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  “All you have to do is have dinner with him. He isn’t expecting anything else from you. He just needs a companion for the fundraiser tonight,” she says as she looks at me with puppy-dog eyes. “I’ve gone to several of these events with him and he’s never been anything less than a gentleman. He keeps his professional life completely separated from his personal life.”


  Falling to her knees in front of me, she closes her eyes as if in prayer. “He’s an impeccably groomed man—the type of male perfection you only find on the pages of magazines. He reminds me of Alexander Skarsgård, although his eyes are a different color of blue and his hair is lighter. He’s a tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed Viking. He’s harmless, Kat. In fact, I think he may be gay. He’s never been seen dating anyone.”


  Emma gets up from her knees and stands in front of me with her hands steepled in prayer. “Please, Kat,” she begs. “I really need you to do this for me. I’m overbooked tonight, and I can’t be with two men at the same time. We’ll be at the same event, so if you feel uncomfortable in any way, I’ll be nearby. I asked Damon if he would mind the switch, and he assured me that it wouldn’t be a problem. Please help me out.”


  I look into her eyes as they silently plead her case. I know she would bail me out if I really needed her to, but this is extreme.


  “I don’t think I can do it, Em. I wouldn’t know what to do. I have no training as an escort.” I watch as her face falls a little. “That’s your thing, not mine. I’ve always known that someday you would get yourself into trouble, but I never thought it would involve me.”


  “You act as if I am asking you to prostitute yourself.” Her lips purse and then relax. “I run a legitimate escort service. I’m not a hooker. I don’t sleep with my clients.” She rolls her eyes for a moment and then continues. “Well, that’s not altogether true. I slept with Mark, but it was because I wanted to, not because he paid me to.”


  The thought of accompanying a complete stranger to an event terrifies me. My stomach feels like I’ve just crested the highest peak of a roller coaster and I’m beginning the descent.


  “Emma, you’re my best friend and I want to help you, but I don’t have the foggiest idea of how to behave in this type of situation.”


  Emma stops to consider my statement. I can only imagine how fast she is flipping through the Rolodex in her brain to come up with an example. Her eyes are looking north and her lips are scrunched up––this is her thinking face. Within seconds, her face lights up, and I know that I’m in trouble. She has a way of coming up with the perfect scenario that will work in her best interest.


  “Remember when we went with your parents to the ballet? We dressed up—you in the pink dress and me in the light blue dress.” She is staring at me as if waiting for a light bulb to illuminate over my head in recognition. “Do you remember how we had to socialize with all of your dad’s clients before and after the event?”


  “Yes. I also remember that it was the most boring night of my life.”


  Smiling, she says, “This will be just like that night, except that you’ll like some of the people you meet and you’ll make three hundred dollars. All you have to do is look pretty and smile.” She fluffs her hair and shows me her pearly whites. “You’ll also get to wear one of my fabulous formal gowns. Please say yes!” she begs.


  Emma is back on her knees in front of me, pleading. I have such a soft spot for her. In spite of my fear, I agree to help. “Okay!. Just stand up and stop begging. I’ll help you out this one time, but I want to wear your red gown. And you have to do my hair. If the guy is a total creep, I’m leaving. What time do I have to be ready? And where do I need to go?”


  Jumping up and down, Emma dances around me. “Oh my God, I knew you wouldn’t let me down! He’ll be here to pick you up at seven o’clock. You are going to a hospital fundraiser. Damon is a benefactor. There will be live music and dancing afterwards.” Emma wraps me in a big hug. “Kat, I love you so much! You’re the best friend ever!”


  “I better not regret this, Emma. You’re going to owe me big for this one.” I give her my most intimidating look. “I’m heading to the shower, and when I come back, you better have my outfit ready. It’s almost six o’clock now, and that gives me just over an hour to get ready.” I continue to talk as I walk to the bathroom. “You’re lucky that I had a mani-pedi yesterday. Otherwise I would need an outfit that goes with my boots and gloves.” Stopping, I turn to ask her a question that has been bouncing in my brain for a few minutes. “Why do I get this guy instead of the one you’re escorting tonight?”


  Taking a deep breath, she answers me. “I know Damon will be a gentleman. The other guy is an unknown.” She shrugs her shoulders. “I have never accompanied him anywhere. I can’t imagine him being anything except nice, but since I don’t know him personally, I don’t feel comfortable having you escort him.” She waves her hand at me in a dismissive fashion. “Go take your shower so I can get you all dolled up for the evening.”


  I shampoo my hair, shave my legs, and ready myself for “work.” My body wash smells of coconut and mango and makes me think of someplace exotic like Fiji. Wouldn’t it be nice to escape to someplace else for the night? A tropical island sounds good right now. I would love to be anywhere but here. I think about covering for Emma tonight, and the thought petrifies me. I am way out of my league. I don’t even date regularly. Who has time between work and school? My life is barely in balance, and tonight is going to tilt the scales toward pure chaos.
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  “Oh my goodness, Kat, you look stunning!” Emma stands back and looks at me. Her scrutiny makes me nervous. She walks completely around me, smoothing my hair and wiping a smudge of mascara from under my eye. “Everything is just perfect,” she declares.


  “Thanks, Em. You really know how to turn a duckling into a swan.”


  I had the opportunity to see myself in the full-length mirror before I made my debut in the living room. The results were nothing less than miraculous. The red dress is cut on the bias, and it hangs nicely on my figure. Emma pulled my hair up into a French knot that she secured with a pretty bejeweled hair comb. My makeup looks elegant and soft. The lipstick is a bit bright for my taste, but since I’m wearing a red dress, I can see where she was going with it.


  “Who are you going with, Emma?”


  “I will be accompanying Anthony Haywood.”


  “Anthony Haywood, the restaurateur?” My mouth drops open in shock. “That Anthony Haywood?” I ask.


  Anthony Haywood owns a chain of upscale restaurants all over the world. He is a mega-millionaire, reported to be one of the world’s most eligible bachelors. I recently read a fascinating article about him. A real rags-to-riches story.


  “Wow! That’s some date you have.”


  “It’s not a date, Kat. It’s a job. But yes, I think he’ll be an interesting companion. You, my dear, will be accompanying Damon Noble.”


  My jaw drops at the mention of Damon Noble. He’s the owner of a chain of exclusive nightclubs called Zenith.


  “Close your mouth, Kat. I told you that I had an elite client list. These men want an educated, attractive girl on their arms. They aren’t interested in relationships or romance. They’re too busy conquering the world. They don’t have time for dating. You’ve lived with me for years. You know how this works.”


  “I know how it works for you, but I’ve never considered your line of work for myself.”


  “I’m just a pretty face for hire, Kat. And tonight, so are you.”


  Emma darts out of the room to ready herself; she’s used to this lifestyle and has her routine down pat. She emerges wearing a navy blue gown that is obscenely low cut in the front. I’m not sure how her breasts are staying inside of the dress. I’m so glad that I didn’t ask to be dressed in blue. I don’t have the courage or cleavage to wear that dress. Her long auburn hair hangs in waves around her shoulders. She looks beautiful. She reminds me of Jessica Rabbit, if she were a real woman. She has curves in all of the right places and a tiny waist.


  My thoughts are interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. My pounding heart beats out a frantic tattoo as Emma sashays slowly to the door.


  “That should be Damon. I didn’t want there to be a bottleneck at the door, so my client will be arriving at 7:15. Let me look at you one more time.” She gives me a once-over before she smiles and tells me that I’m flawless.


  My heart is beating wildly, and I feel like there’s a cyclone turning in my stomach.


  “Hi, Damon. Come on in. Katarina is all set to go. Thank you for being so understanding. I just can’t figure out how this happened.” Emma steps aside so Damon can enter the foyer.


  “It’s not a problem. You know how much I hate these things. Thankfully, I only have to attend a few of them a year.” His eyes scan the room and lock on mine. “It doesn’t matter who comes with me as long as someone does. Attending these things alone is the worst.” He finishes talking to Emma, but his eyes stay on me. He looks me over, and after a minute of silence, he smiles. Walking over to me, he offers his arm. “Katarina I presume?”


  Wow. Emma wasn’t kidding. He’s a gorgeous man. He’s tall with blond hair and blue eyes, and he’s a real treat to look at dressed in his tuxedo. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.


  “Yes, but you can call me Kat if you’d like.”


  “Actually, I would prefer to call you Katarina if you don’t mind. You can call me Damon for the evening. Shall we go?” His voice is smooth and sophisticated. It glides over me like warm honey.


  “See you soon!” Emma calls out as Damon escorts me to the waiting limousine.


  He walks me down the sidewalk, where the driver waits with the door open. Standing aside, he aids my entrance into the car. I take a seat and situate my dress and place my small purse in my lap. The slit of the dress has ridden up my leg, leaving several inches of thigh exposed. No adjusting seems to pull it under control.


  Seated across from me, Damon stares at my legs before his attention turns to my face. This man is definitely not gay. There is a gleam in his eyes as he smiles at me. His close inspection of me makes me squirm a bit in my seat, causing the dress to ride up even farther. His eyes drift back to my exposed leg. I grab my handbag and pull it to my center like a shield. Somehow my three-inch-by-four-inch purse is supposed to cover and protect me.


  “You look nervous, Katarina. What can I do to make you more comfortable?” he asks. “Maybe a glass of wine will calm your nerves. Would you like one?” He looks directly into my eyes, waiting for my response.


  “Thank you. I think that’s a good idea. Just a small glass please. I haven’t eaten much today, and I don’t want the alcohol to go to my head.”


  Damon leans over me to reach for the decanter of red wine. The scent of him fills my nose as he fills my glass before placing it into my shaking hands.


  “Am I drinking by myself?” I ask.


  “Yes. I never mix alcohol with business. People who drink too much tend to make poor decisions.”


  I respect his decision not to drink. I would abstain myself if I weren’t so nervous.


  “So, Katarina, we have a thirty-minute drive before we arrive at our destination. Tell me something about yourself. I’d like to get to know you.”


  “I’m not a professional escort,” I say matter-of-factly. I don’t know why I feel the need to say this, but somehow it makes me feel better about myself.


  Chuckling, he says, “I know. Emma told me that you’re her roommate. Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “I’m a senior at UCLA studying hospitality management. I’m also getting a minor in accounting.”


  His eyes widen in surprise. “I graduated from UCLA with a business management degree. We already have something in common. The two degrees are similar, except that yours is a bit more specific.”


  “I think I’ll enjoy working in the field. Right now, my focus is on graduating.” I nervously pull at my dress to see if I can stop it from rising any farther.


  I watch as a knowing smile breaks from his lips. He seems to enjoy my discomfort. “I’m sure that school keeps you busy, but what do you do for fun?” he asks.


  “Fun? I have no idea what that means.” I take a sip of wine and continue on. “I work full time and go to school. There isn’t much time for fun.” I look at him as he contemplates my answer. His fingers are tapping on the seat next to him, and I wonder if it’s a nervous gesture or if he does it unconsciously.


  “You know, Katarina, they say that all work and no play makes Katarina a tired girl.”


  I respond to his incorrect recitation. “I think the correct saying is ‘All work and no play makes Kat a dull girl.’”


  “Are you a dull girl, Katarina? Maybe your job makes you more exciting. Where do you work?”


  I know he isn’t really interested in where I work, but I play along. In fact, I decide to see how much of his attention I really have. Is he genuinely interested in what I have to say? Or he is going through the motions of being polite?


  “I’m a stripper at Baby Dolls,” I declare.


  His eyes dart from my legs, to my eyes. I imagine he is looking to see if there is any truth in my statement. His fingers are no longer tapping on the seat. I laugh at his reaction. It pleases me that he is paying attention.


  “Somehow, I don’t see you pole dancing at Baby Dolls.”


  I obviously have his attention now. He has leaned forward and has placed his elbows on his knees. His new position has divided the distance between us. I continue to giggle. Maybe a glass of wine was too much.


  “Oh no, I’m much too uncoordinated to use the pole. I’m a cage dancer,” I tease.


  He smiles broadly and continues to toy with me. “I know, without a doubt, that Baby Dolls has no cage dancers. I find it unlikely that you work there. Since the mere rising of your gown makes you blush, I can’t imagine you pole dancing naked.” The tapping begins again, only this time with just his index finger on his chin.


  “So you’re a patron? I’ve been caught in a fib. I actually work at Java Joes. If you want a great cup of coffee, then you can come see me. If you want a lap dance, you need to look elsewhere.” My statement serves two purposes. It lets Damon know that I have a sense of humor, and it tells him that I don’t plan on offering him anything beyond platonic companionship.


  “Darn. I was beginning to think that Baby Dolls had upped their game. If you worked there, I would have to consider a visit. It’s not my usual venue, but I would have strayed off the beaten path to see you dance.” His hand lowers back to the seat, where his fingers begin to tap again.


  “Flattery will get you nowhere, Mr. Noble,” I say as I lower my eyes and smile sweetly in his direction. It’s the best imitation of coy I can muster. He is fun and flirtatious, and I feel comfortable in his presence.


  “I believe the saying is, ‘Flattery will get you everywhere, Ms. Cross.’” His blue eyes are smiling at me as if he is waiting for me to counter.


  “If flattery is all you’ve got, you’re going to have to step up your game, Damon.”


  He gives me a devilish grin that matches the twinkle in his eyes. “I’ll take that as a challenge, Katarina.”


  I wasn’t trying to challenge the man; I was just trying to be playful. “Why do you insist on calling me Katarina?”


  “First of all, it’s your given name. If your parents wanted you called Kat, they should have named you Kat.” His eyes narrow. “Second, I looked it up before I picked you up tonight. It means pure, and after meeting you, I can see the purity in you. You are not a woman of the world, Katarina.” He sits back and looks into my eyes. “You’re not a cat with sharp claws and a finicky personality. If you are a feline, you are a graceful and intelligent one with a nice touch of mischievousness and a good dose of innocence. It’s such a beautiful name. It’s perfect for you.”


  There goes my heart again, beating wildly. How can his words throw me off balance so completely? He sees my vulnerability and doesn’t overlook my playfulness. He has summed me up in less than fifty words. What does that say about me? I’m young, naïve, and maybe a little fun. He is playful, sophisticated, and incredibly sexy. He’s also off-limits. Deep in thought, I am oblivious to our arrival. I don’t notice the car stop or the door open.


  “Katarina, are you ready to go?” Damon is bent at the waist, standing outside of the car. He extends his hand to help me exit. “Don’t be nervous. It’s just dinner.” His smile is disarming. If you’ve never seen a Viking god smile; it’s a sight to see.


  I step out of the car as gracefully as one can in heels. Damon quickly places his hand in mine, and confidently guides me up the stairs and into the venue. We stroll through the crowd together. Steering me from group to group, he presents me as his companion. I’m introduced to a broad range of people, from politicians to movie stars. Damon seems to know everyone. I would have thought that I would have been star-struck by all of the A-listers present, but I find that I can’t keep my mind off of Damon Noble. I relax in his presence and begin to enjoy the experience.


  After an hour of smiling and mingling, the dinner bell rings and we are herded into the dining room. Damon escorts me to the head table, where we will sit with the mayor and the board of directors from the hospital. As a major benefactor, Damon is placed in a position of honor.


  He helps me into my chair before seating himself. Sitting two tables away, I spot Emma. She winks at me and then turns her attention back to her escort. She seems to be totally engaged in conversation. This reminds me that all of my attention should be on Damon. As I turn to look at him, I find him staring intently at me. It’s as if he’s trying to figure something out.


  “What are you staring at?” I ask in a quiet voice so that I don’t draw attention to our conversation.


  “I was just admiring how the light reflects off of your hair. It has the most interesting effect. Turn your head in one direction and it looks gold, but if you shift just a tiny bit, the color turns to platinum. It’s really lovely. Tell me, if you were to let your hair down, where would it fall?” He reaches up and touches a strand of hair that has fallen across my forehead, tucking it behind my ear. His touch warms me.


  “It falls midway down my back.” Once again, I am gifted with a broad smile.


  A tap on my shoulder draws my attention away from Damon’s hundred-watt grin. Looking up, I see Emma.


  “Can I borrow Katarina for a minute?” We both look at Damon and wait for his response.


  “Certainly, but don’t keep her too long. Dinner will be served soon.”


  Emma and I walk to the bathroom, where we touch up our lipstick and powder our noses.


  “How’s it going, Kat?”


  “I think it’s going well. He’s a nice man. He’s very charming, and he has been an absolute gentleman. Why didn’t you warn me of how handsome and engaging he is?”


  “He’s a nice-looking man, but he doesn’t really do it for me. As far as engaging, I have never really seen that side of him. He’s usually pretty serious. I’m a little surprised at the way he’s looking at you. Normally, he’s not that attentive. He seems to be taken with you, Katarina.” She giggles as she pronounces my name Kah-tah-ree-nah with the best foreign accent she can muster. She fails miserably but makes me laugh in the process.


  “He’s just being nice,” I reply.


  “Damon is not much for the after-dinner social scene. He’ll probably stay a little while to be polite, and then he’ll put you in a car headed for home.”


  “Oh, okay. Thanks for the heads-up. I have some studying to do, so getting home at a decent hour would be great.” I am smiling on the outside, but somewhere inside I feel slightly disappointed. I’m all dressed up and won’t get to dance. I bet Damon would be an excellent dancer. “How is Anthony? Is he a nice man?”


  “He’s really interesting.” That’s all she says as she guides me back to Damon.


  “I thought you had abandoned me or left with someone else,” Damon says as I return to the table. He stands as I approach and helps me into my seat. His parents have done a nice job of teaching him manners.


  “Did I miss anything while I was gone?”


  “Not unless you missed me,” he replies.


  I can’t help but smirk at the silliness of his statement. I roll my eyes and answer. “I guess I didn’t miss anything then.”


  He slaps is hand against his chest. “I’m wounded, Katarina.”


  “Somehow, I doubt that, Mr. Noble.”


  Shortly after I’m seated, our dinner is served. The meal begins with a lovely salad and fresh bread. Conversation continues to be lively as our tablemates trade stories about their lives. I sit quietly and take it all in. Who would have thought that I would be dining with the mayor tonight? Most importantly, who would have thought that I would be dining with Damon Noble?


  The woman to my right is on the board of directors at the hospital. Her name is Rose and she is a cancer specialist. She engages me in a conversation about my schooling and various other topics. She is also an alum of UCLA. Looking at Damon, she asks, “Where did you find this lovely young woman? She is charming. A breath of fresh air.”


  “We were introduced by a mutual friend. She is lovely, isn’t she?” Damon looks at me with his glacier-blue eyes. He stares into mine and I find it hard to look away. There is something mesmerizing about the color of his eyes. Some unseen force has fused my gaze to his, and the intensity of his look sets my heart to fluttering.


  “I hope you keep this one, Damon.” the older woman says, as if she has some say in Damon Nobles life.


