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        “The most important thing is to enjoy your life—to be happy—it's all that matters.” 

        ― Audrey Hepburn
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      Hello Gorgeous,

      

      Mailroom Delight  is a short super-hot, super steamy read  that I hope you’ll enjoy.

      Beware you may need ice.

      Enjoy xx
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      Dear Jason,

      Thank you for your emails. It sounds like you need to get laid, or possibly have a sex marathon.

      Today’s modern woman doesn’t need to be put in a category to serve men, and I’m sorry if you think my advice lacks heart-warmth, or whatever it was you said. It is what it is.

      Now maybe you should take a lesson or two from me. It could spice up your love life in the most unimaginable ways. Imagine being with a woman who will rock your world. It’s the difference between a $2 hook up and a mind-blowing experience.

      I will gladly show you what I mean, so call me if you need clarification on any of the matters discussed. I look forward to meeting you.

      ~Paige

      

      That was the letter I sent my boss when he suggested my advice column needed more heart.

      That, was the letter he wasn’t supposed to get…

      Jesus Christ, I was drunk. Wasted, off my face drunk.

      I didn’t know how in the hell I managed to get myself in these sorts of crazy situations.

      And… I didn’t know that letter would open up my own personal Pandora’s box, where my heart was in for the ride of its’ life…
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        * * *

      

      I giggled as I looked over the wad of paper in my hands. It had come from a bunch of emails the new boss had sent me.

      His suggestions were so ridiculous I had to print them off to show Bernice, and maybe I secretly wanted to keep them to show others.

      Apparently, my advice column needed to have more “heart”.

      Right, that was really funny since I was the Queen of Hearts.

      The Queen of Romance.

      I was Ask Paige. Portrait Magazine’s relationship advice columnist.

      I’d won several Reader’s Choice Awards and several other awards I couldn’t think of because the wine was starting to make my head spin.

      But yet, this man…

      I glanced at the top of the email again to get his name.

      Jason Dempsey. My new boss— the new owner of Portrait.

      He wanted me to have more heart. That was at the top of the list of suggestions he had for my advice column.  The same advice column that had made this magazine millions.

      There were ten pages of emails with his lists of suggested things I needed to change.

      I hadn’t met him yet. I’d been avoiding his requests for meetings to discuss my column, so instead of waiting for me, he’d emailed.

      “My soul is on fire,” Bernice held up the bottle of wine. “Feels like I have bugs in my eyes, and they’re buzzing around not making sense.”

      I laughed as she tipped her head back and downed the rest.

      “You’re wasted.” I laughed even more when she brought her hand to her head and shook it, sending her dark locks all over the place.

      She looked a mess, but I knew I did too.

      We could be so bad sometimes. I knew we could have scheduled tonight’s drinking some place more appropriate. A bar, at either of our homes – mine might have been better because I had room for her to stay over – or heck we could have even gone to my office.

      Instead we’d come down here, to the mailroom. Bernice worked down here. She managed the team of workers who took care of the mail, but most of all she was the last person to sign off on all the proofs for the magazine on Wednesdays. She’d do that just before the final versions of Portrait went out to the printers to be prepped and ready every Friday for release.

      “I can’t believe this damn man.” I frowned as I scanned over the emails once more, flicking through each one. “More heart? Me? More heart?” That was the accusation that got to me the most.

      “I think I might agree, just an itty bitty, bit.” She made a show of making a small circle with her thumb and index finger.

      “You agree with him?” I wrinkled my nose at her. How dare she? She was supposed to be on my side. “You don’t think I have heart?”

      I looked at her, eager to hear what she had to say. There was no way Bernice could agree I had no heart.

      “I do. It’s just how you express yourself. It’s like a donkey telling a chicken to mate with a pig.”

      I burst out laughing.

      What in the hell was that supposed to mean?

      “Please, clarify.”

      “I’m drunk. I.” She hiccupped. “I cccan’t.”

      We both stopped laughing and stared at each other in awe before we started giggling again, then burst into fits of laughter. I drank the rest of the wine in my glass. I was drunk, too. There was no point denying it, and no point letting a perfectly good glass of Pinot Noir go to waste.

      We didn’t usually do this on a work night. It was only Wednesday.

      I had brought the wine to cheer Bernice up today because she needed it. Yesterday, she found out her ex-boyfriend, Cody, was getting married.

      She loved him, and thought they’d be the one’s walking down the aisle this summer. But no, instead they’d broken up six months ago.

      She was just starting to get over him when the news came. I watched it put her right back at the place she was months ago when she was trying her best to get over him.

      I knew the loss of love all too well, but my story was slightly different, and one I didn’t want to think about right now. Especially when I was being accused of being heartless.

      “But, at least you’re drunk, and not crying like yesterday.” I meant to say that a little better.

      “Thank you, Miss ‘I have heart’. That was a little heartless.” She pouted at me. pushing out her full red lips.

      “I’m sorry. It’s the drink. I meant you’ll live. Forget Cody. You can and will do better. I know it.” I nodded. It was true.

      Bernice was beautiful with her golden skin and long, curly black hair. All the women in her family were; they had that exotic beauty most Latina women had. Her family came from Brazil, she had all kinds of beauty encasing her.

      I wasn’t jealous. I knew I could hold my own, but there was something to be said about people who looked unique and had the kind of presence that made you want to stare.

      That was Bernice. I was certain she would be fine.

      “Thank you. I needed that, and that was heart. Maybe that’s what our Jason means.”

      “Oh shit, you are agreeing with him.” I snapped grimacing.

      “Just a little. A small bitty bit,” she pointed out doing that circle thing with her fingers again. “I’m just saying that maybe you could take a little bit of his advice. He is our boss after all.”

      “So what? That’s never been a problem. I do what feels like me. He’s trying to change that part of me.”

      She sighed and gave me a pensive look.

      I’d never had to worry about that in the five years I’d worked at Portrait. I started my internship here straight out of Harvard and was so good they’d kept me. That was what?

      Six years now. I came here at the young age of twenty-four. I was full of life and zeal, ready to go change the world.

      I was going to be thirty at the end of the year and had to say I’d never expected to accomplish all the things I had.

      Even Bernice had to acknowledge that. We met here. She was an intern, too, but diverged to the management side of things, after deciding she preferred it to trying to secure an editorial position.

      She’d seen me throw myself into hard work and knew I wouldn’t have to worry about impressing anyone.

      Least of all this guy.

      He seemed to me to be one of those people who tried to spoil a good thing, just so they could make their own mark.

      He only had this company because our beloved Elizabeth had retired. She’d made her millions on the magazine and decided she wanted to spend the rest of her life travelling the world with her husband, and spending time with her family.

      I heard she sold it cheap too, which was a shame since it attracted someone like this guy, who wanted to change it all up.

      I’d heard a few complaints here and there, but it seemed like he wanted to make the biggest changes to me.

      It was absurd, and I just couldn’t believe the ridiculousness, and preposterousneity. God was that even a word?

      Preposterous.

      That’s what I meant.

      Yup, I was too drunk. Which meant I needed to grab a taxi home.

      Shit.

      I really didn’t want to leave my car here. I loved coming in and going home in my car, taxis just threw me off balance.

      “You know what? Screw it. You’re right. And I want more wine.” She moved to the table where I’d placed the second bottle and brought it over with a packet of Cheetos.

      I giggled at her trying to walk in a straight line and failing miserably.

      “Did you respond to the last email?” She sat back down and popped the cork off the bottle.

      “No. I haven’t. He keeps asking to meet with me.”

      “You haven’t met him yet?” She looked at me, her eyes wide.

      “Nope, and I don’t want to.”

      “You’re going to have a hard time avoiding him.” She laughed as she poured herself a glass.

      I inhaled the sweet smell that wafted from it and I knew I shouldn’t have anymore. But fuck it, I needed more. Another glass, or two. I hated when people criticized me. Especially when I was doing a good job.

      I knew heart-warmth, and emotion were great, but they could also be a curse. I knew that all too well, and it was now my daily curse that probably –if I’m honest, and I am – resonates in my advice.

      Today’s modern woman couldn’t afford to wear her heart on her sleeve. She would get taken advantage of. Simple. There was no way around it.

      Unfortunately, a good eighty percent of guys were dogs. Okay, maybe I’d lower that to seventy-five and a half. And, I knew I may sound like I was an expert and on the receiving end of a lot of break ups, but the truth was I wasn’t.

      I’d been burnt by love, but in a way that made me see truth. It opened my eyes to what I had and how precious it was. That it was hard to find, and I was lucky to have had it.

      Luck.

      That was what I thought it had come down to. Or, maybe God just leant me one of his angels.

      Paul.

      I closed my eyes to relieve the stinging sensation that gripped them at the memory of him. When I opened my eyes again I reached for the bottle Bernice had placed near me and poured wine into my glass until it reached the brim.

      This whole thing. The emails, the criticism, and poor Bernice, was making me think of Paul.

      I couldn’t think about him now. Not now. Later perhaps, like I usually did, but not now.

      He tended to surface in my waking thoughts when I was depressed or annoyed. On this occasion I was going to trade depressed for angry.

      “What are you going to do?” Bernice slurred. “Chica, you can’t hide forever?”

      “Forget me, this meet up was for you.” I pointed to her. “The emails were for a laugh.”

      She flicked her wrist at me. “I have to get over Cody. It’s simple. Good thing my best friend is Ask Paige. I can ask for your advice any old time.”

      “My advice is to find the next guy who will rock your world. Forget Cody, there are absolutely more fish in the sea.”

      “Hey, I think I deserve a little more of Ask Paige right now. Give me the kind of juice you’d give if I wrote in. Let’s pretend.” Her eyes flickered with mischief. She knew the kind of advice I gave, and yes, I knew exactly what to say. Even in my drunken state.

      “Don’t even bother to waste time on that loser, Cody. Grab your next guy tonight. And not just any old guy.” I beamed at her and grabbed the ends of my ponytail. The dark ends curled around my thumb as I twisted it. “Get the hottest guy. Go to the wine bar on Main. The one all the finest men go to, and when you see him make sure he sees you. You got this, I know you do. Strike up a conversation and go to a five star hotel. Then have wild sex until you can’t even remember who Cody is.”

      Bernice looked at me with her lips slightly agape. She fluttered her eyelashes and then started fanning herself with her hand.

      “Fuck, you are good. I actually believe I can do that.”

      Again, even in my current state I knew I instilled confidence in women. Even the ones who’d felt completely scorned by men who had cheated on them, lied to them, gave them false hope.

      I was the Cosmopolitan Queen, and none of that fucking crap about heart-warmth was going to get to me.

      I grabbed a sheet from the email print out I’d set down on the desk before me and a pen from the ceramic holder.

      I knew exactly what I was going to write back to our new boss.

      After the first email he sent me last week I conjured up this weird image of him, as to what he looked like.

      I saw someone who looked like Colonel Sanders but wearing a robe like a shepherd would. Someone who was very sort of nineteen-fifties who said things like swell, and good golly. Like in that movie Pleasantville.

      I was about to give his Pleasantville-ass a rude awakening.

      “What are you doing?” Bernice poured some more wine.

      “Responding to his majesty, Colonel Sanders.”

      “Paige, you kill me. He doesn’t look like Colonel Sanders.” Bernice was laughing so hard she could barely speak.

      “Leave me alone. If he looks like Colonel Sanders in my head, then that is what he looks like.”

      She continued to laugh.

      I wrote the following straight from my heart.

      

      Dear Jason,

      Thank you for your emails. It sounds like you need to get laid, or possibly have a sex marathon.

      Today’s modern woman doesn’t need to be put in a category to serve men, and I’m sorry if you think my advice lacks heart-warmth, or whatever it was you said. It is what it is.

      Now maybe you should take a lesson or two from me. It could spice up your love life in the most unimaginable ways. Imagine being with a woman who will rock your world. It’s the difference between a $2 hook up and a mind-blowing experience.

      I will gladly show you what I mean, so call me if you need clarification on any of the matters discussed. I look forward to meeting you.

      ~Paige

      

      I was laughing so hard I could barely keep the grip on the pen to write my name.

      I grabbed an envelope and popped the letter in and sealed it. Then I wrote his name on the front, put some of my red lipstick on and placed a big kiss next to his name.

      “What did you write? You didn’t show me.”  Bernice frowned.

      “Never mind.” I set the envelope down and downed the wine in my glass.

      Once I sipped the last drop my brain felt foggy and I couldn’t remember what I was doing.

      Bernice took the envelope, carefully undid it, and took the letter out. She squealed when she read it.

      “You can’t send him this!”

      “I know, but it felt good to write.” I wasn’t really going to send him the note. I actually can’t remember what I was going to do, but I wasn’t stupid.

      “Bernice what is…” my voice trailed off as the room started spinning.

      The last thing I remembered before resting my head on the desk was Bernice laughing and saying something about sheep.
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        * * *

      

      It was like being in a time slip.

      Or being drugged and waking up to find you’d been kidnapped and taken to some faraway country where they were going to harvest your organs.

      I’d watched too many films but that was how I felt. When I lifted my head, I knew it was the next day, and I was still in the mailroom, but as to what time of day it was I had no idea.

      I slept here. How embarrassing. I can’t believe I fell asleep at work. What the hell was wrong with me?

      Depending on when it was the mail room staff would have come in and seen me. Maybe it was still quite early, because it was quiet.

      Where was Bernice?

      Couldn’t she have called me a taxi? Or, at least seen to it I got home.

      It was bright outside. So bright in fact, it hurt my eyes to look at the radiant sunlight spilling through the window. It felt like torture to even try to force myself to look.

      I made a move to stand but then I scanned over the desk before me and realized something.

      It’d been cleaned.

      The glasses that were there last night were gone and…

      No wait.

      The emails I printed off were on the desk last night…

      Oh wait.. and the note. I bit down hard on my lips as I remembered the note.

      Where was everything?

      I grabbed my bag and started looking through it. The papers weren’t there.

      I found my phone and saw that it was nearly nine, which was bad, but a small relief. Most people started turning up from around nine-thirty onwards.

      I found Bernice’s number and called her, but the phone went straight to her voicemail.

      I hated feeling so disorientated. What I needed was a shower, or a bath. This craziness required a bath. A long, hot bath where I could soak for hours.

      Not exactly what I should be doing now since I was here, in the same clothes as yesterday, and I knew my hair looked a mess. But, I knew a bath would do the trick.

      I could go home quickly, sort myself out, and then get back here before lunch. I didn’t live far from San Francisco Bay, but the traffic could be a nightmare during the pre-lunch hours. There was an ease just after lunch when it wasn’t as busy, but I didn’t think it would go down very well being away all day. The new guy was already on my ass about my work, I didn’t need him breathing down my neck about my time keeping too.

      Elizabeth wouldn’t have minded. She would have told me to take the day off. I didn’t even want to meet this new guy anyway, let alone ask for any favors.

      I was just about to search the desk drawers for the emails when Frank walked in.

      He smiled when he saw me, then started laughing, which suggested he was probably the first one in this morning and saw me in my disheveled mess.

      “Frank. Hey.” I tried to smile against the headache I now felt brewing.

      My hangovers came in the form of delayed headaches which grew progressively worse the more awake I became.

      “Paige.” He said tilting his head to the side, so his skater boy locks drifted over his shoulders. His brown eyes sparkled as he looked at me. “You were totally fast asleep in here when I came in this morning.”

      “I was drinking with Bernice and… oh God you know what we’re like.” I chuckled, tucking a wayward strand of hair behind my ear.

      “You guys are terrible.” He smirked, knowing exactly what I meant, and unfortunately having first hand experience.

      Frank had started working here nearly three years ago now, so was well versed in our mailroom antics. It wasn’t just us though.

      Other things happened here. Bernice and I were mild in comparison to the other staff. The mailroom’s thick walls and private rooms allowed other secret, saucier, activities to take place. Perfect for those who wanted to take advantage of the no restriction on workplace relationships policy.

      “I cleaned up and delivered the letter to Jason. Did you want coffee?”

      I was about to answer, because coffee would give me the energy I needed to get home, but my words dissolved in my brain as I registered what he’d just said.

      Did he say he delivered the letter to Jason?

      Letter…

      As in my letter? My handwritten response to his emails that I had no intention of sending to him!

