy fib and said goodbye, instructing me to have a fun time at dinner and to try not to worry about Levi. With that, my parents strode out the door, and I was alone. Just me, and my thoughts.

      Okay, so a part of me—a large part of me—had kind of, sort of hoped that this dinner might turn into a date. But that was a fantasy. The reasonable side of my brain had assumed that this was just a thank-you dinner with my boss.

      Now that my parents had suggested it could be something more, I was on edge. Were they right? Ashton had seemed flirtatious, but also reserved. What if they were just projecting romantic intentions onto it because they were desperate for me to recover from the heartbreak of Kyle? My mind spun out as it ran computations on the probability of each scenario.

      I looked down at my outfit; I hadn’t yet bothered to change after work today. Should I be wearing something else? It had been a long time since I’d fretted over my clothes, but this was the second time in a single day that I’d debated over what to don.

      Giving in to my lesser instincts, I jogged to my room and stripped down to my underwear. Oh, shoot, my underwear! What if Ashton ended up seeing me in it? I shook the thought out of my mind as a total impossibility, but nevertheless, decided to change into something a little…sexier.

      As I pulled my hottest lingerie set out of the drawer, I decided to tell myself that I was wriggling into the underwear to make myself feel more confident. Things maybe—no, definitely—wouldn’t come to Ashton seeing this lingerie.

      Regardless, I found myself sliding into a plum-colored, scalloped bra with a matching thong. I looked into the full-length mirror, and was pleased to find that in this get-up, I wasn’t fixated on my stretch marks or my squishy bits here and there. In fact, I looked pretty damn hot.

      See, the underwear was already instilling me with confidence! It totally didn’t matter if Ashton saw it or not! Realizing that I was beginning to buy into my own lie, I decided to completely indulge myself; Levi was with my parents for the night, and I was going to dinner with a billionaire. Might as well go whole hog on this one.

      With that in mind, I grabbed a slinky black dress from my closet, one with wide shoulder straps, a cinched waist, and a form-fitting skirt that made me look like a tanner Marilyn Monroe. My golden locks bounced against my breasts, and my lips parted slightly as I admired my reflection. Not bad, Harley, not bad at all.

      As I sifted through my jewelry box for some shiny baubles, my mind wandered to Ashton, a place it seemed to be wandering to an awful lot recently. What if he turned out to be the tyrant everyone said he was? This date could be a total disaster, and after that last one with Mark, I wasn’t sure I could handle another disastrous dining experience.

      Maybe I’d been blindsided by how good Ashton was with Levi, and by those muscular arms sheathed in a collared shirt.

      Or maybe everybody else is wrong, a voice in my head proffered. Maybe tonight, you’ll meet the real Ashton Swann.

      But what then? What if one thing did, in fact, lead to another, and I allowed him to scoop me up in said arms and carry me into the night? I’ll just come out and say it. I hadn’t slept with anyone in a long time—and I mean a long time.

      What if Ashton wanted to have sex? The prospect was intriguing, to put it mildly, but what if I’d…actually forgotten how to do it? Did all of my parts still work right? Should I be watching porn to brush up? Sleeping with Ashton would be fun, I imagined, but not if I was so self-conscious about my abilities that I couldn’t even get into it.

      My phone vibrated, and I glanced at the screen.

      I’m outside your apartment.

      I quickly texted back, Who is this?

      Ashton.

      Huh?

      How did you get my address?

      Company directory.

      Fair enough.

      Another buzz.

      I’d come upstairs to escort you properly, but there’s no street parking.

      Typical San Bravado. For once, I was grateful for it; no parking meant Ashton couldn’t see my wreck of an apartment. A billionaire like him probably hadn’t seen a place like this in a long time, if ever.

      I typed out, Be right down, then raced around the living room, grabbing lipstick and keys and shoving them, along with my phone, into my small clutch. Before high-tailing it out the door, I stopped for half a second in front of the entryway mirror, and gave myself a brief once-over.

      Yup. Still got it.
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      I’d half-wondered how I would find Ashton what with the sheer number of cars parked on my block, but I soon saw that my worrying had been in vain—he’d rolled up in the fanciest sports car I’d ever come across in real life. It was the kind of car teenage boys used as profile photos on dating apps.

      In the middle of the street, cars honking behind him, Ashton got out of his ludicrous car, nodded at me, then strode around to open the passenger side door. Anxious to not hold up the other drivers, I scrambled across the street, nearly breaking a heel in the process. I brushed past Ashton’s large hand, pausing only to give him a brief smile before I slid into the car.

      He took his sweet time moving back around to the driver’s side, clearly unconcerned that what sounded like all of San Bravado was honking at him. At last, with a lazy gesture, he flung upon his door and moved into the seat next to mine.

      “Hey,” he greeted smoothly.

      I looked in the rearview mirror at the line of cars behind us, and replied, “Um, maybe we should make a move?”

      He waved off my comment with ease. “Oh, they’ll be fine.”

      Saying this, he at least put the car into drive, and sped off across the winding hills of the city. Nighttime had set in, and the street lights were beginning to flicker on one by one, so that it appeared they were coming alight just for us.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      “I’m okay.”

      Keeping his eyes on the road, he returned, “You look more than okay. You look wonderful.”

      I gulped. Oh, God. Keep it professional, I instructed myself. He’s your boss. And he can flirt with you all he wants, but if things go awry, it’s your job on the line.

      With that in mind, I said a polite “thank you.” He looked rather disappointed at my cold demeanor, and I resisted explaining that I’d prefer to be very, very warm with my mannerisms.

      We made small talk for the remainder of the drive, as I tried my darndest to keep things professional—we discussed the weather (which never changed), the news (which was always bad these days), and sports (which, it turned out, neither of us knew anything about). I was relieved when we pulled up to the restaurant; I couldn’t keep the conversation this superficial for much longer.

      As the car came to a halt, I looked up at the restaurant, and had a realization.

      “Wait,” I said. “Are we at Demi?”

      “Yes, sorry, I didn’t think to ask about your preferences prior to having my assistant make the reservation. Will this be okay for you?” His expression was drawn, as though my approval meant everything.

      “Oh, of course. It’s perfect,” I replied hastily, garbling my words in the process. “It’s just that I’ve seen Demi on all the reality shows. It’s where the biggest celebrities go.”

      “Which shows?” he responded with a chuckle.

      I listed off a few of my favorites, then blushed at the realization that I’d just made myself seem like a total airhead; the shows weren’t exactly the fodder of the intelligentsia.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” he asked in a low voice.

      “What?”

      “I love those shows,” he finished. “They’re my guilty pleasure.”

      I was taken aback. Ashton Swann, watching trashy reality TV? No way.

      He looked at my face, measuring my response. “Is that awful of me?” he queried. “I don’t usually tell people, but since you mentioned it…”

      “No, no, it’s—” I struggled to finish the sentence. “Actually kind of awesome. In such an unexpected way.”

      “Oh. Well, good. I strive to be unexpected,” he laughed.

      He was certainly succeeding thus far.

      The valets opened our doors and we disembarked. He held out his arm, which I gladly grabbed as we walked into Demi.

      The restaurant was better than it had appeared on TV. On the screen, the dim lights were brightened by the cameras, and the music was lost by the mics affixed to the stars’ clothes. In person, the place was undeniably sexy: a low blue light was cast over the entire space, reminiscent of a modernized Grecian underworld. Color-blocked paintings by famous contemporary painters covered the walls, and a chill beat thumped beneath my feet. Demi was filled with beautiful, glamorous people, and suddenly, I was one of them.

      “Is this okay?” Ashton asked, repeating his query from earlier.

      “Are you kidding? Ashton, it’s incredible.”

      His response was interrupted by the hostess bustling over and greeting us.

      “Hello,” she said melodically. “Welcome to Demi. The Swann party, yes?”

      Ashton nodded, and I clung to his arm even closer. The feeling of his bulging bicep beneath my small fingers was primal and reassuring.

      “Right, then,” the woman continued. “Follow me.”

      She led us through a series of round tables that were each screened off by intricate lace partitions, presumably to give maximum privacy to the litany of famous names that surrounded us. I didn’t even have time to take in the fact that we were in a living, breathing version of my dreams, because the hostess had escorted us into a private room.

      “Here we are,” she said with a flourish, and my eyes followed the arc of her hand. As opposed to the average private dining room—or what I’ve seen of them from the public spaces, at least—this space was small, intimate. Not intended for large parties, but rather, for cozy gatherings. Candles flickered on the table, illuminating the red velvet backing of the chairs.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “This is…spectacular.”

      From my delighted expression, Ashton’s eyes gleamed, and turning to the hostess, he said, “Thank you, this will do nicely.”

      The woman nodded and exited the room, leaving us noticeably alone in the serene area. Ashton pulled out my chair, and I sat down, marveling at his impeccable manners. Where was the bullish asshole I’d heard so much about? All I saw before me was a perfect gentleman.

      “So,” he began as we settled in, “tell me about yourself, Harley.”

      I puffed out air from my cheeks, and replied, “What about me?”

      “Anything and everything you like.”

      My mom raised me to be wary of charm, but those wise old lessons quickly faded under the dazzling shine of Ashton’s smile.

      “Well,” I faltered. “I was born and raised in San Bravado. We—my parents and I—were here before the tech boom. I love the city, so I stuck it out here, even though it wasn’t the same place anymore. I went to the local college—”

      “San Bravado State?”

      “Yeah. Majored in business communications, got recruited by…well, you, I guess. Had a baby,” I added.

      “Right, Levi. And your…husband? Or, perhaps, boyfriend?” he asked carefully. Had he not seen my bare ring finger, or was he just being polite?

      “Skipped town. Left a trail of debt collectors behind him who are still after me to this day.”

      Ashton’s face grew stormy, and I thought, That’s the temper people talk about. Only, in this case, the anger didn’t scare me; it made me feel vindicated.

      “What a jackass,” Ashton snarled. “You and Levi deserve better.”

      “It’s okay. We’re managing all right, just the two of us.” Anxious to move on to easier topics, I asked, “And what about your family? Are they based here, or…?”

      “My family isn’t really in the picture,” he said shortly. Then, obviously dodging the question, he rung a tasseled bell that hung in the corner of the room, and explained, “I’m calling the server for a drink.”

      A man in a white collared shirt arrived moments later, and took our cocktail orders: Ashton got a Martini (of course he did), and I a whiskey sour. The waiter departed, leaving us in silence.

      Ashton soon broke the pause, asking me about what San Bravado was like before the boom, what my plans for Levi were, and on and on. I would almost say he interrogated me, but it was much more polite—and genuinely interested—than that. He hung on my every word as if it were a diamond dripping from my lips that he could catch and pocket; he seemed to be storing them all away for a rainy day.

      Our drinks arrived, and Ashton and I sipped them as we ordered a dazzling dinner, filled with the choicest meats and vegetables. It had been years—if ever—since I’d walked into a restaurant and not worried about the menu prices. Luckily, I couldn’t fret over them here, because the menu didn’t even show prices. Total rich-people move.

      As we luxuriated in our crisp drinks, I decided to take charge of the conversation.

      “Enough about me,” I said. “We’ve talked all about me. There isn’t much left you don’t know.”

      “I have more questions. What books do you like, where do you go in the city for some peace, and—”

      I laughed. “I’m sure you could ask me all those things, but I need to know something about you.”

      With a little sigh, he asked, “What’s there to know?”

      “Are you kidding?” My mouth hung open incredulously. “You’re one of the youngest self-made billionaires in the world, and you don’t think there’s anything to know about you?”

      His face fell, and he replied quietly, “Oh, was all this just about my money?”

      All this? What was “all this?” Wasn’t all this supposed to just be a professional thank-you?

      In reality, I replied, “Of course not, Ashton.”

      His eyes locked on mine and read the truth enfolded there.

      “Okay, fine,” he conceded. “But you’ll probably have read most of my answers in magazines.”

      “Who said I was reading articles about you?”

      I had the satisfaction of watching a blush creep over the tips of his ears.

      Interrupting what might have been his continuation on the theme, I continued, “I’ll just have to ask you questions the magazines wouldn’t.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well…okay, what kind of sleeper are you?”

      He raised a suggestive eyebrow. “Pardon?”

      It was my turn to blush as I realized how my words could have been misconstrued.

      “Um, no, not that,” I replied hastily, “No, I meant, like, what position do you sleep in? Like fetal, on your stomach, or—”

      His smirk calmed my anxiety, allowing a gust of hot arousal to rush in and take its place.

      “Well,” he started, “When I sleep—alone, that is—I sleep fetal.”

      My heart palpitated, but I did my best to hide the pulsating rhythms.

      I returned, “So do I.” Casting around for a further topic, I continued, “Boxers or briefs?”

      Oh my God, oh my God, what the hell did I just say?!

      I raced to cut in, “I’m sorry, so sorry. That was—oof, wildly inappropriate. It was just the first thing that came to my mind, and, wow, I need to get some kind of filter on my mouth because—”

      In a deep voice, he replied, “Briefs. Tight, black briefs, custom made for me.”

      Jesus. All of the blood immediately rushed from my head to…lower regions. I was accidentally giving him one opening after another, and he was seizing each with glee. Damnit, I was into him—really, truly into him. Or, was that what the feeling was? I couldn’t even trust my instincts, as it had been so long since I’d encountered romance or sexual excitement.

      Thankfully, the staff chose that moment to deliver our food.

      As they came in, I muttered under my breath, “Good timing.”

      The upward curl in Ashton’s lips told me he’d heard that, too. God, did this guy miss anything? Couldn’t I just embarrass the heck out of myself without him knowing?

      The meal was…I’m inclined to say “majestic”, but I don’t think that would sit well in a food magazine, and this was definitely straight out of a food magazine. So let’s just say it was a delicious feast.

      Ashton had, without my consultation, essentially ordered the entire menu. The waiters scrambled to find space on the table, as it quickly became crowded with T-bone steaks, ahi tuna poke, a small bowl of caviar, handmade pasta with fresh pesto, and other delights. My mouth watered—was that because of the food, or my dining companion?

      In their attempts to fit all of the food on one table, the waiters were forced to remove the candles that occupied about one-fifth of the area.

      “Will this amount of light be sufficient?” the head waiter asked, waving his hand around the newly dimmed area.

      “Yes, perfect,” Ashton replied.

      The staff exited, and we were left to devour the meal.

      “This looks amazing!” I cooed. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      He winked and smiled, and those white teeth pierced my soul, etching their mark. Oh, boy. I could’ve handled myself if he was just stunningly hot, or just incredibly intelligent…but both, combined into one man? It was downright lethal.

      I ravaged the meal, much to Ashton’s delight. As I was gulping down another helping of perfectly sautéed garlic Brussels sprouts, he said, “I like a girl who can eat.”

      I corrected him, “I’m a woman, but more importantly, I’m a mother. Normally, during meal times, I’m helping my son eat, so I barely get to touch my food.”

      His brows furrowed, and his eyes went vacant, as if lost in thought.

      “What?” I questioned, nervous that I’d offended him with my blatant talk.

      “No, nothing. I’m just wondering if I could fix that, if there’s some product that would help mothers…” he trailed off.

      The media often covered Ashton as some kind of scheming billionaire—as if he’d made his cash by wheeling and dealing—but from company lore, I knew that his background as an inventor was of equal importance to him. That is, he’d founded the company, sure, but it was only because he’d created a handful of products that he thought needed to be in the baby-tech market. I guess the public had a hard time reconciling the daffiness of an inventor with the domineering hotness that was Ashton Swann.

      “I like how your mind works,” I said casually.

      His eyes gleamed as he replied, “Really?”

      “Yeah, of course. You’re, um…” I blushed, realizing how much like a schoolgirl with a silly crush I sounded. “You’re very smart,” I finished.

      “Thanks,” he laughed. “I don’t think I quite know your mind yet, but I like what I can see of it, thus far.”

      I appreciated his words, and saw them to be as touching as I believe he’d intended them to be.

      Satiated at last, we reclined in our chairs, and Ashton summoned the waiters.

      Turning to me, he asked, “Would you like a doggie bag?”

      “What?” I questioned, incredulous at his terminology.

      “A to-go bag, so you can take some of this home.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Was that really appropriate at a place like Demi?

      As if in answer to my silent consideration, Ashton added, “It’s not particularly customary here, but all these patrons love extravagant waste, so they just throw all their food out after two bites.” He paused. “I want you to be able to enjoy this meal again tomorrow, and to think…”

      Of him? Was that what he was trying to say?

      “To think of how excellent it was,” he finished, obviously moving away from his original intention.

      “Okay,” I replied. “Doggie bag sounds great.”

      As Ashton signaled this to the waiter, I receded into my thoughts about the mysterious man with whom I’d just shared a rather intimate meal.

      Why was he so frightened of saying what he actually felt? Was it all those years spent hounded by the media that had cautioned him away emotional openness? I couldn’t blame him, obviously, and had no idea what it was like to be Ashton Swann, but I was nervous about his reticence. He was keeping his cards close to his chest, making it hard for me to peek at them.

      And I was discovering, to my own shock, that I indeed wanted to know more about him. I wanted to know why he’d avoided discussion of his family earlier, and what had driven him to make Swann Innovations the biggest competitor in the market, and…well, if he was interested in me.

      The waiter returned with my doggie bag and held it out to me as if offended by the thing’s very existence. I took it without reflecting on his disapproval; if a billionaire ordered food boxed up, he shouldn’t be questioning it.

      They deposited the check on the table, and Ashton slid a black credit card into the folds of the leather envelope without even looking at the price.

      As a woman struggling with cash flow, I couldn’t help but ask, “You sure you don’t want to…look at that?”

      He scoffed. “Oh, Harley. Please.”

      A man who paid for dinner, no questions asked, without examining the dent it put in his wallet? Major turn-on.

      With a thanks to the maître d’, Ashton grabbed my to-go bag and escorted me out of the door. We made our way to the valet, where they’d been sure to leave his car nearby, so that he wouldn’t have to wait for too long as they fetched it.

      The sports car was pulled around with the utmost care, as if the man inside were repeatedly crossing himself and calling on Jesus to ensure that he didn’t crash it. Having successfully parked the vehicle, he got out, sweat nearly visible on his brow.

      Ashton grinned, clearly accustomed to the situation, and passed the poor valet a hundred-dollar tip. Oh, God, that was even sexier than not looking at the bill.

      Ashton deposited my bag in the trunk before closing my door after I slid into the car, then smoothly getting in himself. I couldn’t help but marvel at how confident he seemed in such a litany of daunting environments. Was I just looking for things to admire about him at this point, or did they merely keep presenting themselves? Either way, I felt giddy, and more than a little foolish.

      After that dinner, I was forced to ask myself: did I want something more than a friendly meal with Ashton Swann?

      My mind provided a ready answer:

      Yes.
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      My hands clenched the wheel and my pulse quickened as I looked at the woman sitting next to me.

      Harley Phillips was breathtakingly beautiful. Her skin was drenched in a sunny tan, and her hair flowed down her back in beachy-blond waves. She was tall and supple, with perfect, sensual curves. She looked like a mermaid who was somehow able to walk on land; it didn’t hurt that her blue eyes were like the stormy waters of the ocean.

      So, yes, I was physically attracted to her, but the pull ran deeper than that. She was clever, plain-spoken, and clearly a hard worker. I’d had time to pull some company reports earlier in the day and examine what her supervisors said of her work ethic in annual write-ups—all were glowing to a nearly fantastical degree, consistently saying that she was the first to arrive and last to leave.

      How she managed that, on top of being a single mom, I couldn’t even begin to fathom. I suspected, with some embarrassment, that she worked harder than I did.

      Perhaps the most shocking part was that I felt comfortable with her. As we sat side by side in the car, I realized that her presence wasn’t raising the hairs on my skin, or causing me to instinctively lean away. I’m not socially awkward—far from it—but in my dating life, everyone seemed to have ulterior motives. While I may have been ready for a serious relationship, the women in my life hadn’t exactly provided the opportunity.

      Not that I blamed them, per se; most of my other loaded friends or acquaintances had trophy wives and husbands. There was a low-lying implication that I ought to have one as well.

      But I wanted a woman who liked me for me—that meant the billionaire investor, and the quiet, creative inventor. Could my extreme duality ever fit within a single relationship? Up until now, I’d imagined it was impossible, but Harley was making me reassess some things.

      This newfound comfort was what gave me the confidence to say, “I have a question for you.”

      “Shoot,” she replied breezily.

      “Do you think I’m a dick?”

      The question hung in the air, and I worried that I’d asked too much of her. After all, I was technically her boss. Either she told the truth and risked getting in trouble, or lied and was dinged for being dishonest.

      I hastened to reassure her, “I’m not asking as your boss, but as your…”

      “Friend?” she supplied.