  “I think I might keep her,” Damon says with a hint of authority to his voice.


  My eyes widen at his statement. His hand covers mine on the table and he squeezes it gently. I’m not certain what the squeeze means, but I’m assuming that it means to play along.


  I lean over and give him a chaste kiss on the cheek that sets my lips to tingling. “That was such a nice thing to say, Damon.”


  The moment is interrupted by the arrival of our dinner. The main course consists of a beautifully prepared filet and a piece of salmon. The filet looks succulent and moist, and the salmon is cooked to perfection. I can tell that everyone is enjoying their dinners by the silence at the table.


  The lack of conversation gives me time to truly appreciate the venue. The ballroom is softly gilded and has large chandeliers hanging from the ceiling throughout the room. Each table is accessorized with an elegant floral arrangement. Name cards have been placed above each setting. Mine says “Guest.” The linens are of top quality, and the china is beautiful. The event planner did an excellent job.


  I am brought back to the present by Damon’s question. “Did you enjoy your dinner, Katarina?”


  “Yes, it was lovely. I especially liked the salmon. What about you?”


  “The meal was nice, but I took pleasure in watching you eat. Did you know that you chew everything at least twenty times?”


  “I don’t exactly count to twenty, but I make sure to chew my food well so that I don’t choke. I wouldn’t want you to have to give me the Heimlich.”


  “In a room full of hospital staff? I’m sure there would be someone more qualified to perform the task.”


  “You’re probably right, but I’m sure they wouldn’t be nearly as handsome or charming.”


  He addresses me with a serious look in his eyes and a warning in his voice. “Don’t let me fool you. I’m a wolf in sheep’s clothing, Katarina.”


  “I’ll consider myself warned, Damon.” What the hell? “What do you think we are going to have for dessert?” I ask.


  He removes the program from under his plate and scans it until he finds the menu. “It looks like you will be having pot de crème with raspberries and fresh whipped topping.” Leaning back in his chair, he adjusts his cummerbund. I watch as his long fingers smooth out the silky material.


  “What about you? Don’t you eat dessert?” I’m surprised that someone would want to pass on a little pot of chocolate wonder.


  “I don’t indulge in dessert very often, Katarina.”


  “Well, that just seems criminal. No wine, no dessert? What do you indulge in, Damon?”


  His eyes light up, and a wicked smile spreads across his face. “I can assure you that I indulge. However, my tastes are slightly more unconventional. I’m sure that they are very different from yours. Enjoy your chocolate,” he says in a dismissive way.


  “That sounds intriguing,” I prod, wanting to explore the subject further.


  “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” His wicked grin disappears as he sips his coffee. I get the feeling that we are not talking about dessert.


  Our conversation is interrupted as the master of ceremonies begins to talk. Damon leans over and whispers in my ear, “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”


  He rises at the mention of his name and walks to the podium. I am completely mesmerized. He looks at ease and immediately takes control of the room. Not a sound is heard throughout the ballroom; everyone is waiting to hear what Damon Noble has to say.


  “Ladies and gentleman, thank you for coming out to dinner tonight. This fundraiser is near and dear to my heart. Over 10,000 children and young adults are diagnosed with some form of cancer each year. The five-year survival rate has increased from fifty-eight percent to nearly eighty percent since 1970. Your generous donations to research keep us moving forward in our search for a cure. I stand before you and ask you to give generously. Your dollar could be the one that saves a life.”


  As Damon steps down from the podium, the thunderous sound of applause is deafening. The master of ceremonies takes his place at the podium and waits for the crowd to settle down.


  “We hope that you have enjoyed your dinner tonight. I want to personally thank Mr. Noble and his mother, Rose, for their commitment to Los Angeles General Hospital and their continued support of cancer research. Please stay and enjoy the live music and dancing.”


  So Rose is Damon’s mother. The information bounces back and forth in my head. Looking at her, I can see the resemblance between the two. She has similar blue eyes, although her son’s are brighter and bluer. Her hair looks almost silver, but I can see that it was probably a very light blond when she was a younger woman. Feeling warmth spread across my back, I turn and find him staring at me. Can someone actually warm you with a look?


  “Damon. Katarina. I will be leaving you to enjoy the music. It’s been my pleasure to meet you, young lady.” Looking straight into Damon’s eyes, his mother says, “I would like to see her again.”


  Damon leans forward and kisses his mother’s cheek. “Goodnight, mother. I’ll talk to you soon.”


  After Rose leaves, I ask Damon, “Why didn’t you tell me she was your mother?” It seems odd that he didn’t introduce her as such.


  “It didn’t seem important at the time.” He shrugs my question off with a tip of his shoulders.


  “I like her. She’s very nice.”


  “She has her moments. Would you like to dance?” He stands and pulls me up next to him.


  Shocked by his invitation, I am left speechless and a bit confused. I was certain that the night had ended and I would be sent on my way.


  His eyes rise in question. “You do dance, don’t you?”


  “Of course I dance. I didn’t suffer through two years of ballroom dancing for nothing. My mother guaranteed me that each time Jimmy Horner stepped on my toes there would be a payoff later in life.”


  Damon escorts me onto the dance floor, where he takes control. He twirls and dips me until I’m dizzy. Expecting to stay for a song or two, I am shocked when Damon insists that we stay longer. Damon pulls me close to his chest as the song ‘The Way You Look Tonight’ by Michael Bublé is played. We dance in the center of a crowd, yet I feel that Damon and I are the only people in the room. For the next two hours, there is nothing but him and me.


  “Are you ready to leave, Katarina? I think we have outlasted nearly everyone here.” I look around and see that we are the last couple remaining in the room. The band is packing up and the hotel staff is tearing down the room around us.


  “I didn’t even notice how late it was. I had such a lovely time. Thank you. I’ll regret this tomorrow when I have to be up at six for work, but for now I’ll bask in the glow of contentment.” Sadly, I feel like Cinderella just before the clock strikes midnight. I’ve met Prince Charming and I can’t have him.


  “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. I’m also glad that I had the opportunity to meet you. As my mother mentioned earlier, you are a breath of fresh air.”


  We walk out the front door and down the steps. The car is waiting, and I’m expecting him to help me in and send me home. I enter the car and situate myself for the ride home. Knowing that Damon will close the door and I will ride home alone, I remove my shoes from my aching feet. Damon remains standing with the door open. He peeks in the car to see me and then stands up before stepping back. The door begins to close. I feel a sense of sadness as it shuts. Just before the latch clicks, I hear a groan. Then the door is opened wide. Damon enters and takes a seat beside me.


  “I thought we already said goodbye,” I say. He is sitting so close to me that his body is touching mine from shoulder to thigh.


  “Is it okay if I escort you home? I’m not ready to let you go yet.” Damon closes his eyes and rubs his forehead. This is the first time I have seen his confidence waiver. Holding his breath, he releases the air in his lungs and his cheeks deflate. “I don’t normally do this. I usually just send my companions home on their own.”


  “I heard that. I also heard that we should have left hours ago. I’m glad we stayed though. It would have been a shame to get all dressed up and not dance.”


  Looking down at my discarded shoes, he asks, “Do your feet hurt?”


  “Yes. I’m pretty sure high heels were designed by a man. They look great on, but after several hours of standing in them, they tend to get uncomfortable.”


  Damon slides back slightly to make room and then reaches down to grab both of my feet. He shifts my body so that my feet are in his lap. His long, skilled fingers begin to rub the soreness out. The feeling is divine. I let out a satisfied groan as he massages the balls of both of my feet.


  “What if I asked you to accompany me again someday? Would you be interested?” He leans forward, quirks his brow, and smiles at me.


  “Damon, I’m not the escort, I’m the fill in. I only did this because my best friend needed my help. I’m sure that Emma will never double-book again.”


  “Katarina, I don’t want Emma. I want you, and I’m willing to pay you for your time.” At the mention of money, Damon stops rubbing my feet and pulls out his wallet. He flips through his money and pulls out several hundred-dollar bills. Folding the money in half, he places it in my palm.


  The crisp bills feel uncomfortable in my hand. Although they are new, they somehow make my hand feel dirty. Before he can put his wallet away, I hand the bills back to him.


  Pulling my feet from his lap, I resume my sitting position next to him. “Thanks for a lovely evening, but I can’t take your money. It’s just not me. Emma may be able to justify selling her time for money, but it makes me feel dirty. I’m flattered that you would like me to escort you again, but I’m not that girl.”


  His face lowers in a look of disappointment as he nods in affirmation. “I understand. You’re a candy-and-flowers type of girl. You like walks in the park and movies with popcorn. Am I right?”


  “You are so good at summing me up in so few words. I wish I were different, but I want the popcorn and movies.”


  “Yes, but sadly, I’m not that guy. Out of curiosity, what are your prerequisites for dating?”


  I ponder this for a few moments before responding. “You can’t be a serial killer, and you must have nice teeth.”


  “Wow. Nice teeth? You’re standards are pretty high there, Ms. Cross.”


  “A girl has to has to set the bar somewhere.” He thinks I’m joking, but nice teeth are important to me. He has a beautiful set of pearly whites.


  We both lean back against the seat and sit in silence for the remainder of the trip. I think about how nice dating Damon would be before I fall asleep with my head on his shoulder.


  “Katarina? Wake up. We’re at your house.” I slowly open my eyes and realize that I am nearly wrapped around his body.


  “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you.” I feel awful, and I also feel cheated. I wasted fifteen minutes sleeping when I could have spent them with this man.


  “No worries. You’re exhausted. Work and school can be quite taxing.” He walks me to my door and kisses me gently on my forehead. As he turns to leave, he says, “Call your mom and tell her thank you for the dance lessons. I had a great time. Take care of yourself, Katarina.”


  I stand on the porch, and watch as he walks down the sidewalk and disappears from my life.


  Emma opens the door and yanks me in. “Where have you been?” Her voice is almost frantic. “I was so worried about you. I thought that maybe you had an accident. You know how people drive in L.A.”


  “I’m fine. Contrary to your belief, Damon does like to dance. We stayed and closed the place down. He was a perfect gentleman and I really enjoyed myself. Thanks, Emma. I never thought I could have so much fun.”


  “You like him, don’t you?” She is standing in front of me with her hands on her hips, trying to act concerned, but she hasn’t been home very long herself. She’s still wearing the blue dress.


  “Yes, I like him, but he’s way out of my league. I’m not an escort, and I would have a tough time separating my feelings from my job. How do you do it, Em?”


  “I’ve never connected with any of my clients. I have been attracted to some, but ultimately I have never felt anything more than a tingle between my legs.”


  I blush at her candor, but it is one of the things I love about her. She is an open book, and she always tells it like it is.


  “He asked me to accompany him again,” I mention.


  “Really? What did you say?”


  “I told him that I wasn’t the escort, I was the fill in, and if he needed a companion in the future, he should call you.”


  “I watched you two tonight, and there’s something there. I don’t think you’ve seen the last of Damon Noble. He’s into you. Actually, he probably wants to get into you.” She bursts out laughing at her own ribald joke as I wave her off and head to bed. Six o’clock will come much too soon.
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  Java Joes at six in the morning is no fun. Thank goodness it’s a Saturday and things won’t really get hopping until around eight. Between the lattes and cappuccinos, my mind keeps returning to last night’s fundraiser. Damon Noble is an enigma. He’s handsome and rich and charming, yet he hires girls to accompany him to functions. He could have anyone he wants and he chooses to remain alone. There’s a story there, but it’s one I will never get to hear. Deep in thought, I walk through my morning on autopilot. I help person after person without actually seeing anyone’s face. They all blend together.


  “Hey, Kat. How’s it going?” I turn toward the familiar voice.


  “What are you doing here? Emma, you never come here.” Emma hasn’t stepped a foot inside Java Joes in over a year. She prefers the little European café down the street.


  “I wanted to give you something that you left in my handbag last night.”


  “Oh sorry. I forgot to take out my lipstick and compact. But that could have waited until I got home.”


  “Can you sit with me for a few minutes? I have a few questions to ask you,” she asks kindly, but I know she will never take no for an answer.


  I look over my shoulder and call to my fellow barista. “Can you handle everything for a few minutes? I have something I need to take care of.”


  Without waiting for an answer, Emma pulls me to a corner table and sits me down. “What went on with you and Damon last night?” Her eyes are full of questions. I can see that she is on a fact-finding mission.


  “Nothing. I told you everything. Why would you think that something happened? You were at the dinner. You saw what happened, and after that, we danced and he drove me home.”


  She looks at me skeptically. “The fact that he accompanied you home is huge. Coupled with this”—Emma slaps down several hundred-dollar bills on the table—“I am intrigued.” On top of the bills, she places a business card. I look at the stack in shock.


  Picking up the pile, I begin to count them one after another.


  “You don’t need to count it, Kat. There’s $1000 there, and he gave you his card. You should read what he wrote on the back.”


  I immediately turn the card over and see the inscription. Best night of my life. Please reconsider.


  “I don’t know where the money came from, Em. I wouldn’t accept payment from him. The fact that I had such a nice time was payment enough. He must have put it in my purse when I fell asleep on the way home.”


  “I told you he is into you! I could see it from the first moment he saw you. Who would have thought that Damon Noble has a soft spot for virginal blonds?”


  “I’m not a virgin,” I say a little too loudly. Every head in the café turns our way. I die a thousand deaths as my face flushes red. If I could, I would crawl under the table.


  “That one time in the back seat with Kurt Bronson doesn’t count,” Emma whispers. Emma and I have been friends since middle school. She knows everything about me, but just this once, I wish she could forget about Kurt Bronson.


  “Yes it does, and I did it twice for your information—both times in his backseat and both times it sucked. I got there with Tommy Mendoza last year, but his mom walked in on us and he couldn’t rise to the occasion after that.”


  Emma just stared at me in astonishment and then began to laugh. “You know, you’ve just ruined a client for me. I imagine he will never call me again. How am I going to pay my portion of our rent?” I know she is teasing, because I can see the exaggerated roll of her eyes as she complains. Besides, Emma owns the house we live in.


  I pick up the stack of money and place it in her hand. “Here’s your severance pay. Let that be a lesson to you. Never use me as a fill-in again.” I stand up to leave, but Emma grabs my wrist. She places the money into my hand before she turns to leave.


  “Oh no you don’t,” she says. “You’re going to have to figure this one out on your own. And it’s your money. You earned it.”


  I stuff the wad of money into my pocket and head back to work. The last two hours creep by, and by two o’clock, I’m antsy to leave. I walk the three blocks from work to our bungalow dreaming of the nap that I will take when I get there.


  On the doorstep is a large vase of flowers. There are usually flowers on our doorstep, so it’s no big surprise for me to find them waiting there. Emma is always receiving flowers from her admirers. I pick up the large vase and head into the house. But as I set the bouquet down, I notice that my name is written on the outside of the envelope. I pull out the card and read:


  Thanks for a wonderful night. Please consider a repeat. Damon


  The romantic part of me wants to swoon, but the smarter part of me is mad. This man thinks I can be bought, rented, or sold. I’m going to have to set him straight. First thing Monday morning, I am going to visit Mr. Damon Noble.


  Several hours later, Emma returns and we sit on the couch and eat takeout Indian food. It’s odd that she’s home. It’s a Saturday night and she is usually booked for some event.


  “It’s not normal for you to be here on a Saturday evening. Why are you home?” My brow rises in question. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s great that you’re home, but it’s not normal.”


  Emma laughs, “I’ll be leaving later. I have a date.” She looks at me and a massive smile emerges on her face.


  “Who are you dating?” Emma doesn’t date; her choice of employment puts too much pressure on a relationship. She tried once, but the guy she was dating got jealous. It ended badly.


  “I am going out with Anthony Haywood. Do you think I’m crazy? We had such a great time last night that he asked me to go out to dinner tonight. He is taking me to his new restaurant in Hollywood.” She looks so excited. As she talks about him, her voice gets more animated. It reminds me of when we talked together as kids. We would always sit on one of our beds with some kind of snack food and talk about our crushes.


  “Emma, that’s great! Listen, you know what you’re doing. If it feels right, then I think it’s great. Tell me about him.”


  “You already know that he owns restaurants all over the world. His newest restaurant is in downtown Hollywood. He is thirty-four years old and has never been married. He is an only child, and his parents live in Hollywood. He has a house in Malibu, and I like him.”


  “I am so excited for you! I didn’t get to meet him last night, so can I meet him tonight?”


  “Of course. He should be here in about an hour. I also found out that he is really good friends with Damon. In fact, they are opening a new club together. They are naming it Ahz, which sounds like Oz, but is supposed to be the sound of contentment like in ‘ooh’ and ‘ah.’ Spelled A-H-Z. I kind of like it. What do you think?”


  “I like it too. I am assuming the AH is for Anthony Haywood and the Z is for Zenith. It’s clever.”


  Her eyes scan the room as she zeros in on the flowers that arrived today. “You got flowers from Damon? That’s another interesting development. I have accompanied Damon to a handful of events and he has never sent me flowers. I’m telling you, Kat, he likes you.”


  How she knows the flowers are for me is beyond me. “He is a charming man, but he’s used to living his life in a certain way. He hires escorts. He doesn’t invest in relationships. No offense to you, but I don’t want to be that girl. It would be different if he was interested in a date, but the minute he tossed a thousand dollars at me, I lost all respect for him. I am not for sale, Em.”


  “I don’t take offense, Kat. I use my resources to the best of my abilities. I bought this house with the money I’ve made. I am not ashamed of what I do. You know that.”


  “I am proud of you, Em. You have done amazing things. I have never once been ashamed of what you do. Hell, if I thought I could do it, I would have joined you.”


  “If I thought you could do it, I would have recruited you. In fact, last night you proved to be a very capable escort.”


  I take the last bite of tikka masala, head to the kitchen, and throw away my container. Emma gets up and readies herself for her date.
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  “Kat, this is Anthony.” Emma seems like a kid as she introduces her date. He is a large man with dark hair and eyes that sparkle when he smiles. His hand wraps possessively around her waist. I feel slightly envious while watching them. They look so good together.


  “It’s great to meet you, Anthony. Take care of my girl.” I walk them to the door and watch as Emma seems to skip down the walkway to get to Anthony’s sports car.


  Left alone to my thoughts, I think about Damon and how he held me on the dance floor last night. His strong hands supported my shoulder and waist. He led me around the floor as if he were in control of the music. I will always remember how it felt to be in his arms, the smell of his cologne, and the feel of his lips as he kissed my forehead.


  Feeling slightly depressed, I pour a glass of wine and head to my bedroom. Sitting on my bed, I look across the room at the flowers Damon sent me. I can’t seem to get away from him. He fills my thoughts and the scent of his flowers fills my bedroom. I climb into my empty bed and fall asleep.
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  Sunday passes like every other Sunday, except that Emma wasn’t home when I woke up. I complete my shift at Java Joes and spend the rest of the day studying for my accounting exam. Emma arrives back home around nine o’clock. She walks through the door and immediately falls prone on the couch. Her eyes are glazed over and she looks happy.