      No… it couldn’t be. It couldn’t be.

      Not even I was that unlucky right?

      “What, um… letter?” I stuttered trying to breathe. Trying not to wither away from the no way in shit could that happen to me moment, and die.

      I needed confirmation before I panicked. Frank could be talking about another letter. Right?

      One that wasn’t mine… maybe.

      “The one with the big old kiss on it.” He grinned and gave me a saucy wink.

      “Oh shit!” I cried and dropped my bag. “Fuuucccck!”

      “What?” Worry washed over his face.

      “He wasn’t supposed to get that.”

      “It had his name on it. I just thought it was his,” Frank sighed. “I placed it in his in tray so maybe –”

      I didn’t wait for him to finish. My legs took over and I ran at lightning speed through the door.

      God in Heaven of all the things that could happen, why that?

      Please, please let there be a chance he hadn’t gotten the letter yet.

      Please.

      This guy already thought I lacked heart and warmth. What the hell would he think after reading my letter that told him he needed to get laid or have a sex marathon.

      I remembered everything I wrote with absolute clarity.

      No amnesia there, oh no.

      I took the stairs two at a time to get to his office on the third floor. The elevator would have been too agonizing to wait on, but probably a better choice since I was completely out of breath by the time I got to the top of the stairs.

      Panic, however, boosted me forward.

      Good, the floor was quite empty. There were just two janitors from the cleaning company doing the floors, and they were heading down the corridor. The opposite direction to me.

      Vanessa, his secretary, also wasn’t at her desk. Thank God.

      Maybe I could get inside his office, hopefully unnoticed.

      I rushed up to the door, looked over my shoulder to see if anyone was watching, then proceeded inside.

      The office had no resemblance to the one Elizabeth had. He’d changed it.

      Now it looked like the standard office you’d find in one of those high-powered firms. Elizabeth had more of a hippie style, so had a sofa covered in fur and patterned cushions. This guy had leather. The sofa I shared many jokes with Elizabeth on was gone, replaced by two leather chairs with padded backs.

      A similar chair was behind a large mahogany table, and the room smelled of newness and wealth.

      I looked around for the ‘In’ tray. Elizabeth’s was just on the wall by the file cabinets, but that’d been moved.

      Damn it, I should have asked Frank for more info before running off the way I had.

      Where was the damn tray?

      That panic was starting to make me sweat, and I was fully aware I was in his office and he could come in at any time and catch me.

      Maybe I should go back downstairs and talk to Frank.

      I turned to do just that but then I saw it. It was in the little room Elizabeth kept her coats in.

      The room now looked more like a storage room because there were two large gray filing cabinets and the in tray was just above the one closest to the door.

      I would have taken the time to admire the cool way it looked, but that would have to wait for another day.

      I went up to the door, turned the handle to go in and shrieked when I found it locked.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit!

      Why was it locked? Damn it. Damn…fucking damn.

      I pulled a deep breath and look around again, eyes darting around my surroundings.

      Outside the glass windows I could see that I was still alone.

      Maybe Vanessa had a spare key for the room. But where?

      I could look for it, but what if she caught me snooping around?

      Perhaps I could make something up. My mind couldn’t work well enough to come up with a good story at this precise moment, but hopefully something would come to me if the need called for it. I could say it was an emergency then maybe she’d just give me the key.

      What was I even thinking?

      Vanessa wouldn’t give me the key.

      That damn woman was lovely, but took her job seriously. She was very professional and what I’d always classed as the perfect secretary. No way would she  just hand over the keys though.

      So, what now? God what now?

      Wish I’d gone to church more, so I could at least pray for a miracle.

      I looked up at the little window at the top of the door. It was one of those that was put there for decoration as opposed to serving a purpose because it was too high to be opened on a daily basis.

      The question however on my mind after seeing it was – could I fit through it?

      It was high up, but I could try to get up there and go through. The file cabinet was there so I would just lower myself on to that.

      Before the thought even processed properly I was on the move. The biggest thing on my mind was the image of my new boss reading over my letter.

      The horror of that would make me do anything. I just hoped that the letter was still in the in tray and he hadn’t read it.

      No time to think. I grabbed one of those leather chairs, stood on it, and reached for the window. It was just big enough for me to get a grip and pull myself up.

      I knew this was bordering on crazy, I knew it. And I might possibly go crazy when my senses returned to me, but I had to do this.

      I took a deep breath as I hoisted myself up and managed to secure my body in between the window. All I needed to do now was turn somehow and lower to the cabinet.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t Ask Paige,” a smooth rich voice startled me.

      A jolt of shock rushed through my body and I lost my grip.

      Before I knew it, I was falling.

      I screamed and thought of the damage I would suffer when I hit the ground.

      But, I never reached.

      Instead of landing on the hard concrete floor, I was caught by two very strong, sturdy arms.

      I yelped in shock and attempted to speak, but my voice faded away as I found myself staring into striking blue eyes that pierced through me and captured my gaze.

      The color was like the Caribbean Sea. I remembered how mesmerized I was by the color of the sea when I went to the Dominican Republic with Paul.

      That was the kind of mesmerization I felt now. Except I was mesmerized by this man who looked like he just stepped off the cover of GQ magazine. I couldn’t remember a time in my life when I’d felt so consumed by the look of anyone that I was at a loss for words. And, he captivated me even more the longer I stared.

      The sharp angles of his face were so perfectly aligned he looked sculptured, his high exotic cheekbones enhanced by his sideburns.  His spiky, black hair had also been cut into a Faux Hawk, with the top longish to carry off the spikes and the sides short, faded almost.

      A neatly cut chin strip was in the center of the cleft in his chin.

      I just stared at this guy, in his arms, and I had no idea who he was.

      “Who are you?” I finally found my voice. I probably should have said, “Thanks for catching me,” but my eagerness to see who this man was got the better of me.

      “Oh, that’s right. We haven’t formally met because you keep avoiding me.”

      I opened my mouth to protest his statement, because I didn’t do things like that. Then I remembered there was one person here who I did do that to.

      My cheeks burned as heat rushed to them, and I knew I was blushing.

      This couldn’t be my new boss. My Colonel Sanders wearing a robe could not look like this.

      “Jason Dempsey at your service, and by the way I got your letter.”

      Shit! No way.

      The smug, arrogant smile he gave me only accelerated my deep, deep embarrassment.

      The blood drain from me, and I wished a black hole would open up and swallow me whole.

      But it didn’t.

      I was still here, there, frozen in shock in Jason Dempsey’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      Okay.

      This was definitely not the way I imagined meeting the elusive Paige St. James.

      Ask Paige.

      I had to admit I got the impression she was gutsy, and her attempts to completely avoid me over the last nearly three weeks gave me a good indication of what this relationship of ours was going to be like.

      Seeing her gorgeous ass practically on display for me as she hoisted herself up to the window above the door made all the thoughts I had for today’s agenda disappear.

      However, I supposed my mind was hardly there this morning after reading her letter to me.

      I laughed as she squirmed out of my arms and tried to straighten her clothes.

      “You weren’t supposed to get that letter.” She tried not to stutter. Her beautiful face now completely red.

      “But it had my name on it.” I smiled at her.

      I liked the previous look she gave me. I got looks like that a lot, and I couldn’t help but take pride in it. Especially when the woman looking at me was sexy as hell.

      Women were my weakness, and I was a goner when my interest peaked and attraction sparked.

      Like now.

      “I…” her voice faded away, and I wondered what she thought she could say to me.

      “You think I need to get laid, or possibly have a sex marathon.” I stared at her pointedly waiting for an answer.

      Her large green eyes dilated and the long, thick lashes that surrounded them cast a shadow on her red face.

      “No. I mean. Oh God, this is so embarrassing.” Her hands flew to her cheeks.

      “I’ll bet. You haven’t even met me properly yet and you already want to jump my bones.” I knew that would embarrass her further and I was right.

      Her face actually looked like it was on fire, and I had to really try hard not to laugh.

      “What?” her eyes grew wider. “No, I just said that. It wasn’t meant to get to you. It was a joke.”

      “But yet I’ve seen stuff like this in your column.” I had seen it.

      I understood her modern edge, and I was probably hypocritical when I suggested she bring more warmth to the table. But that was how I felt. Only for that. As in the advice column.

      If she insisted on being the kind of woman who could rock my world in the bedroom, I wouldn’t argue against that.

      No way.

      However, for this magazine I noticed in my research there was a whole class of readers she wasn’t attracting.

      The shy women. The women who didn’t believe in shacking up with the next guy if they just got dumped by someone they’d loved their whole lives.

      The look of annoyance that crossed her face was exactly what I had expected from our first meeting.

      “So, I’m guessing that your attempt to break in my office and get this letter of yours was a blessing in disguise, right?” I chuckled when she actually looked furious.

      “I wasn’t breaking in,” she protested.

      “Oh, so I suppose you were just showing off that sweet ass of yours then. That was a blessing too.”

      She gasped. “You are so out of line.”

      “No Sweet Thing, just stating the obvious. Anyhow, we do need to talk about your column. How about today at three?”

      “No,” She shook her head. “I’m busy.”

      “Four then.” I offered knowing I wouldn’t win.

      “No. We don’t need to talk about my column. It’s fine.” She folded her arms under her breasts which I couldn’t help but notice, the force she was putting across her ribs was forcing her cleavage out.

      I was already imagining what sort of wild fun we could have before my brain could process it, but I brought my attraction down a notch, so I could set up this business date.

      “Feedback is a tool that can be helpful. You won’t accept feedback?”

      “You think I have no heart. That is not feedback. That is a criticism of me. You don’t know me.”

      “You like how I look, that’s my ticket in,” I replied smugly.

      The look on her face did make me laugh this time.

      Appalled, wasn’t a strong enough word to describe her expression.

      My grandma used to say flabbergasted. That was how I’d describe Ask Paige’s expression as she glowered at me.

      I’d have to call grandma at some point and let her know I understood what the word meant now.

      Paige shook her head and walked around me, ready to leave me to my laughter.

      “See you at four, Sweet Thing.” I called out before she reached the door, to which she turned and scowled at me.

      Sweet Thing, was grandma too. Grandma Dempsey called everyone that, but it probably sounded more endearing from her. Just then I’d attempted to replicate her strong Louisiana accent, in true Southern belle style.

      I got the feeling I was going to be in for a very interesting time here at Portrait Magazine.

      It may turn out to be my best acquisition yet.
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      What an asshole.

      God, I didn’t think I’d ever met a more arrogant man, and I bet that arrogance resonated from the fact that he knew he was good looking.

      Why did all the good-looking ones think they needed to behave like Neanderthals?

      I sighed and rested my head against the back of my door as I closed it.

      Okay, maybe not all the good-looking ones were like that.

      Paul was handsome. I liked how he looked too, but I felt guilty I never looked at him the way I did Mr. Jason Dempsey.

      And, I felt bad for my other reactions too. The heat I felt when he teased me.

      Maybe it was loneliness. I wasn’t sure.

      These days my life was one where I got from one day to the next on a whim.

      I just did the best I could to make each day count.

      And today I was working from home. There was no way I was going to any damn meeting with that man to discuss my column.

      He’d get the shock of his life at four when he’d see that I’d left for the day.

      There was one person I had to call though.

      Bernice’s phone nearly rang out to the voicemail again. I was about to hang up when she answered.

      “Paige.”

      “Bernice you are a terrible friend.”  I screamed down the phone. “You left me at work to sleep when I went to the damn mailroom to cheer you up. Do you have any idea what I’ve been through in the last few hours?”

      It was my embarrassment and frustration coming out. I couldn’t help it.

      To my surprise I heard her giggling and then there was a man’s voice in the background saying, “Come back to bed, baby.”

      “I will, give me a minute. This is my best friend.” Her voice sounded faded like she’d moved the phone away from her ear.

      “Bernice, who is that?”

      “Paige. I took your advice.”

      “What advice?” I didn’t know what she meant.

      “I found the hottest guy and made sure he saw me. We’re at the Four Seasons.” As she spoke the memory of what I’d said came rushing back, and I bit the inside of my lip.

      Jesus Christ, I wouldn’t have given her that advice if I wasn’t drunk.

      Thinking clearly now I would have just stuck with what I’d said first about her doing better than Cody, and simply forgetting him. But all that other stuff I said was definitely an Ask Paige response. It was juicy and absolutely what I would have told my readers if someone wrote in.

      Bernice giggled again. “I won’t be at work today.” Her voice came across the line and then faded again.

      “Bernice.” I panicked because I didn’t know if she was safe. She couldn’t just go to some random place and pick up some guy. But she did because I told her to.

      “Paige, I have to go.”

      She hung up before I could respond. The line simply went dead.

      I was left open mouthed and more shocked than what I’d gone through with his majesty, Jason Dempsey.

      I couldn’t believe Bernice actually took my advice.

      I closed my eyes, sighed, and moved over to the sofa where I sat and gazed out the window.

      Damn it. What a messed-up day.

      I had Jason on my back and poor Bernice was off with some guy at the Four Seasons.

      I sighed feeling frustrated and stood up.

      I needed that bath. A long, hot bath where I could soak.

      I was going to push aside all the craziness for today and tackle it tomorrow. I suspected I would have Jason to deal with first thing and I would need my energy for that.
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        * * *

      

      I knew she wouldn’t turn up.

      Or rather I knew she would leave.

      It was just a hunch, but one that panned out. I went to her office anyway to check, finding it exactly the same as every other time I’d tried to see her.

      Empty.

      I’d arranged a total of five meetings with this woman in my super busy schedule. Each time she’d been called away or was running some errand. Today I knew for sure she was avoiding me.

      That meant I had to up my tactics.

      I laughed to myself at the horrified look she’d give me if I did something like turn up at her house. The thought had occurred to me last week to do that, but I knew that would be completely inappropriate, even for me.

      I pushed the barriers. That was how I’d gotten to where I was today. By pushing and stepping outside my comfort zone to the point where it no longer existed.

      I also knew when to reign in my emotions and desire for success.

      I was one of the first people to meet with Elizabeth to discuss the sale of Portrait.

      She was offering far too low a cost for such a prestigious magazine.

      There was one thing she didn’t tell everyone when she announced the sale of the place. But she told me, maybe because she knew if I bought it I’d keep the same dream alive she had when she first set up shop.

      Unknown to everyone Elizabeth had been suffering from depression for years. She’d tried to hold it together for the magazine and all that she’d put into it, but it ended up affecting her, and more than her, her family.

      What she wanted was someone who wasn’t going to take advantage of the cheap offer she placed on the place. She wanted someone who could put their heart and soul into working here. Just like she had.

      I could do that. I wanted to anyway, for the time I was here.

      I was leaving for Hong Kong in six months to start a new business venture. Luxury apartments this time. I was looking forward to that because I hadn’t worked with property in a while.

      Business development and improvement was my thing. I’d take over existing companies that were suffering and make them better.

      I worked predominately with magazines because they tended to need help the most, but in the past, I’d worked with property developers and wealth management companies. All fell into this category I classified as the abyss. They’d get sucked into what the company specialized in and forget to pay attention to what the company was actually doing. By doing so they ended up spending unnecessary money in areas that they didn’t need to. That meant in times of market fluctuation, or  recession they were screwed and didn’t have anything to fall back on.

      Usually I’d work alongside these companies and help them to have a more stable footing, but sometimes I bought. Like I did with Portrait.

      Aside from the interest I had in the opportunity the place had, the location was perfect.

      I was originally from San Francisco and there was a chance I would settle here. Just not yet, or maybe not in the near future.

      I had too much zest in me to settle just yet and there were ideas pouring out of my head for all the things I wanted to do.

      That’s why when Elizabeth told me she wanted a hundred thousand for the place I seized the opportunity, but I didn’t buy the place for that cheap rate. I gave her a million dollars because I knew that was what it was worth.

      I knew a sale of desperation when I saw one, and that was exactly what she was. Desperate. Desperate to hand over the magazine to the right person, offered it cheap to attract people who may have wanted the opportunity, but couldn’t afford what it was really worth, and most of all desperate for preservation.

      When she handed over the company to me I gave her something she hoped for. Peace of mind.