      “Yes,” I nodded, smiling. “Your friend.”

      “Why do you ask?” she inquired.

      “Well,” I began, “the babies from the other day. Not Levi, of course, but the ones who came before him. I suppose you didn’t see it, but you’ll have to take my word that they all instantly cried when I held them.”

      I broke off, suddenly aware of just how silly I sounded. A grown man, worrying about the opinions of one-year-olds. Did this make me seem pathetic? Suddenly, I didn’t care. I wanted to hear a real, honest answer from Harley’s lips.

      “I just,” I continued, “I want to know if that’s how everyone perceives me, as some kind of—I don’t know—coldhearted ogre. Am I…am I hated? I know I can be a tough man to work with, but the thought of being despised…I mean, that’s not what I wanted. I just wanted to make baby products, and create a successful business, and improve the world in the little way that I could.”

      I came to an abrupt stop, feverishly aware that I was rambling.

      Harley was dead silent, and I felt the blood drain from my face.

      “You don’t have to answer,” I said quietly, beginning to re-erect the walls I’d so carefully constructed around myself to protect my ego from harm. “It’s a loaded question, I know.”

      The silence was deafening.

      Just when I thought that she was about to change the subject to something harmless and casual, thus firmly defining the boundaries between us, she replied, “The man I spent the evening with isn’t somebody that people could hate.”

      She turned to me, her eyes boring into mine as she continued, “You were kind, considerate, warm. Charming—though, of course, you’re always charming. What I’m saying is…I think I saw the person you really are. Would you say that’s true?”

      I hesitated, then whispered, “Yes, Harley. I believe you did.”

      “In that case,” she went on, “why don’t people that side of you? It’s so…so—God, this sounds cheesy—but it’s pure, and good. You have this passionate but sincere interest in the world around you, which is more than I can say for most men, or most people, even. I wonder if maybe you’re just afraid to show people how much you care, if you’re worried that the depth of your emotions would scare them off.”

      My breath hitched in my throat. Jesus. She had no idea how close to the mark she’d hit. Her every word nailed itself into my heart.

      Thank goodness the car was stopped at a red light, or the pounding in my chest might have caused me to veer out of the lane. I was totally powerless under her steady observation, and I wasn’t accustomed to ceding control.

      I was about to reply, but that’s when I saw the gun pressed to my window.
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      “Get out of the car, now!” a voice roared.

      A high-pitched ringing noise filled my ears, replacing the silence of only moments ago.

      “Get the fuck out!” the voice repeated.

      I saw a form materialize next to me—not just the gun, but the black-clad figure holding it. There was one on Harley’s side, too, though I couldn’t even begin to make out the shape in the darkness.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God,” she screamed, “I have a son; please don’t hurt me.”

      “Get out of the car right now,” the voice returned, unmoved by Harley’s words.

      “Ashton, please,” she begged. “Just get out and do what they say. I have to get back to Levi. Please, please; I can’t leave him alone—”

      Suddenly, the world was clear for me, as if the gun to my head had honed my senses.

      Quietly, and with an eerie calm, I instructed her, “Buckle your seatbelt.”

      “What—?!” she began.

      “Just do as I say.”

      “It’s already buckled! Can you focus on the guns—”

      Having been assured that she was safely fastened by the belt, I tightened my hands on the wheel and slammed the gas pedal to the floor.

      Harley’s screams filled the car as we shot off, hitting sixty miles an hour in two seconds. We careened back and forth on the road as I frantically wove the car—which had all the tameness of a wild lion—around other vehicles. Tensing every muscle in my body, I clung on for dear life, the sounds of Harley’s shrieks piercing my eardrums.

      At last, but what was realistically probably only twenty seconds later, we were thousands of feet away from the would-be carjackers.

      “Slow down, slow down!” Harley ordered, and I acquiesced, certain that we were safe.

      I found an empty space on the side of the road, and pulled to a stop.

      “Are you okay?” I asked quickly. “I’m sorry I had to do that, but there was no other way out.”

      Her chest rose and fell in heaving breaths, and I put a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

      “I was so scared,” she whispered. “I don’t remember the last time I felt fear like that, like it was taking over my entire body. Crushing me.” She paused, and then sobbed, “Oh, Ashton.”

      Harley fell into my arms, and I encircled her protectively. She nestled in closer, and I could feel her pulse in my own veins.

      “Weren’t you frightened?” she asked softly.

      “Of course,” I replied. “But, I guess…I don’t know, you being there calmed me. Like I understood that there was no allowing myself to be afraid; taking care of you was more important.”

      She shifted from her position on my chest, and her blue eyes found mine. Earlier, they had cut into me like lasers, but now, they seemed to run over my face like the waves from which they derived their color. Her eyes caressed me, seeking out the intricacies of my body as if they had the power of touch.

      “I can’t be alone tonight,” she said simply. “I just…I can’t. My parents took Levi for the night, and I don’t want to wake them. If I were with him, I think I could be calm—I’d have to be—but…alone…I don’t know. I’d be too afraid. Does anything I’m saying make sense?”

      I understood.

      Leveling my voice, I asked, “Would you like a drink at my place? It might soothe your nerves.”

      She considered this momentarily, then nodded. “Yes, I think I would.”

      “Okay, then,” I replied. Noticing that she was still firmly wrapped around my body—not that I’d ever stopped noticing, not really—I added, “You might have to ah, move a bit.”

      She seemed to finally grasp the position she was in: one that, as she slid further down my torso, was dangerously close to more intimate areas of the body. Her eyes darted down to the slim-cut trousers that rose to my hips, fastened by a simple leather belt.

      Slowly, she drew back from her embrace. I sensed a reluctance in her movements, as her fingers, now unclenched, trailed over my back, lighting fires in their paths. She shot one last look my direction, then completely disentangled herself, returning to the isolation of her own seat.

      Okay, it was possible that the near-carjacking had spiked my adrenaline, too—just in other places. I resisted every urge in my body, which was begging me to grab her and kiss her and—

      Enough, I warned myself. This is getting dangerous.

      I put the car back into drive and sped off down the road. Luckily, the restaurant wasn’t all that far from my place, so we made it there in a matter of minutes. The car ride was silent, as I imagine both of us were too caught up in the drama playing out in our minds. For my part, I was occupied with trying fervently to not think about the implications of taking Harley to my penthouse. A small voice in my brain hoped that she was similarly occupied.

      We rolled to a stop outside of the luxury condominium building.

      “This is it,” I informed her, and we exited the vehicle.

      I threw the keys to the building valet and put a protective arm around Harley’s shoulders, leading her past the glass doors and into the marble-covered entryway. Sleek, gilded light fixtures hung from on high, and blue tufted sofas lined the walls. It was a modernist play on the classic luxury of the 1800s, a fairly common design angle in this echelon of society. Personally, I thought it all looked a bit like an extremely high-end hotel.

      “Wow,” she murmured, momentarily distracted by the building’s features. “It’s incredible.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. “You don’t think it’s a little…I don’t know, impersonal?”

      She paused, then returned, “You’re right. Doesn’t make it bad, though, just…hardened.”

      Like me, I thought.

      I waved a hand to the front desk receptionist, who in turn tipped his cap at me as I escorted Harley to the elevators. She looked around as I withdrew an electronic fob key from my pocket and ran it over the elevator’s sensors.

      The elevator arrived with a soft ding and I guided her inside the mirrored box, where I selected the button for my floor.

      “Oh, you live on the top floor?” she commented mildly. “Which way does your view look out? Towards the ocean?”

      “Ah, all parts of the top floor,” I replied, surprised to find myself bashful. “I have the penthouse suite.”

      Her mouth hung open, but before she could form a reply, the elevator dinged again—we’d arrived. I ushered her out first, then followed behind.

      “The elevator goes straight into your room?” she gasped. I chuckled, and she pressed, “What’s funny?”

      “I don’t know; I suppose the fact that you’re most amazed by the elevator.”

      It was true—there was plenty else to be stunned by in the suite.

      All the walls were made of glass, and two of the four sides (which you couldn’t see from our position within the condo), had enormous balconies that jutted out over the city streets below. The one-story pad spanned thousands of square feet, with architecture that nearly defied the laws of physics. The floors were all dark wood, and my designer had selected accent colors of silver and royal blue.

      “Holy shit,” Harley breathed.

      Generally, I wasn’t too curious about how people perceived my apartment. I knew it was lavish, and interpreted as such, and that folks usually tried to downplay their shock. While I liked my place, I understood the inclination of the average visitor; after all, appearing cowed by wealth in San Bravado was a big no-no.

      So, I couldn’t say for sure why Harley’s reaction so delighted me. Perhaps it was just that she was speaking her mind, a rare thing in these parts. A loud woman with opinions to spare? It was a wonderful break from plastic people who tried their best to never show human emotions.

      “Do you like it?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “Are you kidding?” she replied. “It’s…it’s…I don’t even have the words. I didn’t know real people actually lived in homes like this.”

      I chortled. “Last I checked, I’m not a robot, so I suppose real people do live here.”

      She walked forward, absentmindedly slipping her high heels off by the entrance.

      “You don’t have to take your shoes off,” I said.

      “It’s just a habit,” she replied, then turned to me. “If it’s okay with you, that is.”

      I nodded. “Of course. Make yourself at home.”

      The phrase slid off my tongue before I had time to second guess it.

      Taking me at my word, Harley walked around the apartment like a princess around her castle, letting her hands fleetingly touch a suede, gray sofa and a glass coffee table held aloft by a marble sculpture of a wolf on its back.

      Feeling a sudden urge to impress her, I held my smartwatch close to my mouth, and instructed, “Entertainment lighting.”

      With that, the house’s automated system darkened the lights and flicked on the three fireplaces that were scattered around the open-plan living room and kitchen.

      I heard Harley’s sharp intake of breath, and the sound brushed over me as though it were an extension of her fingertips.

      “Could I have that drink now?” she asked falteringly, obviously daunted by the penthouse.

      “Of course,” I replied. I’d meant what I’d said before—I didn’t want her to feel intimidated here. This was new emotional territory; my place had been designed with the main purpose of impressing any potential investors I brought over with my good taste and open wallet.

      I walked to a nearby cabinet, which was covered by a deep blue lacquer, and opened its doors. My hand rummaged around the tops of one expensive bottle after another, at last landing on one with a familiar cap.

      “You like whiskey, right?” I called out.

      “Yeah, that’s perfect.”

      I grabbed the bottle and two crystal glasses from the cabinet, walking over to where Harley stood gazing out a window. The fireplace caught the gold in her hair, and reflected it back across the silver accents of the apartment. She seemed to be in both direct contrast and direct harmony with the place.

      “Here,” I said, passing her a glass.

      “Thanks,” she said. “What are we toasting to?”

      “To surviving a carjacking?”

      She laughed, then corrected, “To new friendships.”

      Our glasses clinked, and we both took deep swigs of the amber liquid.

      I brought the glass from my mouth down to waist height, and looked into its depths as I garnered the courage to press forward.

      “Harley,” I began, “I’d like to answer your question from earlier.”

      She removed the glass from her lips, showing that the liquid had left a light coating around her mouth.

      “Which one?”

      “About why people don’t see that side of me. The…kinder one.”

      She hesitated and took another sip of her drink, as if to fortify her for my answer. “Okay,” she said, “I’m listening.”

      I took a deep breath and launched in.

      “I was raised to believe that being cold, exacting—brutal, even—was the only way to succeed in life. I’ll spare you the details on my upbringing, but that’s the general gist of it. I’ve operated like that in the world for as long as I can remember, never wondering for even a moment if, perhaps, I’d been raised all wrong.”

      I punctuated this sentence with a sip of my whiskey, and saw with an upward flick of my eyes that Harley was hanging on to my every word.

      “Yes?” she urged.

      “But—and I know this is cliché, but who cares—after what happened—after what could have happened earlier, I began to wonder if I was all wrong. No,” I corrected, “that’s not true. I started to wonder at dinner…with you. Just being with you made me think about how I’d screwed myself over, prevented myself from living a fuller life, because of my upbringing. How I’d insisted on being distant even when intimacy may have been more welcome.”

      I swallowed, and went on, “The carjacking solidified things for me. I’m glad I was able to stay calm in the moment, but in my head, I was realizing, if I died just then, what would it have all been for? What kind of life would I have lived? Sure, I’ve made money, and plenty of it, but at what cost? I’ve stopped myself from letting love into my life. Easy pleasure, maybe, but actual love? I haven’t even begun to taste it.”

      I broke off, at last raising my eyes to meet hers. I could see that she was misty-eyed, stirred to emotion by my words.

      Wrapping a hand around her shoulder, I apologized.

      “I didn’t mean to make you sad, I just…I want to tell you everything about me, every part of me—even the dark parts that may not be so appetizing. And I know I’m moving quickly, and that’s really not like me, but—”

      “Shut up,” she whispered, and interrupted my declaration by leaning in and kissing me.
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      My lips met Harley’s with a profound need as I tugged her further into the kiss, deepening and lengthening it.

      “Wait,” I said a moment later, abruptly breaking off our embrace. “Are you sure about this? I am technically your boss.”

      “I don’t care,” she murmured. “Kiss me.”

      I didn’t need any further urging. I wrapped my arms around her body, pressing her tightly to my chest. Growing hungrier with every passing second, I moved my mouth to Harley’s neck, kissing her as I simultaneously pushed her up against a nearby wall. Her hands entwined themselves in my hair, grasping desperately.

      “Harley,” I whispered around her lips, then let my hands roam down to her ass and grab it. She moaned, and the hot rush of air filled my mouth. Her reaction spurred me further, and I gave her ass cheeks a light slap. I watched with pleasure as her chest rose and her eyes shot upwards.

      Maneuvering her by the ass, I squeezed Harley ever closer to me, until I was certain she could feel the pressure of my now-hard cock against her. I needed her with every fiber of my being.

      Her eyes flew open at the touch of my dick, and she immediately reached down to run a hand over my groin. She taunted me with a little smile, running her fingers up and down my legs, around my waist, and through my belt, but never quite touching me where I yearned to be touched.

      “Yes, Harley,” I groaned. “I’m going to fuck you so hard.”

      Needing no further encouragement, Harley shimmied her dress to the floor, revealing a dark purple lingerie set that sculpted her body to perfection, showcasing all of her bountiful curves. Her waist was a vast dip, set between her ample breasts and wide hips. My mouth watered, and without conscious thought, I allowed my hand to wander to my dick.

      “Oh no you don’t,” she commanded. “Touch me.”

      It would be my fucking pleasure.

      A split second later, I was tearing at the lace that shielded her nipples, shredding the bra in the process.

      “Hey, I liked that bra,” she giggled, her voice a musical peal.

      In reply, I growled, “I’ll buy you fifty new ones.”

      I tipped her backward onto the nearby couch, moving my hands from her breasts to her pussy, where I found a veritable pool of wetness.

      “How long have you been this, ah, ready for?” I questioned, bemused.

      “All fucking night. What are you gonna do about it?”

      In response, I ripped off her underwear. This time, she didn’t even bother to complain about forfeiting the garment.

      My thumb ghosted over her clit and I quickly slipped two fingers inside of her, slightly bending them and pressing against her G-spot in an undulating motion.

      “Oh God,” she panted, and I felt her contract around my fingers.

      As my fingers did their work, my tongue came down to her pearl, and I began to flick it back and forth, back and forth. Her body clenched and bucked, like a wild animal under restraint, her cries getting more unhinged by the second.

      She let out a long, helpless wail as my fingers plunged deeper inside of her, working in deviant harmony with my mouth. Consciously or unconsciously, Harley began to thrust desperately in counterpoint to my movements, dizzily exclaiming the words I so wanted to hear. “Yes, Ashton. Oh God yes, I’m coming.”

      I was more than happy to suck lightly at her clit as her orgasm rocked her, easing off to stroke and kiss her thighs as she came down from her peak.

      I thought she might need a minute to recover, but she surprised me. In a rapid motion, she sat up from the couch and brought me up onto the furniture, straddling me.

      Following my earlier lead, she tore open my shirt, sending buttons pinging around the room. Her breasts jiggled slightly as she unwound the belt from around my waist, and undid the zipper that lay just above my cock.

      I tensed as I waited for her touch; the anticipation was making me downright dizzy. She giggled, sensing my urgency.

      “Oh, all right,” she joked, and promptly spread-eagled her legs across my lap, and lowering her body towards the tip of my cock. I knew she was taking her sweet time, but God, did she have to be so dastardly about it?

      I groaned as her wetness touched my tip. I couldn’t lie; I was practically keening with desperation. How could that be? I’d slept with plenty of women in my day, but nothing like this. No, this…it ricocheted down to my very core.

      At last, I could take it no longer. I wrangled my hands around her hips, just barely cupping her ass cheeks, and brought her weight down onto me. We cried out in unison at the riot of pleasure which overtook us both.

      “I’m gonna—” she broke off, strumming furiously at her clit as I continued to thrust deeply into her pussy.

      We reached our peak a split second apart; I felt Harley’s body shake along with my own, though hers was near-vibrating. Our moans filled the apartment, echoing throughout the halls. Her naked, writing form eventually fell limp against my own.

      Holy shit.

      I’d just had the best sex of my life.
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      It’s easy to sleep like a baby when you’re not taking care of, well, a baby. It’s even easier to get a night’s good rest when you’re surrounded by the strong arms of a good man.

      I awoke the next morning to streaming sunlight through the bedroom window; at some point in the night, though I couldn’t remember exactly when, we had relocated to the bed.

      Ashton’s room, I now noticed, was the most personal place in the apartment. It held shelves upon shelves of books, most of them classics. There were some pictures on a nearby wall that appeared to be of his family and maybe friends from college.

      He’d let me into his space, and I thought just how intimate an act that was for him, probably more so than mere sex. How could I reconcile the quiet, brooding man whom I’d slept with the cocky douchebag the world knew?

      Suddenly, I realized that Ashton’s muscular arms were no longer curled protectively around my body. Gathering my wits about me, I realized it was a Saturday, so it stood to reason that he hadn’t needed to run off to work.

      Rolling over, I felt the indentation beside me in the bed, roughly in the shape of Ashton’s powerful physique. The area was cold, lifeless; he’d been gone for some time.

      “Nice,” I sighed to myself, then realized the implication of my lament.

      Generally speaking, I loved having my own bed; I tended to roll around quite a bit, and there was also the question of sleep compatibility—sometimes, the person beside you took up too much space, or hogged all the covers. One of my earliest red flags about Kyle was that I hated sharing a bed with him, and often fantasized about how, if we were to get married, we’d have separate, twin beds, like a 1950s sitcom couple.

      Now, to find myself mourning Ashton’s absence as though it were a personal affront…well, let’s just say I wasn’t ready to wrestle with this new development in my feelings. Too soon, I thought. Much too soon.

      I inhaled slowly through my nose, then exhaled through my mouth, giving me just enough energy to scoot over to the nearest bedside table in hopes of checking the time. My phone…where was it? I struggled to remember the parts of last night that didn’t include me naked atop Ashton. Turned out, my memory was pretty selective.

      At last, having wracked my brain, I realized that my cell must be in the kitchen. I pushed myself up to a seated position and allowed my feet to touch the bare hardwood floors, finding them to be the perfect temperature.

      Next, there was the matter of finding clothes—it was entirely possible that Ashton had a housekeeper or two on retainer, and I wouldn’t want to shock some innocent woman with the sight of my naked body.

      I padded across the floor and flung open the doors of what I believed to be Ashton’s closet, revealing a walk-in the size of my entire apartment. Inside were rows upon rows of perfectly pressed suits, as well as in-home suit steamer, which I didn’t even know was a thing up until that moment. The reminder of Ashton’s obscene wealth made me feel more than a little self-conscious.

      I opened a nearby drawer, figuring that his more casual items would be folded away. Sure enough, I found a pajama top that would do the trick. Okay, it was a pure silk top with a monogrammed breast pocket, but that was about as casual as his closet seemed to get. I drew the soft, inviting garment around my body, and spared a glance in one of the full-length mirrors, noting that there was an after-sex glow haloing my entire figure.

      With a satisfied smile plastered across my face, I turned off the closet lights and exited, shutting the door behind me. Remembering the path from last night, I traced my way from bedroom to kitchen, where I saw that my fears about surprising the maids had been unfounded; on the contrary, both of our clothes were still spread out across the entire room as if a mini hurricane had swept through and only alighted upon scraps of fabric.

      “Damn, we did some damage,” I said aloud.

      I was about to commence searching for my phone in the piles of clothes when I noticed a glass vase with a single rosebud sitting on the kitchen island. Leaning against the vase was a cream-colored envelope.

      That wasn’t there last night, I thought.

      Hesitantly, I inched my way to the island, where I found my name scrawled in excellent cursive across the envelope.