  “How was the date?” As if I really need to ask.


  “Oh my God, Kat, it was the best night of my life! Before you ask, yes, I slept with him, but it was amazing. I can’t remember a time when I have ever been so satisfied in my life! That man’s talents don’t stop at cooking. I didn’t want to leave him, but I have classes tomorrow. My body is craving him already.”


  “Wow.” It’s all I can say; I have never had an experience like that. My best sexual experience was by myself. My most romantic experience was last night when I felt safe and cherished in the arms of a man who paid me for my time. “When is your next date?”


  “Tomorrow night. He’s picking me up at six and we are taking off for a few days. I don’t have classes until Friday. I think we are heading to Catalina. Can you live without me for a few days?”


  “Of course. I’m a big girl. I’ve decided to visit Damon tomorrow. I want to return his money.”


  “Go easy on him. He’s had a tough time of it these last few years.” She makes the statement and then covers her mouth with her hand as if to stop the information from spilling out. “Forget I said anything. Anthony shared a few things about Damon, but it’s not my story to tell. I had no right to say anything.”


  “You didn’t divulge anything, so there is no harm done.”


  “Okay. Just be the sweet, caring, and compassionate girl you always are.”
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  The double doors on the Noble building are large and imposing, very much like the man who owns the building. Reception guides me in the right direction, and nearly ten minutes later, I find myself standing outside the corporate office of Mr. Damon Noble, President of Noble Enterprises. The only thing standing between him and me is a large door and a secretary. Squaring my shoulders, I turn the knob and slowly enter the office.


  The middle-aged woman at the desk addresses me. “Good morning. How may I help you?”


  “Good morning,” I say. “I would like to see Mr. Noble please.”


  “Do you have an appointment Ms.…?”


  “Cross. My name is Kat Cross, and no, I don’t have an appointment, but I will only need a moment of his time.” I can tell that the woman is not going to be a pushover. She has that scrunched-up look on her face people get when they taste something bad. I am an interruption in her perfectly planned day.


  “Mr. Noble is currently unavailable. I can take your information and have him call you when he is free.”


  “I’ll wait.” I am not leaving until I get this money out of my purse and back into his wallet.


  “You are welcome to have a seat, but he has a busy schedule today and I am not sure when he will have the time to see you.”


  She is acting professionally, but right now she is getting on my nerves. I smile sweetly at her and once again tell her, “I’ll wait.”


  “Can I get you something to drink?” She looks at me as she waits for my response.


  “I would love some water if that’s possible. Can I ask your name please?”


  “Certainly, Ms. Cross. My name is Greta.” She walks over to a wooden wall and pushes on the mahogany surface. What seems like solid wood actually pops open to expose a concealed refrigerator and a bar area. Greta reaches in and picks up a bottle of water and a glass. She closes the panel and once again the wall appears seamless.


  “Thank you, Greta.” I take a seat directly across from her desk, making sure that I remain in her line of sight. Maybe if I sit here and stare her down, she will accommodate my request more quickly.


  Thirty minutes pass. Forty minutes pass. An hour passes.


  I am well into my second hour of waiting when I see Greta’s eyes dart to her phone. She picks up the line and responds. “Yes, Mr. Noble. Will there be anything else?” She glances in my direction and I look at her with pleading eyes. “Mr. Noble? There is a young woman by the name of Kat Cross who has been waiting to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment and I have informed her that your schedule is very busy. Will you be able to make time for her sometime today or shall I schedule an appointment for her?” There is a pause as she listens for his answer. “Yes, sir,” she replies. Greta hangs up the phone and walks over to where I’m seated. “Mr. Noble will see you now.”


  “Thank goodness. I appreciate you letting him know that I was waiting.”


  “No problem, Ms. Cross. Please follow me.” She walks to the closed door and raps lightly before opening it. After she swings the door wide for me to enter, I walk past her and into Damon’s office.


  Damon rises from his chair and is at my side in seconds flat. He leans over and places a chaste kiss on my cheek. The innocent little peck makes my heart begin to race. He takes my hand and leads me to a soft leather couch.


  “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”


  I watch him walk to the door and exit momentarily. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until my chest begins to hurt. I release the air held in my lungs and inhale sharply to bring oxygen to my brain. Damon Noble is going to be the death of me. I can’t even breathe when he’s around. Dressed in a tailored blue pinstripe suit, he is a sight to behold. From his perfectly trimmed hair to his hand-polished shoes, he is the ideal specimen.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Katarina. I didn’t know you were here. I promise that won’t happen again.” Oh why can’t he be the dating type? He says the perfect things to make a girl feel lightheaded. “I’m so pleased that you came to see me.” His smile is warm and welcoming.


  “Thanks for seeing me on such short notice. I really came to give you your money back. I told you that I didn’t want to be compensated for my time. I had the best time Friday night, and I don’t want it to be cheapened by the exchange of money. Please consider our time together a gift.” I pull the $1000 out of my purse and put it in his hand. He places the money on the table to the right of the couch and sits down beside me. His nearness makes my pulse quicken and my hands begin to sweat.


  “Katarina, I wanted you to have the money because I wanted you to know that I valued our time together. I would have left more if I’d had it in my wallet, but that was all the cash I had on hand. If I had treated you like a normal escort, I would have handed you $300 and sent you on your way.”


  “Damon, the exchange of money makes me feel like a whore.” There. I said it. And the results are somewhat shocking. Damon looks like I have just slapped him in the face.


  “How could you feel like a whore? I never asked anything of you except to accompany me and to see me again.” There is hurt in his eyes and I can’t figure out why he would be hurt. I am the one being treated like a prostitute.


  “I can’t explain it, Damon. You acted like the perfect gentleman, and I almost forgot that you were paying me to be with you. If I could just get rid of the money exchange, it would have almost seemed like a date. You told me that I’m pure, and in some ways you’re right. I’m not as forward thinking as I thought I was. I guess I’m just an old-fashioned girl.”


  “I understand that, Katarina. It’s just that I’m not a dinner-and-movies kind of guy. I can offer you lunch though. I asked Greta to order something for us. I hope that you will stay.”


  I don’t know what to say. I don’t understand what he wants from me. I want to stay, but I also want to run away from here as fast as I can. Damon Noble spells trouble with a capital T. In the end, I decide to stay. I sat patiently and waited for two hours to see him. The least he can do is buy me lunch.


  Greta wheels in a cart that contains something that smells delicious. I could smell the food before she opened the door. Sitting on top of an elegant teacart are two covered plates. Damon takes over the presentation and sends Greta out. On the coffee table in front of me, he places the plates and lifts the lids with a flourish. Pieces of grilled salmon, steamed vegetables, and rice pilaf are artistically displayed. It almost seems a shame to eat the food since it’s so beautiful. He pulls a napkin from the cart and lays it on my lap. Walking over to the bar against the wall, he fills two glasses with diet soda and ice.


  “I ordered salmon because you enjoyed it so much the other night. This was delivered from Anthony Haywood’s. They do a great job. I get lunch from there frequently.” He walks back to sit beside me on the couch, and hands me a soda. “It’s how I met Anthony. We’ve known each other for years. I understand that Emma and Anthony are dating.” He looks at me for confirmation. With my mouth full of salmon I can only nod yes. “I never thought I would find anyone who could tame him. I think they make a nice-looking couple. What do you think?”


  “I’ve only met him the one time, so I can’t really say. They look nice together, and he seems like a good man. Emma is quite taken with him.”


  “What about you, Katarina? Is there someone special in your life?” I can see that he is genuinely interested in my response, although I can’t imagine why it would matter to him.


  “No. I’m currently single. How about you?”


  “Well, I typically don’t date. In fact, I have a strong personal policy against it, but there is this one girl I am really taken with. Unfortunately, she doesn’t seem to be interested.”


  Ah, so he’s going to toy with me again. “Maybe she doesn’t understand you. I mean, if you offered her money to be with you, then of course she would think that it was a business transaction. But if you asked her out, she may consider going.”


  “Is that right? I would have thought the compensation would be a clincher for most girls. I have to admit that I’m a bit rusty on the dating scene, but I thought most girls were attracted to money and flowers and all of that nonsense.”


  “There’s your problem. You think that romance is nonsense, and with that attitude, you’ll never get a date. As for money, I make my own and don’t need of a man for that.”


  “Maybe it’s in her best interest to stay clear of me. I am a total mess, and I can’t offer her what she needs.”


  “You’ll never know until you try, but that would require some of that romantic nonsense you’re totally averse to.”


  Damon turns to face me and takes both of my hands in his. “I’m going to try something. It’s just an experiment, but if it goes the way I think it will, then you and I are going to have a longer conversation. If you feel nothing, then just walk away and I will leave you alone.”


  In the next instant, he wraps his hand around my hair and pulls my head towards his. His lips softly brush mine as he coaxes my lips apart with his tongue. I certainly feel something, and it travels all the way down to my toes. He deepens the kiss as our tongues mingle. A muffled moan escapes from deep inside of me, and seconds later, Damon breaks our connection.


  “Tell me that you didn’t feel that.” His eyes bore into mine as he waits for my answer.


  “Oh, I felt something all right, but I think it was your tongue down my throat.” I smile at my attempt to joke with him.


  He places both of his hands over his heart. “You wound me. I’ve been told that I’m a good kisser. Have I been lied to?”


  “I have so little to go off of, Damon. Maybe I could sample another kiss in order to make an educated decision.”


  He needs no further coaxing from me. He possesses my mouth completely. The passion in his kiss is nearly overwhelming, and I am forced to push against his chest to break the seal of our lips. The moment his lips leave mine, I regret pushing him away. If I could just learn how to breathe around this man, I would sit and kiss him all day long.


  “And the verdict is?” he asks.


  I waver slightly before I answer. “Whoa. You can definitely kiss, Mr. Noble. I don’t think I have ever had my toes curl from a kiss.”


  Damon smiles and pulls me to his chest. I inhale the scent of him as he gently rubs my back. “You are unique among the women I have met. So open and honest.”


  “I don’t know if I should relax in your arms or run for the door. Being here excites me and scares the hell out of me at the same time.”


  Squeezing me tighter as if to hold me forever, Damon says, “You’re a smart girl, Katarina, and you should run for your life, but I hope that you stay.”


  He knows my decision as soon as I melt against him. I feel the tension in his body release as he sinks against the sofa back and pulls me closer to him. We sit in silence until the intercom buzzes. Greta’s voice breaks the quiet, informing Damon that his two-o’clock appointment has arrived.


  “I have to take this meeting. I will pick you up for dinner tonight at six if that works for you.” He looks at me with an expression of hope.


  I nod my head yes and follow Damon out the door. He steps aside to let me lead, and I can feel the burn of his gaze on my skin as I exit his office.


  I skip all the way to the garage to retrieve my car. It takes me forty minutes to drive home. When I get there, I enter the empty house and race for the shower. I get to see Damon for dinner tonight. In my addle-minded state, I didn’t ask where we are going. I have no idea what to wear. I suppose I can’t go wrong with a simple dress. The weather is pleasant enough, and my royal blue maxi dress will have to do. I leave my hair down and apply my makeup. I prefer a softer touch when it comes to makeup. Not too much eye makeup and not too dark a lipstick.


  With twenty minutes to wait, I grab Emma’s copy of Bound. Armed with the book and a diet soda, I sink comfortably into the couch and read. Time passes quickly as I lose myself in the story. When the doorbell rings, I earmark my page and set the book down in the center of the coffee table.


  “Hi. Come on in. Let me get a sweater and I’ll be ready to go.”


  Damon follows me into the living room. He is dressed in slacks, a button-down shirt, and a sport coat. He is looking very upscale casual. His eyes run the length of me, and as he looks at my face, a smile unfolds—first in his eyes and then on his lips.


  I walk into my bedroom to get my sweater. When I return, I find him sitting comfortably on the couch with the book in his hands. There is a look of fascination on his face as he flips through the pages.


  “It’s Emma’s. I was just passing time. Have you heard of it?” I ask, slightly embarrassed to have him find a sex-filled novel on my table.


  “Who hasn’t heard of it? It’s been a number one seller this whole year. Are you just beginning to read it?”


  “Yes. I started it this afternoon while I was waiting for you to arrive.”


  “And?”


  “I’ve just started to read it, but so far it’s entertaining. What’s most intriguing is that Friday you made a comment to me that is very similar to one that I read in the book.”


  “Really? What was that?”


  “Something about having unconventional tastes. I got the impression that we weren’t talking about dessert.”


  “You are a very perceptive woman. You have no need to worry about my specific tastes. I don’t gravitate toward floggers and hot wax, but I am open to suggestion and experimentation if that is your desire. We can discuss our specifics at dinner.”


  Surprised by his response, I shift uncomfortably from foot to foot. “I can assure you that I have no desire to be tied up and tortured.”


  “Oh, I don’t know. A little bondage might be fun?” He is enjoying this exchange. He sees my discomfort and I think he is entertained by it. “Shall we go? I have made reservations at my favorite Italian restaurant. I hope that you like Italian food.”


  “I’m starving. Do they have good lasagna?”


  “The best I’ve ever had.”


  We drive in Damon’s silver Mustang to a restaurant called Tony’s, where we are ushered to a corner table toward the back of the dining room. Damon helps me into my seat and sits beside me rather than across from me. It’s a small place with red-checkered tablecloths and pictures of various Italian landmarks framed and displayed on the walls. The air is infused with the smell of garlic bread and the sound of Frank Sinatra.


  “If you take your wallet out to pay for anything besides dinner, I’m going to beat you. Do you understand?”


  “I think you have been reading too much of that book I found on your table. I won’t guarantee you that I won’t pull my wallet out to pay for things, but I will promise you that I won’t offer to pay you for your time tonight. Can we agree to that?”


  “It’s a start, Damon. Now let’s order dinner before I get grumpy.”


  The restaurant fills with people as we enjoy our dinner. There is a soft murmur of conversation humming all around us as we talk about mundane things like the weather.


  “What do you think of the food? I found this place several years ago, and it’s my go-to place for authentic Italian. I love the calamari and the baked ziti.”


  “It’s amazing. Just the right amount of garlic on everything. Sometimes you go to these places and you taste the garlic for days. No one can stand to be around you. It’s really good. Thanks for inviting me.”


  All throughout dinner, Damon and I unconsciously take turns staring at one another.


  “Tell me about your family, Katarina. I want to know everything about you.”


  “There isn’t much to tell. I am the second child of Mike and Marion Cross. I have an older brother named Chris. I know—don’t say it. He caught a lot of crap for having the name Chris Cross. My dad is an accountant, and my mom is a stay-at-home wife. My brother is a loan officer for a large bank. I grew up in Arcadia, where my parents still live in my childhood home. I was on the track team in high school. I still try to run several days a week. I will graduate in May from UCLA and hope to find a job as an event planner, but I would also entertain the possibility of being in management. I just don’t know if I have the skills to lead a group of people. Seeing you today at your office was wonderful. You look so confident and capable. How do you make it look so easy?”


  “It’s more about the people you surround yourself with than anything else. I hire very capable people, and they do their jobs well. You should contact our human resources department. They may have some openings in your area of expertise. I am co-branding with Anthony Haywood and we are ramping up for the grand opening of Ahz.”


  “I heard Emma say something about that. It sounds very interesting. You’re so young and have accomplished so much. I want to know more about you, Damon.”


  He hesitates for a moment as if deciding what he wants to tell me. I can see the indecision in his eyes. He exhales and begins to speak. “You met my mom. She is on the board of directors at the hospital. She’s an oncologist and has spent her life dedicated to finding a cure for cancer. My father died from lung cancer when I was a young boy. I was only twelve when he passed. I made my original investment money from being a DJ. I spent my youth in clubs and paid attention. I developed a successful business model and opened my first club when I was twenty. Now I’m twenty-nine and I am expanding into other territories. The rest is history. There are nineteen Zeniths across the world. Only two of those are outside of the United States. One is in London and the other is in Paris. I grew up in Brentwood and currently live just off of Mulholland Drive. I went to UCLA just like you.”


  “So you are an only child?”


  “I am now,” he says. His voice almost abrupt.


  I don’t respond because I am hoping that he elaborates. I believe a person should be able to tell as much or as little as they feel comfortable with. I am not the type of person to pry even though I want to know so much more.


  He cautiously considers his next sentence. “I had an older brother. He died from leukemia when I was twenty.”


  I reach out my hand and place it over Damon’s. “Oh my God, I am so sorry. That must have been awful.”


  “More so than you can imagine, but it was a long time ago. Let’s talk about something else.”


  “Okay, why don’t you date? You’re a handsome man with a charming personality. I don’t understand.”


  “I have had the pleasure of escorting many beautiful women to various places, but I don’t do the dating thing. I can’t make the type of commitment it requires to maintain a healthy relationship. I don’t have the time, among other things.”


  It’s the other things that are probably his problem. Everyone can make time to build a friendship, but something tells me that Damon is not sharing everything, and that’s okay. That’s his prerogative.


  “Would you like some dessert?”


  My mind is elsewhere and I barely register his question. I shake my head trying to clear the errant thoughts from my brain. “What?”


  “I asked if you would like dessert.”


  “Um… No… I think I’m good.”


  “Coffee then?”


  “Yes. That, I will have. I have a test tomorrow and will be staying up late studying.”


  We sit and sip our coffees, Damon drinks his black, and I drink mine with a dash of cream. Not enough to make it white, but just enough to cut the bitterness of the coffee.


  “Thanks for having dinner with me tonight. I wanted to talk to you about earlier.”


  I play dumb and pretend that I have no idea what he’s talking about, although I know he is getting ready to bring up the amazing kiss we shared in his office. “What are you referring to, Damon?”


  “You can’t sit here and pretend that we don’t share a physical attraction. Kissing you was like being hit by a train.”


  “Am I supposed to be flattered by that? You just told me that kissing me was like a train wreck. You are going to have to work on your flattery skills.”


  “I was once told by a lovely young woman that flattery will get me nowhere.”


  “She was crazy. Flattery from you may get you somewhere.”


  “Herein lies the problem. I want to see you again, but I can’t give you what you want.” He takes my hand in his. “I enjoy the time we spend together. You make me feel something that I haven’t felt in many years.” Looking into my eyes, he asks the next question. “What would it take for you to consider seeing me on a regular basis? I’m not talking about dating. I am talking about a mutual agreement.”


  I sit at the checkered table in shock. This man can’t be stupid; he runs a multimillion-dollar company. Pulling my hand away from him, I respond. “So we are back to a business transaction. I’m not interested, Damon. You’re a nice man and an excellent kisser, but I’m not for sale or rent. I am ready to leave if you are still willing to take me home. Otherwise, I will have the restaurant call me a cab.”