      As for me, my plans were to set the place up to be solid. There were very few things wrong here, which was great. All they needed was someone to fill Elizabeth’s shoes. My research showed me she was a great leader, one who inspired people.

      The general vibe I got about the people here confirmed that.

      Except with Miss Paige.

      I felt she’d been given too much free reign over her content. I was surprised to see there was no control over what she put out each week and the woman basically did and said what she wanted. It made the magazine millions but that wasn’t the point. Why make millions when it could be billions? With just a little more quality and sensitivity that could happen.

      She was talented and knew how to handle herself. I liked that. I liked it too that she didn’t care who I was.

      Paige seemed stuck in her own ways and was definitely the kind of no nonsense woman that mesmerized me.

      I finished for the day and headed over to San Francisco Bay to meet Hunter. We went way back, and I caught up with him every time I came back to visit my family.

      It had been just over eight months since we saw each other.

      Hunter was a business man, too. He ran an adventure experience business that suited his adrenaline junkie personality perfectly.

      As I pulled into his driveway he was coming out of his garage. Inside the garage I could see he was working on an old racing car and I wondered what he was up to. Back when we were teens he used to race cars and bikes a lot.

      It got him in a lot of trouble, and he ended up in juvie a few times.

      He came from a broken home where his dad had abandoned him and his mom when he was twelve.

      I’d come from a home where my parents loved each other and were happy in their marriage. It would be forty-five years in the summer. I was the youngest of three. I had two brothers who were one and two years older than me. I was thirty-six, but they still treated me like the baby. The younger brother who needed help.

      It was annoying as hell sometimes, but when I made acquisitions like Portrait, it showed what I was capable of.

      Our family business was wealth management. My dad and my brothers ran the company, but I had decided to fly solo six years ago.

      I’d shocked them all when I made my first million, and my income only went up every year after.

      “Dude look at your car. What the hell? I can race that with ease.” Hunter beamed seeing me. He ran his fingers through his thick beard, large brown eyes looking over my Lamborghini with keen fascination as I got out.

      “You can have it when I go.” I smiled and moved over to him, clenching his hand in or normal greeting.

      “You’d give me a Lambo?” he chuckled shocked.

      “Yeah, sure. But, no racing.” I teased because I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist.

      “Don’t be an ass. You expect me to have a Lambo and not race?” He huffed.

      I shook my head. “No, I actually don’t. How about you just use it as a get around? You know like buying your groceries and taking your mom to the salon.”

      “Asshole. You know this car is either for racing, or a chick magnet. Since you don’t race I’ll go with the latter for you.”

      “Not picking up chicks today Hunter.”

      “Yeah right man, that’s original.” He laughed at me.

      I supposed I deserved that. I wouldn’t even bother to deny I was a playboy. I knew I loved women too much, and that might not be the best representation of myself, but that was me.

      I wasn’t a dog though. I didn’t cheat. I didn’t get involved with anyone I felt was looking for something serious, and I reckoned my interests in women would be like this until the day came when I met the magical being who could fill my every waking thought.

      We went out to the terrace where Hunter fired up the barbeque and tossed on some burgers.

      “So, Portrait, is it good?” Hunter turned over the burgers on the grill.

      I adjusted myself on the deck chair, turning so I could look at him.

      “Perfect, except for the pain in my ass advice columnist.”

      “Ah, yes. The lovely Ask Paige.” Hunter smiled.

      “You read her column?” I had to hear this. I couldn’t imagine my adventurous friend reading the juice from a women’s advice columnist.

      “Nah, don’t need to. She’s popular man, also the last woman I dated ditched me on her advice.”

      I was surprised to see he looked annoyed.

      “What advice was that?”

      “She said I couldn’t have been into her. I genuinely had to cancel our dates because I went to Australia and caught a terrible bug. She thought I’d made it up and was using it as an excuse to string her along. Apparently, Ask Paige thought the chances of catching a bug in Australia were slim. So, that was my ass handed to me. Nice girl too. I liked her.”

      I figured he must have if he could talk like that. Hunter and I were terrible when we were younger with women, and I guess we’d both calmed down. Him more than me. He’d become the “serious relationship” kind of guy.

      As I looked him over and saw him take a swig of his beer I couldn’t help but notice the sadness in his eyes.

      “How long ago did that happen man?”

      “Months. Just after I last saw you.”

      “Sounds like you’re still hung up on her,” I joked.

      “Maybe I am.” He smirked. “But anyhow, why’s the lovely Ask Paige being a pain in your ass.”

      I told him what happened, and he nearly hit the floor laughing. Talking about it made me realize just how funny it was.

      It was definitely hilarious and would have been funnier if I could forget the damn letter she wrote. That and meeting her in person.

      I usually used charm to mellow out a fiery woman, but this woman seemed excessively fiery.

      She required work outside charm. Work I wanted to put in because she’d peaked my interest.

      “You devil, you like her don’t you?” Hunter pointed the long fork at me.

      “She has my attention.”

      “And what are you going to do about that attention. She’s a real ball buster my friend.”

      “I can handle her.” I could. I did earlier. That’s why she walked out mid conversation.

      “Well if you get a handle on her, tell her to ease up some on the crazy advice I’ve heard she gives.”

      “I plan to.”  This was exactly what I meant. The fact Hunter even knew of the lovely Paige showed how popular she was.

      I could imagine her popularity must have gained her mixed reviews. I knew how I felt, so she would be the first thing I planned to tackle when I went to work tomorrow.
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      Her face the next day when she saw me sitting in her chair in her office was classic.

      I was reading her notebook. It contained all the plans she had for the upcoming months. Along with her column was an article she wrote every week. Next weeks was titled, “How to lose a guy who’s dead weight.”. The week after that was, “Have sex like a man.”.

      “Have sex like a man. Exactly how do you plan to explain that.” I took my feet from on top of her desk, my eyes never leaving hers.

      “You read my notebook! How dare you?” she snarled.

      Her hair was down today, flowing down her shoulders in long graceful waves. The dark locks complimented the golden hue of her skin, and the sharp green color of her eyes.

      I liked it and loved what she was wearing too. A camisole that gave me a pleasant view of her perfect cleavage and wrap around mini skirt that showed off her legs as she stormed towards me.

      “Is this for me?” I made a show of moving my hand around.

      “Is what for you?” she glared at me.

      “What your wearing. It’s very sexy.”

      “Get out of my office and give me my notebook!” she balked

      “Wouldn’t it be better to give you the notebook first, before I leave the office? I mean I’d either have to throw it to you or you’d have to come with me to get it once I left.” I smiled at the look of sheer annoyance that flushed her beautiful face.

      “Something is wrong with you.”

      “Sweet Thing, there is nothing wrong with me. Think of it this way. All you have to do is meet with me. Then that’s job done. We meet, talk about your column, we plan, we take it from there.”

      Eureka! She actually looked like she was considering it. I wondered what else she’d consider. I’d really love to get a chance to see what pleasure looked like on her face.

      “A meeting would really get you off my back?” She finally spoke.

      “I don’t know about getting me off your back. There is still that issue of your letter we have to discuss.” I couldn’t help the excitement I felt when her cheeks flushed. “A meeting is a start though, and like I said we’ll take it from there.”

      “What time?” she straightened her shoulders up and shifted her weight back on her heels.

      “Now. We meet now.”

      “No, I’m busy we can’t meet now.” She shook her head.

      “Baby, I don’t know if you realize this, but I’m your boss. If I say we’re meeting now, then the only person you’ll be busy with is me.” I almost laughed at the put-out way she looked. I didn’t mean to go all I’m your boss on her, but I was too busy for a rerun of yesterday.

      I had interviews lined up for an assistant manager. The person I hoped to leave in charge when I went to Hong Kong in the fall.

      I couldn’t be chasing Paige today.

      “I want my chair back. Or, are you the boss of that too?”

      I stared straight at her, liking the nervousness I saw in her eyes the more I looked. It was a stark contrast to the harsh expression she tried to maintain.

      “Come get your chair, Sweet Thing.”

      She walked around the desk to me and looked at me expectantly when I didn’t move.

      “You sure you don’t want to sit in my lap, Sweet Thing?”

      “Do you want a sexual harassment suit in your lap, Sweet Thing?” She smiled at me and probably thought I’d get all worried by the threat.

      I simply laughed and pulled out the letter she wrote me from the inside of my jacket pocket.

      A pained expression crossed her pretty face.

      I loved this exchange between us far too much. I knew I could be very arrogant at times and I did my best not to act on it, but she was like temptation for me. She was fueling the arrogance and fueling my interest in her. So, it was her fault not mine.

      I cleared my throat and started reading the letter.

      “Dear Jason, blah, blah, blah it sounds like you need to get laid, or possibly have a sex marathon. Blah, blah blah, I will gladly show you what I mean so call me if you need clarification on any of the matters discussed. I look forward to meeting you. Paige. You don’t have a hope’s chance in hell of a sexual harassment lawsuit. I’d just be the innocent male who acted on what he was being told to do.” I feigned innocence by placing my hand to my heart.

      That just made her madder.

      “You know what? I’m going home. You can go fuck yourself.”

      I laughed as she moved away from me.

      “Paige you are quite the character.”

      “Are you kidding me?” She stopped in her tracks and whirled around to face me. “I’ve known you for less than a full day and I think you’re the most irritating man I’ve ever come across in my life. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I stood up and moved over to her.

      “Nothing Sweet Thing, but guess what? You see how you think something’s wrong with me? What made you come to that conclusion?”

      “You are abrasive and insensitive. What other conclusion could I come to?” She argued.

      “Good. I’m glad you think so. Because that’s precisely what some people think when they read your column, and your advice.”  There, I had her exactly where I wanted her.

      My comments hit a nerve, so I thought I’d continue.

      “A wife that’s just found out her husband of God knew how long is cheating on her doesn’t want to be told to grab the first guy she can find and hop in bed with him. Maybe some women want to do that. But I really doubt that they all do. There are kinder ways of saying things that may appeal to both types of women. That is what I meant by heart.”

      She stared at me long and hard and I wasn’t certain what her next move would be. She was close to the door, so she could indeed go home, or she could listen to me.

      I wanted her to listen to me. I wanted her to listen to me because what I had to say would make her do her job better, but I also had my own interest in her.

      I felt relieved when I saw her shoulders loosen up.

      “I’m listening.”

      Good.

      I’d just moved off square one. Let’s see how far I’d get.
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      I was only agreeing to this meeting because I felt so bad about Bernice.

      As usual I went to see her before coming up here, and she wasn’t herself. I’d brought her usual hot chocolate with hazelnut syrup from Starbucks, but I didn’t even think she wanted it.

      It was a small attempt to salvage my worries over her.

      She told me she enjoyed herself with her handsome stranger, but when it was all over that was it. It ended as quickly and as abruptly as it began. All with haste.

      She didn’t have feelings for him, but she said she didn’t think she’d ever do such a thing again. It was okay for some people who could disconnect their emotions from sex, but she couldn’t.

      Bernice didn’t blame me for my advice, it was more the case of her wanting to save the way she’d allowed herself to be with Mr. Handsome for someone she actually cared about.

      When she asked me if I did things like that, as in took my own advice, I was so embarrassed. I told her my business life took over my social one. There was no way I could tell her the truth and say even I wouldn’t take my own advice.

      What I told her to do, even if I was drunk, was something I wouldn’t do for myself.

      I didn’t know she would actually take my advice, but it got me thinking the advice I gave in my column worked exactly like that.

      I thought I was also mistaken by what my popularity signified.

      Maybe it wasn’t because I gave good advice.

      Maybe it was because my words were so shocking, so out of context, and profusely raw.

      I looked at Jason, hating he had any power over me, hating he had any effect on me whatsoever, but I had to admit that there was some element of truth to what he’d said.

      I just wished I didn’t write that stupid letter.

      He held that over me like an axe, ready to drop it on my neck.

      Also, I never swore at anyone. Let alone my boss. I had guts, and I could stand up for myself, but I hated being so abrasive.

      I didn’t think I’d ever told anyone to go fuck themselves, but he took me from being mildly annoyed to enraged and that was the only thing that came from my brain to say.

      This man was bringing out the worst in me, twisting my brain into knots and sending my emotions into overdrive.

      He pointed back to my chair, so I moved back to it to sit. I expected him to move but he didn’t. When I got up to him he stood there and looked down at me with those eyes.

      My pulse quickened, and those knots got tighter in my stomach.

      “Are you going to stand over me while we talk?” I was still trying to hold on to my firm composure, but it faltered the more he looked at me.

      He made a show of moving slowly around me, but stopped again as we were about to pass each other.

      Now we were close, really close. Inches away, and I would be lying to myself if I said I didn’t feel that spark of energy shoot straight through me.

      “We’re going to have to do something about this. You know that right?” He smiled down at me.

      “What are you talking about?” I knew what he meant, and could have kicked myself for the damn feeling, but I would pretend until it killed me that I didn’t feel anything.

      To my horror, he lowered. Moving closer, and I stood there in my determination to be firm.

      “This. I know you feel it.” The smile that filled his handsome face actually made me feel faint. It was hypnotizing, the kind that would melt you.

      With great force I made myself move. I looked away and I moved to my chair which was only a breath away, but seemed so far away.

      He laughed and, thank God, walked around to the chair that was on the other side of my desk.

      He sat down, and still had that commanding personality. It was like he was still in the driver’s seat and I was the one who was in his office.

      I sat too and watched him retrieve some folded up paper from his jacket pocket. It was the same place he’d kept the letter.

      This looked like a print out, like when I printed out our emails.

      “What’s that now?” I asked.

      “You, four years ago.”

      “You researched me?” Of course, the thought annoyed me even more.

      “I research everyone when I’m buying a company. I need to know who’s working for me.”

      That was expected, and I would have been more accepting if he didn’t make it sound like he was God or some supreme being who ruled the world.

      I held my tongue, because I knew arguing wouldn’t get me anywhere.

      He quite rightly stated, he was my boss. It didn’t matter what I felt. He owned the place and I worked for him.

      Since I loved working here and what I did, I had to play nice. This place had become a refuge for me. A refuge for my soul. It was the only controllable thing I had in my life. The only constant that had always proven to fill me with what I needed.

      Energy, life, soul.

      That was my work.

      He cleared his throat and read from the paper.

      Dear Paige,

      I’ve always had feelings for my best friend, but he’s a player. I think he may like me too but I’m too scared to try and find out. What if we cross the line and lose our friendship? Please help.

      Tilly

      

      “What would you tell Tilly now? What would you tell her now if this landed on your desk?” Jason asked.

      I smirked. “You have what I wrote there right?”

      I could see from here he had the response I sent Tilly four years ago. And I didn’t know what the hell he was playing at by doing this. It was pointless. I was a lot less popular four years ago.

      Elizabeth had the Ask Paige mailbox set up so I could respond to readers directly. At the time only a few letters came in a week. Like maybe a hundred. I responded to every single one.

      Now they came in by the thousands and we had to close off the enquiries access until I’d gotten my workload down to a manageable amount. Time had passed, and I knew how other advice columnist managed what they did, but I still took it upon myself to respond to every single message and letter.

      “I want to hear what Ask Paige would tell her now.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Fine. I’d say a snake is a snake, and a leopard never changes their spots. If you know this guy is a player, then don’t even go there. Why would you want to put yourself through heartache and unnecessary stress? Plenty of fish in the sea, move on to someone more suitable.”

      That sounded good to me, and come on, why would I advise anyone to hook up with a guy that was bad news?

      The look on Jason’s face however spoke his complete disapproval. His expression actually surprised me, because I thought what I said was quite blunt and to the point. Plenty of people would agree with me.

      “Okay Paige. Do you want to know what you told Tilly four years ago?”

      “Sure, fire away.” I was sure I must have said something very similar to the answer I just gave him.

      Dear Tilly,

      Thanks for writing in. Love is about taking a risk even when you know there’s a chance you could get hurt. If you’ve always had feelings for your best friend and he is your best friend, then you have to tell him.

      If you’re concerned about him being a player, then you need to talk about this with him. If you guys decide to cross that line of friendship you need to trust each other but do tell him and see what happens. No one ever got anywhere in life by turning away opportunities and never taking chances.

      Paige.