      Could it be that Ashton Swann was such a romantic? Every moment I’d spent with him—or, at least, in his privately cultivated space—had convinced me that his formidable reputation was unfounded. With a pang, I reflected on how hard it must be to have your entire personality so drastically misinterpreted by journalists the world over.

      I carefully opened the envelope, afraid to mar something so perfect. Inside, I found a note on matching cardstock, with Ashton’s initials embossed in silver on the top.

      

      Harley,

      I had a wonderful time last night. Words cannot account for the experience we had, so I shall leave it at that.

      I’m sorry for leaving you so abruptly. I didn’t want to wake you with my departure, but I was called into the office and you looked too peaceful to rouse. In my absence, please feel free to stay as long as you like—what’s mine is yours, the house included.

      There’s one more thing—I have to head to the Bahamas next week, as I’m to speak at a conference there. I hope this isn’t too presumptive, but would you and Levi be interested in coming as my guests?

      Think it over—if you aren’t able to join me, I understand completely. In any case, let me know your answer soon.

      Until then, I’ll be thinking about you and you alone throughout these dull and dreary meetings.

      Ashton

      

      My heart skipped one beat, then another. The Bahamas? With my hunky boss and my baby?!

      I had to contact Ashton, and stat. There was no way his card was serious…right?

      Flinging the card down on the countertop, I went rooting through the pile of clothes, at last locating my phone. My hands shook as I dialed Ashton’s number. What would I find on the other end of the line?

      I pressed the phone to my ear, and stared at the rose as I listened to the dial tone. He picked up within moments.

      “Good morning,” he said smoothly.

      Forgoing niceties, I asked, “Ashton, were you serious?”

      He didn’t need a glossary to understand my meaning. “Yes.”

      “About the Bahamas, and me, and even Levi—”

      “Again, yes.”

      I went silent as his offer finally sank in.

      “Are you still there?” he asked.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I replied quickly. “I’m still here.”

      “If you’d like to come along, I can pick you and Levi up on Monday morning.”

      “As in, two days from now?”

      “Yes.”

      “But what about work? I don’t have many paid vacation days left.”

      I heard a low chuckle on the other end of the line, and Ashton responded, “Well, luckily, you’re on good terms with one of the higher-ups.”

      In my dazed state, I dumbly queried, “Who?”

      “Um…”

      “Oh, right, of course,” I said, catching up. “Sorry, this is all just so much, so unexpected.”

      “You’re not required to say yes; you know that, right? I hope that the card made it clear I don’t expect anything from you.”

      “I understand.” I hesitated. “And you’re sure Levi can come?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “In that case…yes. I—we—would be thrilled to come with you. I could use a break from the real world.”

      He laughed and replied, “You and me both. And what better place to have one than in tropical paradise?”
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      Despite having had the whole weekend to pack, I waited until the very last minute. I think some part of me was either trying to sabotage the trip, assuming I didn’t deserve it, or believing Ashton’s inviting me had all been a dream. In any case, Monday rolled around, and I’d done nothing to prepare for leaving the country.

      And so, I was up at five in the morning, frantically throwing stuff into suitcases and trying not to disturb Levi’s slumber in the process. I packed his suitcase first—baby suntan lotion, a tiny bucket hat, plenty of changes of clothes…then I looked at the clock. Shit. Ashton was due to arrive in fifteen minutes.

      My legs moved faster than my mind, taking me to each corner of the apartment to grab my assorted junk for the trip. Bikinis, cover-ups, sandals, some nice dresses and heels—I threw it all in. Ashton had neglected to be specific as to exactly what we’d be doing on the island, so I essentially threw everything I owned into one large suitcase and hoped for the best.

      There was just enough time to wake Levi up, change his diaper, and give him a bottle before my doorbell rang. I wiped the sweat off my brow and clicked the buzzer.

      “Just a minute!” I said into the intercom.

      A voice replied, “Ms. Phillips, this is Benjamin, Mr. Swann’s driver. May I come upstairs and assist you with your luggage?”

      “Oh, God, yes. Much needed, thanks.”

      I pressed the button that allowed him access, and in a short time, there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find a white-mustached man wearing a black suit, starched shirt, and black chauffeur’s cap.

      “Hi,” I said, and moved from the door to Levi’s chair. “Come in.”

      Too distracted with the baby, I didn’t have time to feel awkward about Benjamin’s impression of my messy apartment.

      In a dry voice, he asked, “Where might I find the baggage, Ms. Phillips?”

      “Right there,” I gestured with one arm, the other being occupied by Levi’s small body. “Behind the sofa.”

      “Ah, yes, found them.” He hefted the suitcases into his palms with a rather remarkable ease for his advanced years. “Are you ready?”

      I looked at Levi, who was snuggled happily in my arms. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Benjamin nodded and led the procession out of the apartment. We were down by the car in no time. I noted that it was a different vehicle than Ashton had picked me up in a few nights ago; he’d arrived today in a large, fully blacked-out SUV that looked secure enough to escort the president.

      The driver opened the door for me, then proceeded to busy himself in the back, loading up the car and such. From within the car, I saw Ashton’s muscular form cast in shadows. We might have been on our way to a tropical destination, but he was still clad in his customary suit and tie, the only small deviation from the norm being the aviator sunglasses that were perched on his nose.

      “Good morning, Harley,” he said, then, with a grin, “and good morning, little Levi.”

      I looked into the center of the car, and realized that Ashton had already put a Swann Innovations car seat in place. This man thought of everything.

      I chatted with Ashton as I buckled Levi up into the seat, then climbed in after him. Shortly thereafter, we were all loaded up and ready to depart. Benjamin took his place in the driver’s seat, and Ashton gave him the “go” signal.

      “Are you excited?” Ashton asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you joking?”

      He laughed. “Okay, fair enough.”

      The airport was only a short drive from my house, so we arrived within minutes.

      “Do you have our boarding passes?” I asked Ashton.

      “Oh, didn’t I mention? We’re not flying commercial.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean,” he clarified, “we’re going on my private jet.”

      Sure enough, Benjamin was pulling the car around past the normal drop-off area, and through a set of gates onto a secluded section of the runway. The black SUV rolled to a stop directly in front of a small plane, whose side was covered in the Swann Innovations logo.

      “Wow,” I said under my breath. “I kind of thought you were kidding about the jet.”

      Ashton just rolled his eyes and grinned.

      A metal staircase was rolled up to the jet, and he offered to carry Levi inside, as the steps were a bit tricky to maneuver. I took a deep breath, and reminded myself that if I was going to spend the next few days with Ashton, I needed to display some trust. Hoping my reservation wasn’t too visible, I passed Levi into his arms.

      Ashton smiled and held my boy aloft, making a face at him. He seemed so intent on making Levi like him (not that that was an issue). It was nice to find a man that didn’t want to pretend I was childless, but actually wished to engage with my son, the most important person in my life.

      The boys boarded the plane, and I followed suit. What I found inside was an opulence that stood in direct contrast to Ashton’s usual style; while he was a man of dark colors, clean lines, and understated glamour, the jet was all about showing off.

      The seats were a creamy, light brown leather, and were scattered around as though it were a lounge, not a plane. The area could easily hold ten passengers, maybe more. The details were in gold, and there was a textured dark red lacquer encasing the cup holders and foot rests.

      Ashton watched me take in the plane, then apologized bashfully, “I know, it’s a lot. Wasn’t my choice—the board said we needed something to impress investors with. I didn’t get it, but whatever.”

      Once more, I could see that he had a very different idea of his company than the people who ran it with him: while he wanted to maximize efficiency and inventiveness, they wanted to show off as much as possible. No wonder the two opponents so often butted heads. I was beginning to get an idea as to where all of those rumors about Ashton had originated.

      We buckled in for takeoff. Moments later, after a stewardess had ensured we didn’t want any drinks, the plane roared alive. The pilot came through on the overhead, saying it was clear skies ahead, and we took off.

      I wish I could say that Ashton and I talked the entire flight, but I fell asleep the moment the plane took off. After all, I had woken up at five in the morning to pack and take care of a baby. There would be plenty of time to chat in the Bahamas.
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* * *

      A hand gently tapped on my shoulder, and I awoke blearily.

      “What, what is it?” I grumbled.

      “We’re here,” a voice said softly. “Rise and shine, princess.”

      I jolted up with a start, and looked around. “Where?”

      “The Bahamas.” Ashton was staring at me, and I realized the hand and voice had belonged to him. “Or did you forget?”

      “I thought it had been a dream.”

      “I guess that would make sense,” he replied. “You were asleep for six hours, after all.”

      A hand flew to my mouth. “Seriously? Oh, man, that’s embarrassing.”

      “Don’t worry about it; I had to get some work done, anyway,” he reassured me.

      “But what about Levi—is he okay?” I asked, then sat up further to look around for my son.

      Ashton shifted, and revealed that Levi was seated on his lap.

      “I changed his diaper about midway through the flight,” Ashton explained. “Hope it’s okay; I grabbed the stuff from your baby bag.”

      “You…know how to change a diaper?” I questioned, openly incredulous. “But you don’t have kids.”

      “Harley, you seem to be struggling to grasp this, but I do run a parenting technology company. I have, as a matter of fact, been around children before.”

      I blushed. “Right, of course.”

      He bopped Levi’s nose with his finger. “I want some of my own, someday.”

      Before I could dive deeper into Ashton’s daddy dreams, the pilot informed us that our bags had been loaded into a car that was ready to escort us to the hotel. We nodded, and Ashton carried my son off the plane.

      The ride between the airport and hotel was brief, and soon, we were rounding the long driveway of what appeared to be a boutique hotel. Palm trees lined the road, and the sun shone brightly overhead.

      The hotel was quaint, almost like a tropical escape built in the 1930s for starlets looking to evade the paparazzi. White wood defined the space, with light pastel accents on the crown moldings and windowsills. The hotel—the Roc de Garre, as I read on a nearby discreet sign—was airy, and smelled of jasmine. And, more than anything else, I thought that the hotel rather suited Ashton.

      That is, it wasn’t too ostentatious, or bedecked in gold and glitz. No, its luxury showed in its general good taste and gentle minimalism. There was no noise except for the sound in the distance of a lapping ocean and chirping birds. Instantly, I felt the knots in my back begin to dissipate.

      Ashton quickly sorted things out with the receptionist, who offered to personally escort us to our rooms. Was that a plural?

      We walked down a series of open-air hallways; I hadn’t yet grasped the layout of the hotel, but I knew that the view was spectacular and I didn’t care about the rest. After the trek, we arrived at two enormous doors. The small brass plaque read “Epistol Suite.”

      “What does that mean?” I whispered to Ashton, pointing at the plaque.

      “I think it’s French for ‘fancy,’” he joked.

      I giggled under my breath, and the receptionist handed each of us (minus Levi) a brass key.

      “Please contact me if you need anything,” she said in an accent I couldn’t quite place. “Until then, goodbye.”

      She swiveled around on her wedge sandals—very tropical, I thought—and strode off.

      “Shall we?” I asked Ashton, who was still carrying Levi.

      He nodded, and used his free hand to stick the key into the door and turn the lock. He pushed the door inwards, and immediately, the aroma of fresh strawberries filled my nose.

      The room was—God, where do I begin? It was magnificent.

      The floors were made of bleached teak, and the main room was covered in a baby pink and light gold wallpaper, which highlighted the massive space. There were a couple of handwoven patchwork rugs in various shades of light blue thrown lazily across the floor. The sofas and chairs were all white with pink-and-blue accent pillows, and gauzy white curtains hung from massive windows that led out into a private backyard, which boasted a full-sized pool and hot tub.

      My head was spinning. Had I stepped out of my reality, and into someone else’s? Moments ago, I’d been a single, working mom who was down on her luck and running low on funds. Now, I was on the arm of a billionaire, accompanying him to a glamorous tropical island, no apparent cares in the world. I was thrilled, to put it mildly, but a part of me—that motherly, untrusting part—kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Surely, life couldn’t just be this magical, right?

      I shook my head free of those pessimistic thoughts as I watched Ashton inspect the space.

      “Well, everything looks okay,” he noted casually.

      “Um, everything looks amazing,” I corrected.

      The bellhop arrived and I smiled internally as Ashton awarded him an enormous tip. His over-tipping was never going to lose its shine for me.

      As soon as the boy departed, Ashton turned to me and said, “Listen, I have to head off to this conference. I guess I’ll be ad-libbing the speech part.”

      “You didn’t prepare something?” I asked, surprised.

      He shrugged. “Nah, figured I’d wing it.”

      “Do you always wing things?” I asked, then quickly added, “I don’t mean to pry; I’m just curious is all.”

      He grinned. “No, I understand. And…no, not usually. But when I’m with you, I guess I feel compelled to be freer. To think less about work, and more about…” He trailed off, unwilling to finish the sentence.

      I nodded, afraid that if I pushed him further, he’d throw up his barriers.

      “In any case,” he continued, “the conference is happening at a hotel just down the road, so I should be back within the hour. Will you be all right until I return?”

      “Yeah, of course. I’ll take a shower and get the two of us ready for the beach.”

      “Good plan—we’ll head there as soon as I’m done with this…thing.”

      He walked to the door, then stopped, turned around, and strode back towards me. He planted a kiss on my cheek; I was disappointed he didn’t go for the full lips, but perhaps he’d turned cautious over the past few days. I’d need to show him later that there was no reason to be.

      “See you later,” he said with a wave, and exited.

      I sighed contentedly, allowing myself to be bathed in happiness.

      The flight had refreshed me, so I spent the next hour or so unpacking my bags, playing with Levi, and freshening up. I knew I hadn’t looked my cutest on the flight earlier, so I took special care to scrub my face, put on some light, beach-appropriate makeup, and fuss with my hair. By the end of it all, I looked like a new woman.
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      Levi and I were playing on the floor with his teddy bear when Ashton returned.

      “Hey,” I called from the ground, “how’d it go?”

      Ashton strode in and immediately began removing his tie.

      “A symposium of morons,” he sighed. His tie came off, and he unbuttoned the top of his shirt. “They have no idea how to run a company, and are more interested in golfing and boozing than doing actual, honest-to-God work.” A pause, then he continued, “But let’s not talk about that now. Beach time?”

      I nodded and enthusiastically agreed. “Definitely beach time.”

      When Ashton returned from changing in the other room, I did an actual double take. Had Ashton been replaced by his beach-bum twin?

      This wasn’t the buttoned-up, suit-wearing guy I knew. Instead, he’d thrown on a casual tee with a rock band logo on the front, and a pair of loose board shorts. He looked about five years younger, and far less intimidating.

      “I like the new digs,” I joked, gesturing to his clothes. “Gonna go chase some waves and hang ten?”

      He spread his fingers in a shaka sign, and replied, “Totally, bro.”

      I snorted. “Well, this is a new side to Ashton Swann.”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “Or maybe you’re just getting to see my totally tubular inner surfer.”

      What could I do but smile?

      “All right, let’s go find that sun and sand.”

      I agreed, and he came around the sofa, approaching me and Levi. Without speaking, he grabbed the baby, and I swooned. Every time he lifted Levi without me having to ask, my heart swelled a little bit more. Admittedly, Kyle had set an astonishingly low bar for all men, but I couldn’t help it—I loved that Ashton cared for my son.

      Together, we left the room and walked down the smooth, winding paths towards the beach. Everything about the hotel seemed to be designed to lead visitors to the surf; the smells, the sounds—they all led back to the ocean.

      Soon enough, we were walking down a small, sandy dune and onto the playa. I’d suspected earlier that the hotel was small and exclusive, but seeing the few lounge chairs confirmed it; there couldn’t be more than thirty guests in the hotel at any given time. A beach boy jogged towards our little group, his tanned heels kicking up sand in his wake.

      He offered to grab us a nearby cabana, and confused, I questioned, “Where? I only see lounges.”

      With a grin, he shook his head. “That’s because the cabanas are on the private beach.”

      I looked at Ashton, who didn’t seem even mildly phased by the awesome words “private” and “beach” smacked together into one dauntingly cool expression.

      “Private beach it is,” I replied on both of our behalves.

      He led us across the sand, and behind a natural outcrop of rocks. Sure enough, there was a tiny beach beyond, just big enough for one or two cabanas. At the moment, a single cabana, decked out in tan and cappuccino fabric, stood alone. It faced the sea, its drapes blowing in the wind. Inside, two lounges with cream-colored pillows stood in an L-formation. On one wall (the only actual wall in the otherwise freestanding structure) was a bar—with an ice bucket and champagne and everything—and on top of that bar was a buffet of fresh island fruit.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed. “This is…nice.”

      I was running out of words to describe how grateful I was to Ashton. I grinned idly, thinking that If I’d known that a gorgeous billionaire would one day whisk me away to the Bahamas, I would’ve studied the SAT word list a bit harder.

      The beach boy bid us farewell, leaving Ashton, Levi, and me alone on the private beach.

      “Well,” began Ashton, “what should we do first?”

      Eyeballing the fruit, I said, “Eat. Definitely eat.”

      He laughed, and passing Levi to me, went to fetch a selection. I plopped into the sand with my son, who immediately began to smack the ground with his tiny fist. He’d been to the beach before, over summer—hence his extensive baby beach wardrobe—but at the time, he’d been so frightened of the waves, he hadn’t appeared to really appreciate the experience.

      But now, he was shouting with delight. Maybe he’d just needed time to get used to the idea…or maybe he liked being here with me and Ashton. I knew I certainly did.

      Soon, Ashton returned with a tray of fruit, loaded with delicious mangos, papayas, and pineapple. My mouth watered at the sight. I looked at my hands and saw that they were covered with sand from trying to stop Levi eating it; my dear son hadn’t yet put together that sand was inedible.

      “Er,” I said, motioning to my hands. “I’m a bit out of commission.”

      “No worries.” He hovered his middle finger and thumb over the tray, and asked, “Which would you like?”

      Oh my God, now he was going feed me fruit? Things beside my mouth were becoming wet with desire, but I forced myself to focus—it wouldn’t do to be turned on in the presence of my eleven-month-old son.

      “Uh, pineapple, I guess.” My voice was uneven, the words strained.

      “You okay?” he questioned, not missing my tone.

      “Oh, I’m…a lot more than okay,” I replied honestly. “It’s just that, um, well, a man hasn’t really treated me like this since…since…ever, actually.”

      His brows drew together like storm clouds over a horizon. “Any man would be lucky to feed you. I’m sorry none have offered before.”

      I gulped down a wave of desire. Where did Ashton come from that men still talked like that? For a moment, I fervently wished to be transported back to an age of manners and gentlemanly conduct.

      Ashton held a piece of pineapple aloft, and I opened my mouth in anticipation. His fingers guided the fruit into my mouth and I closed my lips around them, sucking briefly on the strong, tender tips of his digits. His breath noticeably hitched, and I applauded myself for throwing him off-balance the same way he’d thrown me. All’s fair in love and fruit.

      We ate and talked for the next half hour, hour—who’s to say? Time lost meaning; we were governed by the sun alone. As we reclined on the sand, Ashton began to question me, as though he were trying to sort out exactly who I was.

      “What’s your favorite book?” he asked.

      “Nuh-uh,” I responded, shaking my head. “I saw the shelves in your room; I know you have a more ready answer than I do. So, you go first.”

      A small smile spread across his face. “You’re observant.”

      “Hardly. It would be stranger if I’d missed them—there were so many, I couldn’t even begin to count.”

      He shoved a pile of sand to and fro, at last answering my question. “Honestly? Hamlet.”

      I couldn’t help myself—I let out a laugh.

      “What, what’s so funny?” he queried intently. “Is that a bad answer?”

      “No, not at all! It’s just that…it’s such a you answer.”

      Lines appeared in his forehead. “What does that mean?”

      I wiped a tear of laughter away, and tried to sort out my thoughts on the subject.

      “Um, how do I put this,” I faltered. “It’s just that…well, Hamlet is such a perfect book for you to love.”

      Ashton’s face stayed furrowed, so I plowed ahead in my response, attempting to shed light on my answer.

      “So, like, Hamlet,” I began. “He’s unknowable, right? Like, the whole reason the play works, the reason it’s been famous for four hundred years, is that no matter how many audiences see the play and the man within it, nobody can pin him down. Everyone has a different interpretation of what makes Hamlet tick. Is it extreme narcissism? Extreme introversion? Extreme insanity? He’s more human than people make him out to be, but he’s also steeped in this real mysticism.”

      I broke off, realizing that I was rambling. Ashton had turned his face to the sun and closed his eyes. Had I said something wrong?

      Trying to finalize my point, I lowered my voice, and finished, “Nobody sees Hamlet the way Hamlet wants to be seen. And that’s because he has no idea how he wants to be seen. His parents convinced him that life was better one way, and Horatio and Wittenberg convinced him it was better another. He’s pulled apart at the seams by these different visions of himself.” I paused, and added, “Kind of like you.”