  “Let’s go then. I should get you home so that you can get some rest before your class tomorrow.”


  I nod in agreement. What an idiot I was to think that I could have someone like him. I don’t know if I’m more angry with myself, or with him.


  Damon helps me put on my sweater. His hands linger on my bare arms as he helps me slide them into my sleeves. I feel a buzz of energy run through my body as he touches me. He reaches up and pulls my hair out of the sweater so it hangs loosely down my back. With his hand placed firmly at the small of my back, he walks me outside and places me in the car.


  We drive in silence all the way to my home. I don’t wait for Damon once we arrive at my house. I throw my door open and dash up the long walkway to our front door. I’ve had enough of Damon Noble for the night. His long legs give him an edge as he catches up with me. His arm reaches out, grabbing my arm and swinging me around to face him.


  “Wait, Katarina. It doesn’t have to be like this. We could see each other, go out to dinner, and attend various functions. You could quit your job at the coffee shop and invest that time on your studies. It’s a win-win, Katarina.”


  “Damon, nothing about that scenario is a win for me. You get what you want, and I get a new boss. I trade my time for money and my soul for time with you. I like you, and I think there is definitely something between us that could have been explored, but we have different needs. I can’t give you what you want. I’m sorry.”


  Looking at Damon, I see that he finally understands. The look of resignation is written all over his face. I watch as the tall, proud man appears to get smaller with every step he takes back to his car. He stands by his door and glances my way before he finally enters his car and drives off.
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  Emma returns from Catalina on Thursday. Her skin is tan, now a golden brown, and her hair has lightened slightly to a strawberry blond color. Her eyes are bright and happy.


  “Oh, Kat, I think I’m in love. You wouldn’t believe what I experienced in Catalina.” She flops on the couch in front of me. “We stayed in a house by the seaport, sailing by day and snuggling at night. He cooked every meal for me. There is nothing sexier than a man in the kitchen.” She gushes nonstop and then asks, “How did your meeting with Damon go? Tell me everything that happened while I was gone.”


  I sit next to her on the couch, turning my body to face her. “Nothing happened. Just the normal stuff like school and studying. I returned Damon’s money, we had lunch and dinner, and then he propositioned me. He wants to rent me on a regular basis. Of course I told him no.”


  Her eyes bug out at my statement. “He didn’t!” Emma knows me like the back of her hand. She is just as appalled as I am.


  “He did! Listen. He’s a complex man who happens to kiss like a master, but I can’t settle for so little when I know I would want so much more. There’s no reason to set myself up for such a disaster.”


  “Kisses like a master huh?” Emma’s eyes are looking for any clues to what I’m not telling her.


  “Yes. I kissed him twice in his office. The first was to experiment and the second was to confirm my opinion. He’s an excellent kisser,” I sigh. “The kiss is what helped me make up my mind. When somebody kisses you like he kissed me, something happens to your insides. My toes curled, Emma. I couldn’t survive too much of that and then have him dismiss me when he got tired of me. I wouldn’t be able to stop my heart from getting involved.”


  “It sounds like you have given it a lot of thought. Too bad. We could have double dated.” She looks mildly disappointed.


  “Speaking of dating, what are you going to do about your escort service? How is Anthony going to respond when you dress up and accompany other men to various functions?”


  “We talked about it, and I decided that I am going to close up shop for the time being. He’s okay with me doing what I do, as long as I promise not to wear the blue dress. He has claimed that particular dress for his eyes only. After giving it some thought, I decided that I couldn’t imagine spending time with any another man. All I would be thinking about would be Anthony.” A smile crosses her lips that lights up her eyes.


  “We have three months of school left before we graduate. I had always planned to quit this after graduation anyway. I have to find a real job. My savings account is solid, so I can afford to be out of work for a while.” Her fingers twirl a strand of her hair as she talks. “Speaking of graduating, Anthony indicated that they had some temporary job openings at Ahz that need to be filled. The opening of Ahz is going to be huge, and they need all the help they can get. You should apply. Besides, it would be a good experience and an excellent thing to put on your resume.”


  “I would be afraid of running into Damon,” I admit.


  “I’m sure you would never run into him. It’s a large corporation with a ton of people. You could get lost in the crowd.”


  “Damon told me about the positions when we had dinner, but I have been hesitant to apply.” I contemplate it for a moment. “It would be a great opportunity and a way to get some experience before I enter the job market though.”


  I would love to apply for one of those jobs, but I would fear seeing Damon each day. Emma is right though. It’s a huge building, and I’m sure I wouldn’t run into him. If I did run into Damon, I would simply thank him for suggesting that I apply for the job and then I would move on. Yes, I think I will apply.


  “Thanks, Em. I think I’ll do that. In fact, I’m going to apply right now before I chicken out.” I give her a hug, grab my laptop from the table, and head to my room.


  The application process is thorough but straightforward. I apply for an internship as the assistant to the event planner, press send, and close my computer. With nothing else to do, I head to the kitchen to make a cup of cocoa. I walk the few steps between the kitchen and living room, picking up Emma’s copy of Bound, and collapse onto our soft sofa. A few minutes later, I hear the beep of my phone, alerting me to a new text message.


  Damon: Hi, it’s Damon. I was hoping that maybe we could be friends in some capacity. I hope that you’re having a nice night, Katarina. What are you doing?


  I ponder his text for a moment. Could I be friends with Damon? I suppose there is no harm in being nice, so I text him back.


  Me: Damon, if you’re going to be my friend, then you must call me Kat. All of my friends call me Kat. Right now, I’m drinking hot chocolate and reading Emma’s naughty romance novel.


  Damon: I picked up a copy for myself today. I wanted to see what all of the women are talking about. What page are you on?


  Me: That’s interesting. I would never have imagined you to be a fan of girlie books. I’m on page 57.


  Damon: I am learning that you can find out a lot about women from a girlie book. I should have been reading these all along. I would be so much smarter when it comes to the fairer sex if I had been reading these books from the beginning.


  Me: Don’t get pure entertainment mixed up with what girls want. Take this book for instance. The protagonist is a young college graduate who meets a charming man while doing her friend a favor. Doesn’t that sound familiar? He wants to see her on certain nights and he is willing to pay her. Wow, that’s sounds familiar too. Where the story differs is that she said yes and well… you know the rest.


  Damon: This is a book about exploring different avenues for sexual satisfaction. When I was a boy, you could only find stories like this in nude magazines. It seems to be pretty mainstream these days. That’s what the sexual revolution has done for us.


  Me: Since I haven’t read that far, I am not sure where this is leading, but with a title such as Bound, I am guessing that we are headed to the kinky side. It’s not my normal genre. I like sweeter romance novels like the ones where the man comes racing in on a white stallion and saves the day. Emma tells me that this story will get way out of control.


  Damon: What about you, Kat? Do you like being out of control?


  Me: How do you mean, Damon? Are you talking restraints and gags, or something different?


  Damon: No, just your average scarves or pair of fur lined handcuffs. No Saint Andrew’s Cross or dungeon cages.


  Me: I haven’t given it much thought, Damon. If I am being totally honest with you, and I feel one should be honest with their friends, then I find the idea intriguing. I definitely would not want my mouth gagged, but being restrained could be exciting. You would have to have some sort of agreement as to what you are willing or not willing to do.


  Damon: Check out page 87 and text me back.


  What am I doing? I feel like I’m in a book club for the deranged. I put down the book, refusing to be tempted to see what lies ahead. I sip my cocoa and think about Damon. Then I think about restraints, and then I think about Damon and restraints. My body begins to react at the thought of being restrained in front of Damon, and I wonder what he would do. I can’t resist the temptation, so I pick up the book and flip to page 87.


  Oh holy hell. I can’t believe what I’m reading. The agreement is long and comprehensive. Many of the things he wants to do to her are foreign to me. I open up my computer and type in seahorse triple action. The picture that shows up is shocking. I am stunned by the sheer size of it. Oh…my…goodness! People can get quite inventive.


  I slam my computer closed and put the book on the table. My cheeks begin to flush as heat courses through my body. My phone beeps with another incoming message.


  Damon: Well?


  I lie. Me: I haven’t read it, so, I don’t know.


  Damon: Didn’t you just tell me that one should be honest with friends?


  Leave it to Damon to throw my words back at me. I type out the longest text ever.


  Me: Yes, I did and you’ve caught me. I’m a little uncomfortable talking to you about this book. I did read it and I am quite appalled. I had to look up one of the devices, just to see what it was. It comes in several speeds, widths, lengths, and colors. What happened to good old regular sex?


  Damon: People have different tastes, Kat. This book describes a particular taste, but there are many out there. Where have you been hiding?


  Me: I haven’t been hiding, Damon. I just haven’t been experiencing too much of what other people are tasting.


  Damon: I could present you with a buffet of experiences to try. What do you say, Kat?


  Me: Goodnight, Damon.


  I put my phone down and mosey my way to my bed. Laying my head against the cushion, I think about how Damon Noble is going to be the death of me.
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  I wake to the sound of my phone. The ringtone is a cacophony of birds chirping. They are loud enough to hear and unpleasant enough to want to answer it immediately.


  “Hello.”


  “Can I speak to Katarina Cross please?” the woman asks.


  “Yes, this is Katarina.”


  “Hi, this is Della Fields from Noble Enterprises, and I am calling because you applied for an internship. I have your résumé in front of me, and I would love for you to come talk to us about the opening we posted.”


  My heart is beating fast, but I control my excitement and tell her in a calm but professional voice, “I would be happy to come and see you. What day and time would work best for you?”


  “I know it’s last minute, but can you be here at one o’clock today?”


  “Absolutely. Where do I go when I enter the building?”


  “The reception desk can guide you to the human resources department.”


  “Thanks. I’ll see you then.” I hang up the phone and begin to prepare for my interview.


  I wonder if Damon had anything to do with me getting this opportunity? The idea is silly, since I just filled out the application last night. I can’t imagine him even knowing that I applied for the internship. It would be awesome if I could get some work experience under my belt. I dance around my room and head across the hall to tell Emma.


  “I’ve got an interview at Noble Enterprises!” I scream in delight as I dance around Emma’s room.


  “What time is it?” she grumbles as she pulls her duvet cover over her head to shield her eyes from the sun peeking through her window.


  “It’s nine o’clock and everything is all right in the world, Em. Get up and have coffee with me, and then help me find the perfect interview outfit.” I dart from her room to the kitchen to make us both a cup of coffee. I slam every drawer and cabinet just to make sure Emma doesn’t fall back to sleep. I call across the room to her. “Don’t forget you owe me big, and I am taking my payment now. Get up!”


  Emma appears in the kitchen in her flannel pajamas and bunny slippers. She slides into a seat at the table. Raising her coffee mug with both hands, she brings it to her lips. I know that she needs that first sip to jumpstart her morning.


  “Okay, so what time is this interview?” she asks.


  “It’s at one o’clock, and I want to make an impression. It’s an internship position for Ahz. I would be working with their event planner.”


  “You know, Kat, I’m familiar with both owners. I can put a good word in for you.” She has her head on her arm, which is outstretched across the table. She’s going to need another cup of coffee before she will be of any use to me.


  “No, I want to do this by myself. I’m sure I could call Damon myself, but I won’t do that. Besides, I am trying to avoid Damon at all costs. Let me tell you the latest.” I pour her another cup of coffee and tell her about my most recent encounter. “He bought Bound and he’s reading it.” I pause for dramatic effect. “He texted me last night so we could discuss it. It’s as if we were in our own private book club. We texted about bondage and vibrators.”


  Emma stares at me with a look of confusion on her face and then bursts out laughing. “I don’t know what’s funnier, you talking about vibrators or Damon reading an erotica novel. I’m going to have to give that some thought.” Sipping her coffee, she adds, “At least the conversation is happening via text. Could you imagine having dinner face to face and talking about the latest Rabbit that hit the market as you ask him to pass the bread?”


  I hadn’t given it much thought, but Emma is right. Texting allows us to be more honest and bold with our answers. I never would have had that conversation in person with Damon.


  As if talking about Damon has summoned a text from him, the familiar beep of my phone redirects my thoughts.


  Damon: Only read to page 125. I will call you at seven o’clock tonight to get your thoughts. Damon


  I decide to ignore his text and focus on my upcoming interview. Emma drags me to my room, where she chooses a fashionable but conservative-looking skirt, a silk blouse, and low-heeled pumps. She advises me to wear my hair down, explaining that if I wear a ponytail, I may look too young, and if I pull my hair up, I may look too haughty. I trust Emma. She has never steered me wrong yet. I stand in front of her for her final approval.


  “I would hire you,” she says as she winks at me.


  I reach forward and give her a big hug and a smooch on her cheek before I dash out to my car. The forty-minute drive to Noble Enterprise seems like minutes. I pull into the parking garage and make my way up to reception. They direct me to the fifth floor, where I check in with the secretary. Within minutes, I am ushered into a large office. The woman behind the desk stands to greet me and then offers me a seat in front of her desk. She shuffles a few of the papers that are sitting haphazardly on top until she finds the one she is looking for.


  “I see that you are in your last semester at UCLA, studying hospitality management. Looking at your schedule, it looks like you would be available Mondays, and Fridays any time and Tuesday through Thursday in the afternoons. Is that correct?” she asks.


  I look at the woman speaking to me. She looks like she may be in her early forties. Her brown hair is pulled into a severe knot at the back of her neck. The style gives her an air of authority. She is dressed in a nicely tailored black and white suit. If the quality of her clothes is any indication, Damon must pay his people well.


  “Yes, that’s correct, although I will graduate very soon.”


  “Why Noble Enterprises?” she asks.


  “Honestly, Ms. Fields, I was looking for an opportunity to get a little experience in the field of my choice. A friend told me about the job opening, and I decided to apply. The opening of Ahz is the perfect opportunity for me to apply my education and learn from a seasoned professional.”


  “Why should I choose you?” she questions.


  “There is no reason for you not to choose me. I am motivated, educated, and ready to work. I will give you one hundred percent every day.”


  “I would like you to meet our event planner. His name is Trevor Thornton.”


  Ms. Fields presses the intercom button and asks the receptionist to have Trevor come down to her office. Within minutes, a tall man with wavy brown hair walks in. He looks to be in his late twenties.


  “Trevor, this is Ms. Cross. She is applying for the intern position.”


  He offers his hand to shake before he greets me. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Cross. Ahz is a unique challenge for us. It’s the first time that we will be combining two concepts together. What do you bring to the table that the other applicants don’t?”


  “That’s a good question, and my best answer is that I bring an open mind with no preconceived notions of what the job should be or what the final project should look like. My desire is to learn from you. I will adopt your vision and strive to help you accomplish your goal.” Happy with my answer, I take a breath and wait for their response.


  Ms. Fields and Trevor exchange looks, and then I see a hint of a smile come from Trevor.


  “Thank you for coming in today. You are our final applicant. We will be deciding soon. The candidate we choose will be expected to start immediately.”


  Wow. That was an interesting interview. It was direct and to the point. I exit the office and find the garage so I can leave. I see a familiar silver Mustang parked in the spot closest to the elevator. I didn’t see it on my way in, but I was focused on the interview. Seeing the Mustang makes me think of Damon and the night he took me for Italian food. I wish things could have turned out differently. I sigh as I think about all of the kisses we could have shared.


  Emma accosts me as soon as I get home. “Tell me about the interview! How did it go?” I think she may be more excited than I am. Or maybe she’s just had too much coffee.


  I toss my keys and purse on the table near the door and collapse on the couch. “It went well. I met the event planner. His name is Trevor. He seems like a capable guy, and it would be great to be able to learn from him. He has done a great job marketing Zenith under Nobel Enterprises. I imagine that he is really talented.”


  “When will you know?” she asks, prodding me for additional information.


  “I’m hoping within the next day or so, but who knows. I will just have to wait and see I guess. Do you want to go to dinner? I was thinking about having tacos.”


  “I can’t. Anthony is picking me up. He’s cooking for me at his house.”


  “Gosh, Em, it sounds like things are getting pretty serious, pretty fast.”


  “Yeah, I guess, but we are so compatible. It’s pure magic.”


  “I’m thrilled for you, Em. I’ve never seen you look so happy.”


  “Oh, Kat, I feel like I am walking around in a dream. I never want to wake up.”
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  Anthony picks Emma up around five, leaving me on my own for the night. I have my texting date with Damon at seven, and I am actually looking forward to it. I’m too lazy to go out for tacos. Getting ready for a lazy night at home, I change into my old comfy jeans and make myself a bowl of instant macaroni and cheese. I curl up on the couch to read. Turning to my earmarked page, I try to catch up. I am hoping to get to page 125 before Damon texts. I am lost in the pages when my phone rings.


  “Hello,” I say in greeting.


  “Hello, Katarina. This is Della from Noble Enterprises.”


  Oh my God, my heart is beating as fast as a hummingbird. “Hello, Ms. Fields. How are you?”


  “I am doing well. I’m calling to offer you the internship. Can you start tomorrow after your classes? Your first day will be all paperwork. You will begin working with Trevor on Friday.”


  I dance around the living room as Della Fields gives me the details. Once I hang up the phone, I shout joyfully from the top of my lungs. Holy smokes, I have a paid internship at Noble Enterprises! They are paying me double what I am making at Java Joes. I immediately call my boss at Java Joes and let him know of my new opportunity. I agree to work the weekend shifts until he can replace me.


  At exactly seven o’clock, my phone rings. I was expecting a text from Damon, but I guess he decided on something different.


  “Hi,” I answer.


  “Hello, Kat,” he responds. His pronunciation of my nickname comes out with a nasally twang, making it sound unattractive. I think he’s doing this on purpose.


  “I thought we were going to text?” I am actually glad that he called because I’ve missed hearing his voice. He has a strong, commanding voice. I like that in a man. I guess you could say that I am a bit of a traditionalist when it comes to relationships. I expect a man to act and sound manly.


  “I wanted to hear your voice. Is it okay that I called?”


  How sweet is that? “Yes, of course.”


  “I’m in your area, and I don’t really want to eat alone. Will you join me for dinner? As a friend of course.”


  “I just ate a delicious bowl of instant macaroni and cheese,” I say.


  I can hear the disappointment in his voice as he replies, “Oh…okay. I was just thinking that maybe if you hadn’t eaten we could eat together.”


  “Well, I haven’t had dessert, so… How about I have dessert while you have dinner?” I don’t know why I offered to go. I just couldn’t stand for him to sound so disappointed. If I’m being completely honest with myself, I want to see him again.


  “That’s great,” he shouts excitedly. “I’m just around the corner. I will be at your doorstep in a moment.” His whole demeanor went from sounding sullen to ecstatic in a heartbeat.


  Seconds after I hang up the phone, he is knocking on my front door.


  “Wow! That was quick. Should I be concerned that you were so close to my house?” I ask him teasingly.