      

      He cleared his throat as he finished. I simply looked at him, stunned by the response I’d given Tilly. I would have believed he made it up if I didn’t see the print out for myself that I did actually write that.

      For added confirmation he placed the paper on the table before me and slid it over, so I could get a better look.

      “That’s heart, and it would appeal to everyone. The woman who would be worried about getting involved with a player, and the woman who believed her best friend could change for her.”

      I was taking in his words but honestly, I was shocked by them. His arrogance and cockiness didn’t suit the warmth I felt emanate from what he just said.

      “What happened to that Paige?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

      I went to answer and tell him something about rolling with the times and the modern woman, but in an instant the words evaporated from my mind.

      Rolling with the times and keeping up with the modern woman was not what happened to me.

      What happened to me had nothing to do with that, or trend spotting.

      Four years ago, I had Paul.

      A lump formed in my throat as I thought about him, and I couldn’t believe he wasn’t at the forefront of my mind from the minute Jason said four years ago.

      Life was different for me then.

      Very different, and I guess I had heart.

      When I had Paul everything I wrote poured straight from my soul.

      I didn’t want to talk about this anymore.

      “Okay, whatever. I’ll review my answers before I send out my advice.” Anything to get rid of him.

      “Just like that. You’re agreeing just like that?” He tilted his head to the side and looked at me with assessing eyes.

      “Yeah. I can see there are some differences and I’ll look into it.” I still thought the right thing to do was to stay away from the player, but I couldn’t think properly now.

      “One second.”

      I sighed again, feeling even more frustrated when he took out another piece of paper. Another printed off email.

      “Tilly again. Ten months after the first message. Do you want to know what she said?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      He started reading:

      

      Dear Paige,

      Thanks so much for your advice. I just had to let you know I took your advice. I took the risk and he changed for me. We’re getting married next year. Thank you so much for giving me the courage I needed. You’re an inspiration to women like me.

      Tilly.

      

      “Do you want to know what you said?” He smiled.

      “No. I don’t.” He was having fun at my expense. I wouldn’t indulge in it.

      “This person, this version of you can’t just be shaped overnight. I can’t leave you to simply look into it.”

      “What do you suggest then Mr. Dempsey?”

      “Oh no, you call me Jason.”

      I would prefer to call him asshole, but again I held my tongue.

      “What do you suggest then, Jason?”

      He leaned back in his chair and gave me a purely sexual look that made my nerves scatter.

      “Go out with me.”

      I blinked several times and glared at him. “What the hell?”

      “Go out with me.”

      “No. I’m not going anywhere with you.” I protested.

      “Afraid you might like it, Sweet Thing?”

      “Don’t call me that. I’m not sweet.”

      “You are to me, Sweet Thing.” There was that smile again. “You look sweet, but when I taste you I’ll have better confirmation then.”

      I swallowed hard as my cheeks heated up. “When?”

      “When. I’m only ninety percent sure now that you’re sweet.”

      I didn’t think I’d ever met anyone who was so blatant and overly sexual.

      “There will be no when.” I tried, but the thought of being tasted in whatever way he meant filled me with pure desire. Something I hadn’t felt in years.

      “Yes, Paige. There will. Go out with me tomorrow night. Think of it as research.” He rose slowly and stood, flashing me that smile again.

      “Research?”

      “For work. The Paige who wrote to Tilly way back when didn’t need to look into things and change the way she gave advice. The advice she gave came straight from her soul. I want that girl back. That woman.” He looked at me now, knowing he got to me. Knowing he had a hold on me. “Meet me at eight at the JLM Bar.”

      I felt too displaced to answer him.

      He walked out though not needing my answer, because he knew I was going to say yes.

      Even if I didn’t want to.
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        * * *

      

      I was so drained that I fell into bed when I got home.

      I spent the day answering the messages and letters I didn’t do yesterday. But, I also gave into my fears and admittedly spent a good part of the day going over some of my old emails and responses.

      Old emails from about four years ago.

      I did sound different, because I was different.

      And, I wasn’t sure I wanted that Paige back.

      I got by from one day to the next now. It was hard because of what I’d been through. I must have evolved into this woman I was, and now it was affecting my readers. Today I tried to be the old me.

      I ended up sounding objective, as opposed to giving my opinion on whatever problem I was being asked about.

      I felt bad for it. Really bad. It felt like I couldn’t do my job anymore.

      Sleep took me the minute I set my head on the soft silk of my pillows. I drifted into the dream that pulled me in.

      It was a dream I’d had before, several times. Once it was every night, then it was every once in a while. This must have been one of those times and I felt the excitement take me. It always did when I knew I was going to see Paul.

      Always.

      It was always the same.

      This dream was always the same.
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        * * *

      

      I ran down the stairs and straight outside. I paused and looked around absorbing the wondrous scent of the pine trees that mingled with the slight hint of the salt in the lake and it soothed my mind. It immediately reminded me of happiness. Happy times spent out here with Paul and all our friends.

      We were ten when we first met. My family had just moved to San Francisco from Wisconsin. My dad had taken a job here as the new consultant for an accounting firm.

      I met Paul and I loved him at first sight.

      Where was he?

      It had been such a long time since I’d seen him.

      “Pa…” my voice trailed away as I turned towards the boardwalk and saw him standing by the edge of the dock.

      He was waiting for me.

      Always waiting for me.

      His golden hair glistened against the remaining sunlight, and he stood tall and proud, his broad shoulders pushed back and that confidence I loved rippling off him.

      I ran to him, missing him so much my entire body ached. He turned to face me just as I reached him and caught me as I threw myself into his arms.

      “Don’t, don’t let me go. Please.” I begged.

      I inhaled the rich woodland scent of his cologne and savored it.

      Oh, how I missed this scent, the magic between us, this feeling. This feeling I had that made me believe I’d always have that happiness I felt with only him.

      But he pulled back.

      He’d never done that before. Usually he’d hold me too like he never wanted to let me go.

      Today he pulled back and stared at me. I recognized that look in his eyes. It was filled with so much sadness. I was already shaking my head before he got the chance to say anything to me.

      “Paige. You have to let me go.”

      “No.” I winced grabbing on to him.

      He took both my hands into his.

      “You said you’d never leave me.” Tears ran down my cheek.

      “I didn’t. I’m always going to be with you, but you have to let me go. It doesn’t mean we have to forget.”

      “I don’t want to.” My shoulders shook as I sobbed.

      “You have to sweetheart. You have to. You have to let me go.” Those piercing green eyes that always looked at me with so much love now beheld me with firm determination.

      He leaned forward and kissed my head, and that was it.

      He disappeared right before my eyes…
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        * * *

      

      I jumped up, out of my sleep, out of my dream in a cold sweat.

      It was difficult to breathe as all my emotions built up within me. I had that feeling of being displaced again, but as the dream world unraveled from reality everything came rushing back on me.

      My eyes landed on the picture of Paul and I on our wedding day. The picture was on the wall in a row with some others from our childhood.

      Tears immediately sprung to my eyes, as I looked at the furthest one. The one of us by the lake where we used to meet. The one that was always featured in my dreams.

      It was that same day he spoke those words to me.

      “Paige you have to let me go. It doesn’t mean we have to forget. But you have to let me go.”

      Those words imprinted on my soul and would be forever.

      He said those same words to me minutes before he died.
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        * * *

      

      I went straight to the mailroom to see Bernice the next day.

      I was in one of my states of flux. She noticed my demeanor straight away as I entered and stopped drinking her coffee.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “Paul,” I answered.

      No one ever talked about Paul with me.

      I knew it was such a sensitive subject, but sometimes I wished someone could ask me how I was and force me to talk about what happened.

      I wished someone could force me to talk about him.

      Seeing my distress, Bernice immediately got up, moved over to me, and ushered me to the sofa hang out area near the coffee machine. We sat opposite each other.

      “Are you okay?” She looked me over with concern.

      “Do you think I changed after he died?”

      “Paige, it’s expected and understandable that you changed.”

      “So, I did?” I pressed my lips together.

      “Of course, you did. Something like that has to change you.”

      Bernice was the only person I’d really spoken to about Paul, but only when I gave her permission to talk about him. Like now.

      My parents, my brother, and my sister, all did their best with me. But their best was not saying anything, and that didn’t help me to move on.

      It was three years now. Three years since I lost him.

      He had a brain tumor. The kind that meant if he’d had an operation he would have lost himself. He would have needed care for the rest of his life, and he didn’t want that.

      He found out when he was eighteen, and just accepted one day it would take him. We both went to college, and I married him anyway knowing one day I would lose him. Every year I had with him was a blessing, and when I did lose him, I lost myself too.

      The Paige four years ago who was able to write to Tilly and tell her to take a chance on love was deeply in love. She had the purest love because she was in love with an angel.

      Back then I almost believed he’d get through it.

      I almost believed we’d live our lives to the fullest and grow old together. I just thought somehow the tumor wouldn’t affect him.

      But, I was wrong.

      I lost him and lost everything that meant something to me. That included that heart Jason talked about.

      How hadn’t I noticed?

      It felt like the only person who didn’t know what was going on in my life, was me.

      Bernice just said I’d changed and as irritated as I felt to admit it, that damned Jason pointed it out too.

      “Do you want to talk?” Bernice asked.

      “I don’t know what to say. What is there to talk about? It’s not like I can resolve anything. He’s gone.”

      “We can talk about how you’re feeling.” She offered.

      “I feel like I don’t know anything anymore.”

      “What brought this on?” She asked now looking curious.

      “The lovely Jason Dempsey.”

      “Oh.” Bernice laughed a little. “Quite the character, isn’t he? And gorgeous.”

      “Bernice.” I scolded. I didn’t need to be reminded, especially right now, that I thought the man was gorgeous too. I felt bad enough as it was.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just an observation. Anyway, back to you. Paige, if you’re feeling bad then that’s something to talk about.”

      I sighed and ran my hands over my face. “I had that dream again.”

      “The one by the lake.” Bernice was well versed in my recurring dream of Paul. “The one where he says…”

      “To let him go.” I breathed and focused on her. “I can’t.”

      “Paige, I know it’s difficult but ask yourself this. Would Paul want you to live the way you are? Also, for the record I know you don’t just pick up random men and go off to do whatever craziness you feel like.”

      God, I was going to cry. The tears were coming. One ran down my cheek.

      “I’m so sorry Bernice.” I wiped it away quickly. “I should never have given you that advice.

      “Honey, we were both drunk, and it’s on me. I didn’t have to take the advice.”

      “I feel so bad.”

      “Don’t. Anyway, back to you, again.”

      “That is part of the problem. I haven’t been myself. I love my job. It’s everything I could hope for, but I haven’t been true to the people who make the job what it is. My readers.”

      “Paige, you’ve been really strong. Forgive me for saying this, but I’m your friend, and since we’re talking about this then I have to be honest with you.” She looked nervous.

      I geared myself up to hear what she had to say. “Tell me.”

      She pulled in a breath. “I think that the problem lies with the difficulty in letting Paul go. Losing your husband must have been devastating, I can’t even begin to imagine what you must have gone through and must be still going through. But if you’re worried about your advice you have to think about the real problem. I’ve known you long enough to know that your writing comes from emotion, whether it’s your articles or advice. If you aren’t writing with emotion, you’re writing with nothing. You’re just writing what you think people want to hear, and the more far-fetched your advice is, the more attention you get. But that’s not necessarily a good thing.”

      Wow. I didn’t realize that Bernice thought all of that.

      “I don’t know how to be that person anymore. The person I used to be.”

      “You do know.”

      She was right. The look she gave me told me everything.

      I had to let Paul go.

      “It won’t be easy.” She added, then continued, “but you have to try, then you’ll be the woman you used to be. He’d want you to. He knew how much you loved writing and helping people, being an example. So, think about that.”

      I nodded at that thought. I’d never thought about it that way before.

      I guess I really was going to meet Jason later. I didn’t have a good feeling about what he’d planned, whatever that was, but I’d go if it helped me find myself again.
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        * * *

      

      I was actually surprised she turned up. I was only about eighty percent certain she would yesterday when I extended the invite.

      I watched her park her silver Porsche Carrera which just about fit in between the Mercedes and the BMW that sandwiched her.

      She didn’t see me standing by the entrance of the club until she got out of her car.

      I smiled as I looked her over. She went home to change, and she did her hair.

      Earlier, at work, she had worn a simple black dress and had her hair in a ponytail.

      Now that hair ran down her shoulders in a mass of warm velvet, complementing the grey bodycon dress she wore. That dress caressed her perfect figure the way I wanted to if she’d ever give me the chance.

      “Is that for me?” I asked teasingly looking her over as she walked over to me.

      “Is what for you?” she frowned a little.

      “The dress. Looks hot.” I smiled at her.

      “We’re going to a club. I dressed up.” She stated, matter of factly.

      She was her usual self, and the firmness was there but there was something softer about her tonight.

      The wind picked up and lifted her hair sending a wisp across her face. I reached out and tucked it behind her ear. My fingers brushed across her cheek as I did so, and I realized her skin was as soft as it looked. Like butter cream and velvet mixed together.

      I smiled at her light blushing. Even in the dark, with the silver moonlight and the city lights distorting the color around us, I could see she was. I imagined those cheeks turning a rosier color as I looked at her and continued to stare.

      “Is this what we’re going to do all night? Just stand here?”

      “Do you want to? I’m happy to.” I surprised her by picking up a lock of her hair and twirling the ends around my thumb.

      “I never said yes. And don’t touch my hair.” She snapped moving away from me.

      She stepped in front of me and made her way to the entrance of the club.

      I moved to join her, but my eyes found her ass. Sweet, and perfectly rounded as if it was sculpted that way.

      I was so glad I wasn’t one of those men who held back on their desires. I didn’t believe in being that way, especially with a woman I realized I wanted more than I imagined.

      It’s been what?

      Shit, three days.

      It felt more like weeks though because she’d constantly been on my mind.

      She glanced over her shoulder and caught me checking her out. I didn’t act like I wasn’t. Like someone else might. I wanted her to see me.

      As we got to the door I walked a little faster to open it for her and when we went in I lightly placed my hand in the small of her back.

      I was glad she didn’t protest.

      “Jason, nice to see you.” Bill, the concierge said as we approached him at the reception stand, where a line of people were handing in their coats.

      “You too.” I smiled at the large muscular man.

      Paige looked over at me. “Come here often?” she asked.

      Bill chuckled at the comment.

      “Enough,” I replied.

      “Is our suite ready?” I asked.

      Bill nodded.

      “Suite?” Paige raised her brows.

      “Relax, Sweet Thing. It’s just the VIP area.” I calmed her running my fingers across her back.

      She flashed me a look of disdain, but I just smiled at it. She was in for a real surprise tonight. I was glad she was here. Seemed like I was moving across the game board.

      “Come on, I’ll show you.” I moved with her further into the club.

      She followed me.

      The music hit us the minute we went through the doors to the club itself. It was the standard club music, and everyone was enjoying themselves. There was a seating area, a bar and the main floor. All of which were full.

      The last time I checked I heard the place was doing extremely well, which was great for me since I owned it.

      I guided her to our suite. It was a room on the first floor with glass windows and a glass floor. I had it designed to make it look like you were floating above the crowd in a glass jar. We could see outside, but no one could see in.

      We also had volume control so I turned the music down to make it more background, so we could talk.

      She looked mesmerized by the place, and the room. I liked watching her walk around looking at everything. When she turned back to face me, I smiled again, and pointed towards the booth. Bill had already seen to it that we had a choice of wine and other drinks.

      She sat opposite me and rested her hands in her lap.

      “You can sit next to me if you want.” I would have preferred for her to sit in my lap, but next to me would be a start. “I don’t bite. Well, only if you ask me to.”

      She rolled her eyes and moved a little closer, then faced me. The motion made her dress ride up her thighs showing me a little more of her golden skin.

      I was dying here, trying my hardest to keep my hands to myself.

      That electricity I felt earlier sparked again between us, and I knew she had to feel it too.

      It couldn’t just be me.

      I was usually right about my instincts and feelings when I used them, and I knew I was right now.

      “Okay, Mr. Dempsey,” she began with her head tilted to the side.

      “Jason.” I cut in before she could continue. I wanted her to call me Jason, and not in that emphasized way that she said it yesterday.