      Ashton slowly turned his head from the sky and leveled his gaze upon me, brown eyes burning with something primal.

      “But, unlike Hamlet, I know which vision of me I like best.”

      Surprised, I asked, “Which one?”

      In a deep voice, rumbling through a fountain of emotion, he replied, “Your vision of me.”

      A small, almost imperceptible gasp escaped my throat at the weight of his words. Could we really be talking this openly about something so deep, so personal? Could he already care so much about what I thought of him? No, I didn’t dare assume that far.

      “Harley, every moment I spend with you, I understand better what makes a man, and what makes me.”

      I might have pressed further, regardless of how much I feared the depths of his feeling, but at that moment, Levi began to pick up balls of sand and chuck them at us. We both broke down into fits of laughter; I suspect we were glad to move away from such a tender subject and on to simpler things.

      We laid off the intense conversation, and instead decided to help Levi build sandcastles on the beach. He wasn’t any good—he’d obviously inherited my meager art skills—but Ashton was really quite clever with sand construction, his fingers working the piles of dust into intricate structures.

      “Where’d you learn to do that?” I asked as he put the finishing touches to a miniature castle, complete with turrets.

      He shrugged off the compliment. “I love design. After all, I did draw up the original plans for the Swann carriers and wraps. I’ve always been pretty good with my hands.”

      I giggled at his accidental innuendo, and he shot me a knowing look.

      The sun had dropped low in the sky, and hung like a ripe pomegranate on the horizon, the beads of its light dripping like the red seeds of the fruit.

      “Dinner?” I asked, stretching my back down on the sand.

      Ashton agreed, “Definitely.”

      He got up, brushing the sand off his shorts, and said, “I’ll be right back.” With that, he jogged off our private beach, and over to the public area. I messed around with Levi for several minutes, talking to him and pointing out various objects, then giving them names. In no time, Ashton had returned.

      “Where’d you go?” I questioned.

      “Just ordering us food.”

      I began to move from my perch on the sand, saying, “You mean making us reservations?”

      He shook his head. “No, I ordered it down to the beach.”

      My eyes went wide; I still hadn’t learned how the rich did things. “For real?”

      “Yeah, it’ll be here in about an hour, if that sounds all right.”

      “Okay…wow. That sounds perfect.”

      We moved from the sand to inside of the cabana, as the night air was growing chilly. I wrapped Levi in a light jacket, and threw on my cover-up as well as a nearby Turkish blanket that served to safeguard me from the wind. Ashton remained blessedly shirtless.

      As we were lazing about inside of the cabana, he turned to me and said, “You never told me what your favorite book was.”

      I blushed. “It’s a lot lamer than Hamlet.”

      “Please, my answer was pretty pompous. I’m sure yours will be better, regardless of what it is.”

      I sighed. “All right, don’t say I didn’t warn you. And it’s not one book—if they’re even books, I guess—per se. But, ugh, this is stupid…I’m a total comic book nerd.”

      His mouth split open in delight, and a beautiful laugh escaped his throat. “That’s awesome.”

      “Hey, don’t mock me; I was trying to be honest about my hobby!”

      He waved a hand. “I’m not mocking you at all. It’s just that you remain, as ever, intimidatingly cool.”

      “What?” I asked skeptically. “Which part of that is intimidatingly cool?”

      “You’re kidding, right? Men can be such dicks about women liking comic books; liking something even when people say you shouldn’t is a badass move.”

      “Oh, pssh,” I replied, shooing away his compliment. “You’re just being nice.”

      “You know I don’t say things to be nice.”

      I threw a knowing glance in his direction. “That’s not true. You can try and pretend otherwise, but sometimes, you’re just a straight-up good guy.”

      Now it was his turn to blush. “We were talking about you.”

      “Do we have to?”

      “I want to know more about you, Harley.”

      Drop your walls, my inner voice instructed. Let someone in for a change.

      I took a deep breath and replied, “Okay. What do you want to know?”

      So, while we waited for the food to arrive, Ashton set to quizzing me about my interests—we’d covered books, so he moved on to movies, television shows, podcasts, music. He barely gave me time to catch my breath. If it had been coming from any other person, I would’ve derided it as some sort of interview, but I sensed that this was just how Ashton interacted with others; he boiled them down to the things they held dear, and built his impression of them back up from there.

      In other words, he made an effort to see people as they wanted to be seen. It was clear that this was a reaction to how he himself was perceived by the general public, and the realization made my heart ache—Ashton was desperately trying to do unto others as he would have done unto himself.

      What a misunderstood man Ashton Swann was. A man I was falling for with every passing minute we spent together.
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      About half an hour after we’d ordered, our dinner arrived, causing Ashton to break off his stream of inquiries. The waiters, dressed in white cotton shorts and polos, laid out the dinner on a woven tray atop a folding stand.

      The spread was immense; Ashton seemed to never do things halfway. There was fresh fish and seafood a plenty, as well as various vegetables and rice in coconut bowls. A platter of fresh fruit and cheese stood to one side, along with a decanter of red wine.

      It was an elaborate meal, and fresher than anything I’d ever been served before; everything pulled straight from the ground or the sea, and served the same day. Candles were erected along the length of the makeshift table, and pillows were strewn upon the sandy ground. Despite taking place on the shores of Barbados, the meal would be equally at home in the deserts of Morocco. The bus boys bowed, then drifted back out into the night, leaving us in peace.

      Ashton immediately set to cutting up pieces of food for Levi, playing the airplane game to encourage him.

      “Incoming!” he called out, before landing a small tendril of broccoli on Levi’s tongue.

      Levi gurgled gleefully, and slammed his hands on the ground for more. Ashton continued to feed him as I looked on with bliss; the easiness of the domestic scene showed me what I could’ve had, in another life.

      The meal, simmered as it was in joy, passed quickly, and soon enough, the three of us were laying down our forks—or in Levi’s case, his hands—and preparing to leave the beach. We packed up our things and trod over the sand, back to civilization. Our first night seemed to be all over too soon.

      Ashton must have had a similar thought, because no sooner had we left the candlelit meal behind, he asked, “Would you like to drop Levi off with the hotel’s specialist childcare staff? I spoke with the concierge on the way back from the conference, and she said they’re the best on the island.”

      I hesitated, unsure about leaving my son with hotel staff, no matter how well-respected they were, and Ashton quickly added, “Of course, we don’t have to. I just thought you might like…” his voice strained, “…some alone time,” he finished.

      After the anticipation built up by an entire day together, I had had to admit—he was right.

      So, I set aside my worries, and replied, “Yeah, that’d be perfect.”

      He smiled, evidently pleased by my answer, and we made our way over to the childcare center. Sure enough, the place was small but well-equipped—I even noticed a Swann Innovations product or two. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ashton pick up on the same thing, and the pride on his face was priceless; he earnestly loved his work, and sharing it with others.

      We spoke with the man at the front desk, who ran over all of the facilities of the center, pointing out various details, services, hours of operation, so on and so forth. After Ashton had ascertained that I was comfortable with the situation, he told the man that we’d be leaving Levi there for the next couple of hours.

      “Take your time,” the man insisted. “We’re open 24/7.”

      Sounded like a good deal to me. We thanked the man for his time, and after I gave Levi a kiss on the forehead, we exited the facility.

      “He’ll be okay in there, right?” I asked Ashton, still a little nervous.

      “Of course. And if your maternal instincts flare up for even a moment, we can march right back in there.”

      I chuckled at his phrasing, nodding my agreement. “Would you want to go back down to the beach?” I offered. “We never did get to see it in full moonlight. And—though I miss him already—it might be nice to relax some without Levi around.”

      Ashton gave me a nervous smile, as if he were afraid to agree with the sentiment.

      “Aw, come on,” I urged, giving him a small nudge on the shoulder, “you’re allowed to second that.”

      He relented. “Okay, okay, fine, yeah. It might be more relaxing minus the baby.”

      “There you go; you’re getting the hang of this whole ‘bad parent’ thing.”

      “You’re not a bad parent,” he disagreed. “Everybody gets worn down. Raising a kid is tough.”

      “If you even knew…” I began, then the words dissipated in the air. “But, anyway, the beach.”

      He nodded, and we began walking towards the water. As we picked our way down the paths, Ashton slipped an arm around my lower back. My shirt rode up, and his bare skin touched my own. The feeling sent shivers through my spine, and I think Ashton sensed as much, because he squeezed me even closer to him. It was breathtakingly perfect, being surrounded by his strong forearms.

      Soon enough, we’d arrived back on the beach, albeit a different section; instead of going to the left, towards what I now thought of as “our” private beach, we went to the right, towards the long stretch of sand that went well beyond the lounge chairs, and into the darkness. Tiki torches cast their light off of reflective palm fronds, so it wasn’t pitch black, more like a dim haze of nighttime.

      We shuffled our feet in the sand, allowing the noise of the ocean to act as our conversation. Perhaps the only thing more relaxing than talking openly with a person you trusted was not talking at all. Comfortable silence, in this day and age, was hard to come by.

      I shot a sidelong glance in Ashton’s direction, and saw with dismay that he looked…sad. Yes, that was the word for it. Not upset, exactly, just not happy. As if we hadn’t just had the most perfect day.

      I bit my lip, unsure if this was the right time to ask what was wrong. But I remembered my earlier conversation with Ashton, about Hamlet, and how one is known versus how one wishes to be known; he had been open with me, not out of necessity, but because he liked the feeling.

      With that thought, I at last gave in to the question.

      Nervous and unsure of myself, I said, “Ashton, are you okay?”

      He stopped in his tracks. “What? Yes, of course.”

      Not the response I’d anticipated. “I meant…only, you look sad.”

      His expression walled off, and he responded more coolly than before, “Perhaps that’s just my face.”

      Yikes. This wasn’t what I’d been going for.

      “No, that’s not what I’m trying to say,” I reassured. “For one, I think your face is beautiful.”

      “Beautiful?” He smirked, and I understood that he wasn’t upset about the rude phrasing of my question.

      “Yeah. Beautiful. You heard me.” I paused, and tried again. “What I’m saying is…you look sad, even though we’ve just had what I thought to be the most wonderful day together, and I’m wondering if it has anything to do with your family.”

      His eyes turned from mine, and he stared off into the distance. “You’re rather frank.”

      “I know.”

      “What made you ask that?”

      I hesitated, then replied, “You seemed cautious to talk about it at our first dinner together, and I thought maybe spending all day with Levi and me raised some of those feelings for you. About family, that is.”

      His brown, thick lashes hovered low over his eyes, and I worried that I’d struck too close to home. Was this the bridge he was unwilling to cross for me?

      After what felt like an interminable silence, he finally replied, “Perceptive as always, Harley.”

      I rushed to add, “If you don’t want to talk about it, of course, there’s no pressure; I’m just trying to—”

      Mercifully, he cut me off. “I can talk about it.”

      I started, surprised. Even when I’d raised the topic, I’d assumed there was little chance of him actually giving me a straightforward answer. And yet, here he was, Ashton Swann, ready to open up. I reminded myself for what felt like the millionth time that day to not judge a book by its cover.

      “How much do you know about me?” he began.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m in the media. I have a public persona. There have been numerous articles on my childhood and upbringing, though of course, the answers I give to journalists are nowhere close to the truth.”

      Understanding, I replied, “I know you’re from Texas. That’s about it.”

      I’d done my research on the company before going to work for Swann Innovations, but it’d never occurred to me to dig into Ashton’s background. It had felt, at the time, like it would’ve been a violation, or creepy—like becoming obsessed with a celebrity without ever having met them.

      Ashton nodded and said, “Well, then you’ve heard the only accurate part of the story.” He looked out towards the ocean, then as we walked, began to tell me his story.

      “I did grow up in Texas, in a small town built around oil. As far as the eye could see, it was all oil rigs and the occasional farm. The weather didn’t allow for much variety of produce, so it was mostly cattle, and a couple of horse pastures. There was one school, one mini-mall, and on Sundays after church, the entire town flooded into Mama Hoosit’s for brunch.

      “Only a few thousand people lived in town, at most, and once you were deemed an outsider, you stayed an outsider. My parents had moved there from New York for my dad’s business, just before I was born. Nobody ever considered us to be real town folk, and they were right. We’d come from the big city; we didn’t look like them, or talk like them—at least, my parents didn’t. Whereas the entire area was middle class at best, we were obscenely wealthy. It was a good time to be in the oil industry, and my dad was ruthless in the way he ran his company.”

      He paused, and then added, “I was ten when my mother died.”

      I drew in a breath at his words. Ashton looked up from the sand, his eyes finding mine.

      “It’s okay,” he said quickly. “It’s been almost twenty years; it doesn’t sting so much anymore. But my mother was my world, my sanctuary. She had the sunniest smile you’ve ever seen.”

      He seemed to recede into his thoughts, his face veiled with memories.

      After a moment, he shook his head and continued. “Cancer took her away.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “Thank you, but…I’m all right. She was a strong, powerful woman, and she would’ve hated to be remembered for the cancer, you know? I know, in my heart, she wants me to remember her as being the loving mom who was a great cook, or the one who always spoke up at PTA meetings, or the woman who didn’t take any crap from anyone. I try to hold onto that image of her in my mind. But…she passed away, leaving me under the exclusive care of my father, Howard.”

      Ashton paused and looked at me expectantly.

      I examined his face, searching for a hint of what he was trying to clue me into. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

      “My father, also known as Howard J. Swann III.”

      The pieces clicked into place. “The oil baron?”

      Ashton nodded reluctantly. “Yeah. The one and only.”

      “Wow.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      “I guess. Living under the watch of one of the most famous tycoons in U.S. history isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. We were wealthy before my mother died—or, um, very rich by normal standards—but after she passed…well, my father buried himself in his work.

      “As an adult, I can say that if he hadn’t done that, he may have just buried himself in a grave alongside my mother. He was deeply depressed, and had no friends or family to support him in the grieving process. I think he believed I was too young to totally get what was going on, or maybe he was afraid of opening up to me and appearing weak.

      “Either way, it took me a long time to see it like that. Took a lot of empathy, and growing up. As a kid, I followed my father’s example—or what little I saw of it, since he was hardly ever around. I threw myself into my work even more devotedly than I do nowadays.”

      I drew my head back, shocked by this assertion. Ashton clocked the move and nodded.

      “Yeah, that’s what I mean,” he said. “If you think I’m putting in overtime now…well, just try and imagine how hard I was working as a kid, trying to get over my mother’s death and earn back the love of my absent father. Because that’s what I figured: if I could just stay up an extra hour and get ahead on one more assignment, he’d love me. But it never happened. He could never show me affection.

      “I hated my father for his coldness, and if I’m being honest, a part of me still hasn’t forgiven him. Especially since he made me in his image. Now, that’s what the entire city—no, the entire world—thinks of me. They perceive me as a ruthless businessman who cares about his company and nothing else. I hated my father, and then I became him.”

      I sucked in a breath, hoping the air would hold back my tears. Ashton lowered his head towards the ground, and continued, “And I’m scared that if I have children, I’ll repeat the same mistakes my father made—I won’t be home enough, I won’t love them openly enough, I won’t be good enough. Nobody ever taught me how to love another person, and I’m terrified that it may be too late.”

      He broke off, and I could see his shoulders rise and fall unsteadily. I put a gentle hand out, hoping to steady them.

      “Ashton,” I said softly, “you’re not your father.”

      He raised his head, and those brown eyes met mine. I could tell he didn’t believe me, so I pressed forward.

      “You’re not,” I insisted. “I can see it. I can see it in the little things you do for me, and the way you take care of Levi, and how concerned you are that everybody hates you. A man who was truly incapable of love wouldn’t do or think any of that. But you’ve shown me enough of who you really are that I can say, with confidence, you are warm and kind and loving.”

      It was my turn to draw to a halt. I took a deep breath, and plowed on.

      “When we were on the beach today,” I continued, “and you were playing with Levi, and being so tender with him, I thought to myself, ‘Wow, Ashton would make an incredible father.’”

      “Really?” he whispered.

      “Really.”

      Ashton’s eyes ran over my face; then, he leaned in and kissed me.
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      He gently bit my lip as I plunged my tongue into his mouth. We did an intricate dance—our bodies moving effortlessly in sync, heads tilting, noses brushing. We had the unspoken coordination of soulmates.

      Ashton’s hands found the small of my back and I could feel each individual finger press into me, as if he were playing an instrument. My breath quickened, and I pulled him in closer, hungry for his touch.

      Between caresses, I dipped my face away, and he put his hand under my chin, turning my head in his direction.

      “What is it?” he asked in a low voice. “Do you want to stop?”

      “No, nothing like that.” I paused, and felt my cheeks turn crimson red. “It’s just, we’re, um, in public.”

      I didn’t need to explain; we could both feel that if our make-out went any further, we’d soon be getting naked on the very public beach.

      “Then we’d better move quickly,” he said, and before I knew it, he’d grasped my hand and was tugging me up the beach, away from the water’s edge and towards our hotel suite.

      We broke into a run, our legs pumping with desire and need. Soon, our feet were no longer on sand, but on hardwood floor, and we were skidding and sliding through the lobby.

      “Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Swann,” a staff member called out.

      I didn’t have time to consider the implications of her words. Rather, Ashton and I were too busy trying to slow our breakneck speed down to a relatively normal jog. After all, as the voice had reminded us, we were in public. We strode hastily, hands intertwined, towards our hotel room. Despite being a relatively close destination, there seemed to be no end of corners and turns.

      “Stupid hallways,” I panted under my breath.

      Ashton grinned and looked around, scanning the halls with the keen eye of a trained assassin. At last, he hissed, “All right, screw it, there’s no one around.”

      With that, he yanked my hand once more, and we were running. Left, right, right, left again, and bam—we were in front of the door.

      Ashton fumbled in his pocket for the key, but I needed his touch: his hands, his arms, his lips.

      “Kiss me,” I instructed, arching my back against the door and looping my fingers in the waistband of his trousers.

      He obeyed, and I distantly heard the brass key fall to the ground as Ashton pinned my hands to the entryway. His lips met mine, but only for a moment; he pulled away much too soon for my liking.

      “Why?” I pleaded.

      With a smirk, he replied, “We’re almost inside.”

      I fumbled for his briefs, saying, “But I can’t wait any longer.”

      In one smooth motion, he turned me around by the waist, pressed me up against the door, and tugged my wrists together with only one hand.

      “Are you arresting me?” I laughed. “What are the charges?”

      “Lewd conduct.”

      I could sense him bending to the ground to pick up the key, then slowly trailing his lips over my exposed thighs as he rose. I groaned as Ashton pushed his hips into me, my back flush against the door.

      Still maintaining a vice grip on my hands, he maneuvered the key with his free hand, sliding it into the lock. My heart skipped a beat as I heard the bolts click. The door swung open abruptly, and I flew backward into the room.

      Luckily, Ashton caught me before I could plummet to the ground.

      “My prince,” I cooed, giggling.

      “Oh, yeah? What do I get for saving the princess?”

      I replied, “This.”

      I yanked his swim trunks to the ground, revealing his erection. Slowly, I sunk to my knees, until I was at eye height with his cock. My gaze flew up to meet his, and over the hills and valleys of his form, I could see that his chest was rapidly rising and falling. He’d caught his lower lip between his teeth in anticipation of the coming pleasure.

      My hands came up to his balls, and lightly toyed with them. His body stiffened, and I grinned, pleased with myself. I ran my index finger up and down the length of his shaft, teasing and coaxing him in the same movement. My touch was feather-light, like a butterfly oh so delicately beating its wing.

      “Harley,” he groaned.

      “Yes?” I replied, feigning ignorance.

      “Just—just do it.”

      “Mmm, I think I’m gonna make you wait for it.”

      With that, I shuffled forward on my knees, bringing my mouth level with his cock. I blew hot air over the surface of his ridges, and I felt his knees begin to give way.

      “Harley,” he repeated, this time with more urgency.

      I didn’t need to be told again.

      I closed my lips around the tip of his cock, moistening them with my tongue before beginning to slide, achingly slowly, down his shaft, pulling back slightly before taking more and more of him inside.

      Ashton let out a groan, his fingers tangling in my hair. Using my tongue to play along his length, I pulled back to tease his head, my right hand rising to squeeze his shaft while the left lightly grasped his balls. Ashton’s knees, which had moments before been shaking, buckled.

      I giggled as he joined me on the ground. My eyes locked on his, and I saw a looming promise building behind their whites.

      “You’re laughing at me now,” he continued, “but I’m going to show you how it feels.”