  He laughs as he tells me, “I was hoping that you would say yes, but if you didn’t, I would have driven past your house and gone home. I don’t have stalker tendencies, Kat. You look great by the way.”


  “Thanks, you too. I see that you’re getting used to my nickname.”


  “I’m getting used to it, but it doesn’t roll off of my tongue easily. I am respecting your wishes, but I still prefer to call you Katarina.”


  “Thank you. Let me just change into something nicer for dinner.”


  Without waiting for an answer, I rotate on the heel of my foot and head in the direction of my bedroom. I feel his grip on my elbow as he gently pulls me back.


  “You look amazing, Kat. There’s no need for you to change. Let’s go to the Asian restaurant up the street. If they don’t have a good dessert selection, I will take you someplace else.”


  Damon walks me to his car and opens the door for me before he runs to the driver’s side to situate himself. He is always a gentleman.


  At the restaurant, Damon orders a combo platter. I order deep-fried banana wantons with caramel sauce and ice cream. “So now that we are here, let’s talk about the book,” he says after the food has been delivered to our table.


  The mention of the book makes me blush. Texting about it is one thing, but talking about it face to face is quite a different thing.


  “I haven’t completed the pages I was supposed to read. I was really busy with school and stuff.”


  “You’re blushing, Kat. Surely two friends can discuss a book together.” He says this with a straight face, but I see the mischief in his eyes. He knows this is making me uncomfortable, and he is getting something out of my discomfort. I need to rise to the challenge.


  “Certainly,” I say, not willing to let him get the best of me. “I am roughly on page 115. She has signed the contract and agreed to a limited term as his mistress. He has insisted on full control of her while he employs her.” I cut into my wontons in pieces as I speak.“Why would someone give up so much? What’s in it for her?”


  “Well, first, there is the money, but ultimately, I think she wants to relinquish control. Her character is organized and tidy, somewhat OCD about many things. That takes a lot of control. To have someone else make the decisions for a while might be nice for a change. It’s also the only way she can be with him, and her need to be with him is stronger than her need to be independent.” He places the a piece of broccoli in his mouth.


  “Hmmm. I don’t think money plays any part in it. I do agree that it’s the only way she can be with him. The attraction between them is stronger than anything she has felt before. On some level, I think that it’s courageous to make herself vulnerable for him.”


  Choking on his food, he takes a sip of water before continuing. “Why does being with him have to make her vulnerable?” He places another forkful of beef and broccoli in his mouth and chews while waiting for my response.


  “He is introducing her to a world that she in unfamiliar with. It takes courage to step out of your comfort zone.”


  “Yes it does. When you accompanied me to the hospital benefit, you were out of your comfort zone, but you did it for your friend. It’s turned out very well for your friend, and I think you enjoyed it too. Am I correct?” he asks. His eyes are watching me intently.


  “Yes, I had a great time. It was one of the most memorable nights of my life.” I am looking into his eyes and see a flash of relief pass through them. My happiness matters to him.


  “Sometimes, what may seem out of the ordinary can become something pleasurable.”


  “I can’t argue with that. Who would have thought banana wantons could be this good?”


  Damon laughs. “What do you think of his particular tastes?”


  “Well, short of the contract that talked about various sexual activities, some of which I had to look up on the web, I haven’t arrived at the point where his depravity presents itself.”


  “Why is it depravity? You like bananas, but I detest them. Does it make us distinctively different because we have different preferences?”


  I think about this for a few minutes and come to the conclusion that Damon is right. We all have different likes and dislikes, and just because I don’t share someone else’s likes doesn’t make me better and them bad. “I agree with you. It’s okay as long as both parties are willing.”


  “She signed the contract, Kat.”


  “Yes, she did, but I wonder if her judgment is clouded by her attraction to him.”


  “That could be, but she seems like a bright girl.”


  We sip our tea in silence. I think about the resemblance between the characters in the story and my story with Damon. Thank goodness I jumped off the train before I got too far along.


  “I had a great time. Thanks for coming out with me on such short notice. We killed two birds with one stone. We got to discuss the book and we got to eat. Shall we make a habit of this? Just two friends, having dinner and discussing a good read?”


  Part of me wants to say yes and part of me wants to say no. I ponder his proposal another minute before I answer. “Yes—on one condition. We take turns paying for dinner. Next week, I will choose the place and I will pay. You can still drive. Let’s keep Wednesday open for book discussions.”


  The light in his eyes is heartwarming. He is visibly excited to have negotiated a weekly Wednesday date. Wait, this isn’t a date. It’s more like a book club meeting.


  “Perfect. Same time next week then. I will pick you up at seven o’clock at your house.”


  Damon pays the bill and takes me back home. Ever the gentleman, he walks me to my front door and waits for me to open it. Chivalry is not dead. Before turning to leave, Damon bends over and brushes his soft lips against my forehead. I am certain that he is going to give me another one of his panty-twisting kisses, but sadly, he doesn’t. I set the rules and he is playing by them.
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  The next two days whiz by. I spend Thursday afternoon filling out paperwork and watching safety videos. Friday, I arrive at eight o’clock and meet Trevor on the third floor, where the public relations and advertising offices are located. He takes me on a tour of the building, but thankfully we avoid the executive office areas. I don’t want Damon to know that I am working for his company. I want to have an authentic experience, one that won’t be influenced by him.


  Trevor sits down with me and outlines the grand opening plans. The official grand opening party will take place on June 15. The 15,200 square-foot multimedia complex features ten bars located within six distinct environments. Ahz includes three ultra-modern dance floors complete with state-of-the-art audio and visual enhancements. It hosts a ninety-foot stage for live musical performances, a modern VIP lounge, and a rooftop terrace offering spectacular skyline views. The first floor contains Anthony Haywood’s. The fifth floor contains the VIP lounge. Floors two through four are comprised of the live performance venue and two dance floors. The sixth floor is rather unique. It has a glass dance floor so that the people in the VIP lounge can see everything that’s happening above them and vice versa. The top floor is the rooftop terrace. It sounds fabulous! Trevor plans to take me on a tour of the facility next week.


  He outlines my duties; basically I will be the go-to girl for everything that no one else wants to do. I’m totally okay with that. I’m just excited to be here. I am soaking everything in like a sponge.


  Trevor gives me his background, telling me that he went to school back East and has been working for Noble Enterprises for five years. He has successfully opened over half of the clubs for Zenith. His last opening was the club in London.


  “How was opening a club in London?” I ask.


  “It’s very different than opening a club here. We always open with a top-rated performer. They always have specific things that they require. In London we opened with an American band. Have you heard of the band Mystic Mavens?”


  “Yes. They’re not really my cup of tea, but they have a huge following.”


  “They also have huge egos, and here’s where we come in. It’s our responsibility to secure the act, but we also have to make them happy. That’s the biggest challenge. The Mystic Mavens were impossible,” he growls. “They insisted that everything be American made. They wanted special drinks and special foods, special lotions, and specific toilet paper,” he explains. “We paid them an extravagant amount of money, yet they continued to make demands. They wanted gift bags in their rooms that contained everything from L’Occitane to Cartier. I had to charter a private plane to deliver everything they required, and we had to pay a fortune in import taxes.”


  “Wow! That must have cost a fortune. What did you learn from the experience?”


  “I learned that I should hire a local band,” he says as he laughs. “In the end, the opening was a success and the London location is one of our most profitable sites.”


  “What’s the key to your success?” I only have three months to learn everything I can from this guy. I am going to ask questions until he turns blue from answering me.


  “I think it’s all in the details. The big things are easy. Booking the entertainment is the small stuff. It’s everything that happens in between the concept and opening day that matters.” Shifting in his chair, he continues. “You need to know everything that’s happening in the world. If there is a caviar shortage, you don’t want to have it on the menu for your grand opening. If your guest of honor is allergic to nuts, don’t serve baklava. Anticipate everything and everyone’s needs. That way you won’t get caught unprepared.”


  “Who is the opening act for Ahz?” I ask.


  “That will remain a secret. I will only say that it will be the biggest thing happening in the Los Angeles area this summer. I am going to have you help me come up with gift packages for our VIP guests. We will need one hundred gifts bags. Your budget is $1000.”


  “I have to make one hundred memorable gifts and I only have a budget of $1000?” My voice sounds full of panic.


  “You have a budget of $1000 for each gift.” Trevor shows me to the cubicle I will use during my internship. “I have left a list of previous sponsors on your desk. Sometimes companies will donate their products to get exposure. Feel free to call any of these sponsors as well as any companies that you feel would benefit from an opening like ours. I imagine the value of each gift bag will range between $5000 and $10,000 when it’s all said and done. I am heading out for the rest of the day. I want you to work on the gifts. I will meet you here on Monday at eight o’clock so that we can take a ride to Ahz. Have a great weekend, Kat.”


  I am feeling a bit overwhelmed with the major undertaking I have been assigned to. Sitting in front of me is a list of over one hundred sponsors, from Tiffany’s to Oakley. Thinking about the type of venue, I look over the various sponsors and place stars next to the companies that make sense. I want these gift bags to mean something. Anything having to do with dining, music, entertainment, or food stays. All other donors are places on a secondary list. Companies like Tiffany’s and Pandora stay on a maybe list. They may have items that fit in with the theme like a cool charm or keychain. I will contact them if I need anything additional for the bags. Within an hour, I have reduced the list to fifty potential donors.


  Two hours later, I have placed calls to twenty-seven corporations. I have guaranteed donations from seven of them and will follow up with the rest on Monday. I would love it if I didn’t have to spend anything on the gift bags. If I could get everything donated, I could save the company $100,000. It’s probably a pittance to a company as large as Noble Enterprises, but I would feel a great sense of accomplishment if I could do that. It would also look great on my resume.


  Clocking out for the day, I take the stairs to the garage and locate my car. I am trying to avoid places where I may run into Damon. Since his offices are on the top floor, I imagine he takes the elevator each day. Five flights of stairs several days a week will give me a good workout as well as help to keep me out of sight.
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  “Hey, Kat. How was your first real day at work?” Emma calls from the kitchen as I enter the front door. I can smell something amazing, and I hope that she has made enough for two.


  “It was so good. Trevor is a great guy. He was very thorough and made me feel comfortable. I managed to avoid Damon, so that’s a plus.”


  “Are you ever going to tell him that you are interning at his company?”


  “Not if I can help it. I don’t want him to influence my experience. I don’t want special treatment because I know him. Is that spaghetti I smell?”


  “Yes, are you hungry? I made a bunch. I am taking some over to Anthony’s, but there will be plenty leftover for you to enjoy.”


  “I’m starved.” Taking a seat at the table, I watch Emma as she finishes making dinner. “Make sure that Anthony doesn’t say anything to Damon. Okay?”


  “I didn’t tell him that you got the job,” she says as she hands me a bowl of pasta.


  “Thanks, Em. I miss you. It’s great having you home.”


  She gives me a big smile before I dig into the big bowl of delicious pasta.


  After I’m fed and satisfied, I transfer myself to the living room and sit down on the couch with my copy of Bound .Wondering where Damon is in the book, I send him a text.


  Me: I am trying to catch up to you in the book. What page are you on? How is it that a man as busy as you has so much time to read frivolous materials?


  He responds immediately.


  Damon: So the beautiful Katarina is chasing me so to speak. I am currently on page 150. I will not go any further so that we can be on the same page for our Wednesday night meeting. Where are we going by the way?


  Me: I am thinking Mongolian BBQ. Will that work for you?


  Damon: Can I call you? I hate texting long messages.


  Me: Yes.


  Seconds later, my phone rings. I answer with a slow soft voice. “Hello Damon.”


  “How was your day?”


  “It was good. You know. The same old stuff—school and work.”


  “I thought you didn’t have school on Fridays.”


  Oh shoot, I almost blew it. I try to salvage my mistake. “No school today. Just a bunch of research.” It’s not a lie. I called a lot of companies in regard to donations. “What about you?”


  “Things are moving fast with Ahz opening in just a few months. The closer we get to the grand opening, the more frantic things get.”


  “What about Anthony? Is he helping at all?”


  “Yes. His staff is pulling its weight. Emma has been helping with marketing on the Anthony Haywood side, but it’s still a lot of balls to juggle. Everything seems to be moving in the right direction. Would you like to come to the grand opening, Kat?”


  I am floored by his invitation. It’s the biggest thing happening this summer. Would I like to attend? Duh!


  “Oh my gosh, yes, I would love to come. But I’m sure you have more important people to invite.”


  “Actually, there is no one I would want to invite more than you. I’m sure that Emma will be accompanying Anthony, but if she doesn’t, I will get her an invite as well. Oh, by the way, my mom has been asking about you. She has insisted that I bring you to dinner on Sunday night. I told her that you work and would probably not be able to come. I would be a bad son if I didn’t pass on her message.”


  “Your mom invited me to dinner?”


  “Yes. She was quite impressed with you at the fundraiser, and she wants to enjoy your company in a more relaxed environment. We try to meet up for dinner at least once a month, and this Sunday is our date.”


  “I’m flattered, but I wouldn’t want to interrupt family time with your mother.”


  “Please, Kat. You would be saving me from my mother’s monthly dating inquisition.”


  “Are you begging me, Damon?”


  “Will it help?”


  “Hmmm. I kind of like being in this position. It kind of makes me feel powerful.”


  “I would have never pegged you as a dominant, Kat.”


  “I don’t see myself that way, Damon, but I am open to new experiences.”


  “Is that right? I am happy to show you anything you want to know.”


  “Are we still talking about dinner?”


  “Of course we are. What else would I be talking about?” His laugh makes me feel warm from my insides out. He has such a great full laugh.


  “You can pick me up at Java Joes at five.”


  “My mom will be ecstatic.”


  “What about you?” I am playing with fire by teasing him.


  “I will rejoice with her. I’ll pick you up at five on Sunday. Dress casually.”


  “See you then.” I hang up the phone feeling joyous.


  I spend the next fifteen minutes thinking about Damon. I close my eyes and envision his physical attributes. I imagine his tall, slender body, his broad shoulders, his narrow hips, and his long legs. I can see his blond hair and blue eyes and his soft, supple lips. Oh those lips that can make me lose all thought and quake from the inside out. Thinking of his lips makes my sex pulse. I squeeze my thighs together. I don’t know if I am trying to hold the sensation in or send it back to where it came from.
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  Saturday flies by, but Sunday seems to drag on. I keep looking at the clock. It seems as if time is standing still. I have been looking forward to seeing Damon since we talked Friday night. We spoke Saturday night too, but the conversation was short. I hung up wanting more.


  I continue to look at the clock as the hands seem to move backwards. I busy myself by cleaning the espresso machine and stocking supplies for the next shift. With a damp rag in my hands, I turn around to wipe the counters and find the Viking god leaning against the wall, staring at me. He always seems to be staring at me.


  “What are you doing?” I ask him.


  “Waiting for you to get off work. Can I get a coffee to take with me?”


  “You’d think this was a coffee shop,” I say teasingly. “What can I make for you, Mr. Noble?”


  “Just a plain-brewed coffee will be perfect. I’m a simple man.”


  “I find that very hard to believe.” I pour his coffee before I clock out for the day.


  Within five minutes, I am changed into a simple sundress and sandals. This should be an interesting evening.
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  The drive to Brentwood takes about twenty minutes. I take advantage of the fact that Damon is preoccupied with driving. This gives me ample opportunity to study his profile. His hair parts from the left to the right, leaving the bulk of his hair sweeping towards me. The blue of his eyes is the color of Alaskan glaciers. It is the most vivid color of blue imaginable. His nose is well proportioned—not too big, but not dainty like a woman’s either. There is a slight bump near the bridge of his nose, indicating that he may have broken it previously. His chin is strong and covered with the scruffy appearance of whiskers. His facial hair is darker than the rest of his hair, and it seems to have a reddish hue to it.


  “You better stop looking at me like that.” Damon’s lips curl into a smile as he delivers his warning.


  “Like what? You’re driving. How can you know how I’m looking at you?”


  “I can feel your eyes on me, and it’s making me think of doing things to you that friends don’t do to one another.”


  I immediately turn my head and look out the front windshield. Damon breaks out into a laugh, and I can’t help but giggle as well.


  “You’re an awful friend, Damon. A good friend would never have said anything.”


  “A good friend wouldn’t have stripped me naked as I drove to Brentwood.”


  A gasp comes from my mouth. “I wasn’t stripping you naked! I only got as far as your chin.”


  “I stand corrected then. You may resume your inspection of me.”


  “What happened to your nose?”


  “What do you mean what happened to my nose? My nose is perfect.”


  “Yes, it is perfect, but it’s been broken before. Remember, I have an older brother, so I recognize the injury. Chris has had his nose broken twice. Once skiing and once in a fistfight. What’s your story?”


  “My brother Roman broke my nose when I was thirteen years old. I borrowed his favorite baseball mitt and I lost it at the ball field. My dad had given him that mitt, so it was really special to him. I spent the next four days sitting at the ballpark, asking everyone who showed up if they had found a mitt. I had just about given up when a mom and her three children arrived in a minivan. I almost didn’t ask her, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. She went around to the back of her van, reached in, and pulled out my brother’s mitt. It was one of the best days of my life. My brother always felt bad for breaking my nose, but I think it was a good lesson for me. It taught me to never take what’s not mine.”


  Just as he finishes his story, we arrive at his mom’s Brentwood home. It’s more like an estate than a house. We have to drive through a security gate and up a long driveway before we pull in front of a magnificent Tuscan villa. The driveway surrounds a huge Italian fountain that sputters water from three different levels. Looking around at the manicured grounds, I find it obvious that she employs a very skilled gardener.


  “Did you grow up here?” I ask with a touch of awe in my voice.


  “No, I didn’t. My mom bought this house about six years ago. She does a lot of entertaining, and the house suits her needs. I think it’s a little over the top, but she has paid her dues and she deserves it. My childhood home is not far from here. It’s a traditional house that sits on a large lot. Roman and I had a tree house in the backyard. Our dad built it for us. He put it in the largest oak tree I have ever seen. He wanted to make sure that it wouldn’t budge. I wouldn’t be surprised to find that tree house still standing in a hundred years.”


  As Damon talks about his brother, I can see a range of emotions surface. Everything from happiness to sorrow and something in between makes an appearance in his eyes. His big blue eyes say everything without him ever saying a word.


  After he opens my car door for me—yet again—he escorts me to the front door, where his mother greets us.


  “Katarina, I am so glad that you came. Damon said that you wouldn’t, but I was just positive that you would. Come in. Let’s have a drink before dinner. What can I get you?”


  “A glass of wine if you have it.” I follow Rose into the living room, where she heads to a beautiful hand-carved bar and pours Damon and me glasses of wine.


  Rose sits in the only single chair available, giving Damon and me no option but to sit next to each other or halfway across the room from one another. I sit first and Damon follows. He sits near enough that his leg touches mine from my thigh to my knee. His nearness gives me goose bumps that show up on my arms and legs.