      “Jason.” She said with a slight raise of her brows.

      It wasn’t what I wanted, but it would do for now.

      “Yes, Sweet Thing.”

      She looked at me and tried to look annoyed, but I could see that something in her had indeed softened since yesterday.

      “Other than this looking like an obvious date why am I here? This doesn’t look like we’re here for work.”

      “This is a date.” I clarified to her horror.

      “You tricked me.” She stated, giving me a pointed look.

      “Nope. Paige, I didn’t trick you one bit. Baby, if you suspected this was a date and didn’t want to be here with me, you wouldn’t have turned up. And definitely not dressed like that.” I loved stating the obvious, but I knew most people weren’t used to being around someone so blatant.

      I couldn’t help how I was and wouldn’t change my character or personality for anything. Whoever was with me; friend, foe, or lover, would always get the truth from me. It was a given I was actually proud of. It meant I didn’t lie or cheat, and they knew what they got from me was the real me.

      “I came for my column and I always look good,” she retorted.

      I noticed how she was still here.

      Her purse was next to her. The logical and normal thing to do if she didn’t want to be here on a date with me was to grab her purse and leave.

      I could have pointed that out to her, but I restrained myself because in the short space of time I’d known her I’d managed to assess her personality.

      Paige liked to have the upper hand, so when challenged she’d retaliate by doing something a level above what she’d previously done.

      If I pushed her she would leave.

      Since I wanted her to stay I decided not to push.

      “Do you know what JLM stands for?” I steered the conversation towards work.

      “Not so much.”

      “Just like me. It stands for just like me.”

      “Just like me club.” She smirked. “That’s a little weird. I would have thought most people came to clubs for a quick pick up on the easiest person they could find.”

      “True, for most clubs I guess. But not this one. What’s your take on dating sites. Imagine someone writes in and asks you your opinion.”

      “I’d say that’s a great place to find serial killers and perverts so stay far away.” She nodded with conviction.

      “So, you rule out all dating sites?”

      “Of course.”

      “What if I said there were some that were safe and transparent in everything they profess to do.”

      “It’s online. It’s not natural,” she argued.

      “Maybe so, but in these modern times with everyone so busy, being online is often the best way that people can meet. I’m not saying it’s the only way, but it’s a way. Look at the people around us and tell me what you see.”

      She did as instructed, and looked, gazing through the glass window at the couples on the dance floor and all around having fun as they danced to the music.

      The answer I was looking for was happiness. I looked too, and both saw and felt it.

      “They look happy, like they’re having fun.”

      “They’re all couples. Married and dating. They all met on the Just Like Me website where they found someone who was just like them. Some have been together for years. They come here for the environment. There’s no pressure to meet someone, they’re just here having a good time.”

      She looked back to me with that raised eyebrow again. “You sure know an awful lot about the place.”

      “The owner usually does.” I smiled.

      Her glossy pink lips parted in surprise. “You own this place?”

      “Yup, and the site.”

      She looked intrigued. “Why? I wouldn’t figure you for being someone who would own such things. Wait, it must make a lot of money. Right?”

      “I don’t care about money.” I knew that sounded weird, because who didn’t care about money?

      I’d been born into wealth and raised by good people. My parents taught me money was just a thing. What mattered in life were the things you couldn’t put a price on. Things like family, precious memories, love, opportunity. They’d always encouraged me to seek those things if I wanted to be rich.

      “That’s interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone say that.” She looked intrigued, which meant she was warming up to me.

      “I’m not like most people, Sweet Thing.”

      “So why would you do this?” she opened her palms.

      “Because, people like you and I can make a difference in some small way. Women look to you for guidance. They see you as someone who they want to emulate. Strong-willed, successful, and beautiful. Good advice is worth its weight in gold. That’s why you need to be careful with what you say, especially to those who look up to you.” I smiled when I saw I’d struck a nerve. “And me. I provide a safe environment, online and off, where people can get connected. They know that when they come to my club or go on my site everything is exactly as it should be. My company takes all measures necessary to do this. So, there aren’t any hidden surprises, would-be criminals, or people with bad intentions luring others into a trap.”

      I held her gaze as she listened to me. “Oh. That’s really good…” she looked back to the crowd and I noticed something in her eyes I hadn’t seen before. I couldn’t quite describe what that was though.

      “There’s a lot of people here. I can’t believe they all matched up from a dating site. How?” Again, she looked back to me, intrigued.

      “They find someone who’s just like them.” I answered. The simplicity of my answer shocked her.

      “Do you know how hard that is?

      “No. It’s simple.” I laughed at the stern look she gave me.

      “It’s not simple. It’s a hard process.”

      “Process? You think it’s a process?” It actually didn’t surprise me that she thought that.

      “Of course. You have to be sure that you match properly.” She insisted.

      “Yeah, sure, but that doesn’t have a process. People who truly match don’t care about process.”

      “Well there must be a process with all of this.” She insisted.

      “No. They simply go online and start talking, if they are interested to meet they meet here and take it from there.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that, and with added peace of mind.”

      She looked like she wanted to challenge me again, so I thought of what I could do to challenge her instead.

      “It’s that simple?” she asked.

      “Yes Paige, when people click there is no process. Like how we’re clicking right now.” I knew I’d grab her attention by saying that.

      “We’re not clicking. This is a work thing and you’re my boss.”

      “News flash, Sweet Thing, we aren’t at work, and yes we are clicking. There was no process to that. Just raw emotion.”

      “I don’t have any emotion towards you, other than annoyance.” She blinked a few times, lashes long and thick over her eyes.

      “I beg to differ.”

      “Are you kidding me? Of course, I’m annoyed at you.”

      “But you also like me.”

      “No, not really.” She shook her head.

      “Okay, well if that’s true kiss me.” I laughed again at the look on her face.

      I was done talking about work now. I said what I wanted to say and made my point, which simply was she was a source people turned to, and she needed to consider more than what she did when she gave advice.

      I thought I’d gotten the point across, if only in small amounts. It was enough to at least make her think.

      Now on to better things, which the shocked look on her face told me was going to take some maneuvering.

      I looked over her lips and felt the desire for the kiss take me.

      “I’m not kissing you.” She flinched. “You must be insane.”

      “Are you scared you may feel something?” Here was my play. If she took this one level ahead of me her instinct would be to prove me wrong. She could only do that by kissing me.

      “No. I know I don’t feel anything.”

      “Right, I see. You’re scared you may like me more than you already do,” I chuckled.

      “I don’t and I’m not.”

      “Okay, so kiss me. Prove me wrong. Show me that we don’t click, and I won’t hit on you again.” Excitement swelled within me as I noted the change in her demeanor. She looked like she was considering it.

      “So, the kiss will give me freedom from you?”

      “Yes, Sweet Thing? I know you aren’t seeing anyone, so you have no excuses.” I was trying hard now not to just take hold of her tiny waist and pull her onto my lap. “Come here.” I crooked my finger at her, beckoning her closer.

      She looked uncertain at first, so I made the first move and tried to act like I couldn’t feel the excitement that rippled through me. It was the anticipation of claiming a difficult woman.

      God, she actually looked nervous.

      The guard she’d placed up with being so tough and not interested in me was fading.

      She was still as I lowered to her lips. I paused for a second, so I could see what it was like to be so close to her. I savored the look she gave me and proceeded to her lips.

      The minute I pressed my lips to hers I felt a blast of energy wash over me. My lips actually burnt from the intensity and the heat.

      She jumped back, pulling away before we really got going and looked panicked.

      I knew she felt that surge too. I could see it written all over her face.

      “I can’t.” She said through a labored breath.

      “Why?” I needed her again. The kiss was far too brief.

      “I…” she looked worried.

      “It’s just kissing, Paige.” I assured her, because I saw she wanted me too. “It doesn’t have to mean anything. It’s just kissing.”

      “Just kissing.” She breathed.

      I smiled as she inched back to me. I lowered to her lips again and relished the moment she truly dropped her guard and kissed me back too.
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        * * *

      

      My body tingled everywhere.

      There wasn’t an ounce of me left I could control, and I felt my consciousness leave me the longer he kissed me.

      The mere touch of his hand sent a jolt of electricity through me and I couldn’t control the intense need I had for more.

      Kissing him shattered my control and the guard I’d placed up to shield my heart from everything.

      All I knew in this moment, here and now, was that I wanted him and nothing else mattered.

      His tongue explored the recesses of my mouth, and I explored him too, loving the taste of him.

      He tasted like something forbidden, like the pure, raw temptation I needed so badly. His kiss sent spirals of ecstasy through me quenching my thirst, filling the hunger I didn’t even know I felt.

      I was only mildly aware of his hand creeping up the side of my waist. When his fingers brushed the underside of my breast I wanted him to touch me more, to take me right here.

      And, it was that sudden, intense want that knocked my senses back into me.

      This wasn’t just kissing. There was too much passion, too much desire.

      Just too much… everything.

      I wasn’t ready for what he had to offer. I wasn’t ready for this kiss, and if I didn’t stop now I would allow him to take me if he wanted to.

      I moved back again. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      Confusion filled his handsome face and he caught my arm before I could move.

      “Paige, stay. It’s just kissing.”

      “It’s not.” I shook my head at him. No way in hell was that just kissing.

      “Okay, it wasn’t. It can be more.” He stared at me, and I swore he could see how lonely I must be. “It can be more if you want it to be.”

      I hated myself for admitting I did want more. I wanted it to be more. But I was not ready and I didn’t know him well enough to explain that.

      He was the first man I’d kissed in three years. I didn’t know why I felt like I wouldn’t feel anything when I kissed him.

      “Jason, I can’t.” That took strength. “I just…”

      Frustration filled me, and I was annoyed at myself now.

      When he released me, I moved and didn’t look back.

      I just went straight to my car and drove home.

      As I stepped through the door the first thing I saw was the large wedding picture of Paul and me.

      It was the larger version to the picture I had in the bedroom. I looked at his smiling face as he looked at me in my truly beautiful dress and I felt so bad tears filled my eyes.

      I knew I agreed I would try to let him go. I agreed to it earlier when I spoke to Bernice, but then my readers and work was on my mind. I decided meeting Jason tonight was about that.

      But that wasn’t the complete truth…

      I had to be honest with myself about this. There must have been some part of me that wanted to see Jason outside of those reasons. A part of me that wanted to give in to the attraction that had sparked between us.

      And maybe that was the part of me that wanted some ounce of a normal life. It was the part of me that wanted to feel. It needed to feel wanted, desired, emotions.

      Jason had awakened that part of me tonight. It was pure and simply the person I used to be.

      That part of me had a name.

      It was the old Paige.

      The problem was I wasn’t sure awakening her was a good thing, because then I’d really be letting Paul go.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t bother to hide the fact something was wrong when I saw Bernice the next day.

      As I walked into the mailroom she took one look at me and knew.

      I told her everything that happened, and it felt good to get it off my chest.

      “Ay dios mios.” She gasped when I finished. She took a sip of her mocha and rested it back on the table.

      “Is that all you can say?” I widened my eyes at her.

      “Yes. Come on you know that was an oh my God moment. The Spanish was for greater effect. I could also add Santa Maria too.”

      “This isn’t funny Bernice. He’s my boss.”

      Bernice laughed. “You know there’s no restriction on office romance here. And hey, you know that wouldn’t stop most people if such a rule existed. I must also make you aware at least ninety percent of the women here are planning on how they can get their hands on him. Me included, except now that he’s yours, he’s off limits to me.”

      “No, he’s not mine. I barely know him.”  I thought saying all the things I knew I should be thinking about would help. Like that advice about reading aloud. It did something to your brain to make the information stick better.

      “Sweetie, you know you’re talking to me, right? I think I’m the one person you can be real with. You can tell me how you feel, not how you think you should feel.” Bernice stared at me long and perceptive.

      “I feel bad.”

      “Why?” she glared at me. “The man is super-hot, Paige.”

      “I know, but he’s…the last man I was with was Paul. I haven’t been on a date in three years.”

      Bernice’s mouth dropped. I knew that would come as a complete shock to her. That was my fault for making her think otherwise. I’d always talked about the guys that asked me out, and I guessed she’d assumed I’d gone out with them.

      I didn’t. Again, I wasn’t ready.

      “What are you saying to me?”

      “I know.”

      “I thought you’d dated. I’m sorry I didn’t –”

      “No. It was a sensitive subject. You don’t have to apologize.” That really was my fault. It was part of the same problem of my friends and family not knowing when they could talk to me about Paul.

      I gave them permission by talking about the subject first, and I figured they’d gaged the conversation based on what I said. Going further and asking for details would maybe seem insensitive on their part.

      I thought I’d feel like that if our situations were reversed.

      “Paige,” Bernice lowered her voice. “Are you saying you haven’t had sex in three years? Maybe more given the length of time Paul was sick.”

      I actually laughed, but then I nodded and brought my hands up to my cheeks.

      “Dios mios. Lord girl. We have to fix that.”

      “No, I…” I looked away and fixed my gaze on the stacks of shelves with the different compartments for the mail.

      Bernice reached across the table and took hold of my hands. “Paige, don’t. Don’t do this to yourself. It’s not good. Why don’t you try living a little? It could be fun. I know you haven’t had fun in a while. That much I know because you’re always here.”

      I was listening. This was what I needed to hear.

      “I need time.”

      “Okay, so you’re going to allow the gorgeous man to get away from you?” She laughed.

      “He’s really arrogant and cocky, and definitely not my type.”

      Bernice only laughed. “Okay. Let’s see how this one plays out.”

      “Can I work down here today?”

      “Sure. But, I think he knows the way to the mailroom.”

      “He won’t look down here for me.” I didn’t think he would even look for me. Men like him just moved on to the next catch.

      Just in case though I thought it was best to be somewhere I could work in peace without having him loom into my office or go there to find him waiting for me.

      I was wrong.

      He found me.

      I was busy looking through my emails when I saw him descend from the top of the stairs and lock eyes on me.

      Bernice had gone out to get some snacks we could munch on for the day. Frank and the other two assistants had gone to do their rounds upstairs for the internal mail. That left me by myself.

      Jason smiled when he saw me. “The mailroom is the next best place to find you.” He said when he got to the bottom of the stairs.

      “Can I help you with something?” I was trying to regain some of my former guts.

      “Yes, you most definitely can.” He walked up to me and stopped a few inches away. The smile that captivated me filled his face and made his eyes sparkle.

      He lowered and crouched next to me then took hold of my hand and kissed it.

      “We clicked last night.” As always, he was getting straight to the point.

      “Maybe.”

      “I like you.” His eyes held mine as he said that.

      “I can’t do anything with you, and not here.” His presence, and closeness was making me lose my sense of control. And, him holding my hand didn’t help.

      “Doesn’t have to be here baby.” Seduction called to me and flickered in the depths of his eyes.

      When he tugged on my hand and pulled me up I went willingly.

      My emotions awakened again, and even when my brain screamed to think about what I was doing I wouldn’t listen. Didn’t want to.

      Like a puppet I followed him to the storage room.

      Jason closed the door and in that moment the part of me that craved what he gave me last night overshadowed my fears.

      I moved to him when he covered my lips hungrily. Kissing him last night had unlocked something inside me that needed to feel like this.

      This intense desire. The type of desire that could melt me. It called to me to give into the temptation of passion’s call.

      I wanted this. I wanted him and didn’t want anything to stop me.

      Not sense or reason, not logic or reality.

      I ran my hands up the solid wall of muscle beneath his suit jacket and got lost in the firm muscles I felt there.

      Wow, he actually did feel like a wall.

      It wasn’t long before I was completely absorbed in the kiss and I wanted more.

      So much more.

      The more he offered last night.

      He lifted me up and placed me on a nearby table. The boxes stacked up behind me pressed into my back, but that was all I was aware of. His kisses consumed me and as he moved away from my lips and down my neck my whole body blazed hot with the fire.

      I managed to smooth my hands over his shoulders again and through the thickness of his hair as he went across my chest and down to my breasts. His hands moved up my other side and I moaned loudly when he squeezed my left breast.

      God, I couldn’t believe what we were doing, and here at work in the mailroom.

      Fuck.

      “You like that?” He paused from kissing me and looked at my face.