      Without further ado, he lunged towards me, knocking me flat on my back and hefting his entire weight over my form. I gazed up towards his face, which blocked the chandelier that hung directly overhead. He was animalistic or angelic, I couldn’t tell. Is there a difference? Does it even matter?

      Because the most beautiful man I’d ever seen in real life was poised above me, with the vow on his lips to bring me to untold heights of ecstasy.

      With an aching languidness, he lowered the very edges of his mouth to meet the curve of my neck, where he began to trace a path up and down, following my veins, listening to my beating heart as if it were a sacred chant. His lips made love to the hollow of my neck.

      Sighs of pleasure escaped me, and I felt the shape of his lips form into a wide grin.

      “Good,” he murmured. “Now you’re getting it.”

      Those taunting lips shifted from my neck down to the curvature of my breasts, where he let the tip of his tongue trail the plateau between my breasts. I gasped for air, but he gave me no respite. He was a cruel, exquisite master.

      Ashton put his mouth to one of my pert, pink nipples, and began to flick his tongue across the sensitive flesh. I squirmed with delight, knowing that as good as it felt, I wanted more.

      “I want you inside me,” I breathed. “Right now.”

      “After how you toyed with me? That doesn’t seem fair.”

      But he must have seen the primal desperation in my eyes, because with a lazy grin, he stuck two fingers in his mouth, and brushed them over my nipple. From there, he moved the wet fingers down my abs, down to my eager and expectant pussy.

      “I see I didn’t need to wet my fingers,” he noted as he entered me. He was right about that—now I just needed him to put me out of my misery.

      His fingers had no sooner entered than they were gone.

      “What are doing?” I cried.

      “Wouldn’t you prefer my cock?” he asked slyly.

      Moving without words—I was a woman mad with desire—my hands grasped for his ass, and tugged him down until his cock was mere inches from me. He held back.

      “Come here,” I pleaded. “I want you.”

      His dick twitched, and I knew that he felt the same way.

      “You’re beautiful, Harley Phillips,” he whispered before he plunged into my depths.
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      I’ll be honest: the rest of that night was a blur. Have you ever enjoyed yourself to the point where your brain simply can’t retain the memories, for fear that nothing will ever feel as good again? Like, in the interest of keeping you alive and functioning, it has to blot out some of the highest pitches of your pleasure?

      If you don’t know what I mean, well…find yourself a lover who listens to your body, and who worships it as it ought to be worshipped. Find yourself an Ashton Swann.

      Not the Ashton Swann of course. He’s all mine.

      So, I’ll leave the details of the rest of our night together to your imagination, because frankly, your guess is as good as mine.

      All this to say, we woke up the next morning in a fog of bliss. Regaining my senses after that first wild session, I’d had the presence of mind to call the childcare center, where the staff quickly confirmed that they could take Levi overnight. I gave my consent, hung up, and with that, Ashton threw the phone across the room, and we resumed our lovemaking.

      The following day, it was Ashton who woke first and volunteered to leave our little den of desire and go pick up the baby. Now, that was true chivalry. I fell back into a doze, snuggling deep into his side of the bed, filling my nostrils with his musky, minty scent.

      He arrived back soon enough, and I was awoken by the sound of Levi’s squeals. Ashton placed my boy on my chest, and with a grin, I cuddled up to my baby.

      “Hold on,” Ashton said, watching the scene. “I need to take a picture.”

      “But I just woke up,” I whined. “I probably look like a raccoon.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You look like a goddess.”

      Okay, he knew how to flatter me into submission. I held Levi close as Ashton whipped out his phone and snapped a couple of pictures. He walked over to the bed, leaned down, and swiped through the collection, showing me the results.

      And, sure enough, under his artistic eye, I did look beautiful. My golden hair was spread out across the pillow like some Raphaelite beauty, my blue eyes affixed on Levi’s. I was the picture of young motherhood, awash in the divine glow of maternity.

      There was no time to indulgently marvel over the pictures as we were both in sore need of breakfast. Levi had already been fed by the hotel staff, and while a small part of me was jealous at this information, the larger part was glad he’d been in good hands while I’d enjoyed myself.

      I slung on a bikini, a sunshine-yellow maxi dress that flowed over my curves, and a wide-brimmed hat. Ashton was in what had already become his tropical uniform: T-shirt and swim trunks. After carrying out all of the preparations necessary to get Levi beach ready, Ashton and I took off, headed down to the only restaurant in the hotel.

      A friendly hostess greeted us there, and perhaps recognizing Ashton from the cover of any number of magazines, guided our group to the finest table in the joint. We were seated on a balcony that overhung a rocky outcrop, providing us with a spellbinding view. The depths of the water were illuminated to a blinding blue, so clear that you could see all of the rainbow-colored fish which swam beneath.

      So this is what paradise looked like.

      The waiter brought us sparkling water flavored with fresh cucumber while Ashton and I made eyes at one another.

      Turning to look out at the water, Ashton said mildly, “Beautiful day.”

      “Wonderful.”

      And turning back to me, he added with a wink, “Not a bad night either.”

      “That all you’ve got to say about it?” I joked.

      “In the middle of a restaurant? Yeah, that’s all I can legally say about it.” He paused. “But if you’d like to hear my thoughts on the matter later…well, you know where I’m staying.”

      I giggled like a schoolgirl as menus were deposited on our table. Throwing a sidelong glance in their direction, I motioned Ashton towards the task, saying, “I’m too wiped out to think about food. You pick.”

      Most guys would’ve shrunk at this, assuming I was testing them, anxious to see if they would pick out the right meal. In reality, all my mind could handle was visions of Ashton’s sweaty body, poised over my own. If left to my own devices, I’d order sausage, and that wasn’t exactly tropical destination food (or even on the menu, for that matter).

      With a nod, Ashton waved the server over, and gave her various instructions regarding our food. Meanwhile, I played peekaboo with Levi, who was getting awfully good at the game. My little champ.

      Before I knew it, a veritable buffet of food had been brought to our table. I saw eggs, hash browns, and even some sausage. Ashton had read my mind, in more ways than one; after such a vigorous night, I needed to carbo-load, and I dug into the food with relish.

      I was midway through a mango-banana smoothie when a loud, obnoxious ring interrupted the gentle cry of the gulls.

      “What’s that noise?” I asked Ashton.

      “My phone.”

      Oh. Of course. Somehow, my island mind had totally forgotten about the existence of all modern technology.

      Ashton hesitated, apparently reluctant to fetch it.

      “You gonna get that?” I asked.

      He sighed, “I guess.”

      I watched as he extracted the device from his pocket, took one look at the screen, and frowned.

      “Something wrong?” I questioned, worried by the abrupt change in his demeanor.

      “No, it’s just…I have to take this.” He scooted his chair back from the table, the legs scraping across the wood, and said, “Excuse me,” before walking out of the restaurant with the phone pressed to his ear.

      Huh. The frown wasn’t really like him, but then again, I could allow that maybe I just hadn’t seen him unhappy before—which would make sense, given how briefly we’d actually known each other.

      But leaving the restaurant? That was definitively out of character. Not that I knew him all that well, necessarily—again, a few days is hardly enough time to know someone’s habits—but from what I’d already seen, I knew he wasn’t the variety of man who took a call during a meal. Maybe that was just him, or maybe it was his Texan upbringing. Either way, Ashton took manners seriously, or seriously enough that he would never leave his dining companion to attend to some work matter.

      I fed Levi some pieces of fruit, patiently biding my time, hoping Ashton’s call would be over quickly. When it seemed like more than a few minutes had elapsed, I decided to throw manners out the window and continue working away at my own plate. Hey, a girl’s gotta eat, and this girl was downright ravenous.

      About ten minutes later, Ashton reentered the restaurant. Gone was the smiling, open guy that had been seated with me only moments ago. In his place, a cold, closed-off businessman had appeared. A total stranger. My hands grew clammy as I realized that, no, I wasn’t actually seeing a stranger—it was the Ashton from all of the media profiles. The shark. The asshole.

      He strode back to our table, and with no prelude, said, “We have to leave the island. Now.”

      “What?” I questioned, unable to keep the frantic edge out of my tone. “We just got here.”

      “There’s been a…business emergency back on the mainland,” he explained bluntly. “I need to get back, stat.”

      “I don’t understand. Everything was fine a minute ago. What happened?”

      “You don’t have to understand. The private jet is waiting for us. We’ll get back to the room, pack our bags, and be on the plane within the hour.”

      “That’s not enough time—”

      I saw his fists clench and his eyelids lower. The stance was menacing, and I shrank back instinctively.

      “Harley,” he insisted. “This isn’t up for debate. It’s an emergency. That’s all you need to know.”

      Unsure of what to think or say, I simply nodded.

      “Okay,” I replied. “Then let’s go.”

      I grabbed Levi from his high chair, and we left without even paying the bill—Ashton simply shouted in the hostess’ direction to “put it on his room.” That, more than any of the other changes in his demeanor, shook me the most. Up until then, he’d been exceedingly kind and respectful with all service workers. What had changed? How serious was this “business emergency?”

      My flip flops smacked rapidly on the floor, rubber hitting cement. We got back to the room in seconds and packed our backs in a frenzy of silent activity, the only audible noises the tossing of pieces of fabric one on top of the other. I threw everything back into my suitcase, but upon trying to close the top, I realized that I couldn’t—the zipper wouldn’t budge.

      “Are you ready?” Ashton asked from the other room, his tone suggesting that I better be.

      “Almost, but I can’t quite close—”

      Before I could finish, he stormed in from the other room. Sizing up the situation—the suitcase piled high, unwilling to slam shut—he tore the top few items from the bag, and heaved the lid down.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. “That’s my stuff; I want to take it back.”

      “Whatever it was, I’ll buy you new ones. Now, let’s go.”

      He didn’t give me a chance to disagree; no sooner had he said “let’s go,” than he’d grabbed my suitcase and begun wheeling it to the door. A bell boy, who I guess had been standing at the ready for quite some time, jumped in and took the rest of our luggage.

      So much for our little getaway.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Just as Ashton had insisted in the restaurant, we were out the door and arriving at the airport within the hour.

      I boarded the plane in a daze, and it struck me that this is what my reality usually felt like: not the soft, warm glow of the Bahamas, but the abrupt awfulness of leaving too soon.

      Anger and fear roiled through my body as I settled in for what promised to be a miserable flight. No polite stewardess offered me drinks; no pilot came to greet us. There was just silent, angry tension.

      I held Levi on my lap and looked over at Ashton, who had taken a seat on the other end of the cabin, in what I reckoned to be the absolute height of pettiness. What, he couldn’t even look at me now? How rich.

      Why was he treating me like this crisis was somehow my fault? I’d had nothing at all to do with his stupid business kerfuffle, assuming it wasn’t caused by a disaster in the HR department. But even then, he was the one who’d begged me to come on the trip, who had made excuses to my other bosses. In the end, this was all his fault.

      We took off only moments after boarding; I wasn’t even sure it was legal to get up in the air that quickly, but I was less scared of the plane crashing than I was of Ashton’s mood.

      The flight consisted of absolute, overpowering silence, just like the packing had. I leaned my cheek against the cool plastic of the window frame, turning away from Ashton’s scowling face so that he wouldn’t see the tears springing up in my eyes.

      I wanted to ask him what was going on, if there was something I could do to help, but everything about his demeanor indicated that that would be a bad idea. His shoulders had grown rigid, his brow stony. The change from man to beast was completed when, about halfway through the flight, he went into the bathroom and reemerged some minutes later, dressed in his most severe suit.

      With a dawning horror, I wondered if Ashton had been right the other night—if he really was, after all, just a copy of his father, a vindictive workaholic who would never be able to make time for love or family. That same evening—was it only last night?—I had denied it to him, saying that there was no way he even mildly resembled that man.

      But now? Well. I wasn’t so sure.
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      I didn’t sleep on the flight. I was wired with anger and energy. My thoughts seethed, anxious to get out and unleash themselves with a fury upon Ashton, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I reasoned that it wouldn’t be proper conduct in front of the baby, and besides, spending the next six hours in a metal box with the person you’d just berated was an obvious way to make a bad situation even worse.

      We landed in the evening, and no sooner had we disembarked the plane than I noticed that there were not one, but two, tinted black SUVs waiting on the tarmac, their engines idling.

      “What’s this?” I asked him, the first words I’d spoken in hours. My throat was dry from inactivity.

      “Cars,” he replied, his tone sarcastic and scathing.

      I wrestled with my baser instincts, convincing myself to maintain my temper.

      “Yes, Ashton, I know they’re cars.” I took a breath, and tried to modulate my voice. “I’m asking why there are two of them.”

      Okay, so I wasn’t totally able to keep my rage in check. Tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to let them erupt. I had to stay strong.

      “I need to go straight to the office, and I don’t have time to drop you off,” he explained, no emotion in his tone. He sounded like an android, like some sort of monstrous robot that resembled a human in face alone.

      Swallowing my pride and remembering my manners (even though Ashton had clearly forgotten his), I began, “Well, thanks for the trip—”

      “Don’t mention it. See you.”

      With that, he turned on his shiny heel and stormed off to one of the black SUVs, leaving me and Levi alone on the runway. My tears broke free and my shoulders shook as I watched Ashton slide into his car without sparing me so much as a single, solitary glance.

      It was all wrong. Tremendously, horribly wrong. The past few days twisted in my memory, as I attempted to reconcile the ecstasy of the vacation with its awful and sudden ending. I couldn’t fit the pieces together in a way that made sense. Was I going crazy? Was there some obvious answer I was totally missing? My mind was spinning out, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to rein it back in.

      I needed to get home before I had a complete breakdown. Relenting, I allowed the driver of the other car, the one Ashton had left behind, to load my luggage into the trunk. I climbed in, and buckled Levi into the waiting car seat; at least Ashton seemed to not hate me so much that he’d forget something as vital as a car seat. Here I was, grateful that a man who I had serious feelings for hours ago had done me the courtesy of thinking about my baby’s safety. God, how far the bar had dropped for chivalry.

      The drive back to my place was brisk and dismal. Levi cried the whole way; he was teething, so I couldn’t really blame him. Besides, if I wasn’t a full-grown adult, I’d be doing the same thing right about now.

      All I could picture with clarity and calmness was the warm promise of my bed. Nothing bad happens in bed. I’d just plop my face down on the pillow and try to wash the past few days from my mind, with a power hose, if need be.

      We arrived at my apartment with little fanfare, and I held Levi in my arms as the driver unloaded our things at the curb. This guy wasn’t Benjamin, though, and didn’t offer to carry them all the way up to my apartment; at every turn, I was being reminded that my clock had struck midnight, and everything was turning back into pumpkins and rats. Who was Ashton in this story? The prince, or the villain?

      Struggling to manage the luggage with just one free hand, I tottered towards the door with Levi balanced on my other hip. The suitcase handle fell from my grasp several times, and each time, I grew angrier. Luckily, no neighbors were around to hear me fume.

      With immense difficulty, I made it through the entrance and up the stairs. I huffed and puffed with my boy and bags all the way up to my apartment, and—

      Shit.

      Taped onto my front door was a neon pink piece of paper. Across the top of the letter, in bold, size thirty font, read the word: “NOTICE.”

      “No, no, no. That can’t be right,” I said to myself. Levi looked up at me, his little face totally ignorant of the calamity that was befalling his mother.

      My eyes darted across the page as I attempted to comprehend the information printed there.

      It was even worse than I thought.

      No warning about late rent, or a markup in prices—nothing that could be solved by a simple call to the landlord.

      Instead, the paper informed me that the building was being sold to make way for new, luxury accommodations. The entire apartment complex would be razed to the ground. The letter didn’t need to say the obvious: that this new building would be well out of the price range of the middle-class people who inhabited the existing one.

      Frantic, I looked down the hall. Every door bore the same telltale pink paper, like the mark of red blood on doors in ancient Egypt.

      I read on, at last coming to the worst of it, the line that specified: You have thirty days to vacate the premises.

      Stunned, I resorted to mechanical movements. Hold the baby. Grab the luggage. Open the door. Keep doing the things you need to do, and maybe then your entire upside-down world will feel normal.

      I entered my home—though it wouldn’t be such for much longer—set the luggage down with a dull thud, and prepared Levi for bed. I moved like a woman possessed.

      Once Levi was in his crib, and I had no more distractions at my disposal, I sat at my kitchen table and let the tears that had threatened all day spill forth.

      One month.

      There was no way I’d be able to buy a place; even if I raided Levi’s college fund, I couldn’t possibly scrape together the money. Sure, his one-day gig for Swann Innovations—the name made me violently jerk away from the thought—even that, wouldn’t begin to cover the expense of finding another home. With my credit shredded to pieces by Kyle’s debts, I’d be hard-pressed to find an apartment that would take me in.

      A day ago, even a few hours ago, I might’ve asked Ashton for help. It would’ve killed my pride, but I’d have done it. A mother will do anything to keep a roof over her baby’s head.

      But that was then. That was the old Ashton.

      The new one? The hard, unfeeling Ashton who had materialized this morning out of thin air? There was no way I could turn to him; I was doubtful he’d even be sympathetic to my plight. How had the bottom dropped from beneath me so quickly? I was falling and falling, without any signs of hitting solid rock.

      I think what hurt the most was the realization that I may have been the one who was wrong. Ashton had tried to warn me about who he was. I’d just been too stubborn to listen.

      My apartment was thirty days away from no longer being mine; I was about to be priced out of my hometown, from the only city I’d ever known. And, if Ashton really cared as little for me as his actions today had suggested, I might be out of a job as well—either he’d fire me, or I’d have to quit from sheer mortification.

      I was back to square one, back to feeling utterly alone and hopeless, scared for my child, worried about money, and unsure of my future.

      I let out another sob, and laid my head on the kitchen table, praying for sleep to come and take me out of this waking nightmare.
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      Monday came. I had spent the days since parting ways with Ashton in total depression. It took everything within me simply to care for Levi; I had no energy leftover with which to care for myself. I was the walking dead, moving through the world with the inevitable, muscle-bound necessity of a zombie.

      I hadn’t heard a peep from Ashton, not since he’d left me alone on the tarmac. In fairness, I didn’t actually try to reach out to him, but that seemed like a moot point at this stage. Abruptly cancelling our tropical vacation, flying me back to the States with no warning, and not even parting with a hug goodbye—all those factors seemed to pretty clearly indicate that he didn’t want to hear from me.

      Is this what it feels like to be ghosted? I wondered. It was a hot topic at the moment, but I’d never experienced it. I guess Kyle’s total abandonment of me and his unborn son was “ghosting,” but that had felt a little bit more profound than somebody simply failing to respond to you on a dating app. No, that exit had been closer to complete and utter evaporation.

      What frustrated me, though, at the real heart of the matter, was that I knew why Kyle had left: it was because he was, and presumably still is, a bad person. A through-and-through, no-good, son of a bitch.

      But Ashton…

      Was Ashton a through-and-through, no-good, son of a bitch?

      Even after how he’d treated me, I didn’t think I could say yes. I’d seen the goodness in him. Sure, I suppose he could’ve faked it, but to what end? Billionaires don’t need to do the whole “emotional vulnerability” show to get a girl in bed. If he’d just wanted sex, Ashton could’ve phoned up any supermodel in the world and asked her to lunch.

      Or, was I just a fleeting part of Ashton’s little family fantasy? Maybe he was trying to make himself appear more family-friendly, to improve the Swann Innovations image. Did he simply want all the fun perks of playing with a kid for a weekend, and having sex with a caring partner, but none of the consequences?

      And that brought me to the question all recent dumpees eventually arrive at. Did he leave because I did something wrong?

      I hated myself for even thinking it. No! Of course not! I’d been the very image of a good guest, to put it mildly. I’d said “please” and “thank you” at every turn, I’d made friendly conversation, and, oh yeah, I’d made love to Ashton for an entire, multi-orgasmic night. There was no way this was my fault.

      Right?

      Monday rolled into Tuesday, Tuesday into Wednesday, and so on, until it was Saturday, almost a full week since my Bahamas dreamscape had been shattered. I’d asked to work from home that week—the perks of working at a tech company. Though, given that I still hadn’t heard from Ashton, I wasn’t sure if I’d be working at said tech company much longer.

      I spent the interim days kind-of doing my work, but only the parts that a robot could have accomplished. Email this, read that, the most automated of tasks. My brain was firing on a single cylinder, and I couldn’t manage the more intensive work, not when all I really wanted to do was get under my covers in a dark room and stare at the wall.

      But neither of those descriptions are actually an accurate picture of how I passed my time. In reality, I did four or five hours of work a day and zero wall-staring; the rest of my time was devoted to finding a place to live. So far, the search had been a fruitless one.

      I’d known that San Bravado was in the process of being gentrified; I could see it in the “going out of business” signs, in the shiny new apartment blocks popping up on every corner. It had always been a problem on my horizon, one that strummed at a low, dull tone nearly inaudible to the human ear. But, now, I was violently confronted with the reality of the housing crisis.