  “So, Katarina, tell me what you have been up to since the fundraiser?” Rose asks.


  “Mom, she likes to be called Kat.” Damon looks at me and smiles.


  “Nonsense,” Rose says with conviction in her voice. “Katarina is a lovely name. Why would you shorten it?”


  I look at Damon and see merriment dancing in his eyes. He is silently telling me, I told you so. “It’s just a nickname. Deel free to call me Katarina. My mom fell in love with the name when she saw the ice skater from Germany win the gold medal in the 1984 Olympics. As far as what I have been up to lately, I’ve just been doing the normal stuff like school and work.”


  “Damon tells me that you work in a coffee shop in Hollywood. That must be very interesting. It would be a great place to watch people.”


  “Katarina is really good at watching people,” Damon says as he looks into my eyes to see my reaction.


  I look at Damon with a clear return message in my eyes, telling him to behave.


  “It’s so nice to see you two together,” Rose comments with a bit of glee in her voice.


  I don’t want her to get the wrong impression so I immediately correct her. “Oh…no. We are not together. Damon and I are just friends.”


  “Of course, but some of the best relationships begin with a solid friendship.”


  “Mom, leave it alone,” Damon says.


  “Oh shut up, Damon. Let your mom dream. Katarina, do you know how difficult it is having a wealthy son? I can’t hold his inheritance over his head to get my way. What’s a mother to do?”


  “You can behave, mother,” Damon admonishes.


  Rose gets up from her chair. “I am going to check on dinner. I will back in a few minutes. Help yourself to more wine if you would like another glass.”


  As she leaves the room, Damon and I stand up to stretch. He takes our glasses over to the bar and refills them. I look around the room to see the beautiful furnishings and art. The fireplace mantel catches my attention. A lifetime’s worth of photos is spread across the marble surface. I am staring at the photos as I feel Damon’s presence behind me. He reaches around me to hand me my glass but remains close, leaning over my shoulder. I can feel his breath against my neck as he walks me through the photos.


  The pictures tell the story of the Noble family. Starting from the left to the right, the tale begins. A beautiful wedding photo of Rose and her husband is the first in line. I learn that his dad’s name was Simon and he was a college professor at USC. He taught biology. The next few pictures are of Roman, and then there are pictures of Damon. Roman was two years older than Damon and had similar features. Comparing the brothers, I would say that Damon was the better looking of the two boys. There are several pictures of the boys together. They appear to have been really close. The row of snapshots ends with more recent photos of Damon and his mom.


  Turning to face him, I sing his praises. “Look at how cute you were, Damon. I bet you broke a lot of hearts with those blue eyes.”


  “I was never the heartbreaker, Kat. Always the brokenhearted.” He looks like his mind has traveled someplace far away. I wonder where he went. It is definitely a place in his past that’s painful to visit if the grimace on his face is any indication.


  “That is so hard for me to believe. I call you the Viking god, and I can’t imagine the girls not falling at your feet.”


  He shakes his head slightly. “Viking god?” He smiles. “I like that.”


  Damon has one hand on each side of me. He has caged me between his body and the fireplace. My heart begins to pound at the excitement of his nearness. I can’t keep lying to myself. I like this man. Out of instinct, I reach up on my tippy-toes and give him a quick peck on the lips. The action shocks both of us. He steps back and I bolt for the safety of the couch. We part just in time for Rose to enter the room and call us for dinner.


  Damon leads the way to the formal dining room, where the kitchen staff has prepared Cornish game hens. The conversation is light and airy, and my impulsive kiss is all but forgotten.


  “Katarina, next Saturday is a benefit for Roman. Every year the Los Angeles Philharmonic performs and all proceeds go to the Roman Noble Scholarship Foundation. Roman played piano with the philharmonic for two years before he passed away. Every year, we raise enough money to help several budding musicians go to college. I would be honored if you would join Damon and me on Saturday. It will be a lot of fun.”


  I hear Damon groan before he tries to admonish his mother again. “Mom, Katarina doesn’t want to come to the performance. I’m sure she already has plans.”


  Mother and son look at me. Something about Damon dismissing me outright makes me accept the invitation. “Rose, I’m touched that you have invited me. I love the philharmonic, and I would be happy to join you. Should I meet you there?”


  “Perfect, and don’t be silly. Damon will pick you up with a car. Won’t you, Damon?”


  He pastes on a smile and replies, “I would be delighted to pick you up.” He seems actually pleased in spite of his phony smile.


  “Shall we have coffee in the living room?” Rose rises and walks to the kitchen to ask the staff to bring out coffee.


  Damon and I are sitting on the couch when she returns.


  “This will be so much fun. What color do you think you will wear, Katarina?”


  “I have no idea. I don’t have much formal wear to speak of, but I can borrow a dress from my roommate.” I turn my head to Damon before finishing. “I was thinking about borrowing the blue dress that Emma wore at hospital fundraiser. What do you think, Damon?”


  The only sound I hear come from Damon is a groan.


  We stay another thirty minutes before we say our goodbyes to Rose. Damon’s mother is such a pleasant woman, and she has the heart of a lion.


  “Damon, thank you for such a great night. I really had fun. Your mom is so nice. A little pushy but nice,” I comment once we’re in the car.


  “She likes to have her way. I’m sorry that you got roped into going to the philharmonic on Saturday. I hope that it doesn’t interfere with our book club meeting on Wednesday.”


  “I don’t see why it should,” I answer.


  “Speaking of book club, I bought you a little gift.” Damon reaches into the back seat and gives me a wrapped rectangular box.


  I carefully open it and find a long red silk scarf. I look at Damon quizzically.


  He says, “You’ll understand.”


  “So this has something to do with the book?”


  “Most assuredly, and as a side benefit, it’s a beautiful scarf,” he informs me.


  “I am completely intrigued. I may be up all night reading.”


  Twenty minutes later, we pull in front of my house and sit in the car for a moment.


  “Kat, I wanted to say something about the kiss tonight.”


  “Damon, I’m sorry. I was having a moment and I reacted impulsively.”


  I thought Damon was going to respond, but he opens his door and comes around to open mine. He reaches in the car and pulls me out a little too roughly. I stumble into his arms as they wrap around me. Before I can register another thought, Damon’s lips are on mine. My hands reach up as my fingers comb through his hair and slowly move down his back until I tuck my hands into his back pockets. Damon’s hands are holding me in place—one behind my head while the other is against my spine, pulling me to his chest. I can feel the evidence of his erection against my stomach. I hold myself firmly against him. The feeling makes me light in the head. It seems like hours before we end the kiss. I feel weak in my knees and grab Damon’s shoulders for support.


  “Kat, I have been wanting to do that all night. Can I come in for a few minutes? I am not ready to leave you yet.” His eyes are downcast, so I can’t see what’s in them. I tip up his chin up to look into his eyes, but all I see is uncertainty.


  “Yes, that would be nice.”


  We enter the empty house and make our way to the couch. In a matter of minutes, we are a tangled mess of limbs and lips. I feel like a teenager. Damon slows down the pace and leisurely kisses me. His tongue delves deep inside my mouth. He sucks in my lower lip as he pulls away, only to devour me again. He sits back and looks at me, and all I can do is catch my breath.


  “I’ve got to go.” Damon stands up and makes a quick exit for the door. I try to run after him, but he’s halfway down the sidewalk before he turns and says, “See you Wednesday.”


  I stare out the door in a daze, wondering what happened.
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  Monday morning, I dig right into my donation requests and land the hottest leather bags available. They will be the perfect receptacle for all the goodies I’m going to get. I make a few more calls before Trevor rushes in.


  “Kat, I am so sorry I’m late. We were supposed to be out of here an hour ago. Grab your stuff and let’s go.”


  I grab my sweater and my purse and try to keep up with Trevor. We climb into his car and make our way to Ahz. We arrive in record time and enter the lobby.


  “The restaurant will be here on the first floor. The rest of the floors are for entertainment purposes. The elevator is over there. Why don’t you take a self-guided tour and I will catch up with you.”


  I travel up floor by floor until I am in the VIP lounge. The room is dark and plush. There are comfy seating groups everywhere, but it’s the tall booths surrounding the room that intrigue me. They are private enclosures, and inside of them are velvet sofas that are big enough to lie down on. I can’t resist the urge to try one out.


  Lying on the sofa, I open my eyes to the ceiling. The lights above come on and I can see people walking above me. Oh, I am in the lounge that is below the glass floor! Holy smokes––you can see everything. My imagination takes off like a runaway train. I can picture masses of dancing bodies. There are a lot of scantily clad women with their hard-bodied partners dancing above me. I think about some of the girls I know and giggle at how exposed they would be walking across this floor. Looking up a girl’s skirt from this room could get you an eyeful. All I can think of is what a naughty boy Damon is.


  I visit the last two floors, making sure that I don’t walk across the glass floor in this outfit. I don’t want anyone seeing my panties today. Trevor finds me on the rooftop terrace and we discuss his vision for opening night. I give him an update on my progress with the gift bags and he seems genuinely pleased.
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  The next two days go by quickly as I work on various projects for Trevor and attend classes. Damon and I talk every night, but neither of us brings up the kisses we shared Sunday night. Wednesday, I hurry home to ready myself for my date. I know it’s not a real date, but I can’t help but think of our time together as anything other than that. When Damon and I go somewhere alone together, it seems like a date. Unfortunately, I haven’t had much time to read. School has kept me so busy that I have fallen behind in the book.


  I turn to where I left off in the book and quickly read the next twenty-five pages. He gave me the silk scarf to get me thinking about the main character and her bondage experience. Holy Moses, what is he trying to tell me? He bought that scarf before we kissed. He couldn’t have known the kiss was going to happen. He was probably just trying to stir some emotion.


  As I pick out my outfit for the night, I decide that two can play at his game. Dressed in a low-cut t-shirt and jeans, I take the long scarf out of the box and tie it loosely around my neck. What a great reminder of the chapter.


  I hear the roar of his Mustang as it pulls up in front of the house. I rush out the door with the book in my hand and hop into his car.


  “I would have come to the door for you, Kat.”


  “I know, but I am so excited to talk about the next chapter. I think our discussion will be scintillating, don’t you?” I play with the scarf, wrapping it around my wrist again and again.


  “You are doing that on purpose. Stop it or we won’t get to dinner.” His tongue slips out of his mouth to moisten his lips. All I can think about is how much I want to suck that tongue into my mouth.


  “Damon… So many threats and so little action,” I tease him as I roll my tongue around my lips, mimicking his earlier action. His eyes open wide and I hear what sounds like the soft murmur of hmmm.


  The Mongolian BBQ is the perfect location for tonight’s talk. The chapter was very descriptive, and I am pretty sure that I can make Damon squirm. He seems to enjoy making me come unhinged, so let’s see if I can turn the tables.


  We both head to the buffet to fill our bowls with various meats, veggies, and sauces. While we wait for our food to grill, I reach for my silk scarf and twist it around both of my wrists. I raise my hands above my head to grab Damon’s attention. I keep twisting the ends around my wrists until my hands are bound together.


  “Is this what you had in mind?” I purr. “The fabric is really soft, yet it’s so strong.”


  Damon reaches towards me, takes the scarf off of my wrists, and wraps it back around my neck. “Be careful, Kat. You don’t want to go there. You have no idea what you might unleash. I would have no problem tying you up here in front of everyone.”


  Shocked by his bold statement, I decide to drop it for a few minutes; however, I never stop playing with the scarf. I watch as his expressive eyes track my every move. I think about his threats and convince myself that they are simply that—empty threats. Once we have our food, Damon takes the scarf in his hands and pulls me to our table.


  “What’s your take on this week’s read?” I ask.


  “Well, last week we were discussing their beauty and how they might be influenced by it. Do you still think that’s the case?” He puts a forkful of food in his mouth and looks to me for my answer.


  “I think that is what has drawn them together, combined with the pure sexual chemistry they share, but I think it goes deeper than that. She cares about him and wants to please him. She wants to be everything he desires.”


  “Don’t you think that being someone’s everything is taking it too far?” he asks.


  I contemplate his question for a minute or two. “Yes. I think that you can lose yourself in a passionate romance, but I think there is a way to navigate it and still remain true to yourself.”


  “How far would you go for a person you cared about, Kat?”


  “I’m not sure. I’ve never been tested that way. I see the main character’s perspective. She is beginning to care deeply for him, even though she knows it’s too soon. She also knows that he is going to take her places she has never been. I think it scares her and intrigues her. Why do you think he insists on the contract?”


  Damon glances from side to side and then looks at me before he says, “The exchange of money keeps feelings out of the equation.”


  “Is that why you hire escorts? Is it because you are afraid of getting emotionally involved?”


  He reacts like I splashed him with water. “We are not talking about me, Kat. I thought we were talking about the book.”


  “I think we may be talking about both, Damon.”


  “I think we’re done for the night. Let’s go.”


  I had no idea that I would hit a nerve with my comment. I pay the bill and we climb into the car.


  Damon reaches into the back seat of his car and pulls out a large box. “This is from my mom. She thought it would look nice on you. You shouldn’t have to borrow a gown for Saturday, especially that blue one. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to wear it.”


  “Tell her thank you for me.” I am totally floored that his mother would send me a dress for Saturday night.


  As we pull up in front of my house, I wait for Damon to come around and let me out. I am not letting him off the hook tonight. He dismissed me at the restaurant, but I won’t let him ignore me now. He walks me to my door, and before he can turn around and exit, I drop the box and pull him to me. I kiss him with everything I have to give him. I have a feeling that there is a lot riding on this kiss.


  He doesn’t respond at first, but as I part his lips with my tongue, he gives in and kisses me in return. His passion pours into me. There is no doubt in my mind that he feels something for me.


  “I care about you,” I whisper against his neck as I embrace him.


  He gently pushes away from me and looks me in the eye. “You shouldn’t. I’m not good for you.”


  “Let’s take it one kiss at a time, okay?”


  He looks down at the ground. His demeanor is one of incertainty. “I’ll see you Saturday, I’ll be here at six.” His voice has an edge to it.


  I pick up the box and close the door behind me. I watch Damon walk to his car and drive away.


  “What’s in the box?”


  I must have jumped two feet high. I didn’t think Emma was home.


  “Shit, Em! You scared the living daylights out of me!”


  “I see things are moving forward with Mr. Noble. That was quite a kiss on the porch.”


  “Were you spying on us?” Of course she was; Emma doesn’t like to be the last to know about anything.


  “Of course. How am I going to find out what’s going on around here if I don’t?”


  “You could stay home every once in a while and then you would know what’s going on. The kissing is a new development. He’s a good kisser.”


  “I bet.” She reaches behind me and takes the box.


  When she opens the top, we both look down at the beautiful ice-blue gown carefully placed within the tissue. It has a round scoop neck and is beaded all the way to the floor. There is a slit that rises to mid thigh. The color is the same color as Damon’s eyes. The gown is stunning.


  “Did Damon buy you this dress?”


  “No, he told me that his mother sent it to me. She found it while shopping for her own dress and she thought it would look nice on me. She asked me to attend the philharmonic on Saturday with them. It’s a tribute to Roman.”


  “Hmmm. Now you’re dining with the parent. Wow, Kat. You move fast. Where did you get the scarf?”


  “Don’t you miss anything?”


  “Nope, but I can figure the connection. First it’s the book and then the scarf. It sounds kind of kinky.”


  “You have no idea.”


  “I might,” she says. “Listen, Anthony and I are going to Catalina on Friday and we’ll be gone until Sunday. I was worried that you might get lonely, but now that I know you’ll be with Damon, I feel better about leaving.”


  “No problem. I’ll be all right. This is my last weekend at Java Joes, so things won’t be so crazy in the future. How are things going with Anthony?”


  She looks around with a far away look. A big smile spreads across her face. “It’s almost too good to be true. Things are still dreamlike. What about things with Damon?”


  “Damon is…complicated. He is convinced that he’s bad for me and he keeps warning me off, but I see something good in him. Sure, he has some issues, but don’t we all?”


  “To everyone else, I would say yes, but I don’t know any issues that you have, Kat. You’re lovely in every way. You have no baggage or bad experiences that have damaged you. You’re a lucky girl, and I am lucky to have you as my friend. Just be careful, okay? If someone likes you enough to caution you about themselves, you should at least consider their warnings.”


  “I’ll be careful, Emma.”


  I give her a big hug before turning to walk to my bedroom.
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  Thursday and Friday pass without a word from Damon. He was acting so strangely the other night. One minute he was playful and the next minute he was distant. I have no idea what to make of it. I haven’t called or texted him. I know he is going through something and I don’t want to put any pressure on him. I wonder if he is still picking me up for the concert though, so I pick up my phone and send him a quick text.


  Me: Are we still on for tomorrow? I haven’t heard from you and wanted to know if I needed to make other arrangements for a ride.


  Within seconds, he texts me back, confirming that he will be here at six. He leaves no other message.


  Saturday passes by remarkably fast. I rush home after work and shower. I have to put myself together in less than an hour. Just as I am applying my lipstick, the doorbell rings. Rushing to the front of the house with one heel on, I hop on one foot to open the door. Damon is standing on my doorstep looking delicious in his tuxedo. He takes my breath away.


  I take a few deep breaths to regain my composure. “I’m almost done. Come in. Let me get my bag, put my earrings on, and then I’ll be ready.”


  He steps through the door and waits. I rush around my room, trying to find the silver shawl I borrowed from Emma. Locating it on my dresser, I wrap it around my shoulders and rush back out to the living room.


  “You look stunning,” he muses “The color and fit are perfect on you.”


  “Yes, it is perfect. I wonder how your mom knew.”


  “It must be a girl thing,” he says, but his eyes are smiling like he knows a secret. We walk arm in arm to the waiting limousine.


  Situated in the limousine, I feel a sense of déjà vu. Just a few weeks ago, I was sitting in this same limousine with Damon. He is seated in the same seat as before, staring at the slit of my dress as it rises up my thigh.


  “Did you have a busy week, Damon?” I don’t want to pry, but I would like to know why he didn’t call me. I have become used to talking to him every night, and his silence for the past two days was hard. I know he’s been at work because I walk past his car every day. I park in the back of the garage so he doesn’t see me. I’m still trying to keep a low profile.


  “Things are always busy,” he says rather curtly.


  I feel him pulling away from me and my heart aches a bit. I hoped that he would see me in this beautiful dress and want to hug me or kiss me, but he doesn’t. He sits stiffly across from me staring at my legs. I am so glad that the ride is short. The tension in the limo is palpable, and I need to focus on something other than Damon.


  Upon entering the concert hall, we find Rose surrounded by people. She notices our arrival and waves us over. Damon guides me to his mother and then steps away. Looking me up and down, she declares that I am perfectly dressed for the event.