      My skin turned completely red and, in that moment, reality resurfaced and screamed, “we can’t do this.”

      However, before I could get my body to move the simple touch he gave paralyzed me.

      Instead of jumping off the table and running like hell – like I should have, because clearly I’d gone mad – I watched him pull down my camisole top so that it floated down to my waist, revealing the soft blue hue of my bra.

      “Lace. Nice. Let’s see what else you like.” He focused his gaze on my breasts as he spoke and with one quick snap undid my bra causing the heft of my breasts to spill out. “Fuck.” He sighed.

      It didn’t even register I was a few clothes away from being completely naked in front of a man I only met a few days ago, and he was my boss.

      He lowered straight to my right breast and drew my nipple into his mouth.

      Pure pleasure surged through me. That was the best way I could describe it.

      Pure. Undiluted. Unadulterated. Raw.

      I couldn’t restrain the moans that escaped my lips. No, there was no point even trying to do it.

      I actually didn’t want to. The moans were like a release of what I’d built up with in me. What I’d repressed and sealed off.

      I thought I’d die when he moved to the other breast and started sucking too. I rested my arms behind me so that I could arch my back into each suck.

      Then I heard something.

      My name was being called from far, far away.

      “Paige, where are you?” The voice said.

      Jason stopped and looked up, toward the door.

      “Shit.” He cursed.

      “Paige, are you in here? You have to try these Belgian buns.” Bernice called out.

      God. I could hear her now. She wasn’t far away at all.

      The panic of the state Jason and I were in knocked into me full force and I quickly started fixing my top. But, my hands were shaking so much I couldn’t quite grasp the clasp of my bra. Jason saw and stopped me covering my hands with his.

      “I have to go.” I protested unable to hide the strain in my voice.

      “Wait. Just calm for two seconds.” He breathed.

      I was surprised to see him reach for my bra and bring the two sides of my clasp together, snapping it back for me.

      There was something admirable to note in his effort, just like a few other things I’d noticed he’d done and said over the last few days.

      Jason presented this arrogant alpha male character who was so blasé, but I’d noticed there was another side to him that was the opposite of that. You’d only see it if you got to know him.

      “She could come in, I should go.”

      “I locked the door.” A smile inched across his handsome face.

      His gaze held mine and I felt lost in the depth of the blue hues that filled his eyes.

      “Come with me.” His voice broke through the tension that coursed through me.

      “Where?”

      “Home. My place.” The look in his eyes was almost desperate.

      It was how I felt too. Desperate.

      “I can’t. I have emails to write.” That was such a lame excuse. Just as bad as saying something like I was washing my hair.

      He laughed, and I found myself smiling inside.

      “What if I give you permission to be off?”

      “I…can’t.”

      “Can I use that I’m your boss line I tried the other day? Or does that land me in wait for a sexual harassment suit? I will gladly be sued and serve time in prison if you come home with me. Seriously, that is a possibility, I’ll even sign a contract.”

      I didn’t know where the laugh came from, but I found myself laughing and it felt like he’d yet again freed something that was stored away inside me.

      I recognized the lightheartedness. It was fragments of my old self, the old Paige. She was resurfacing.

      “You’re laughing.” He noted and reached up to touch my face. His touch felt more personal and had a calming effect. “You’re even more beautiful when you laugh. I want to see you laugh more, with me. Come home with me, Paige.”

      Oh, how I would have loved to say yes.

      I really would have loved to say yes.

      But… I couldn’t.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why?” his voice was soft as he spoke.

      “I’m not ready…I mean I need time.”

      Understanding filled his eyes. “I don’t know what you’ve done to me, Paige.”

      “I’m sure no more than any other woman.” I offered because there was no way I was going to believe that there was anything special about me. Look at him. He really was gorgeous, and I was certain he’d indulged on his fair share of women.

      “I beg to differ Miss Paige. You’ll definitely be the one to drive me crazy. But I’ll give you time. I’m away for two weeks on business.”

      “Two weeks?” Suddenly that sounded like forever.

      “Two weeks. I’ll be back for the fundraiser.” He smiled. “Maybe you’ll be ready then.”

      A part of me was ready now. I was, and I didn’t want to wait for two weeks to be with him. I almost changed my mind and gave into the carnal desire that threatened to push through. But I held back.

      I did need time. Because of …

      Because of Paul.

      I was thinking of him. if I were truly ready to be with another man I wouldn’t have been thinking of Paul.

      I needed the time because I hadn’t been able to let Paul go. I was still thinking of myself as being his, and I couldn’t be with anyone if I thought that way.

      It wouldn’t be fair.

      “Maybe.” I decided to say because I wanted him to know I did want him. I really did just need time.

      Gee this would certainly be a tale to tell.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      I was touched he asked given minutes ago he was sucking my breasts. He didn’t need to ask for a simple kiss.

      “Yes.”

      A little flutter made its way through my stomach as a slow easy smile filled his face.

      When he pressed his lips to mine I savored the kiss because I knew it would be two weeks before we did that again.

      At least I was changing. The fact that I was looking forward to being with him showed I was changing, and just maybe I’d be readier when he came back.

      Maybe.
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        * * *

      

      My plan backfired on me. Big time.

      Backfired in a massive way I couldn’t quite describe.

      I laughed at myself now when I thought back to how I believed I could trap Paige in her own eagerness to challenge me.

      I used my tactics to get her to kiss me.

      I wanted a simple kiss, but never realized one kiss would open the door to this crazy mingle of emotion that pushed me over the edge and made me lose control.

      That first kiss consumed me. It took hold of me and possessed me.

      Me, the guy who’d been happy with his bachelor lifestyle with any woman I wanted on my arm.

      That damn kiss opened my eyes and made me see I didn’t just want any woman on my arm.

      I wanted the one I had to work and wait for.

      Paige.

      No one would believe we’d known each other for such little time. But I didn’t think about length of time for things like that. I went with emotion.

      I went with how I felt.

      I wanted to take her home and devour her forever. I’d never met anyone I’d felt so strongly about.

      The next few days were agonizing.

      My dad asked me to go on a business trip with him to Florida to look at real estate. When he first asked I was up for going and spending time with him, but after my last encounter with Paige I regretted agreeing to go.

      I kept telling myself it was fine since Paige said she needed time, and if I was back at the office and did manage to coerce her to going home with me I would have felt bad for forcing her.

      Something had happened to her.

      It must have for her to say she wasn’t ready. I knew I could easily find out what it was from the touch of a button, but I didn’t dig into people’s personal lives.

      When I researched a person I worked with, it was purely for work purposes.

      I looked at what they’d done in the past and that helped me to plan the way I worked with them.

      Getting personal by looking past what was in employee files felt completely wrong.

      It was however, the first time I’d ever been tempted to do it. I didn’t give in though.

      For the time that I was in Florida I distracted myself with the memory of my hands all over Paige’s breasts, and the soft flesh in my mouth. I recalled her soft moans of pleasure and need.

      By the time I got back to San Francisco I could barely control myself. The two weeks couldn’t have come quick enough.

      The fundraiser was being held in the function room on the fifth floor of Portrait.

      When I walked in I went in looking for her and might have seemed rude to those who tried to engage in conversation with me. The only person I wanted to talk to was her, so everyone else would have to excuse my non-ability to offer more than a mere hello.

      Right now, I didn’t care.

      People danced in the center of the floor to the soft jazz music while others milled about their tables, talking and laughing with their friends and colleagues.

      The staff engagement team had done a wonderful job of decorating the room, and I heard we raised a million dollars for the Children’s Society. I’d made a mental note to add an extra million to what we made.

      I scanned the room looking for Paige. My heart sunk when I found Bernice and no sign of Paige.

      I thought about asking Bernice if Paige was coming, but then I saw her.

      Paige… My girl.

      Paige emerged from the door at the other side of the room looking like an angel in a sleek deep blue cocktail dress that hugged her frame. Her shoulders were bare and that gorgeous hair I loved cascaded down to her elbows in luscious waves.

      She looked nervously around the room and I saw something spark in her expression when she saw me.

      That nervousness was still there, but the smile she gave me made everyone and everything going on in here fade into the background.

      My cock stirred at the memory of the last time we were together, and I hoped like hell that she was ready because I couldn’t restrain myself tonight.

      I moved to her, desire propelling me forward, straight to the object of my newly found affection, and she came toward me, too.

      When we got to each other we stopped just before we made contact.

      What did we do normally?

      We didn’t…

      We didn’t have a normal routine because we’d barely been together. But, I wanted a normal with her.

      I wanted her to be mine, and I wanted her to be ready for me.

      I didn’t care that we were in a room full of people that I was the boss of. I didn’t care that people were watching.

      I leaned down and kissed her. It was brief but effective, and yes there were some people who saw me do that.

      That’s all they’d get though, because I took hold of her hand and led her away.

      I couldn’t go home, not yet.

      The two weeks spent apart had driven me crazy indeed and my damn cock would embarrass me if I walked around with it bulging against my pants.

      When I took her into the elevator we started to kiss, feeding each other with hungry kisses all the way down to the basement where the mailroom was.

      “Aren’t you taking me home?” She asked as the doors moved open.

      “Not yet baby. I can’t wait that long.”

      She didn’t protest. Paige just came willingly as I pulled her to that little storage room at the back of the mailroom we were in last time.

      It seemed she’d had time to think about this, and that she’d thought about me just as much as I had about her.

      Good.

      We were on the same page, we wanted the same thing. We wanted each other.

      This was happening tonight.

      I reclaimed her lips the minute we got inside and caressed her breasts. She liked that a lot I remembered from last time, so I’d warm her back up again that way, and make her feel good too.

      Eager to see her beautiful breasts again I pulled back a little and spun her around so I could pull the little zipper down the back of her dress.

      I got excited when I saw it was one of those dresses that had cups in the bodice, so I knew she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      When I turned her back to face me my eyes zoned in on her delicious breasts which had already puckered and were ready to be sucked.

      I twisted her again to get a good look at that thong she wore, too. It added to the glorious vision of her beauty showing me the firm cheeks of her ass.

      She giggled when I picked her up and placed her on that table, putting her right back where I’d left her two weeks ago.

      I lowered to her juicy breasts taking the little nipple in my mouth and sucking on her.

      Those moans that had filled my dreams asleep and awake released from her lips and it was all I could do not to cum right there and then.

      “Jason,” she cried leaning into me.

      God, she felt so good. Placing my hand to the center of her panties I stroked the soft silk material coaxing her to orgasm. She was already soaked and grew wetter as I ran my finger back and forth, feeling for the hard nub of her clit.

      I had to taste her, but I didn’t know how long it would be until I lost total control of myself.

      This woman was temptation, complete temptation, wrapped in a package waiting for me to unwrap, claim, and devour.

      I kissed my way down to her thighs and over to her sweet pussy where I moved the thong aside.

      Fuck, I didn’t waste time looking. I went straight in to her juicy center for a taste.

      Sweet.

      That was how she tasted. Sweet like fruit, and sweeter. Like something truly desirable, above anything else.

      I allowed myself the pleasure of pushing my tongue into her and filling my mouth with her delicious nectar before my will power faded.

      “Are you ready for me, Sweet Thing?” I asked moving back to look into her face.

      I watched her eyes darken with pure need, and I prayed she would say she was ready.
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      I looked at the handsome man who stood before me, and the need I felt for him overwhelmed me.

      I hadn’t stopped thinking about him since he left, and even before then. Didn’t matter if I was asleep or awake. Jason filled my every thought.

      My desire for him consumed me with such intensity it pushed everything aside. I’d never met anyone who could do that to me.

      It was amazing how I’d done a full three-sixty on this guy and went from being annoyed and frustrated at his criticism of my work, to wanting him more than I’d wanted anyone in my life.

      To admit that made my heartache because of Paul, and in the moment I thought about Paul I pushed him to the back of my mind and …let go.

      I let go.

      I let go as if someone had been holding my hand and I’d released mine.

      “I’m ready.” I heard myself say.

      The smile that lit up his face was magical and reached into my soul. I straightened up, pressed my fingers to his chest and pushed back his jacket until it slid down his shoulders. Next was his shirt. I took that off too, revealing his fantasy muscles and a mixture of inky black tattoos scrawled over his left breast that made me go wild.

      Like this, with his shirt off, he reminded me of an ad for Calvin Klein or Levi’s, and my mouth watered at the sight.

      I took the liberty and opportunity to run my hands over his chest and placed a kiss at the edge of the dragon tattooed on the hard plane of his lower abs. I trailed kisses along his abs and stopped at his waistband, looking down at his cock pushing against his pants.

      It looked massive.

      He smiled at my expression.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll go easy on you. You’ll have a good time baby.”

      I returned the smile, not doubting his words in the least.

      He undid his belt and shrugged out of his pants and boxers at the same time

      releasing the full length of his cock.

      I was right. He was massive, and the sight of him turned me on even more.

      When he retrieved a condom from the back pocket of his pants and rolled

      it down the thick length of his shaft I had to keep from drooling.

      “Ready?” he asked again, and I nodded.

      “I’m ready, Jason.”

      He took hold of my waist and pressed the fat head of his cock against my entrance, then eased inside me with a wicked smile on his face.

      My breath caught in my chest, going short.

      He pressed deeper, sliding in a bit at a time until he filled me completely.

      I gasped, unable to take the pressure anymore.

      I’d never felt so full. I cried out from the surge of pleasure that immediately consumed me.

      “Did I hurt you baby?” He stopped, looking worried.

      “No, please don’t stop. Please.” I begged.

      “Don’t worry, sweet thing. I don’t plan to.” He promised and with that he moved his hips and started pumping into me, building up a steady rhythm.

      Then faster.

      I couldn’t believe we were doing this. I couldn’t believe I was doing this, and God it felt so good.

      He felt good, and I didn’t want him to ever stop.

      Jason built up more speed and really started to pound into me. I came instantly. Then it was like I had lost my mind and orgasm after orgasm hit me in a way that left my body tingling all over. As if I were on fire and the flames of desire scorched my skin.

      “Jason.” I called out his name and when I reached for him he took hold of me allowing me to wrap my legs around his waist.

      We continued from there.

      In that position I felt even more filled with him and he had a direct hit to my g-spot with each thrust. The pressure that built up inside my core pushed me to the edge. Another orgasm took me.

      This one powerful and scorching. I felt this one would be all that my poor, lonely body could take.

      “Oh, fuck! Paige, hold on tight.” He groaned.

      I was glad I took the advice, because it did feel like I was on a ride. A ride to ecstatic bliss that I never wanted to stop.

      A deep groan resonated from within his chest. I actually felt it as he held me tight against him and jack hammered into his release.

      We both climaxed together which made the experience even more magical.

      “Paige.” He breathed my name against my shoulder and pulled back to look at

      me. “Sweet Thing, that was amazing.”

      He set me down again and pulled out of me, severing the connection between us, but reformed it again when he cupped my face.

      I searched my feelings trying to see how I felt about what we just did.

      I was looking for that bad feeling I thought would hit me, and feared would, but all I felt was amazing.

      “It was… It was amazing.” I breathed.

      “You are amazing. You ready to come home with me?” he beamed down at me.

      I got lost in his gaze knowing I had to have more of what he had just gave me. More of what I craved.

      Him.

      “I’m ready.” I smiled.
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        * * *

      

      When I first got my apartment, I imagined showing it off to beautiful women.

      It was every ounce the type of apartment to show off. A penthouse located in Angel Heights, the edge of the city. The hot spot for the rich and extremely wealthy.

      It screamed wealth and fit my image.

      It seemed like nothing to me now because the woman that graced it with her presence was like an angel and I knew she wouldn’t have cared if I was living in a hovel.

      Admittedly she didn’t get much of a chance to admire the place before I carried her off to my room where I devoured her all night.

      Jesus Christ. I truly devoured her. Feasting on her delicious body and indulging on her beauty.

      What had I been missing all these years?

      How could I not have had this woman in my life?

      It was crazy. We barely knew each other, but I could have known her my whole life.

      It was early, early in the morning when we took a break to refuel.

      We were in my bed still. I had her sitting on top of me feeding me strawberries and grapes. Her breasts bobbled over my face every time she lowered to feed me, and I took the chance to alternate between feasting on her nipples as they swayed my way, and the fruit.