      I couldn’t find a single affordable place to move in the city. And it’s not like I was being picky; I only needed a one-bedroom apartment. It would be at least a year before Levi really needed his own room. Thus, in the meantime, a one bedroom—or even a studio—would suffice. I didn’t need central heating, an in-unit laundry machine, or a dishwasher. But each newspaper, each website, turned up nada. Not a single apartment that was even somewhat within my price range.

      How could this be? I was a full-time employee of a multi-billion-dollar company. I’d gone to college, and I wasn’t a frivolous spender. Why couldn’t I find a damn place to live?

      And, before you ask, of course I thought about moving back in with my parents—I’m not so proud that I would insist on living by myself—but they were facing the housing crisis, too.

      A few years back, they’d found themselves hard-pressed to meet San Bravado’s baseline rent, so had moved into a one-bedroom place a few blocks up the road. It was cute, yeah, but I don’t think it was the retirement paradise they’d had in mind. In their perfect world, they’d have had a house with brick walls and a spiral staircase and lots of local artists’ prints—and plenty of room to house their daughter and granddaughter.

      I couldn’t turn to my friends, either. Megan lived in a quaint but miniscule studio apartment, while my other girlfriends either had roommates or boyfriends and definitely no space for a mother with a baby and all the stuff that came with them.

      My mom, ashamed that they couldn’t provide a room for me and Levi, suggested—more like insisted—that I get in contact with my cousin Jessie, who lived in Oxnard. At the beginning of the week, I’d scoffed at this; me, a grown woman, move across the state to live with my cousin? I don’t think so.

      But that was Monday, and this was Saturday. I’d become a different, desperate woman over the course of the week. I picked up my cell and gave Jessie a call.

      The phone rang once, twice, and I bit my nails as I waited. At last, the call connected.

      “Hey, who is this?” a voice asked.

      “Hi, Jessie, it’s me, Harley.”

      “Harley! Oh my gosh, right! Your mom texted and said you might be giving me a call. I’m so glad you got in touch.”

      Jessie was almost painfully nice. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve relished the chance to catch up with her. She worked as a public school teacher and part-time dance instructor, and always had great stories about her various students. But I wasn’t so much in the mood.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “So, I guess my mom probably told you about…”

      “Your situation?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She did. And I’m so on board. There’s not much space at my apartment, but you’re welcome to stay here for a few weeks while you look for something else in the area, and you know, get your bearings.”

      I hesitated, ruminating on Jessie’s offer. Was I ready to declare defeat, and fully regress to being cared for by my extended family?

      With a sigh, I asked, “Can I have a few days to think about it?”

      “Girl, of course. No rush at all.”

      “In the meantime,” I added, “thank you for the offer; it’s incredibly generous of you.”

      “Oh, please, what are cousins for? Talk to you soon, so much love, bye-bye!” The line went dead—she’d hung up the phone.

      I was too tired to think much more about Jessie’s offer. It was, as I’d said, very, very generous. But did that mean it was incumbent upon me to accept? Was I required to meet generosity with unquestioning delight? I was overanalyzing everything, tiring my brain out trying to answer impossible questions.

      To give myself a mental break, I sat Levi down to breakfast in his high chair, and placed some loose cereal on the little desk attached to the chair. It wasn’t exactly the height of glamour, I grant you, but what about our life was? His little fingers fumbled for the food, eventually slamming down on the table when he grew frustrated. A shriek rose out of his throat.

      “Levi,” I said, more harshly than I intended, and his cries amplified.

      “No, I’m sorry, baby, don’t cry,” I begged. “Please, Levi, don’t cry. Don’t cry, Mama’s sorry.”

      Through the sound screen of Levi’s cries, I heard a knock at the door. My heart leapt into my chest. Could it be? Had Ashton come to say sorry? I could already picture him in the hallway, head hanging low, a bouquet of flowers in his hands. They would be red roses, or maybe tulips. Something attractive and elegant, just like him.

      I ran to the door, then thought, Make him work for it. So, I took a moment to wipe a hand across my face, and pick the cereal out of my hair. Better. Sort of.

      With a flourish, I yanked open the door, hoping I looked cool, calm and collected in the face of Ashton’s remorse.

      Instead, I was greeted by my landlord, an aging man whom the years had not been kind to.

      “Ms. Phillips?” he asked, pencil mustache quivering above his lips.

      “Hi…Mr. Gorsky,” I said haltingly, suddenly worried by his surprise appearance. “Is something wrong?”

      Through chewing gum, he said, “I just came by to tell you that, during the last apartment inspection, we found mold in the bathroom.”

      My eyebrows furrowed as I attempted to understand his meaning.

      “The mold has been there since I moved in,” I pointed out. “And I’ve been emailing you guys for months, asking for you to handle it. Why are you bringing this up now? Are you finally going to do something about it?”

      “I’m telling you now, Ms. Phillips, because the mold is what we call ‘evidence of neglect.’”

      “What does that mean? And when was this ‘inspection’ you mentioned? Why wasn’t I informed?” The questions spat rapid-fire from my tongue.

      He ignored me, and repeated, “The mold is evidence of neglect.”

      “But you hadn’t even told me it was there; how does that qualify as—”

      “It’s neglect,” he interrupted. “And because of that, your tenancy is being terminated early.”

      I leaned against the door frame for support, nervous that I might be on the brink of collapse.

      Hoarsely, I whispered, “How early?”

      “You have twenty-four hours to vacate the premise.”

      “But—”

      “Twenty-four hours, or we call the cops. Do you understand?”

      I felt my head move up and down. Was I nodding along to this? Was I about to take this definitively illegal bullshit lying down?

      The answer, seemingly, was yes.

      I slammed the door in his face without uttering another word. If he was kicking me out of the apartment on false grounds, then I didn’t have to be polite; my misery should afford me at least that respite.

      Well, I’d spent the morning asking the universe for a sign, and here it was. This clearly was a message from some higher power that I needed to leave San Bravado. Looked like Levi and I would be packing up our few belongings and hauling ourselves to Oxnard.

      From there…who knew? HR Advisor was a pretty fluid title, and paved the way for me to do any variety of work for a company. It shouldn’t be too hard to find another job.

      At this point, there wasn’t much else I would miss in San Bravado. My parents would visit me occasionally in Oxnard. Megan and I had become less close since I’d had Levi, and none of my other friends were that involved either, given our drastically different lifestyles.

      The city had chewed me up and spit me out. Clearly, I wasn’t meant for the cosmopolitan life. I’d settle down in the suburbs, and try again. Something quieter, simpler. I just wanted things to be…easy. Was that so much to ask?

      Time was of the essence. I sent two texts: one to my parents, letting them know I’d be dropping off Levi in half an hour, and one to Jessie, telling her that I’d be thrilled to accept her kind offer.

      With that taken care of, I got ready, changing out of my sweatpants and T-shirt for the first time in days. One quick shower later, I was feeling at least somewhat refreshed; I certainly smelled better. Not long thereafter, Levi and I were in the car, making the short drive over to my parents’ house. I dropped him off, and moments later, I was back on the road.

      In no time, I was pulling up to the Swann Innovations building, ready to hand in my notice. I was surprised to find that I felt good taking these concrete actions. At least I wasn’t wallowing anymore.

      That’s right about when I spotted Ashton’s beautiful sports car in the parking lot.

      And that’s when the wallowing returned.

      No, let me be more specific. That’s when the all-consuming anger returned.

      Today was all about closure, right? Right. So, I wanted some damn closure. I deserved to know whether Ashton had really had a business emergency, or whether this entire thing was just an elaborate ghosting scheme.

      I jumped out of my car, flipped my hair, and stormed into the building. I was a warrior, an Amazonian princess on a mission of revenge and recompense. Ashton owed me an explanation. After the nights we’d shared together, he had to answer for his behavior.
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      I strode past the receptionist, flashing my ID card for what would probably be the last time, and slid through the closing elevator doors. The people in the elevator looked confused, and possibly frightened; in their defense, I was radiating rage.

      Each one of them seemed to have a stop on a different floor, and with every pause, I only grew more furious, convinced of the righteousness of my mission. How dare they slow down the swift axe of justice!

      At last, I was alone, and I rode the remainder of the way to the 43rd floor. The penthouse.

      Most offices have some kind of key code on the elevator to prevent random folks from wandering into the executive suites, but Swann Innovations was the only company in the building, and more importantly, nobody in their right mind would meander into Ashton’s office. His terrifying reputation loomed too large.

      I’d never thought I would come face to face with the reality of that reputation, but here I was.

      The doors dinged, and without so much as a steadying breath, I stalked out of the elevator, down the hall, and right up to Ashton’s office door. I rolled up my shirt sleeves, in a rather literal display of my resolve, and pushed open Ashton’s door. Distantly, I could hear his secretary—or one of them, at least—try to stop me, but I was well past the point of caring.

      The doors swung back, revealing a placid Ashton, seated at a vast oak desk. He looked up from his computer, made eye contact with me, and said, “Hey there, Harley.”

      His tone was as mild and noncommittal, as if he were addressing some distant relative at a wedding.

      “Hey there?” I repeated incredulously. “That’s all you have to say?”

      This asshole had the nerve to look confused.

      I pressed on, “You cancel our trip with no warning, saying you have some kind of ‘business emergency’—” I emphasized this with air quotes, “and now all you have to say is hey there? I don’t think so.”

      “I apologize for being out of touch these past few days,” he said with no discernible emotion in his tone. “But I had a death in the family.”

      My flaming fury was doused by the cool water of this announcement.

      “What?” I questioned. “What happened?”

      Ashton remained seated, and swiveled his chair towards the window. In profile, he was the image of a haunted man—features drawn, skin pale.

      In a low voice, he began, “That morning in the Bahamas. The phone call…I was informed that my father was on his deathbed.”

      Despite myself, I gasped.

      “Apparently, he wanted to see me before he passed,” Ashton continued. “I was more startled by this than anyone else. As you know, my relationship with my father is rocky, at best. We hadn’t spoken in years, though I’m not sure how many exactly. It was just too painful a count to maintain.

      “In any case, I knew I had to do the responsible thing—I had to fly back and see him. Regardless of how poorly he had treated me, he was still my father, and the one close relation I had left. I was told that the clock was ticking, and if I didn’t hurry, I’d miss my final opportunity to speak with him.”

      I breathed, “So that’s why we had to leave so fast?”

      “Yes,” he affirmed.

      His face morphed into a mask of grief, then, just as quickly, reverted to that of an implacable statue.

      He went on, saying, “I had to fly back to San Bravado first, to make sure everything was in order at the office. After that, I was on the plane once more, racing to my family home in Texas. The flight…it might have taken ten minutes or ten hours, I couldn’t tell you. I kept willing the plane to go faster, to defy gravity and wind and weather and get me home.”

      Ashton paused, took a deep breath, and lowered his head as if in prayer.

      “But I didn’t make it,” he said in a hushed tone. “I landed on the tarmac, raced off the plane, and drove the SUV myself. I drove like a maniac, and arrived at the ranch fifteen minutes after landing; the drive usually takes 35. The place looked exactly the same. That was the eerie part, you know? Usually, things change, they grow old, they shift. But not the ranch.”

      His frown deepened as he prepared to continue. “You can believe this next part or not, but it’s true: I knew, the second I arrived at the house, that he’d died. That I’d just missed him. Maybe it’s because the ranch was so much his that, without his presence, the entire property didn’t make sense. It was the same place, but it was no longer alive.

      “I sprinted inside, and was immediately greeted by Colin, my father’s long-time assistant. And he said…he said—”

      Ashton broke off, I could feel my body trembling, urging me to comfort him, but I knew I needed to hear out his story. That was the only peace I could give him right now.

      He continued, “Colin informed me that my father had died an hour before. I’d missed his last breaths by a single goddamn hour. Nobody but Colin was by my father’s side when he died. Can you imagine that? This man spent his life building an empire, and that’s what he had to show for it.

      “Colin handed me a picture frame, and I turned it over to find that it was an old photo of me and my dad, taken on my graduation day. Apparently, it had been on my father’s bedside table for a few weeks before then, and in his final moments, my father requested that it be given to me when he was gone.”

      “I was surprised, to put it mildly, that my father would want that to be his last memory of me. I had been graduating summa cum laude, but all he could focus on was the fact that I hadn’t yet secured myself a job. We had a terrible argument about it; even though it came as no surprise that that’s what he cared about, still—it stung. I wanted to play it off like it didn’t matter, like I didn’t need his approval but…I did. I always have.

      “He made what should have been a wonderful moment into a terrible memory. He had a habit of doing that, frankly. Clouds followed him. But I guess it doesn’t do to speak ill of the dead. My father was a stickler for the truth, though, and the truth was that he was a complicated man. Fiery, brilliant, and hard-working to a fault. He didn’t live well, but he lived hard, something akin to the American dream.”

      Ashton trailed off, lost in his thoughts, in his memories. I stared ahead, helpless. No more words came readily to my lips; I had to wait for him to move the train forward.

      Seeming to realize the onus was on him, Ashton pushed back his hair and straightened his tie, appearing to brush away the pain with it.

      “Anyway,” he said, more lightly than I believe he could have possibly meant, “I apologize for being out of touch this week. I’ve had…a hard go of it. I’ve been berating myself for missing out on the final moments, the possible reconciliation, with my father. These past few days have shown me sides of myself I almost wish I hadn’t found.

      “And his final gift, the picture. What was that about? Was it a last, cruel reminder of the pain I inflicted upon him during his lifetime, the endless disappointment I was? Or was it meant to be an olive branch, a token of goodwill? I don’t know. I’ve been up for days on end, and I still can’t crack the code. No surprise, though; he was never the most forthcoming man.

      “I got my lawyers to go over his will. Not out of any financial motivation, obviously, but because I thought it might contain some kind of explanation, or special note. But no. That was too high of a hope. It was just a plain old-fashioned will: it divided up his remaining, and considerable, assets. Nothing emotional, or fussy.

      “And the will, in a way, was the most accurate recount of his life. Straightforward, material-oriented, and painfully professional. I read it looking to find a man that he wasn’t, and it was a hard but necessary reminder that people don’t change just because you want them to; that to keep expecting a shift is like waiting for oil on a barren plain—taxing, and ultimately worthless.”

      His words were broken off by a strangled sob, which he quickly tamped down, so fast I wondered if I’d heard it.

      Those blazing brown eyes looked up from their fixed position on the floor, and gazed into mine, searching for a reaction.

      “Well?” he asked finally. “What do you have to say?”

      Wait, what? Was he looking for some kind of apology?

      Unsure, I replied, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I saw his mouth snap into a hard line, as if it were a crack in the sidewalk.

      “That’s it?” he questioned. “You don’t want to, I don’t know, say you’re sorry for berating me while I’m grieving the loss of my father? For accusing me of abandoning you? For jumping to the worst conclusions about me, in spite of how well you know me?”

      I was most definitely not going to take that lying down.

      I fired back, “Did you ever think that maybe you’re not the only one having a hard week, Ashton? That, maybe, other people have shit going on, too? No, don’t bother. I know it didn’t cross your mind.

      “Wanna know why I came here today? It’s because I’ve been kicked out of my apartment. And they moved my eviction date up, illegally, so I have less than 24 hours to clear out. There’s no affordable housing left in San Bravado, so I’m moving, to Oxnard. Not because it’s some kind of cultural haven, but because that’s the only place I can afford to live. Not that I even have my own place set yet; I have to live with my cousin, on her couch.

      “On a couch! I’m 25, with a child, and I’m sleeping on a relative’s couch. I guess I’ll be able to find a job there, but who knows? Maybe, maybe not.”

      I punctuated my sentence with an exaggerated huff, which felt childish even as I was doing it. But who cared? He was being equally childish. A grown man wouldn’t try to make everything about him all the time, especially not when said grown man had behaved very poorly, not even a week ago.

      Ashton’s mouth had fallen open, as if shock had a literal weight.

      “You’re…leaving?” he asked, eyes darting back and forth. “Leaving the company?” The rest of the sentence—“leaving me?”—hung unasked.

      “You heard,” I replied sharply, my words like daggers. I could see that they cut him, but I didn’t care; I wanted Ashton Swann to feel a fraction of the pain that he’d inflicted upon me.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? You can’t leave.”

      I gasped, “What?”

      “You can’t leave. Please, I’m…I’m asking you to stay.”

      “You don’t get to ask for anything from me, you entitled asshole.” I was on a roll now. “And how could I have possibly told you, when you spent the entire week ignoring my calls? That’s—”

      He interrupted, shouting, “My father died. What part of that don’t you understand?”

      “And I’m really, genuinely sorry about that. I just don’t understand why, when the going got tough, you bowed out. That’s what couples do, don’t you get it? They lean on one another when they need support.”

      “Who said we were a couple?” Ashton bit back.

      I could feel tears beginning to spring into my eyes, but I held them back, not wanting to be vulnerable in front of a man who had just proved all of his detractors right; I’d been the fool all along.

      “You’re right. We’re not a couple. Because I can’t trust you. I need a man who will be there for me and my son, not one who’s half in, half out. And, you know what else? I need a man who will show his emotions to the world, not just the woman he’s dating. You’re so riddled with this toxic, bullshit masculinity that people think you’re an asshole. It’s not their fault for not digging deeper, getting under the surface—it’s yours, Ashton. Your reputation is the one you deserve.”

      I broke off, panting. The air had been drained from my lungs. The room was painfully silent as I waited for him to beg my forgiveness. That’s what came next, right?

      Apparently not. Ashton’s face was devoid of emotion, his cheekbones seemingly made of marble, his brow set in stone. I realized, then, that I was arguing with a statue, someone who could hide their feelings whenever they chose. How could we ever be equal in this, when I so stubbornly wore my heart on my sleeve? It wasn’t fair.

      He responded coolly, “Perhaps you’re right.”

      “What?” I sputtered. That wasn’t where I’d seen this going.

      He seemed almost pleased by my confusion, and I resented him for that cockiness, a confidence that only comes from having won the game. But this wasn’t a game; it was my life.

      “Maybe I can’t be the man you and your son need,” he continued, hammering one nail after another into the coffin. “I refuse to playact at being someone I’m not. I can’t change myself to suit your demands.”

      “You can’t mean that,” I said in disbelief. “I know this isn’t the real you.”

      “Sure it is, whether or not you like it. This is pure Ashton Swann, no play-acting, no pretense. Not pretty, is it? But you wanted to see me, so here I am.”

      He stood up from his desk, towering over it. I saw a mythical figure; he was no longer a man I’d liked—possibly loved, even—he was a monster carved in a semblance of a person. The dramatic cut of his jaw, the stiffness of his torso. It all seemed unreal, as though painted by a troubled artist.

      “I hope it works out for you,” he finished coolly.

      The world stopped spinning. Or was it spinning faster? Either way, I was dizzy. Where was the kind, caring man I’d seen at our first dinner, or throughout (almost) the entirety of the vacation? Had I imagined him? Had I so desperately wanted to like Ashton that I’d crafted him into something he wasn’t? I realized, then, that everything he’d warned me about was true. Perhaps I was, indeed, the one who’d been in the dark all along. The thought was a punch to the gut.

      I needed to leave, to get out, before I could make things worse, before Ashton could hurt me more than he already had.

      “Goodbye,” I said quietly. Then, louder, “And fuck you.”

      With that, I turned and stormed out the door, my heels echoing on the hardwood floor, tears clouding my eyes as I yanked the door open and slammed it shut behind me. Striding away, I thought I heard the muffled sound of shattering glass, but I didn’t care.

      Let it break, I thought. Let everything break.
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      Harley left in a way that told me she wouldn’t be coming back, and my heart, which had always beat steadily under pressure, raced wildly. I’d learned to repress my feelings in the midst of confrontation, but now, my emotions threatened to overwhelm me.

      Because, of course I’d wanted her to stay. How could I not? Regardless of how she’d just talked to me, Harley was still the best woman—the best person—I’d ever met. She was a magnetic force, and I’d been lucky to exist in her orbit for even a fleeting moment.

      But I had to push her away. She wasn’t ready for all of my issues; she had problems of her own, and she deserved better than to have me piling more onto her.

      I cared about her too much to let her get involved with a man like me, a man who would inevitably let her down again. Her life was fragile, and I wasn’t ready to toy with it, or to introduce myself as the person I wasn’t sure I could ever be. Self-doubt and shame flooded my body, a foreign, horrible feeling.

      I wasn’t good enough. I’d never be good enough. I would never have a wife, or a family. I’d die alone, just like my father. That was the Swann legacy, I now knew. Loneliness.