  “Where did you get that dress? It’s absolutely beautiful,” she declares.


  “I thought that you sent it. That’s what Damon said anyway.”


  “No, he must have picked it out for you. He has impeccable taste, don’t you think?” She smiles with pride.


  I am too stunned to say anything. What’s the deal with Damon? He buys me this amazing dress and then appears to want to keep his distance. I don’t understand what message he’s trying to send. Does he want to be with me or not?


  Just then, he walks up with two glasses of champagne.


  I whisper, “Thanks for the dress, Damon. It’s beautiful.”


  He smiles warmly and leans down to my ear, whispering, “No one but you could ever wear that dress. It’s as if it were made for you.” I am touched by the sincerity in his voice but confused by his immediate disappearance into the crowd. He sending some crazy mixed up signals.


  I sip my champagne and mingle with Rose. A handsome-looking gentleman approaches, and Rose introduces us. His name is Russell and he is an anesthesiologist at the hospital where Rose works. Russell lifts my hand and places a lingering kiss there. I feel slightly uncomfortable as he kisses my hand for far too long. Embarrassed, I turn my head to avoid any further contact.


  Off to my right, I see Damon, and he doesn’t look happy.


  Rose does her best to introduce me to every sexy, single, and successful man in the room. By the time the concert starts, Damon is nearly apoplectic.


  “That will teach him to leave you unattended,” Rose says. She bursts into a fit of laughter as she passes me. His mother is going out of her way to make him jealous. I wouldn’t want to be on her bad side. She doesn’t play fair.
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  The performance was wonderful, the company was lovely, and my champagne glass was never empty. During the intermission, I only saw Damon briefly. Damon sat brooding in the back as his mother occupied my every minute.


  When it is time to leave, I realize how drunk I am. I can barely stand on my own two feet. Rose and I giggle as we totter our way to the waiting cars. Damon climbs into the car behind me and sit beside me. I immediately reach over him to grab a glass and the decanter of wine.


  “Do you think you should drink any more, Katarina?” The sarcasm is dripping from his voice.


  “Oh, he speaks. Well, Damon, I probably shouldn’t drink any more, but I’m going to. What could have been the best night of my life was ruined by you.” I fill my glass full of red wine.


  “Me? Do you think you could have talked to any more men? I think you made it through the whole audience. All that was left was the orchestra, and given time, I’m sure you would have charmed them as well.”


  “I was being polite to your mom’s friends. It was important to her that I meet them. Remember, I was invited by her, because you don’t date.” I toss back my glass of wine and pour another. “What’s wrong with me, Damon? You acted like I had the plague tonight. Am I so awful that you can’t stand to be near me?”


  It’s as if I just slapped him in the face. He steps back and rubs his eyes. “Nothing’s wrong with you. You’re perfect. If I could give you what you needed, I would sweep you up. It’s just that I’ll never be able to give you what you need.”


  “Can’t, or won’t, Damon? There’s a difference, you know,” I say coldly.


  He sits in stunned silence and watches me toss back three more glasses of wine.


  I barely register the car stopping. I feel my body moving, but I don’t know how. I hear Damon tell the driver to wait. The cool air touches my face, indicating that somehow I’ve made it outside. I open my eyes and see that I’m in Damon’s arms. I take my index finger and trace his lips.


  “You have amazing lips, Damon. You have no idea what they do to me. I kiss you and my whole body sings. I have wanted you from the day I saw you. I had big dreams for you, buddy, but you’re impossible,” I slur. “I could love you, but you keep pushing me away. Tonight was awful. I just wanted to climb into your lap and have you hold me.”


  Sighing, I continue. “Sadly, you couldn’t get far enough away from me. You are totally lovable, Damon. I know in my heart that you would be worth the effort. Someday you will see your own value, and the girl who wins your heart will be the luckiest girl in the world.”


  My head is spinning. Or maybe the room is spinning. Either way, I close my eyes, and the last recollection I have is Damon kissing my lips and telling me that I would have won his heart if he had one to give.
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  The next morning, I wake up to my alarm and a massive headache. The last thing I remember was leaving the concert. I recall being angry with Damon, and then everything else is vague. I’m not sure how I got into my house or how I got undressed. I must have been in better shape than I thought because my dress is hung nicely in the closet and my shoes and jewelry are in their place. My head is killing me. I need an aspirin and water immediately. I drag myself to the kitchen, and on the table is a note with two aspirin and a glass of water. The note simply says, Sorry.


  In a flash, it all comes back to me: the ride, the wine, and my confession of love. Things are a bit unclear after that, but I am sure that Damon undressed me and tucked me into bed. I grab my aching head and moan. I shower, dress, and walk to work. Then I suffer through the day at Java Joes. I wish I could have given them my all, especially since it was my last day, but quite honestly, I am surprised I even made it to work. When I walk home and climb into bed, I don’t rise until Monday morning.
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  The day starts like any other. I have a morning huddle with Trevor and head to my desk to work on my gift bags. I am excited to find out that the watches I have been working on are now a guarantee. So far I have procured several items for the bags. The gifts range from spa days to Cristal champagne. I am waiting on the chocolates and silk scarves I have requested.


  The thought of silk scarves makes me think of Damon.


  Redirecting my thoughts, I repeat the inventory of the things I have already received. I have bags, books, videos, CDs, watches, hotel stays, Anthony Haywood gift certificates, and so much more. Currently the value sits at around $6000 for each bag. I am reaching for $10,000.


  Trevor walks to my cubicle and asks me to accompany him upstairs for a company meeting. There is a large conference room on the tenth floor, where the human resources department is giving a safety seminar. Trevor explains that these are done on a quarterly basis and today is the quarterly meeting.


  We file into the large room; there must be at least three hundred people in attendance. I take a seat in the least conspicuous place and listen attentively. Today’s safety seminar is about network security. It lasts less than thirty minutes and bores the staff to death. I had expected Damon to attend but was relieved when he never entered the room.


  After the meeting, Trevor gathers the team and invites us to a working lunch. We crowd into the elevator and press the button for the lobby. The elevator descends quickly, delivering us to the first floor in seconds flat. As the doors slide open, I stop at the sound of Damon’s voice. I hear his approach before I see him. I can’t avoid him; he is stepping into the elevator as I step off.


  “Kat? What are you doing here? Is everything okay?” His voice shows concern, but his eyes show nothing. He has a poker face firmly in place.


  I call ahead to my group and tell them that I will catch up. “I work here, Damon. I took your advice and applied for the internship. I have been here for several weeks now. I didn’t tell you because I wanted to do it on my own.” I look into his eyes and see what looks like a mixture of surprise and confusion. “I have to go. My coworkers will be waiting for me.”


  I whip around and walk away from him. I sprint out the door and try to catch up with Trevor and the others.


  “Oh my goodness. I’m sorry about that,” I say to Trevor.


  “Do you know Mr. Noble?”


  How do I explain my relationship with Damon. I decide to divulge as little as possible. “Yes. We were in a book club together, but he quit because of a conflict.”


  “Wow, I didn’t expect that. I don’t see Damon Noble as a book club kind of guy. What kind of books did you read in this club?”


  “Mostly books on The New York Times Best Sellers List. Where are we having lunch?” I change the subject in order to avoid any further discussion about Damon.


  “There’s a diner down the street. They have the best burgers in town.”


  We spend an hour eating and discussing the grand opening. I devour something called a black and blue burger. It’s a blackened burger with a blue cheese topping. We joke around while we eat.


  After everyone is finished, we get down to business. Several people are assigned new jobs, from floral arrangements to formal invitations. Trevor announces my success with the gift bags and the group seems impressed. I think about the weeks to come and know that I will be incredibly busy. I have to assemble the gift bags and study for my upcoming final exams. There are roughly four weeks until my graduation and six weeks before the opening of Ahz.


  Once the lunch meeting concludes, we all walk back to Noble Enterprises together. As soon as I arrive at my cubicle, my phone rings and I am summoned to Mr. Noble’s office. I can’t say that it surprises me. I didn’t give him a chance to react to my presence.


  I enter the outer office, where Greta greets me. She looks pleased to see me and welcomes me warmly. “Hello, Ms. Cross. How are you today? It’s a pleasure to see you. Let me inform Mr. Noble that you’re here. He has been waiting for your arrival.”


  Greta walks to the door, raps twice, and then opens it a crack. I can hear a murmur from inside and then the door is swung open wide.


  “Thanks, Greta,” I say as I cautiously walk through the door.


  “Come on in, Kat. Have a seat and I will be with you in a second. Help yourself to something to drink.” Damon looks down at the pile of papers on his desk. I can tell that he is stalling. He asked me here, but he has no idea what to do with me now that I’ve arrived.


  I decide to break the ice. “Thank you for the aspirin and water. I really made an ass out of myself and I’m really embarrassed.”


  “You have nothing to be embarrassed about, Kat.” He grimaces as he says Kat. “Oh hell, I hate calling you that name. It’s almost painful for me.”


  “Then call me Katarina. I never want to cause you pain, Damon.”


  His eyes look up from his papers, and they are filled with despair . It’s almost unbearable to see. I don’t know what’s going on in his head. I just want to pull him into my arms and comfort him.


  “Katarina, I’m in pain every moment that I can’t have you in my arms. It kills me every night that I can’t hear your voice,” he professes. “I don’t like seeing you talking to other men. I don’t know what to do.” He grabs the side of his head and runs both hands through his hair.


  “Damon, you can have me. All you need to do is ask. I’ve been yours since the day I took your arm and you walked me to that limousine. There isn’t a minute that I don’t think of you,” I whisper as I lower my head. “I sleep with that silk scarf as if it can magically make you appear. I haven’t put that beautiful dress away because looking at it makes me feel closer to you.” Lifting my eyes, I find him staring at me. “You have fabulous taste by the way.”


  Damon rises slowly, and we walk toward each other. Step by step, we steadily close the gap until I am standing in front of him with my face pressed to his chest. I can’t contain my emotions, and I start to cry. All of my anger and sadness overwhelms me until I am sobbing in his arms. Damon embraces me tightly and tries to console me. It’s been a tough weekend, and seeing Damon hurting so much breaks my heart.


  “What can I do to help you? I care for you, and it hurts me to see you this way.”


  “Katarina, I have no right to you. I have done everything to get you to stay away. I treated you in an appalling fashion on Saturday. I’m so sorry.”


  “Damon, stop. You have been nothing but kind and generous to me. You took me home Saturday and put me safely to bed. I put myself in a vulnerable position and you acted nobly. Your mom would be proud.”


  “I don’t know what I’m doing, Katarina. I’m confused. I’m on unfamiliar ground here. What do I do?”


  “Kiss me. Let me help you heal. Let me in. Let me love you.” I reach up and place my palm on his cheek. He leans into my touch.


  “Oh, Katarina, I don’t know if I can. I want to feel your love, but I don’t know where to start.”


  I pull Damon to the couch and cup his face in my hands. “Let’s start small. Let’s work on this together, one step at a time.”


  Damon kisses me for several minutes before walking to the door and talking to Greta. He sits back down and resumes kissing me. I don’t how much time has passed, but the sun is sitting low in the sky when I come up for air. My lips are chapped and my jaw is tired, but I feel incredibly happy.


  “Can I get you something to drink?” he asks.


  I jump up and walk over to the bar. “Let me get you something. What do you want?”


  “I just want you, Katarina, but I will settle for a diet soda.”


  “Why settle when you can have both?” I want both, I want cake and I want to eat it to. He’s the cake. I pour two diet sodas and walk back to where he is seated.


  “Come here,” he growls as grabs my arm and pulls me onto his lap. I nearly spill the sodas as he buries his face in my hair and inhales, drawing in a long, deep breath as if he may never get another one.


  I hand him his drink and begin to reprove him for keeping me so long. “I’ll have you know that I will be fired tomorrow for not going back to work today. I will have to go to Java Joes and beg them to take me back.”


  “I know your boss, and I think something can be arranged. I had Greta call Trevor and tell him that you were detained upstairs and would return tomorrow.”


  “So I’ve been excused for the day? Now that I have free time, what should I do?”


  “Let’s go eat, and then I want to show you my house.” He takes my hand and leads me out of the door. “Greta, I won’t be back until tomorrow. Send all of my calls to voicemail.”


  Greta smiles at both of us. “Have a great night, Mr. Noble, Ms. Cross.” Her giggle can be heard all the way down the hallway.


  Damon guides me into a secret elevator that I have never seen. As soon as we enter and close the door, he has me pinned against the wall and locked in another passionate kiss.


  “Are there security cameras in here, Damon?” I inquire between kisses. I can only imagine the gossip if people see him pressing me against the wall.


  “Of course. There are cameras everywhere with the exception of my private office and the restrooms. Does it make you nervous?” he asks as his hand roams over the curve of my bottom. “It’s exciting knowing that someone can be watching you, isn’t it?”


  “Is that why you have a glass floor above the VIP lounge? Are you a voyeur?” I prod, looking into his eyes. Damon’s eyes never lie. “Is that your thing? You have alluded to something.”


  “No, I’m not a voyeur, although I could spend my life watching you,” he sighs. “Saturday night after I undressed you, I wanted to sit on the side of your bed and watch you all night, but I’m not that kind of man. My mom raised me better than that. As for the glass floor, it was an interesting concept and I wanted to give it a try. I wish I could have shown you the club myself.”


  “I took the self-guided tour, but I would love to have a more private experience.” I whisper in his ear.


  “I’m certain that can be arranged,” he tells me just before he gently kisses my lips.


  We reach the garage floor and rush over to Damon’s Mustang. He opens my door and kisses me before I slide into the seat.


  “Where is your car?” he asks as he looks around the garage for my yellow sedan.


  “I park all the way around the corner. I didn’t want you to recognize my car.”


  “You could have told me, Katarina. I won’t interfere with your work.”


  “You already have, Damon. Didn’t you call in for me this afternoon? I certainly would rather be kissing my Viking god than making phone calls, but I do have a project to complete.”


  “I understand the importance of finding success on your own. I promise to stay clear as much as possible. It’s the only promise I can make at this moment.” He gives me another quick kiss before we both enter the car.


  Damon drives to Tony’s Italian Restaurant, where there is a table already waiting for us. We are seated in the same out-of-the-way table as before. He sits beside me and holds my hand. We decide to order two different items from the menu and share. He orders the veal marsala and I order penne pasta with Italian sausage.


  “Would you like some wine?” Damon asks.


  I think back to the time when Damon told me that people who drink tend to make poor decisions. “Heavens no. I don’t think I ever want another drink. I should have listened to you, but I was frustrated and I made a poor choice.”


  “I guess you can say that I have already driven you to drink. I’m so sorry.” He squeezes my hands in his and brings them to his lips. “I promise that I will do my best to open up to you. I will consider your feelings before my own, and I will try to unlock my heart.”


  “I can’t ask for any more than that. I care about you, and I have no idea what you’re going through. I don’t want to contribute to your pain, only to your pleasure.”


  Our food arrives and we take turns feeding each other bites of both dishes. We talk about work and what we are accomplishing. I think he likes that I’m working for him. My close proximity gives him access to me all day long. I’m going to have to set some boundaries. Otherwise, I may never leave his office. We will have to talk about it, but not tonight. Tonight isn’t about boundaries; it’s about possibilities.


  “Tell me about your house?” I lean forward on my elbows and wait for him to respond.


  “Rather than tell you, I’m going to show you. Let’s go.” Damon pays the bill and we are on our way.


  We drive up a long, winding road and come to a stop in front of a large iron gate.


  “What’s with the security gates?” Both Damon and his mother have elaborate security systems for their homes.


  “It’s necessary. I have a lot of assets to protect and there are a lot of not-so-nice people out in the world.”


  He punches in a code and the gate swings open. We drive about a hundred feet and pull into the garage. Next to where we park is a beautiful orange and black Charger.


  “I like your choice of cars. What made you choose them when you could have had anything in the world?”


  “I love American muscle cars. When I was a kid, I had pictures of Mustangs all over my room. Roman had pictures of Chargers. I bought one of each. The Charger has been parked here since Roman’s death. I am partial to the Shelby, but I like the Cobra as well. I have never been a fan of the Saleen. My first car was a 1965 Shelby GT 350. It was beautiful, but it didn’t have the power and amenities that today’s cars have. I have had this one for about two years. I trade the Mustang in every two years. I go back and forth between a convertible and a hardtop. This time around I chose a hardtop, but the next one will be a convertible.”


  Damon takes my hand and walks me through the garage door. We enter his house through the kitchen. State-of-the-art of the art appliances and designer finishes are everywhere. Warm colors and plush furniture—everything is masculine but soft.


  “How big is this house?” Looking at the size of the kitchen, I can only imagine what the rest must be like.


  “Roughly 5200 square feet. It has four bedrooms, five bathrooms, a living room, a recreation room, a theater, and a kitchen. There is a formal dining room, although I have never used it before. Perhaps we can break it in together.”


  “Are you asking me on a date?” I tease.


  “As a matter of fact, I am. How about dinner and a movie next Friday night?”


  “I would love to go on a date with you.”


  “I am looking forward to it myself.” Walking to the refrigerator, he pulls two soda cans out and pops them open. I continue to talk to him as he grabs two glasses and ice. My eyes follow him all over the room.


  “Was that hard to do?”


  He looks at me quizzically. “Was what hard to do?”


  “Ask me out on a date?”


  “Terrifyingly difficult.” I can’t tell whether he is serious or joking, but either way, I believe there is some truth to his statement. “Come out here with me. It’s the reason why I bought this house.”


  I step onto a massive deck overlooking a canyon. The sky is littered with stars. This is something you don’t see often living in the city, but up here in the canyon, where the lights of the city don’t reach us, the stars twinkle like a million diamonds in the sky. Damon stands behind me and pulls me against his chest. I am happy to relax there and stare into the starry night. This day has turned out so differently than it started.


  “Thanks for such a wonderful night. There is nowhere I would rather be than here with you.”


  “You are such a pure soul, Katarina. I don’t think there is a mean bone in your body. You are patient and forgiving, and I don’t deserve you.”


  “Emma says the same thing, but she thinks it’s because I’ve had a good life and I don’t have any baggage.”


  “I have enough baggage for both of us. You stay sweet and pure, and I will bear the worries of the world on your behalf.”


  “How about we share in the burdens, Damon? You have been carrying them much too long on your own.”


  I turn around and face Damon, wrapping my arms around him, and hang on tight. I know that the journey with Damon is not going to be easy. There are many rough roads ahead, but I’m hoping the trip will be worth it. He rubs my arms up and down, trying to warm my cool skin.


  He pulls me over to a chaise lounge, where we sit together. I am cradled between his legs with my head resting against his chest. I exhale slowly as I get comfortable in his embrace. He already placed our sodas on the table next to us, butI have no appetite for soda—only an appetite for him. He’s unleashed something in me. I’ve never thought about sex as much as I’ve thought about it lately. Rotating my body toward him, I draw his head down for a kiss.