      I knew wholeheartedly which I enjoyed more.

      That gorgeous mass of shiny hair cascaded over her left shoulder and ran down her side brushing its ends against my chest.

      That sweetness rippled from it in waves. A combo of something candylike and fruity.

      “Woman, you’ve cast a spell on me.” I said weak and weary, but still willing to indulge in more if she wanted it.

      “Does that make you mine?” The temptress asked.

      God damn, she was beautiful.

      “Uh huh?” I nodded firmly.

      She laughed. “By morning the spell will be over, but at least your car won’t turn into a pumpkin, and we get to go back to the office.”

      “Like fuck, that damn spell better not be over. You’re mine too, Paige.”

      She looked at me like I was just talking out of my ass and tried to feed me another grape.

      “More grapes?”

      “More you, all of you inside and out.”

      “You drank too much.”

      “What, water? Haven’t touched anything more than that.” I smiled up at her.

      She tried to hide her smile, but it was evident. She reached out and touched the side of my face, tracing the outline of my side burns.

      I took her hand and brought it to my lips to kiss it.

      “I’m crazy about you, Paige.”

      She held my gaze, eyes wide and an open expression on her face. “I’m crazy about you too, is that crazy?”

      “Why would it be baby?”

      “Because we haven’t known each other that long.”

      “Why does that matter?” I beamed at her. “Emotions and feelings just exist, they don’t really give a crap about time.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      “I’m always right.” I teased, running my fingers over her taut nipples as she lowered to give me the grape anyway. “More you, Paige. I want more of you.”

      She laughed as I flipped her over so she was on her back. I needed her again. Needed to be inside her.

      Looked like she needed me too. She reached for me and brought me down to her lips, kissing me hard.

      I couldn’t get enough of this woman. She was like a damn drug to me, working her way into my system, making me addicted to her.

      I pulled back, away from her lips to grab a condom from the nightstand. I loved the look she gave me as she watched me put it on, then I slid inside her.

      I’d lost count of how many times we’d done this. Lost count after the fourth time. it just seemed like we’d been given some sort of electrical charge to keep going.

      She moaned into every thrust, arching her back up, off the bed. Like that she looked knock-out beautiful with that intoxicated look of passion on her face. It was all for me.

      Everything, the way she looked, the way she felt, the way she touched me.

      Once again, I lost control. It was too much, and I started rutting into her like an animal.

      An idea popped into my mind.

      It was morning now and I knew we were both exhausted. It was probably the last time we’d do this. For today.

      I would have her again as soon as I could, but right now I wanted it to count.

      I wanted to see her ass again. Take her from behind like I did when we were in the shower. But I wanted her on her hands and knees this time.

      We hadn’t done it like that yet.

      Agonizingly, I slipped out of her and she gasped when I turned her over. A weak smile danced across her lips when she realized what I was doing, and she instinctively went on to her hands and knees.

      I was desperate to get back inside her, but I had to run my hands down the curve of her back and over her firm round ass.

      Perfection. That’s what she was.

      I thrust back in deep, really deep. Not even I was prepared for how deep I went, and she cried out in a moan of half pleasure, half pain.

      She felt so fucking good. I didn’t know she could feel better than she felt before.

      I moved, pumping into her with power and primal need. That hunger that raptured me drove me. My pace increased as I felt my climax was near. I did my best to stave it off but she felt too good.

      She clung to the sheets and cried out as her own orgasm took hold of her, and me. Her sweet pussy spasmed around my cock sending me into oblivion and that was it. I lost it. I tightened my hold on her hips as my climax rocked me and I erupted. Heart, mind, body, and soul, all into her.

      All of me. I wasn’t joking when I told her I was hers.

      I really was and now I knew for sure I would only ever feel the way I felt now with her.

      My Paige.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Paige
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        * * *

      

      His apartment was beautiful.

      Beautiful at night with a gorgeous view of the Golden Gate Bridge and the city lights right at our finger tips, almost looking like I could have reached out and touched them through the wall to ceiling glass windows he had in the living room.

      It was beautiful in the morning too.

      In the bright sunlight I took note of the beige leather furniture that matched the soft silky colors of the walls. He had taste, great taste, and I liked that sophistication and finesse he had about him.

      I knew I didn’t need to leave. That was why I’d sat out here in his living room for the last hour just thinking. Part of me wanted to stay, stay wrapped up in his arms. To wake up with Jason and feel the warmth he gave me.

      Warmth that filled my heart, mind, body, and soul.

      Jason was like food to my soul and I truly enjoyed every moment I spent with him. It was more than the enjoyment, so much more.

      Once again, I had to take note of the fact that I’d never experienced the feelings I had with him, with anyone else.

      I wanted to stay but those bad feelings I looked for surfaced. They had risen very early as the sun beamed on me with its radiant rays, and not for the reasons I thought.

      I was looking to feel bad because Jason was the first man that I’d been with since Paul. However, my uncertainty didn’t lie with just that. There was something else that I never expected.

      This thing I had with Jason, whatever it was happened fast, too fast, and backwards almost. We’d never dated properly. I didn’t think we could count the date at the club.

      I never got to explore what it was I felt for him before we got to this stage. We’d just gone in full steam on the basis of emotion.

      I knew while I may have lost that part of me that had heart-warmth –the part of me that could get lost in emotions like the next romantic – there was a thing called reality that I had to consider.

      Jason was my boss, and…

      He was only here temporarily. We were just temporary.

      When I was with Paul I knew we would be forever, until the day he got sick. I knew I would marry him from the first day I met him, when I was ten.

      I’d never been with a man for fun, or temporarily. I’d never taken the advice I dished out, like the crazy advice I gave Bernice.

      All I knew was long term, and what you do to make a relationship last.

      I knew of love, true love, and I knew that someone would be damned lucky to find it twice.

      I didn’t expect that with Jason. I couldn’t because I didn’t know him like that. I’d acted on my desire for him but never looked beyond the point I was at now.

      The part where I’d developed these unexpected feelings for him that wanted more than one night, or temporary.

      I liked him, I liked him a lot but seeing past anything temporary with him would be a mistake.

      On that thought I stood up, took one last look around the apartment, and left with a heavy sadness in my heart.

      When I got home I looked at the wedding picture in the living room. My eyes found it and I stood there for what felt like hours just staring.

      Again, I was searching for guilt, but it didn’t come.

      It didn’t come because I realized I had managed to do exactly what Paul told me.

      Or near enough at least.

      I let go, slowly, but surely.

      I let go.

      And, it didn’t mean forgetting like I’d previously believed.

      Before Jason I thought that letting go meant forgetting. That was how I let go of things, by forgetting. But, it didn’t mean that at all. It meant opening my heart and not hiding it away from the world.

      It was just a shame the man I could see myself taking this big step with was only going to be in my life for such a short amount of time, and I couldn’t expect more from him.

      A tear ran down my cheek at that thought.
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        * * *

      

      I was hoping she wouldn’t have left.

      I really wanted to wake up next to her and see the morning sun beaming down on her golden skin.

      But, she was gone, and my heart sunk further when I went to work, and she wasn’t there.

      I thought she’d resumed her avoidance tactics and would have settled for finding her somewhere in the building, hiding from me, but searching for her everywhere revealed she didn’t come in today.

      I must have asked Bernice a million times if she’d seen Paige. And, to the point where she got annoyed with me and told me to call Paige if I was that worried.

      Calling had crossed my mind several times, but I feared what would happen if I did. I feared her ignoring my calls and the phone ringing to voicemail. I feared speaking to her and hearing her say that last night was a mistake.

      I feared losing the one person I’d ever really connected with.

      Last night was unreal, and my life had been turned upside down since I walked into my new role weeks ago.

      I’d had this fascination with Paige and her advice column, but thinking back now I guessed that maybe it was her I was fascinated with.

      It took me weeks to meet her, and she literally fell into my arms. As if she was mine from back then.

      Her staying away today said a lot, and I didn’t know if I should push the issue with her. I didn’t think last night was a one nighter, and I didn’t want it to be.

      Maybe she did though.

      Thinking that drove me crazy all day, and eventually I was faced with the decision of what to do.

      I didn’t want her to have to resort to staying away because of me, and I didn’t want her to stay away from me.

      My madness drove me to do the one crazy thing I swore I would never do. I got personal. I looked up her address and drove straight to her house.

      She would be in her right to call the police on me if she wanted to, but I had to see her.

      The minute I parked I jumped out of my car and ran up the steps leading to the front door.

      It was night but in the soft porch light I saw beautiful roses that looked well cared for. I could imagine her tending to them and giving attention to each one. I could imagine her liking gardening and being adventurous in what she did just from looking at the flowers all around hanging in baskets and planted in hedges clustered together.

      Paige could have hired a gardener to do it, but I wanted to imagine it was her.

      It just made me want to know more, more about her, and everything.

      It took every last ounce of my courage to ring her doorbell and waiting felt like torture.

      I waited for two agonizing minutes before the door opened.

      She looked shocked to see me, and there was also something that resembled excitement in her eyes. But it was only there for a spark and it left before I could really take note of it properly.

      “Jason.” She said my name with a softness that I felt, and as I looked her over I realized I had more feelings for her than what I realized.

      It was actually funny to acknowledge that, because anyone who knew me knew I was the perpetual bachelor.

      I’d lived for fun and always said I’d be that way until I met the magical being that could change me.

      Change me the way Paige changed me. I never needed to ask myself if I’d found that magical being.

      It was her. It was always going to be her.

      I may not have known her for long, but she’d changed me, and that meant she had me. All of me.

      “Hey… I’m really sorry to come to your home completely unannounced and uninvited –”

      “No, it’s okay. You’re invited.” She cut in.

      “I had to see you. You weren’t at work today and I know last night was crazy I just…just had to see you.” I didn’t know what to say that didn’t sound like I’d been going insane from wanting her to be mine. “Can I come in?”

      She nodded and pushed the door open wider so I could go in.

      She looked uneasy as I walked in and a little reserved.

      I followed her into her living room where I was greeted with a portrait of a happy couple on their wedding day.

      I assumed it was a relative I saw in the picture, but then I froze as I realized that the woman was Paige.

      She saw me looking at the picture and she brought her hands together when I turned my focus to her.

      “Is that you?” I asked for confirmation.

      She nodded slowly.

      “You’re married?” I asked unable to hide the fear in my voice, and I cursed myself now for not getting personal sooner and checking her out.

      My eyes zoned down to her hands, looking for a wedding band but I couldn’t see one. Her fingers were bare of any jewelry.

      “I…was.” She answered looking straight at me with a sadness in her eyes that made me want to hold her and soothe away anything that could make her sad.

      “Was? What…happened?”

      Her lips parted and I waited for her to speak, but no words came out.

      My instincts took over at that point and I knew even before she said, “he died,” that that was what happened.

      Suddenly that image she’d created in my mind of the strong challenging woman I witnessed weeks ago faded, and another realization hit me. The image she portrayed to the world was a front for the one before me.

      She didn’t have to say anything, but I’d be willing to bet the version of Paige that stood before me was the old Paige. The one I wanted to find.

      Silence filled the space between us, but sometimes silence spoke more than words, and it was deafening the more prolonged it became. There was a lot at play here, and it was all starting to make sense.

      Weeks ago, she told me she wasn’t ready, and kept saying she couldn’t go further with me.

      This was why.

      “It was a brain tumor. He died three years ago.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what you must have gone through.” I offered.

      “It was horrible.”

      I nodded agreeing.

      “Paige,” there was something I wanted to know. “Was I the first man you’d been with since?” It seemed absurd to ask because look at her. She had beauty about her that would make you want to stare forever.

      I imagined her with her pick of men, and I was just lucky she picked me last night.

      “Jason, you’re the second man I’ve ever been with in my life,” she confessed.

      I tried not to look shocked, but I failed. Miserably.

      How had I managed to find a woman like this?

      I felt bad now I’d accused her of having no heart. I felt terrible. My assumptions couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      “I feel really privileged to be that for you. I…” my voice trailed off the more I thought about what she’d said, and the more I looked at her. “Paige, I hope I didn’t force you to do something you didn’t want to do.”

      She shook her head. “No. You didn’t.”

      “But you must regret last night. You… stayed away.”

      “I didn’t do anything with you that I regret.” She said with conviction and placed her hand to her chest. To her heart.

      “Why did you stay away?”

      “Because, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now. I’ve never just had sex for a night of fun, and last night wasn’t just a night of fun for me.” She took a deep breath and continued. “My heart is open, and I never thought I would be able to do that again, but I have baggage. I’m a widow whose kept pictures of my dead husband all around the house to keep him alive. I’m certain that when you came to San Francisco you didn’t sign up for this,” she waved around. “For me with my excess baggage. And, if that’s not bad enough I have to put in perspective that you’re leaving in…five and a half months. I can’t, and don’t expect anything from you.”

      I looked her over and what I saw was fear. Fear to feel more than what she felt for me.

      There was nothing to be afraid of because I knew women like her were priceless, part of the collection of priceless possessions my parents told me about. Maybe that was why I was so drawn to her, because she was rare, and I wasn’t the kind of man to be dumb enough to let a rare and priceless possession slip out of my grasp.

      “I lift weights a lot.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me.

      “What?”

      “Weights, you know to build muscle.” I smiled at her.

      “This is one of those times when you’re going to be annoying?” she grimaced, brows knitting together.

      “No, I’m never that. I just wanted you to know I can manage any sort of baggage, excess or otherwise. I can do it if it means I get to have you.” That was the part of me I’d been saving for this magical being who now looked stunned at my words.

      “What?”

      “Paige, I know we just got crazy lost in our emotions and we don’t know all that much about each other. Last night wasn’t just fun for me either. I want it to be more. I don’t need to know you for any length of time to know I want you, and as for me leaving, why don’t we just push that aside for a moment and see where this goes.” I knew where it would go, because I wasn’t going to let her go, but decided to take one step at a time for her benefit.

      “You want to be with me?” She asked as if she couldn’t believe I would.

      “I think that much is obvious Paige, but yes I do.” I turned to look at the wedding picture and I focused on the lucky man who’d had her. He looked happy. The kind of happiness I imagined you’d feel when you had everything. When I looked back to her I understood why. “You must have loved him very much to try to keep his memory alive. I can’t imagine anyone would be able to replace a man who was worthy of that. But, if you give me a chance maybe we could have something different. Can you?”

      I thought that was the best I could say.

      When a tear ran down her cheek and she nodded, excitement rippled through me.

      “Yes. I can.” She gave me one of her sweet smiles and fell into my embrace as I moved towards her.

      She clutched on to my shirt as I held her close, tears streaming down her cheeks now.

      “Thank you, Paige.” I kissed the top of her forehead and just enjoyed holding her.

      The last few weeks were mind blowing. I couldn’t wait to see what the next few weeks would bring.

      I was confident only good could happen from here onwards, and I knew my life would never be the same again.
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        * * *

      

      Five and a half months later….

      

      The last few months had been truly magical.

      Truly, truly magical.

      I never thought I could experience happiness again after Paul, but Jason was right when he said we could have something different.

      We did.

      We had something different and beautiful.

      That rush of emotion and intense attraction that pulled us together just propelled us to move forward.

      It was great I got to do so with a truly amazing man who helped me to find myself.

      I could be the me I used to be, and the me that had evolved from all that had happened to me. My readers loved it and my advice column had grown in significance over the last few months.

      Tonight, was date night.

      We sat in the VIP suite of the JLM club. I was in Jason’s lap kissing him.

      It was our last night here in San Francisco.

      Tomorrow, I’d be accompanying him to Hong Kong where we’d stay for the next two years.

      We would be heading back to San Francisco though next fall for our wedding.

      Jason proposed to me a month ago, at the same time that he asked me to go with him. He’d said there was no point waiting to do something he knew he was already going to do for the sake of time.

      He also pointed out I could do my job from anywhere in the world.

      I agreed and here I was, sitting on his lap once again indulging on him.

      “We should go home, Sweet Thing.” He smiled up at me with those gorgeous eyes I knew I would be lost in forever. “How about I make love to you all night. We have a long flight tomorrow.” Mischief flickered in his gaze.