      In desperate need of a distraction, I looked across the floor and saw the picture frame my father had left to me, now shattered in the haste of Harley’s departure.

      I strode over to the fractured remains and carefully sifted through them to pick up the photo. My hands gently clasped around it and I turned it over, examining it for damage. That’s when I saw a smooth, cream-colored envelope taped to the back. In small, neat print was my name; I recognized the handwriting—it belonged to my father.

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      I ripped open the envelope and slid out a few pieces of paper, all similarly covered in his handwriting.

      He’d written me a letter.

      This was his real final gift to me.

      My heart-pounding, I began to read the note.

      

      Ashton,

      I am an old man, and my time is near. I can feel it as tangibly as the sun on my skin. I don’t have long now. I’m writing because I have one final message for you, one last lesson that I must impart before I have to go.

      Son, my beloved son. I’ve spent these past few months realizing all the mistakes I made, all the ways in which I hurt the ones I loved. Ever since your mother’s death, I’ve pushed people away, put up walls so they couldn’t get in. I closed myself off from friends, from family—from you. I made my work my life, and refused any form of companionship.

      Ashton, I can’t tell you how wrong I was. I thought that removing feeling from the equation would prevent me from ever feeling hurt again, would protect me from the tidal wave of pain that came with your mother’s passing. I thought I was doing the best thing for my sanity, and for your safety, but God…how I regret it.

      I’ve debated trying to reestablish contact with you. I toyed with the idea for so long, but I thought you would never be pressed to forgive me, and I wouldn’t make you. After all, you’d be right—I don’t deserve forgiveness. Not after how I raised you in the image of myself, the image of a man doomed to wander the world alone. I made you something that nobody should ever have to be.

      Pride, and fear of your rejection, held me back. Even knowing how fair it would be of you to turn me away, I didn’t think I could handle it. My heart would simply stop beating, for what else would chain me to this world? Nothing, and no one. So, I kept my distance. It was a foolish error by a prideful man. Sadly, I haven’t changed.

      I am keenly aware that I failed to show you love after your mother’s passing—a time when you so desperately needed what affection I had to give. But I too was raised by a cold father; I didn’t know how to convey that I loved you. I would make a go at opening up, only to decide that it was safer for us both if I just remained at the office. Providing you with every luxury in the world was the only way I knew to show you that I cared. I realized, too late, that money didn’t translate into affection.

      And I never told you how proud I was of you. I chose this photo because it was proudest day of my life—watching you graduate summa cum laude made my heart swell to the point of bursting. But instead of telling you that, and risking too strong a deviation from the norm of our relationship, I resorted to chastising you. It was a poor, mean defense mechanism. At this time in my life, I can only hope that a part of you knew what I was trying to say. The realistic side of me says that couldn’t possibly be true.

      Ashton, I am sorry. My regrets outweigh all of my earthly possessions. I’ve gone through this thing we call “life” all wrong, and you received the blowback of my incalculable errors. I failed at being a father, the one job that truly mattered.

      I’ve concealed this letter because I’m not sure I want you to find it. Even now, as my days draw to a close, I fear you knowing the man I really am. Perhaps it’s better for you to live with the image of me as a cruel, distant figure, rather than a feeble, regretful father.

      Don’t follow in my footsteps, Ashton. Carve your own path. One filled with love, and laughter, family and friends, marriage and children. Fill your world to the absolute brim; that’s what it means to be human.

      I love you more than you can ever know.

      Sincerely,

      Your Father,

      Harold Swann

      

      I sat back on my heels. In less than two minutes, my whole world had changed. The letter…my father’s words…nothing could be the same, now.

      I wouldn’t become the man he’d been. A man who concealed his deathbed confession because he couldn’t bear to tell me he loved me. I couldn’t.

      The only way to move forward was to respect his final message—to love freely.

      “Harley,” I whispered. Bounding to my feet, I stuffed the letter in my breast pocket. There was only one thing to do: I had to get the girl back.

      I ran full tilt out of my office, down one corridor after another. The faces of my colleagues turned through glass dividers as they saw my tie fly over my shoulder, my leather shoes skid across the slippery floor. Maybe they thought me deranged, or possessed. I couldn’t care less.

      As if by fate, the elevator was waiting for me. I hopped in, hammered the ground floor button, and bounced on my toes as the car descended. Too slow, too slow, I thought. I’ll never make it in time.

      Blessedly, no one called the elevator during my ride. Once more, the universe assisted me. I wasn’t a superstitious man, but I couldn’t ignore the signs—this was meant to be.

      The box touched the bottom floor, and the doors had barely opened a full half foot before I leaped through them, my suit buttons scraping against the metal, one popping off in the process. Screw it. I had a million suits. There was only one Harley.

      My head swung left to right, scanning the building for her. She couldn’t have left, not yet, not when there was so much left for me to say. There were dozens, maybe hundreds, of people in the lobby, but no sign of the woman I needed more than anything.

      And then, as if out of nowhere, she materialized. She was about a hundred feet away, and walking out the front door, for what would be the last time if I didn’t move fast.

      I sprinted from the elevators, past the front desk, past the coffee bar, until I was mere yards from her.

      “Harley,” I called.

      She spun around mid-stride, and her eyes landed on me. I knew with certainty that I wanted to see those eyes every morning and every night for the rest of my life. Only now, they contained traces of red, obviously the remnants of tears. I kicked myself internally for making her cry. I was cruel, just like my father.

      No, an inner voice told me, one that sounded oddly like that of my deceased father. This isn’t how your story ends.

      “Harley,” I repeated. “I need a do-over.”

      She remained silent, seemingly unmoved. I had no idea what to make of her reaction, but I wasn’t ready to quit.

      “I was wrong,” I said, my voice trembling. “About you, about me, about all of it. I’ll explain later, but I got a…message that showed me just how much I’d misjudged everything. I was stupid, and blind, and I could make excuses for my behavior, try to justify it with my history and upbringing, but I won’t. I’ll just say that I’m sorry.”

      She lifted her gaze from the ground to meet my eyes, and I could tell that the ice was thawing, if only in millimeters. If I gave up now, I would lose her forever.

      “I love you, Harley,” I declared. “I love you, and I love Levi, and I know I haven’t shown that very well, and that I let my fears get the better of me, but I’m not scared anymore. The manly thing to do, and the right thing to do, is to let love into my life. To let you in. If you’ll have me, that is.”

      I stopped abruptly, realizing I might have been too presumptuous, that it was entirely possible that Harley didn’t even feel the same way. What if I’d said all of this, and what if she thought I was crazy or scary or lying, and what if it all backfired and—

      My racing thoughts were interrupted by the smile that was beginning to break across Harley’s face. It was small, but it was there. The smile cast a sheen of hope over my life, like the sun over the ocean in the Bahamas. She still believed in me.

      “I didn’t quite hear you,” she said mildly.

      “Really?” We were standing only a few feet apart.

      “I didn’t hear you,” she reiterated. Then, meaningfully, she underscored her words. “Perhaps you should say it a little louder.”

      “I don’t understand; how did you not hear me?”

      She explained, “I want you to declare your love for me, loudly, right here, right now, so everyone can hear it. You have to show me that you’re done with this cold, distant persona, that you’re somebody who could bring cookies to a PTA meeting, or chat with other parents on the playground. Tell everyone what you told me. I don’t want you to live under this shadow of your reputation anymore.”

      “If that’s what it takes,” I replied, “so be it.”

      I pivoted away from her, and towards the wide, open area of the lobby. Hundreds of my employees walked to and fro, heads down, tapping away on their phones. This was the most public place in the building. I was surprised to find I didn’t care.

      I cupped my hands over my mouth and shouted, “I love you, Harley Phillips!”

      The entire lobby, previously a hive of activity, came to a standstill. Hundreds of eyes landed upon me, each set more confused and shocked than the last. A few phones were subtly tilted, obviously intending to catch my announcement. I didn’t care—let them see, let them post it on social media. Everybody needed to know who I really was…or at least, who I really wanted to be.

      “I’m done being an asshole,” I declared. “I’m done being cold, unfeeling, and scary. I know that’s how you all see me—how the whole world sees me—but I can’t live like that anymore.”

      I reached out one hand and tentatively grabbed Harley’s. She allowed me to hold it, silently giving me the encouragement I needed. The room remained still, fixated on the events that were unfolding.

      I gestured to Harley and announced, “This woman has shown me that life doesn’t have to just be about money, or work, or perceived success. But, rather, that it can also be about love, and family, and happiness.”

      The only noise in the room was my deep breathing. I turned to face Harley, and found that tears were streaming down her face.

      “Are you okay?” I asked softly. My employees didn’t need to see her exposed; that wasn’t part of the deal.

      “These are happy tears,” she explained with a laugh. Then, in a louder tone, audible to all, she said, “I love you too, Ashton Swann.”

      I pulled her into a deep embrace, and much to my surprise, a chorus of claps and cheers began to rise from the gathering of Swann Innovations employees. I held tight to Harley as it grew louder and louder, until at last, we were awash in a sea of ecstatic din.

      Still holding her close, I leaned into her ear and whispered, “I love you, Harley Phillips.”

      “You’d better, because I love you too.”

      With that, she took hold of my face, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed me.
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      I awoke a full half hour before my alarm went off. Today was the day I’d been looking forward to for weeks: Levi’s first birthday.

      The last three weeks had been the best of my life—even better than our time in the Bahamas—because, now, I knew with certainty that Ashton loved me and was here to stay.

      Immediately after his public declaration—which, incidentally, went viral, overhauling his public image in the process—he’d explained everything that had happened: the picture frame, his father’s letter, his realization that it was his responsibility to learn from the errors of his parent. It hadn’t been hard to forgive him.

      I, in turn, had apologized for all the things I’d said in anger. We’d made amends, and set things right. Was the conversation easy? Not particularly. It’s easier to admit that you’re in love than to admit that you were wrong. But we overcame the hurdle, because that’s what you do in a relationship—you make it work.

      Once the dust had settled, I’d brought up a fairly urgent point.

      “Oh my God,” I’d said, remembering the worries of mere hours before. “I’m supposed to be on my way to Oxnard—I told my cousin I’d see her there tonight.”

      “Oh, please. You’re moving in with me.” He’d paused. “If you want to, that is.”

      “Are you serious? Of course I want to.” I’d pulled him into a kiss, and just like that, we were moving in together. He’d given me a key to the apartment that same night, and baby-proofed the entire place in minutes (it didn’t hurt that he had access to the best baby products on the market).

      It all felt right, like things were falling into place. At last, I was getting my happily ever after. Sure, deciding to live together happened quickly, to the point that my parents were asking questions, but I didn’t care. We’d already overcome in less than a month what most couples face in a decade, if ever: a parental death, raising a child, an eviction notice. We’d been tested, and while we’d faltered, we’d passed.

      And, now, it was my baby’s birthday party; a happy milestone to mark the end of so much turmoil.

      When I tumbled out of bed, I saw that Ashton’s side was already neatly folded. I liked that he made his sheets with methodical attentiveness, the way he chewed his lip when he was reading a newspaper, the way he always stopped to kiss me if we crossed paths in the middle of a room…

      Okay, okay, fine, it was possible I just liked everything about him. Each of his most minute actions gave me an incomprehensible joy; learning how he lived felt so intimate, so real. I don’t mean to blabber on, but, well, it was like I’d been given a new set of eyes to look through, and now, the entire world seemed rose-colored.

      I padded into the kitchen, naked and happy. Ashton was busy preparing for the party; I’d hinted that I’d prefer not hiring any staff for the occasion, so he’d decided to prep the whole thing himself.

      At that moment, he was busy kneeling on the floor and blowing up some balloons, with mixed success.

      “You need help with that?” I called from across the room.

      He glanced in my direction, then did a double take when he saw that I was wearing only my birthday suit. I giggled as he visibly swallowed.

      “Uh, what are you doing?” he asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know; just thought I’d give you a little something to think about during the party, in case you get bored.”

      With that, I strode confidently across the floorboards, letting my fingers trail across the couch and against the wall. Each touch seemed to raise the color in his face. Ugh, it was so fun getting a rise out of him—and so, so easy.

      “Okay, if you don’t put some clothes on real soon,” he continued, his tone tinged with regret, “I’m not going to be able to get anything prepped for the party. It’ll end up consisting of one sheet cake and maybe a couple of paper plates. Do you want that?”

      I sighed dramatically. “I guess not.”

      A few more footsteps, and we were almost touching. I faced my body flush on to his face, and had the satisfaction of watching his chest rise and fall.

      “Come on,” he begged. “I don’t want your parents to think I can’t do something as simple as throw a kid’s birthday party. I’ll never recover from that shame.”

      “Oh, all right,” I replied, wrapping my hand in his hair and standing with my bare pussy just inches from his face. His arms automatically grabbed my ass, bringing me even nearer to him.

      He groaned, and I said, “This is what’s waiting for you at the end of the night.”

      I felt his tongue dart out, desperate to taste me. It took all the will power I possessed to pull away.

      I shook my finger. “Uh-uh, not till later.”

      “Now you’re teasing me,” he moaned.

      I glanced down, and saw the outline of a hard cock through his pants. I traced the outline with my toe, applying just the faintest pressure.

      “Come on, that’s not playing fair!” he complained.

      “You’re right,” I said with a wicked grin. I flounced back to our bedroom, where I reluctantly pulled on my party clothes.

      While Ashton handled the remaining prep, I handled the Levi prep, dressing him in a devastatingly cute little bowtie and a matching black onesie. When he was ready, I trotted out to the kitchen with Levi on my hip, and showed off his adorableness to Ashton, who looked equally overcome with glee.

      “What a handsome son I have,” he said happily. I blushed, and he quickly corrected, “Er, um, handsome…baby…that is yours.”

      But I hadn’t wanted him to correct the words. After all, they’d felt accurate, and what’s more, I’d just been having the same thought. Levi was more Ashton’s than he was ever Kyle’s. Was it too soon to call him father? I didn’t think so.

      There was no time for us to reflect on Ashton’s parental standing—the party was about to be underway.

      He’d decorated the whole house with streamers and balloons, and set up an especially embellished high chair that would serve as Levi’s throne. Seeing as Levi was too young to have real friends yet, the party was going to be almost entirely adults, so we’d ordered takeout from our favorite Chinese place and bought some champagne and a decadent German chocolate cake.

      My parents arrived about fifteen minutes before the party was due to start; they were chronically early to things, and were especially excited to set foot in mine and Levi’s new home for the first time. The doorman buzzed them up, and soon, they were stepping out of the elevator, eyes wide.

      I jogged over and enveloped them both in hugs.

      “Hey, guys,” I said. “Thanks for coming.”

      My dad scoffed and replied, “Honey, we wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

      “Not for the world,” my mother chimed in.

      She took a step forward, and her eyes tracked through the entire apartment, as if cataloguing each and every item. My parents had been born middle-class and had stayed middle-class; if they’d ever seen anything like Ashton’s place before, it was only on TV.

      While my mom was busy taking inventory, my dad leaned in close to me and harrumphed, “So, this Ashton. He’s a fancy fellow, eh?”

      Rolling my eyes at his terminology, I replied, “He’s a CEO of the biggest company in his field. He has the right to be as fancy as he wants.”

      “No, no, I don’t have a problem with it,” my dad hastily added. “It’s just…it’s so different, Harls. Aren’t you…I dunno, a bit overwhelmed?”

      Following my dad’s gesturing palm, I too let my eyes roam across the apartment. It was, in fairness, pretty extravagant. No gold furniture, nothing crazy, but the whole place felt expensive, like you needed to be careful where you set your water glass down or risk breaking an ancient artifact. It also, by extension, seemed like the worst place possible to hold a baby’s birthday party. But it also…felt like home. I’d only lived there a few weeks, but things were clicking into place.

      So, at last, I answered my dad’s question, saying, “Actually, I’m not overwhelmed at all. I really like it here.”

      He gave me a paternal look, but then his eyes shifted, and went wide with wonder.

      “You know what?” he began. “It does suit you.” With a grin, he laughed, “You always were a cut above the rest.”

      I returned his smile, and pulled him in for a hug. I knew he was a little shell-shocked by my sudden leap up the socioeconomic ladder, but he was handling it pretty well.

      My mother, meanwhile, had finished her rigorous examination of the apartment, and returned to my side, with the approving statement, “This will do nicely.”

      My father and I shot her incredulous glances.

      She relented, and added, “Okay, it’s fantastic.”

      “That’s more like it,” I chuckled.

      With that, I strode over to Ashton, who had stayed out of sight in the pantry while I’d greeted my parents. Packed together in the small room (the only one in the apartment that could reasonably be called small), we were able to steal a moment of alone time.

      “Hey,” I said to him as he grabbed a bag of wooden chopsticks from a high shelf. “Are you ready to meet my parents?”

      He faltered, “Uh…” and turned away with a blush that ran to the very tips of his ears. Was he feeling shy? Damn, this man really did have layers.

      I stared into his eyes, forcing them to hold my gaze, and said, “Ashton, you’ve met some of the most influential people in the world. There’s no reason to be scared of my parents. Last I checked, they’re pretty harmless.”

      He straightened his posture with a self-conscious groan, and explained, “I’m not scared of them. I just, you know, really want to get this right.”

      “The birthday party?”

      “No, the first impression on your family,” he returned. “I know they’re a huge part of your life, and…what if they don’t like me?”

      My heart warmed, and a smile spread across my face. Every day since he’d announced his love for me in the lobby of Swann Innovations, Ashton had been growing more and more open with his feelings. Sure, he’d revealed things about himself in the Bahamas, but that had felt like something akin to island fever. These recent emotional breakthroughs seemed more permanent. It’s kind of amazing to watch someone you love change in front of your very eyes.

      “Babe, they’re gonna love you. And you know why?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you, and you love me. That’s good enough for them.”

      He took a deep breath, and nodded. “Okay. You’re right. I’m sorry, I’m just—as you know—not familiar with how healthy families act.”

      “You’re going to do so well,” I reassured him. “I can’t wait for them to fawn over you.” And, with a chuckle, I continued, “Just as a warning, my mother might kiss your cheeks and call you ‘cupcake.’ She’s a little kooky.”

      He grinned, replying, “My mom was a little kooky, too. Kooky I can handle.”

      I took his hand in my own, and led him out of the pantry, into the kitchen. He deposited the chopsticks on the counter while I called out to my parents, who stepped into the open-plan kitchen space a moment later. My mom’s eyes darted around frantically, trying to take in this new wing of the house, while my dad’s intense gaze fixed on Ashton.

      “So, you’re Ashton Swann,” Dad said.

      “Yes, sir,” Ashton replied. I saw that it was taking everything in him to not snap to attention and maybe throw in a little salute.

      “And you want to be with my daughter?”

      I cut in, “Come on, Dad, don’t—”

      Ashton held up a hand, waving off my complaints. “No, Harley, let me answer,” he said to me. Then, to my dad, he affirmed, “Yes, sir, I’d like to be with your daughter.”

      My mother interrupted, “You know you’ve hurt her before, right?”

      A pained expression crossed Ashton’s face, but he managed to hold firm.

      “Yes,” he replied, “I know. And I can’t tell you how deeply I regret it.” He took a breath, and continued, “But I’ve grown since then. I’m a new man, thanks in large part to your daughter and to your grandson. I look forward to the future, and the family, we’re going to build together.”

      My dad studied Ashton—who was the picture of remorse—for a moment, then replied, “Your emotions do you credit, son. I believe you mean what you say.” He took several paces towards Ashton, then held out his hand. Ashton clasped it gratefully, and my father said, “Welcome to the family.”

      I tried to restrain the totality of my excitement, but it nearly seeped out of my pores. It had been a long time since my parents had approved of any of my relationships; the men were too stupid, too reckless, too lazy, or in Kyle’s case, all three.

      Their approval meant a lot to me. I know that seems silly—twenty-five, with a baby, and still wanting your parents to support your choices—but we’re close. They have always been my first and last defense against all the ugliness of the world.

      I could see my dad gearing up to give his whole “you treat my daughter right or else” speech, so I cut in. “The party starts in like five minutes. Is everything ready?”

      My mom was prepared to leap into action, but Ashton reassured her, “Everything’s ready, Mrs. Phillips. Food, entertainment, all of it.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. After decades of being married to a man who was terrible at party-planning—my dad thought beers and chips constituted a shindig— she didn’t trust that any man could plan a normal event.

      Ashton nodded. “I’m sure.” With that, he offered his forearm to her, and asked, “Would you like me to show you everything we’ve got lined up for today?”

      With a satisfied smile, she folded one petite hand around his arm, and said, “That would be lovely, young man.”

      “I’m twenty-nine, Mrs. Phillips—hardly a young man. You, on the other hand, could pass for Harley’s sister.”