      “Okay Mr. Dempsey. You making love to me all night sounds like a real treat.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      I giggled as he took hold of my hand and lifted it to his lips. He kissed over the beautiful engagement ring he’d given me, then took a moment to look at it, then up to me. Love and appreciation filled his eyes.

      “I love you, Paige. Thank you for being mine.”

      “I love you, too, Jason.” I replied. Words straight from my heart which this amazing man had managed to revive and fill with all that it needed. All that I needed. “Thank you for being my everything.”

      I said everything because he was.

      He’d had the ability to do something no one else could have. He rescued me, saving me from losing myself and showed me I could live again after experiencing the worst thing that could ever happen to me.

      I glanced at the ring.

      It was beautiful indeed, as beautiful as the one Paul gave me. I’d never forget that ring, and I wouldn’t forget this ring either, and all they signified.

      Promises of love which would be sealed to my soul.

      Jason brought out the best in me and gave me what I never expected to find ever again.

      True love.

      

      The End
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Mailroom Delight.

      I hope you enjoyed Jason and Paige’s story.

      If you’re looking for something sexy and hot please check out my other books:

      

      
        
        The Rules of Attraction

        Falling For Him

        Never and Always

        I Love You again

        One Wild Night

        Shape of My Heart

        Hearts Entwined

        Complete Me

        I Only Have Eyes For You

        The Objection to Affection

        Vandervilles Series

      

        

      
        Book 1- When Beauty Met the Beast

        Book 2- Secrets and Lies

        Book 3- Into the Rabbit Hole

        To check out these titles please visit

      

        

      
        https://www.amazon.com/author/khardinegraynovels

      

        

      
        Sign up to my newsletter to find out when I have new books. I always spoil my readers rotten.
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        Chapter 1

      

      

      

      Summer

      ***

      What the hell kind of day was this?

      I thought I’d managed to escape the shit, but no, it followed me all the way to Chicago.

      Tom was marrying Becca.

      My stomach plummeted again just at the thought, and I felt sick.

      Tom.

      The man I’d spent eleven years of my life with was marrying my best friend.

      My hands were still shaking, had been for the last few hours.

      It was the immediate reaction on finding the satin-textured, cream-colored envelope sitting on the floor of my flea-bag apartment when I got back in from grocery shopping.

      The envelope contained their wedding invitation inviting me to attend the glorious union of Tom Underhill and Rebecca Kennedy at 2:00 PM on Saturday the fourteenth of September.

      I’d dropped the envelope, ran to the toilet as bile rose right up into my throat and threw up everything I’d had since fourth grade.

      Then I must have lost my mind as I left the said flea-bag apartment and went walking, and somehow ended up here at The Hideaway, a night club.

      It was eight o’clock.

      I should have been at home prepping to start my new job the next day, not here.

      I wasn’t even dressed up. The blue summer dress I wore was more fitting for a quick trip to the supermarket or a walk in the park. Definitely not for mingling with the Tuesday night partygoers at a sassy club.

      And my stomach still felt queasy.

      It was so stupid. This reaction. I shouldn’t have felt like this.

      Tom hadn’t been mine for a long time, but what gripped me was the hurt I felt. The hurt and despair from the rejection.

      Four months ago, when Tom and Becca told me they were together, and had been for a while, I dealt with it.

      At that time, Tom and I had been on a break for eight months and I’d just buried my father.

      I thought the break was Tom’s way of helping me while I needed to care for my father during the time he needed me most. I thought we’d simply get back together at some point because we’d been together for so long.

      But he had no intention to do that.

      He’d acted like he’d done me a favor.

      Doing me a favor would have been to end things properly with me and not crush me with news of being with Becca.

      Back then I didn’t have the strength to accept the truth for what it was. That they’d been seeing each other behind my back for God knew how long. Or, that while I was at my lowest going through all manner of shit, the man I loved was screwing my best friend.

      For the last four months I’d gone through the motions of trying to pick up the pieces of my life and bereave my father.

      Like a shell, I felt hollow inside and the person who used to be me was lost in the void somewhere.

      Today though… the bubble popped. It snapped like someone stuck it with a sharp pin and landed me on my ass that was already at rock bottom.

      Today was when I actually woke up, and reality slapped me with all the emotions I’d suppressed.

      The loss of my father had displaced time around me and I had no grasp of anything until today when I held the wedding invite and life as it was stared me in the face.

      Tom was getting married to Becca, my father was dead, I was broke, in debt and in Chicago waiting to start a new job that was several downgrades from the career I worked my ass off for.

      That was my life summed up in a nutshell and it sucked.

      I hated it.

      Worse yet, I hated that I couldn’t have seen Tom for who he was. Becca too.

      I hated that I allowed them to get to me now, and that I’d allowed them to damage the little strength I had.

      All I should have had on my mind was healing my broken heart from the loss of my dear father and getting back into the career I loved.

      Just those two things, nothing else.

      I didn’t need confirmation of how much Tom loved Becca.

      “Would you like some more water?” the bartender asked.

      I turned my attention to him and blinked.

      Water.

      My brain was in a state of tumult.

      

      I was going to need something a lot stronger than that.

      What I needed was an escape from the torment that had filled my mind. I needed an escape from life.

      My attention was drawn to a pretty blonde woman in a bubblegum pink dress who laughed out loud. She sat on the opposite side of the bar with a man who seemed to be dazzling her with sauciness. They’d been there since before I came in, which was well over an hour now.

      The woman looked happy and carefree.

      I didn’t know when I would feel happy again, but maybe I could do carefree.

      “Can I have what she’s having?” I asked, motioning towards her with my chin.

      The bartender chuckled and nodded, allowing one of his dreadlocks to fall over his eye. I’d seen him take a pink-colored cocktail over to her in one of those tall glasses with lemon on the side and blue syrup drizzled around the rim. It looked cool.

      “That’s a real strong drink, sweetheart. Do you think you can handle it?”

      “Yes,” I said firmly. Maybe a little too firm, but damn it to hell yes I wanted a strong drink and yes, I could handle it.

      The smile on his face grew. “Okay I’ll mix one up for you.”

      Minutes later I had my drink before me. It was called Angels on Sex.

      No wonder the woman ordered it.

      “Go easy on it. Sipping is best to start,” he advised.

      “Thanks, I’m sure I’ll be fine.” I picked up the glass and instead of the sip I was advised to take, I took a huge gulp.

      Immediately, I grimaced at the sharp, searing taste of vodka contrasted with sugar syrup strawberries.

      It sent a hot shiver through my whole body as it hit the back of my throat, making my skin burn and tingle.

      Damn the stuff was seriously strong. Maybe I should have sipped and taken it easy as advised, especially since I normally kept drinking to a minimum.

      But screw it. I needed this.

      Once the tingling and burning feeling left, a sense of calm spread over my brain, having an effect similar to taking a painkiller and feeling it starting to work.

      I practically downed the rest of the drink, and Jesus, it felt like I’d overdosed on pure happy.

      I had to close my eyes, squeezing them shut at the sensational intensity. When I opened them again I saw the bartender standing before me with a glass of water.

      “Drink this—it will help balance things out.” He smirked.

      “Thank you.” I took the glass from him and sipped on the water.

      The balance he spoke of came along with the buzz I was going for.

      “Better?” He asked.

      “Yes, could I have another one of those drinks.”

      “Sure, but make sure you drink the water.” He winked at me as he sauntered away.

      I loosened my ponytail, allowing my platinum blonde locks to tumble down my shoulders and spill down to the center of my back.

      I could see my reflection from the mirror behind the drink rack that I looked better and more fitting to the setting.

      When the bartender came back, I noticed he gave me that once over look most guys did when I let my hair down. It was a look I’d grown accustomed to ignoring because I was with Tom.

      I didn’t have to do that anymore.

      “Enjoy.” He smiled with another wink and left me.

      I started on it straightaway. Thankfully since I was used to the taste I went straight to the enjoyment and lapped up the buzz that filled me. Another one of these and I’d be drunk.

      I knew my limit and didn’t want to start my new job tomorrow with a hangover.

      This mellowness was good.

      It numbed that part of my brain that ached from all I’d been through, putting it on pause so I could calm down.

      Calm down enough to entice that carefree vibe I needed right now to escape.

      As the alcohol worked its way into my bloodstream I allowed my thoughts to drift.

      I closed my eyes again, tuning the music out and the people around me.

      Focusing, breathing, focusing, steadying my breath.

      Good… it was working.

      I’d come to Chicago for a fresh start.

      I had more important things to deal with than Tom and Becca. Bigger fish to fry.

      I couldn’t allow them to get to me.

      They were both as bad as each other and bad for me. Tom had been a terrible boyfriend with all his negativity and criticism, and Becca had always kept me in her shadow. I’d known her practically since birth, and it was always the same. I was second best.

      When they came to tell me, they were together –two days after my father’s funeral –that fucking bitch had the audacity to act like I should be happy for them.

      Fuck them.

      Fuck them both, and life too for taking my father.

      Defiance filled me as the buzz danced through my veins.

      I was checking out of reality, just for tonight.

      Tomorrow I’d start again with this job.

      Just for tonight I’d be someone else.

      Not Summer Daniels. The high-achieving Miss Goody Two Shoes.

      The music changed to a song I recognized, and I opened my eyes. It was Touch Me, one of those songs that could bring out the sexy in me no matter how I felt.

      Up by the bar, the volume had been kept to a low beat so people could enjoy the music and still hold a conversation.

      Just like the cocktail, the chilled beat did something to me, lulling me towards it.

      I was on the second level. I looked down to the main dance floor and saw all the fun everyone was having there and at the three other bars that circled it.

      I wanted that too. Fun. Carefree fun.

      How long had it been since I danced?

      My body moved even before my brain could register that I was moving, and straight down the steps I went, allowing the music to envelope me.

      Swirling lights spiraled over me as I took my descent, immersing myself into the vibes.

      The beat pumped through every single fiber of my body.

      I found a good spot where I could move freely. Then I got sucked into the music and allowed it to move me in whatever way it chose.

      Sexy, that’s what I felt like as I ran my hands over my head, down my chest and onwards to my waist. Soon, like everyone I was completely lost in the sounds of smooth sexiness.

      It had been too long since I’d allowed myself a moment to relax, or just to stop and indulge in nothingness. Like now, dancing to the music with no thought other than to enjoy the beat and enjoy the calmness that had settled over my mind.

      I would have indulged in the temptation to become truly lost if I didn’t suddenly feel the distinct impression of eyes focused on me.

      The club was packed, heaving with people and there were a lot of guys looking at me as I danced, but the magnetism and intensity of the stare was so strong that I had to see where it was coming from.

      When I twirled around I stopped mid-sway, locking my gaze with a man standing by the column near the doors that led out to the rooftop terrace. The raised platform he stood on allowed him to tower over the people that danced around him.

      It was him…

      He was the one looking at me.

      That was where the heated, penetrated blaze I felt came from, and he was still focusing on me.

      This man was what I would have called deadly handsome and had the kind of gorgeousness you’d see on the Hollywood heartthrobs women swooned over. The flashing club lights bounced off his blonde spiky hair and made his light eyes look brighter.

      He was tall, standing over six feet and displayed a body that was all muscle with a mile-wide chest that looked toned even from where I stood.

      He oozed style with his black blazer and white button-up shirt. The top buttons lay open, allowing me to see corded muscle and just make out hints of a tattoo in the flickering lights.

      I didn’t know what impressed me more. The confident, cocky manner in which he stood, or the masterpiece he was.

      And… he was still looking at me, giving me his complete undivided attention, doing something to me that I couldn’t quite describe and hadn’t felt before.

      It was like he paralyzed my mind and spoke to my inner desire. Then as if he knew what he was doing to me, a slow satisfied smile crept up the corners of his sensual mouth, making him look sexier.

      Feeling embarrassed for staring the way I was, I turned away and changed my movements to a light sway.

      The song was still going, it was in its height of the beat. A guy shuffled closer

      to me and started dancing.

      He was cute. Not as gorgeous as Mr. Perfect over by the column but cute and seemed to be a little goofy too.

      More what I would class as my type. He got me back into my flow and I would have continued dancing with him if I didn’t catch sight of Mr. Perfect now standing amongst the crowd, eyes locked on me.

      The lights flickered on him. Blue, red, gold, green, but didn’t mask the sexiness that radiated from him or the fact that he was fixated on me.

      I slowed my movements again, unable to look away like I had before.

      I was the last person to stare at anyone because I thought it was rude, but this man made me want to stare.

      Someone bumped into me from behind, breaking the connection. It was only then that I turned away.

      I’d lost Mr. Goofy in that little shuffle and was now surrounded by a bunch of guys who looked at me like I was fresh meat. One started dancing with me. He was gorgeous with his shoulder length locks and that laid-back style.

      Again, though, not like Mr. Perfect who I’d seemed to lose.

      Maybe this was a little too much carefree for me. I wasn’t here to pick up guys.

      I should go. Go back to the apartment. I’d had the drink and danced myself silly if only for a few minutes, but me dancing with all these guys was probably a bad idea.

      I shuffled away from them and headed back up to the stairs where the beat was chilled.

      I was about to turn the corner for the exit when the warmth of a strong, large hand grabbed mine, stopping me.

      Twisting to look, I found myself gazing up at Mr. Perfect, who towered me with his height and that fascinating masculine presence.

      “You couldn’t possibly be leaving yet,” he said in a deep, alluring voice that immediately captured me.

      His eyes roamed over my body and I allowed myself to look at him too.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but the man was hotter up close.

      His face was all angles with a chiseled jaw, tanned skin and a five o’clock shadow.

      Those compelling eyes riveted me to the spot, looking at me in a way that did sinful things to my body. I saw pure, raw desire in them.

      Being this close also allowed me to see his eye color.

      They were gray, like silver. Very unusual looking, almost otherworldly and reminding me of a smoky cloud.

      “Yes,” I answered realizing that I was simply staring and hadn’t answered him. I also noted that his hand was still clasped around mine.

      “Don’t tell me I’m the only one who felt that back there.” The slow easy smile widened in a cunning way.

      “What?” I acted like I didn’t know what he meant, but I knew.

      If I didn’t know anything else it was that, whatever that was. And, I felt it now.

      “Attraction,” he cajoled.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah. Definitely.” He nodded. “Pure energy with the power to evoke and control.”

      “You make it sound like an actual thing.”

      “It is, and there are rules.” The smile up close was well and truly sexy too. It paralyzed me.

      At least I had to give him credit for being original with his pick-up lines, but then guys like him didn’t have to worry about what they said.

      “Like a game?”

      “Yes, exactly like a game. And, we just got chosen to play.” I noticed the way he lingered on the word play.

      “We?” A smile inched across my face. Yup, definitely original, and not bad at all.

      He nodded.

      “What are the rules?” Why did I ask? That was letting trouble take me, but some part of me reached out for this attention.

      “Don’t fight attraction, do what it tells you. That’s the first rule. So I can’t allow the most beautiful woman here to leave without dancing with me first.”

      God, what should I say to that?

      An electrifying shudder reverberated through me.

      I was a wreck inside and didn’t exactly look my best on the outside, but this perfect man thought I was beautiful, and he was still holding my hand.

      It had been a while since I felt beautiful and definitely not in the last few months.

      His gaze, bold and assessing, dropped from my eyes, to my shoulders, to my breasts, and then drifted casually down the rest of me. The look was so galvanizing that it sent a tremor through my body and scattered my nerves.

      “I should –”

      This guy was one of those that spelled trouble, and I didn’t need trouble right now. I usually avoided guys like that. The cocky, arrogant sort that were usually assholes. But what did I know? After Tom I could hardly claim to be a good judge of character.

      “Dance with me, angel.” Magical words which charmed me. Jauntily, he cocked his blonde head to the side.

      “Dance?”

      “Yes.” He stepped towards me and suddenly I became aware of how close we were standing. He dipped his head low to my ear, and with a low, seductive voice said, “I liked the way you danced. It was damn sexy. The guys who got close to you were lucky. I just want a chance too.”

      I considered it and allowed the fantasy of dancing with him to take over.

      How could I resist a dance with a truly handsome man who thought I was the most beautiful woman here?
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        * * *

      

      Find out what happened next by clicking here …
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