      Oh, man, he was really going the whole nine yards with his flattery. I wanted to scoff at his abundance of chivalry, but it was totally working on my mother—her giggles reverberated off the hardwood floors and high ceilings—and I wasn’t about to complain.

      While they took a tour around the apartment, my dad put an arm around my shoulder.

      “You did good, kid,” he told me. “I think that one’s a keeper.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      “Yeah, Dad. I did really good.”

      We didn’t have time to sing Ashton’s praises any further—the party was starting.

      As the doorbell began to ring, I grabbed Levi from his crib, hitched him onto my hip, and strode towards the elevator to greet our small group of guests. People entered, one after another, dazzled by Ashton’s swanky home. I greeted friends, family, and a few coworkers that Ashton and I had invited.

      Everyone was anxious to coo over Levi’s cute little get-up, and whisper congratulations to me on “taming the beast.” I never tired of the praise; after all, they were right—I’d landed a wonderful man.

      Folks were relatively prompt, everybody filtering in before noon. I chatted with friends I hadn’t seen in far too long, and found that none of them blamed me for disappearing while I’d needed to focus on Levi, and myself.

      See, in my head, they were all annoyed that I didn’t have time for girls’ nights out, or any of the other hijinks we used to get up to. But, in reality, they all loved squeezing Levi’s cheeks, and playing with his little toes, and each in turn said they’d clear their schedules for brunch whenever I got a free weekend. My heart glowed with the continual reassurances that they were not, in fact, mad with me, but were instead thrilled to see me happy at last.

      After catching up with my friends, I moved on to a group of my relatives, including my cousin Jessie, who had driven down from Oxnard.

      I pulled her into a big bear hug, and thanked her for making the trip.

      “Pfft, don’t be crazy,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I wanted a chance to see you, now that you’re officially not moving onto my couch.”

      “Thank you again for the offer, though,” I replied.

      “You’re welcome. Any time, girl.” She laughed, and added, “Between us, I think this apartment might be a small step up from my living room.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, I got pretty lucky; that’s for sure.”

      The afternoon flew by, conversation, snacks and mimosas flowing smoothly. At some point I can’t quite pinpoint, Ashton lifted Levi from my arms and into his own, then proceeded to carry the baby around the party like a proud papa. Seeing Levi nestled in Ashton’s grip always got the better of my hormones, and today was no different. There would be time to show Ashton that later, though.

      Eventually, it came time to sing “Happy Birthday,” and the partygoers did so with gusto. Sure, we were pretty off-key, but Levi was too young to know that. Birthday cake was passed around, and a few gifts were unwrapped. More than one joke was made about gifts being superfluous with Mr. Swann Innovations himself in the picture, and I had to agree. But I was thrilled to find that folks had brought a litany of homemade items which were way more meaningful than anything store-bought could have been. Levi received a knitted hat and blanket, customized stuffed animals, and even an origami mobile decorated with multi-colored paper cranes.

      The party was, by all accounts, a great success. We’d planned for it to run two hours, maybe three, but then somebody started a game of charades, and before I knew it, six o’clock had rolled around, and we had to reluctantly usher people out the door; it was nearly the birthday boy’s bedtime, and while he’d been well-behaved all day (he’d even napped during the party), I knew we’d be pushing it if people stayed any longer.

      I thanked all the guests for coming, and each in turn hugged and kissed me and Levi on the way out the door. To my surprise, more than a few exchanged numbers with Ashton, promising to text him about one thing or another. I realized that he had worked the room, and made a dozen new friends in the process; if there was one thing he’d learnt in business, it was the art of the schmooze.

      My parents were the last to leave, and they did so reluctantly. But after a few more embraces, and reassurances that they’d see their grandson very soon, they stepped into the elevator and were whisked away.

      Exhausted, I looked around Ashton’s once-immaculate apartment. Paper plates littered the countertops, some soy sauce had been spilled, and dirt had been tracked in from shoes.

      “I’m sorry about the mess!” I called out, unsure of where he was.

      In answer, he emerged from a broom closet, bearing cleaning supplies. “Don’t apologize,” he said warmly. “I had a great time—totally worth the aftermath. Did you?”

      I walked towards him, and nestled my head against one of his powerful shoulders.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “It was so fun. You were amazing.”

      The nerves in his voice were audible when he questioned, “You think so?”

      From my perch on his neck, I twisted upwards to look at him and confirm, “I know so.”

      He kissed me lightly on the nose, then proceeded with his tidying up. While he handled that, I grabbed Levi and gave him a much-needed bath. In short time, the apartment was restored to its former glory, and Levi was snuggly in his PJs.

      With Levi in my arms, I walked into the kitchen and asked Ashton, “Wanna help me put him into bed?”

      “Of course,” he replied, as though it were second nature. How quickly we’d fallen into this lovely routine.

      Together, we strolled to the guest bedroom, which now served as Levi’s bedroom. It was kitted-out to the nines with a state-of-the-art baby monitor, crib, dressing table…the works. It was everything I’d always wanted my son to have.

      I passed Levi to Ashton, saying, “You do the honors.”

      He smiled at the trust I was showing, and slowly lowered the baby into his crib.

      “Should we sing him a lullaby?” Ashton asked.

      “Sure. Do you have one in mind?”

      He hesitated, thinking, and finally replied, “Yeah. It’s kind of strange…it’s an old Texan song my mom used to sing to me when I was young.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I assured him. “Take it away.”

      Ashton shuffled his feet, cleared his throat, and then began to sing.

      In a startlingly beautiful voice, he sang about the rolling plains of Texas, groves of Sycamore trees, winding rivers with plentiful fish, and cherry groves that grew in the shade. It was haunting, and powerful. By the final verse, I found myself moved almost to tears. He closed the chorus, singing, “my heart to Texas true.”

      The air was heavy, as if we’d somehow been transported to the dense heat of his childhood home.

      I broke the silence, whispering, “That was incredible, Ashton. Your voice…and that song…thank you.”

      His eyes glistened, foggy with memories. “Thank you,” he replied. “I haven’t sung it in a long time—not since my mother passed.”

      “I hope you’ll do it again sometime soon,” I said.

      He turned to me with a beatific smile, and just as he was about to lean in to give me a kiss, Levi gurgled in the crib.

      Turning my head to look down at my baby, I found that Levi’s mouth was making shapes, more purposefully than his usual babbling.

      Ashton and I held our breaths, both able to sense that something was happening.

      At last, Levi said, “Dada.”

      Oh my God. Did he just say his first word? And was his first word—

      “Dada,” Levi repeated.

      “Oh my—” Ashton breathed. “Was that his first—”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “It was.”

      Levi rested his head back in the crib, obviously done with his exertions for the night, and I pivoted to face Ashton, who was flushed.

      “I’m not sure what to say,” he stammered. “I didn’t mean—I’m sorry that his first word wasn’t, you know, ‘Mama.’ I feel bad.”

      “Ashton, it’s okay. It means my son likes you. That means more to me than anything in the world.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive,” I replied, then added, “Provided you mean to stick around, that is. As long as you don’t abandon us out of the blue, the way Levi’s biological father did…well, as long as that doesn’t happen, then I’m thrilled that my son’s first word was ‘Dada.’ There was a time, not all that long ago, when I thought he’d never have a real father figure. You’ve just proved me wrong.”

      “I do mean to stick around,” Ashton said. “I couldn’t be more overwhelmed—no, honored. And, to show you that I mean it…”

      Without warning, Ashton slid down to one knee. My hands flew to my mouth, as the world seemed to stop spinning.
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      Time had stopped completely, and Ashton was saying, “Harley, before I met you, I wasn’t sure that I’d ever have love, or a family that loved me. You’ve changed my life, and more importantly, you’ve changed me.”

      He blushed a little as he continued. “I’m sorry I don’t have a ring—I was planning wait at least a little longer before I asked you—but I couldn’t exist for one more minute without knowing that we could spend the rest of our days together.”

      He took a deep breath, paused, and then continued, “So, Harley Phillips… Will you marry me?”

      “Screw the ring!” I crowed, and we both broke into laughter.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Um, it’s a big, big yes. I don’t care about jewelry, I just want you. Can I have that?”

      “Can you have me?” he replied. “Harley, you have me—mind, body and soul. You’ve had me since the moment I met you.”

      I couldn’t stand it any longer—Ashton was on his knees, and right where I’d wanted him all damn day. Screw it. I was going to give into my lesser angels.

      “You may not be able to give me a ring just yet,” I began coyly, “but I know something else you can give me.”

      With that, I lifted up my skirt, revealing to Ashton that I wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      His eyes went wide with appreciation, and in the blink of an eye, before I was able to get my bearings, he’d lunged from kneeling to position himself between my thighs. He rose swiftly, wrapping his hands around my ass to stabilize me, and suddenly, I was in the air.

      I squealed with delight, my head almost brushing the ceiling. “Take me to the bedroom, like right now!”

      His words were muffled by my thighs, but he managed to enunciate, “Okay, but you’re gonna have to direct me there.”

      Laughing, I began to call out directions as though we were doing some kind of elaborate trust fall: two steps forward, three steps to the left, one to the right, walk backwards. Occasionally, on our journey down the hallway, my GPS skills were interrupted by my own moans; Ashton had begun to tauntingly flick his tongue against my clit, and I grasped onto his head as waves of pleasure rocked through me.

      At last, we managed to stumble into the bedroom, where Ashton promptly threw me down on the bed. I grinned at the animalistic glint in his eye; he was just as hungry, if not hungrier, than I was.

      “Do you realize I’ve been thinking about your pussy all day?” he asked gruffly. “And now I’m gonna have my way with you. Take off your clothes.”

      I did as I was told, whipping off my dress and bra. The white sheets were soft against my tanned skin.

      “I want to watch you pleasure yourself,” he ordered as he too began to undress.

      I was more than happy to oblige. I let my fingers trail down my stomach, past my soft, downy hair and to my clit, which I began to stroke with soft, teasing touches. Ashton had completely stripped, and the mere sight of his naked body near pushed me to the brink. The curvature of his toned arms, the deep indentations above his hips, the girth of his hard cock. Every part of him inspired my fingers to move my fingers faster and faster.

      He stayed at a tantalizing distance, watching me but not making any moves.

      “Ashton,” I pleaded, “come here.”

      “What was that?” he mocked.

      God, was I gonna have to beg for it?

      “Please.”

      He sighed, and ran a thumb across his jawline. “Be specific. Paint me a picture of exactly what you want.”

      “I want you.”

      “More specific.”

      Horny and frustrated, I elaborated, “I want you and your gorgeous cock to fuck me ten ways to Sunday. How does that sound?”

      A Cheshire-Cat grin transformed his face, and with that, he threw himself on the bed like a jaguar attacking its prey. He removed my hand from my now engorged clit and flipped me over onto my stomach.

      As he slowly closed the distance between us, I felt his hard dick teasing the soft skin of my inner thighs. I wanted him inside me, but I also wanted the delicious sensation to never end. Decisions, decisions.

      His breath was heavy in my ear, and I sensed that our breathing patterns had aligned. We were in perfect, ineffable unison.

      “Now,” I whispered.

      With an unruly groan, he plunged his cock deep inside of me. I gasped for air, as if emerging to the surface for the first time in minutes. Indeed, being with Ashton felt like swimming through uncharted territories, and only his body could keep the waters from getting too murky.

      He stroked in and out, in and out, his tip hitting my G-spot over and over, the curvature of his cock harmonizing with the shape of my intimate places.

      I registered a sound somewhere in the distance, and only later did I realize that they were moans growling out of my chest.

      His thrusts grew faster, and I knew that we were both on the brink.

      “Yes, Ashton,” I cried, ready to be pushed over the edge.

      Ashton obliged, and even though I couldn’t see his face, I knew that his mouth was spread wide in a roguish grin.

      “Okay,” he replied, and with no prelude, he brought his finger around to stroke my clit, intuitively aware that his touch would take me over the brink.

      “Oh, yes!” I screamed, as he increased the pace of his thrusts in sync with his stroking, bringing us both crashing over the edge into orgasmic ecstasy.

      I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like that before we rolled off one another, lying side by side on our backs, chests heaving. At last, Ashton turned towards me, eyes half-closed from exertion. A blissed-out smile pulled at the corners of his cheeks.

      “What are you so giddy about?” I laughed.

      The smile grew wider, and Ashton said, “Marrying you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Six Months Later

      

    
    
      No one ever tells you before you get engaged, but planning a wedding is a full-time job. You need a venue, caterers, floral arrangements, a DJ, rings, and a really, really nice dress. I don’t understand how any married couple in the history of the world has ever managed to pull it off, let alone all of them.

      But, ignore me—I’m just whining about getting to plan the most perfect day of my life with the most perfect man I’ve ever met. The work was hectic, sure, but at the end of it, I’d get to be married to Ashton Swann. If I had to organize a wedding on the moon, I’d do it. Anything to be with him.

      Our efforts were already paying off in spades; we’d booked a vineyard just a few miles outside San Bravado, chartered a small fleet of private jets to fly our guests down, and I’d purchased maybe the most beautiful dress I’d ever laid eyes on. I don’t want to give too much away, but I can tell you that it’s white. Shocker, I know.

      You know what else makes planning a wedding hard? Having a fiancé who’s busier than ever at work. But I guess that was kind of, technically, my fault.

      Remember how I was evicted from my apartment because some developer had bought up the land? Remember how I was given twenty-four hours to move myself and my baby son out, and I almost had to quit my job and start over in Oxnard? Remember how gentrification nearly ruined my happily ever after?

      Well, Ashton was having none of that. In the months since we’d moved in together, he’d begun to quiz me on what life was like renting in San Bravado; he took copious notes on rising rent costs, developer and landlord rights, and my impressions of how the neighborhood had changed since I was a kid. He studied up on the areas where I was fuzzy on details, until at last, he’d complied an almost biblical amount of information on the town’s housing crisis.

      Once Ashton was satisfied that he comprehended the housing crisis as well as—if not better than—the urban planners and local government, he launched an initiative backed by Swann Innovations, entitled Home Stay.

      I won’t bore you with the intricate details, of which there are many, but in essence, Home Stay bought up small city blocks, designated them as low-rent and rent-controlled, and leased them out to residents who fell below a certain income bracket and were intent on staying San Bravado for a significant amount of time.

      Home Stay was heralded as a phenomenal success, and though it had only been up and running for about four months now, it was already billed as a game-changer in the housing market. Many other companies in town were already following some version of Ashton’s example, meaning that the city of my childhood would be saved.

      So, sure, his workload had quadrupled. But could I really fault him for it? He was a real-life, honest-to-God superhero. No longer was he following in his father’s troubled footsteps, pushing his feelings down while making heaps of money. No, he was working to improve other people’s quality of life, people like me (well, at least, past me).

      I was so proud of him.

      Fast-forward to a Monday morning just like any other Monday morning. By the time I had awoken, Ashton was already off at work, as usual. He always left me a small note in perfect handwriting on the kitchen counter to apologize for leaving early, and to say that he loved me to the moon and back.

      After about ten of these notes, I’d joked one night that he could lay off; he didn’t have to feel obliged to write an elaborate card every time, but he’d shaken his head and insisted that penning them made him happy. Apparently, my wonderful fiancé liked to imagine me waking up to a tangible reminder of his eternal love.

      “It’s selfish, really,” he’d said. His words, not mine.

      In any case, I was about halfway through that morning’s note when I realized that something was wrong with my stomach—it was cramping, hard, and I felt nauseous. The feeling had arisen out of nowhere, and actually, when I thought about it, the feeling was…familiar.

      Oh. Oh!

      I grabbed the tablet on the counter and quickly ordered a few items using the delivery service app. Biting my fingernails, I bounced up and down on my toes as I watched the app indicate, every couple of minutes, my driver’s progress.

      At last, a call from the doorman came, asking if he should let up this stranger with a package.

      “Yes, yes,” I replied hastily. “Let him up.”

      Minutes later, a teenage boy was standing in my elevator, plastic bag in hand. I didn’t give him a spare second to marvel at the apartment, but rather briskly thanked him with a twenty-dollar bill for his time. Once he was headed back down, I dug my hand into the plastic bag and pulled out a pregnancy test.

      Hands trembling, I walked towards the bathroom, where I took a deep breath, peed, and waited. Exactly three minutes later, I scrutinized the test, and watched as a small, pink plus sign emerged on the bar.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed. “I’m…pregnant.”

      I was about to pick up my phone and dial Ashton when it occurred to me that perhaps I should hold onto the news just a little longer. How many times would I get to tell him that we were going to have a baby? I needed to make this announcement count.

      Hearing Levi had just woken up, I strode to his room, picked him up, and prepped him for the day. We were due to do a shoot at the Swann Innovations studios, a commercial for a new line of organic, cotton clothes for babies and toddlers. Levi had become something of a baby celebrity; his image appeared on Swann products across the nation. At first, I’d been hesitant to put him in the spotlight again, but it was obvious to even the casual observer that he loved filming the commercials; Levi positively lit up when the cameras landed on him, and if it made my son happy, then it was good enough for me.

      We were on our way to the studio in no time. My toe tapped nervously on the gas pedal, anxiety and excitement jittering my every nerve. In my head, I ran over potential ways to reveal the big news to Ashton. Balloons? Roses? No, no, it had to be a little more original than that.

      I was one street over from the Swann Innovations building when it hit me. I knew exactly what I was going to do. Triumphant, I picked Levi up from the back seat, and placed him on the curb. He’d begun walking in recent months, and was already pretty light on his toes; he had all the makings of a gifted dancer or football player.

      Together, we entered the building, and made our way up to the studio. Levi ran ahead, as if sensing the excitement that was to come. When we arrived on set, Ashton was deep in talks with the director about some angle or lighting choice.

      “Dada!” Levi squealed, and Ashton immediately looked up from his conversation.

      “Come here, Levi!” he hollered across the cavernous space, his face beaming with pride and love.

      He knelt, arms flung open wide, and Levi toddled over at top speed. Ashton wrapped him in a warm embrace, kissing the top of his head and praising him. Ashton had made a habit of doing so any chance he got, and I couldn’t be prouder of him.

      “You ready to film today?” Ashton asked.

      Levi nodded eagerly and exclaimed, “Yeah! Yeah!”

      “Okay, good. Run back over to Mommy while I get everything ready for you.”

      Levi obliged, and returned to me, his rosy red cheeks pushed up by an enormous grin.

      “Mama, Mama!” he crowed. “It’s camera Dada!”

      I laughed and patted his head. He called shooting days “camera Dada” days, because Ashton was in all the commercials with him. I too relished these days, when I got to watch the two most important men in my life laugh for hours on end. As an added bonus, Levi was always exhausted at the end of a shoot, which meant he slept without disturbance the whole night, giving me and Ashton plenty of time to do anything but sleep.

      While Ashton chatted with the director, it was my chance to set up the big reveal. I pulled Levi close, and whispered an instruction in his ear.

      “Do you understand?” I asked.

      He nodded the way that kids do—using their full head in big, dramatic arcs.

      Just then, Ashton called over to me, “Hey, we’re ready to start filming,” and to Levi, “You all set, buddy?”

      Levi did another big nod, and ran back to Ashton. Man, all that kid did these days was run.

      I followed behind him, moving closer to the set while Ashton lifted Levi into his arms, and turned to face camera and find his light. The director called “action,” and the cameras began to roll.

      Ashton delivered a few lines about the new line of kids’ clothing, before at last turning to Levi, and asking, “What do you think about the clothes, kiddo?”

      Per the script, Levi was supposed to respond, “Love them, Dada!” Instead, he crowed, “Baby brother sister!”

      “What?” Ashton asked, confused.

      “Baby brother! Or baby sister!” Levi repeated, triumphant in his delivery.

      The cameras kept rolling, and Ashton’s head swiveled to face me.

      “Harley?” he asked, his voice trembling.

      I smiled and nodded, tears of joy beginning to roll down my cheeks. I walked towards Ashton, disregarding the cameras, not waiting for the director to yell “cut.” Before I knew it, I was in the shot, under the glaring white lights, a mere foot or so from Ashton, who continued to hold a giggling Levi.

      “Is that true?” Ashton whispered. “Is he going to have a new sibling? Are we…are we having a baby?”

      “Yeah,” I managed to say through the haze of tears. “We are.”

      Ashton whooped with delight, and cried, “We’re having a baby!”

      The crew erupted into cheers as Ashton pulled me into an embrace. The three of us—Ashton, Levi and I—pressed together, the picture of a perfect family, as the cameras recorded the moment, preserving our joy for eternity.

      “I love you, Harley,” Ashton whispered.

      I tearfully replied, “I love you, too.”

      

      
        The End
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        We hope you enjoyed Harley and Ashton’s story. Sign up to Layla’s mailing list and be the first to know about all her new releases!

        

        CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP
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