  What starts out as a simple kiss turns into so much more. I love the way his tongue slowly glides against mine. He teases me by dipping his tongue in and out of my mouth. When he retreats, I groan from the loss. He sucks my bottom lip and starts the process all over again. He nips at my lip and then licks it to take away the sting.


  Reaching over to his soda, he takes a drink. As he moves in to kiss me again, I can feel the coldness of his lips and the sweetness of soda. I open my mouth to taste him and feel the shocking cold of the ice cube on my lips. We playfully pass the cube back and forth until it melts completely. The chill of the ice combined with the cool night air sends a shiver through my body. Noticing the goose bumps that have spread across my arms, Damon wraps himself around me to offer his heat.


  “I should get you home. Are you ready to go?”


  “I didn’t get the full tour yet,” I whine.


  He tips my chin so that he can see my eyes. “I will give you a comprehensive tour on Friday. What movie do you want to see?” He helps me up from the chaise and leads me back into the house.


  “What’s been newly released on video?” It’s been ages since I’ve seen a movie. I have no idea what’s even out there.


  “How about the new movie about the female police officers? It’s supposed to be very funny.” He places our glasses in the sink and begins to lead me to the garage.


  “It’s not out on video yet.”


  “I can get it.” He gives me one of those looks that says I shouldn’t doubt him.


  “Really?” I look at him in surprise. “I would love to see it.”


  “Done. I promise you a night to remember. Are you ready to go?”


  “No, but I suppose I have to.” I push out my lower lip in an exaggerated pout.


  “Let’s go, and if you’re good, I might tuck you in,” he says as he plucks at my protruding lip.


  “Okay, Damon. And if you’re good, I might let you undress me again.”


  I walk toward the garage and hear Damon let out a loud groan.


  We hold hands all the way to my house. Emma and Anthony are cuddling on the couch when we enter. They are watching a scary movie. I can tell by the sound of the daunting music and the haunted look in Emma’s eyes. The fact that she has nearly crawled inside of Anthony’s body could be an additional hint.


  “Hi, guys.” I pull Damon toward me, leading him to my room. I don’t stop for anything. I don’t want Damon to get sidetracked and change his mind about tucking me in.


  “You guys behave in there!” Emma yells as I close the door behind us.


  Damon stands still in the center of my room. He is looking at everything around him, but his main focus is directed to my queen-sized bed.


  “I should be going, Katarina,” he says.


  “You promised that you would tuck me in. I have no intention of letting you off the hook.”


  “Oh, Katarina, are you really going to torture me?” He looks at me with pleading eyes.


  “Yes, Damon. You undressed me before, but I wasn’t sober enough to enjoy the experience. I want a do-over.” I totally want to know what it feels like to have this man remove my clothes.


  I walk over to him and rub myself against his chest. He picks me up like I am a featherweight and tosses me on the bed. I giggle at the silliness of it all. Climbing on the bed, Damon covers me with his body. I love his weight on top of me. He kisses me until my giggles subside. I run my hands through his hair, dragging my fingers softly down to the sensitive area above his collarbone. Reaching up, I run my tongue over his carotid artery. His heart is racing. I can feel his pulse speeding by the amount of blood racing through his body.


  “Oh my God. Who do you think I am? I don’t have any super powers. I can’t resist you.” He lifts up and straddles my body as he reaches over and begins to unbutton my dress. He tortures me with the slowness of his actions. He unbuttons one button and then kisses me. He unbuttons another button and rubs my arms. The pattern repeats until all of the buttons are undone and the front of my dress is open to my waist.


  I watch him as he looks at me like an artist looks at his latest masterpiece. Damon lifts up and pulls my dress free of my hips. Once it is hoisted over my head, I am left wearing only my bra and underwear. If I had known I would be having Damon undress me, I would have chosen sexier undergarments. My light blue bra and undies aren’t the sexiest, but Damon doesn’t seem to be disappointed. He moves above me, trying to adjust his body. I can see the clear outline of his arousal. My heart starts to beat wildly as his hands spread out over my stomach.


  “You are so beautiful. You have an amazing body.” He leans over and kisses me deeply.


  I feel his hands slide up my side. Sometime between the beginning and the end of the kiss, I have been divested of my bra. He stares down at me, his hands cupping my breasts.


  “Katarina, you are killing me. Look at you lying here so amazing and sexy.”


  His eyes are taking in every part of me. His hands knead my aching breasts. Closing my eyes, I enjoy the miracle of the moment.


  “I need to go home before you regret this night,” Damon blurts out.


  I grab hold of him before he can bolt. “There is nothing about his night that I will regret.” He can be so frustrating.


  “I want our first time to be perfect. I owe you the perfect experience.”


  He rolls to his side and pulls me into the curve of his body. My back is curled against his front. His arms are wrapped around my nearly naked body. He kisses the back of my head and wraps the covers over us as we relax into each other.


  I sleep soundly until the alarm goes off a six o’clock. When I roll over, I run smack dab into a solid wall of muscle. Damon reaches over and beats at my clock until the relentless chirping stops. I turn toward him and rest my head on his chest. As his arms cradle me softly, his hand starts caressing my arm. He softly brushes the side of my breast, making my breath hitch.


  “We need to get up, sweetheart, or we may never leave this room. Five more minutes of this and I won’t be able to let you go.”


  “You drive a hard bargain, Damon. I would prefer to stay, but I can’t. You already made me miss work yesterday. I have to work extra hard today just to catch up.”


  “I’ll drive you to Noble and drop you off. I have to go home and shower. I should be there within an hour. Can you join me for lunch around noon?”


  “Absolutely. I would love to have lunch with you. Are we still going to have our book club meeting on Wednesday?” I look at him, hoping he agrees. “It’s a long time until our Friday date.”


  “Yes, we are, but you have to find time to read the next fifty pages. It’s my turn to choose the restaurant and buy.”


  I jump up, wearing nothing but my underwear, and make a beeline for the bathroom. When I emerge from my shower, Damon is nowhere to be seen. I dress quickly and go in search of him. As I walk into the living room, he enters through the front door with two coffee cups and a bag of pastries.


  “Are you trying to woo me, Mr. Noble? Pastries and coffee are a surefire way to my heart.”


  “You better take a look at what I brought before you offer up your heart.”


  “Good advice. What do you have in the bag?”


  “I brought a croissant, a chocolate donut, an apple fritter, and a banana muffin.”


  “Yum! For this selection, you get my hugs and kisses, but if you had brought a cheese Danish, I would have given you my heart and soul.”


  “Pay up then. I believe that you owe me some hugs and kisses.” He pulls me into his arms and kisses me. It’s a good thing that he is holding me, because his kisses make me weak in the knees. My whole body pulses with pleasure every time he touches me. We completely tune out the world around us as we kiss.


  “Get a room,” Emma says as she and Anthony walk into the dining room. They have been inseparable since the day they met.


  I am in no hurry to leave Damon’s embrace, so I ignore her statement. Damon and I slowly draw our kiss to a close. We are in no rush to acknowledge the presence of our two friends.


  “Gotta run, Em, I don’t want to be late for work.” On the couch sit my purse and my sweater. I pick up both, walk over to Emma, and give her a hug.


  “I’ll be home after work. I’ll talk to you later.” Emma gives me a wink before I start for the door.


  On my way out, I take Damon’s hand in mine and pick up the coffee and pastries. We need to get going if I am ever going to make it to work on time.


  Damon drops me off at the front of the building and speeds away. He needs to shower and change before he returns. Greta doesn’t miss a thing, so I’m sure she would recognize the suit Damon wore yesterday, especially since he slept in his pants and shirt. I think about the reaction he would get if he came to work looking like a homeless man. The thought makes me want to laugh.


  I make it to my cubicle before my scheduled start time. The red light on my phone is blinking like a beacon. I press in my code and listen to the messages that have accumulated since my absence yesterday afternoon.


  I wish I could say that they were all positive messages, but unfortunately they are not. I wanted to make sure that Anthony Haywood would be represented in the gift bags, and I thought gift cards for nice cutlery or kitchen gadgets would be a nice tie-in. Unfortunately, the knife company has decided that they don’t want to participate.


  I did get a donation of one hundred cookbooks though. A leading manufacturer of stand mixers has agreed to donate to the opening as well. They are willing to provide gift certificates and will ship the gifts to each of our VIP guests. That works out great. I obviously could not fit the mixer into the bag, but a gift certificate for one will be a nice addition. I am so pleased with the way things are turning out. It isn’t quite as daunting a task as I thought it would be.


  “Hey, Kat. Glad you could join us.” Trevor is leaning over my shoulder, looking at the list of my latest acquisitions. “Nice job.”


  “I’m really happy with how things are turning out. I have beaten your estimate for value and now I am trying to achieve my goal.”


  “Tell me how you ended up helping out Mr. Noble yesterday. I have never had an intern called up for a project before, and I’ve been here a long time.” He looks at me suspiciously.


  I try to be honest with honest with everyone, but I also want to protect Damon’s privacy. I skate the issue the best I can. “I know Damon outside of work. I didn’t tell him I had applied for the internship because I didn’t want him to interfere with the process. When he saw me walking out of the elevator yesterday, he was caught off guard. He asked me to come to his office and explain. I’m sorry it interfered with my work here, Trevor. It won’t happen again.”


  “Kat, it’s not a problem. When the president of the company calls you and tells you he is detaining one of your interns, you don’t ask questions. So, since you know him personally, maybe you can tell me if he’s…” Trevor stalls for a minute, trying to figure out how to ask me his question. “Does he like men or women?” he finally blurts out.


  I look at Trevor, somewhat stunned. The fact that he’s asking either means he’s interested in Damon or he’s fishing for gossip. I feel protective of Damon, and I don’t want rumors spreading about his sexuality.


  “He’s definitely not gay, Trevor.” My blush might give me away, but I’ll be darned if anyone is going to start spreading rumors about Damon.


  “Darn. He is a fine-looking man. I thought for sure there was a chance that he was gay. He dresses too nice to be a straight guy.”


  “I can assure you that Damon is heterosexual. He dresses nicely because he has impeccable style and taste.”


  “You can assure me, huh? So, Kat, tell me. How good of a kisser is Mr. Noble? Maybe I should say Damon, since you are on a cozy first-name basis with him.”


  “I am a friend of the family, Trevor. I attend charity events with Damon and his mother. Stop prying for information. I’m not your go-to source for gossip. I am assuming that your preference is for men similar to Damon?”


  “I prefer them to already be gay, but if you think I might be able to persuade Mr. Noble to try the other side, I might enjoy the challenge.”


  “Give it up. It’s never going to happen.”


  Trevor gives me the exaggerated look of a crestfallen lover. He staggers backward with his forearm against his head as if he may faint from sadness. “Don’t you have anything else to do besides bother me?”


  “You’re all right. I like having you around.” He squeezes my shoulder and then walks to his own office.


  I spend the next three hours organizing deliveries and getting additional donations. At exactly twelve o’clock, I turn off my computer and make my way to Damon’s office.


  “Good afternoon, Ms. Cross.”


  “Hello, Greta. It’s so nice to see you today. How is your day going?”


  “Excellent, Ms. Cross. How about yours?”


  “Simply marvelous. Is Mr. Noble in?”


  “Go on in. He is waiting for you. Enjoy your lunch, Ms. Cross.”


  I enter Damon’s private office without so much as an announcement. I missed him today. Can a person really miss someone they haven’t seen in only four hours? I have never felt like this before.


  Closing the door behind me, I glance around the large office to find Damon by the window setting the table for our lunch. He is in deep thought as he places the silverware in their proper places and pours us both a soda. I lean against the door and stare at him as he prepares for our lunch date. He sees me out of the corner of his eye and enchants me with his smile. I want this man.


  “What are you doing over there? This is where all the action is,” he declares.


  “Really? What kind of action are you offering?”


  “What I have in mind is going to take more than an hour, Katarina, so you will have to settle for a quick lunch. I ordered soup and salad for us. I hope that’s okay. I don’t like to eat heavy when I’m at work. It makes me feel sleepy and then I am less productive.”


  I take my seat at the table and place the napkin in my lap. I didn’t approach Damon for a kiss or a hug. I am hoping he will give me one on his own accord. Damon sleeping with me last night was a major step, and I don’t want to push him too far too fast.


  “I would hate to see you less productive. I bet you are fabulous when you are at the top of your game.” I love to play with him. He is so fun to tease.


  “Are you being naughty again? If you have done your reading for this week, you should know what happens to naughty girls.”


  “I am intrigued. I guess I am going to have to rush home after work to read the next installment,” I reply. “And I see that you made it home and back in time. Last night was really nice, Damon. I have never spent the night in a man’s arms. I am glad that you were my first.”


  His eyes dart up and a dark look clouds them. It’s not a look of passion, but a look of distrust or anger. “Your first? Do you plan to have many others, Katarina?” His voice is cool and detached.


  “No, I just meant that you were the first man to ever hold me all night. I didn’t mean to imply that I was looking for others.” Jeez, what’s gotten into him? He just took something lovely and turned it into something else.


  “I’m sorry. I misinterpreted your response.”


  His hand reaches out to cover mine; his touch ignites something inside of me that I can’t explain. He touches me and my body tingles, but something also happens in my chest. It tightens and feels like my heart is being squeezed. The only time I ever feel anything like it is when I read a love story and something heartwarming happens to the characters. Is that what I am feeling? Does Damon warm my heart?


  The light in his eyes has returned, and it’s as if nothing uncomfortable had passed between us as we finish our lunch.


  “Lunch was delicious, Damon. Thanks for ordering it for us. How is your day going?”


  “The beginning was so great. Everything since then has been a bit of a disappointment until now. Things are really looking up though,” he smiles. “Do you want to sit with me on the couch?”


  “Sure, I still have time. I don’t have to be back until one o’clock.” I don’t want to seem overanxious to sit on the couch, so I walk slowly to where Damon has taken a seat. Sitting on the couch can only mean more kisses.


  “How many pastries did you eat this morning?”


  “I ate two. Why?”


  “I believe you are still in my debt, I only received hugs and kisses for one pastry. We haven’t even begun to discuss the price for the coffee or the ride.”


  “Those are pretty expensive pastries. I’m not sure I can afford you.”


  “I can put you on a payment plan. I will be forced to charge you interest, but I should warn you that my rates are pretty high.”


  “Hmmm… I will pay a down payment right now, but before I leave, you will have to add up my bill and tell me what I owe you. How will I ever pay you back?” I smirk.


  “We could arrange scheduled payments. I would be happy to draw up the agreement.”


  “You are a shrewd businessman, Damon. How can I resist that?” I love it when playful Damon is present. He is so much fun.


  Damon scoops me up and sits me on his lap. He plays with my hair and nips at my nose and lips. His hand comes up to my face as he cradles my cheek. His thumb brushes lightly over the highest part of my cheekbone and then his lips press against mine. He pulls back and looks into my eyes.


  “You have the prettiest eyes. They are the lightest blue. At times they appear silver. Your eyes with your hair remind me of a picture of an angel. All you need is a halo.”


  “I’m no angel, Damon,” I say with a giggle in my voice.


  “You’re my angel.” I can’t respond because Damon has muddled my brain, first with his kisses and now with his words. “What does your schedule look like this week?”


  “I have to study tonight and read several pages for my book club meeting tomorrow night. I have lunch free all week, and my Thursday night isn’t booked yet. Friday night I have a date with this incredibly hot Viking god.”


  “I will miss you tonight. I hope that you sleep well. I will call you later, okay?”


  “I look forward to it.” With a kiss and a hug, we say goodbye and I descend to the third floor and finish my shift for the day.
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  “I want to know every dirty detail!” As soon as I opened the door to our house, Emma pulled me to the couch and forced me to sit by pressing my shoulders down.


  “There isn’t much to tell,” I maintain. “He found out that I was working in the building, and that led to a meeting in his office. We shared some amazing kisses that led to dinner. He took me to his house where we kissed some more, and then he drove me home. That’s all there is to report.”


  “Bullshit. He spent the night, and I walked out of my room to find you both nearly stripping each other naked in the living room.” Emma crosses her arms in front of her and narrows her eyes at me. She is trying to bully me into giving her more information, but there isn’t much more to share.


  “We slept, Emma. The plan was for him to tuck me in and then he would leave, but he didn’t. On Saturday, when I went to the philharmonic with him and his mother, I got angry with him for ignoring me. I had way too much to drink and he ended up bringing me home, undressing me, and putting me to bed.”


  “What? Did he do anything inappropriate to you?” She now sounds indignant and angry. The one thing I can always count on is for Emma to always have my back.


  “No, he was a total gentleman, except that he probably saw my naked body when he changed me. I insisted on a do-over. Last night was the do-over. I wanted to be conscious when he undressed me.”


  “Go on,” she prompts.


  “Em, there isn’t really anything to tell. We kissed and he undressed me, then he spooned with me, and we fell asleep. We didn’t have sex, although he wouldn’t have had to beg me. I wanted him.” I’m a twenty-three-year-old woman with two lovers and three experiences to my name. I want to end this dry spell and find out what all of the hubbub is about.


  “So, tell me if I have this correct. You were naked in his arms all night and he didn’t try to have sex with you. Something is wrong with that man. I don’t know any man who can lie next to a willing naked girl and not want to…you know.”


  “It’s not like he didn’t want to, Em. He was totally aroused. He didn’t want it to be like that. He said something about making our first time perfect. He was thinking about me. It felt so nice to sleep in his arms. Did you know that I have never slept with a man before him? Why didn’t you tell me how nice it was?”


  “It is nice, isn’t it?” She stares across the room with a dreamy look in her eyes. I can tell she is reliving a moment in her mind, and I can just about guarantee that it has something to do with Anthony.


  “How are things with Mr. Haywood?” I ask.


  “Oh, you know, the same old earth-shattering sex, titillating conversation, great food. Same stuff, different day.” She grins at me and then begins to laugh. “It’s amazing! Where was this man my whole life?”


  “Maybe the timing wasn’t quite right and now it is.” I am a true believer that things happen for a reason.


  “Hmmm, maybe.” I can tell that she is lost in some memory once again. “Damon better treat you well, Kat. If he doesn’t, I will have to hunt him down and cause him bodily harm.”


  “Damon is a very nice man. He always looks after me. He is a complicated guy. I think that he’s running from a few demons. There is a great mystery surrounding him. His brother died when he was twenty. Everything seems to stem from that one tragic event. There is so much that I don’t know.”


  “Have you considered just asking him about his past?”


  “You know that’s not my style.”


  “I know. You have always been patient and kind. I have never known another person like you. I still remember the little girl who held me night after night while I cried in her arms.” She looks sad at the memory. “I don’t think I could have made it through the death of my mother without you. You have always been an old soul. You are open and honest about yourself but never require it of anyone else. You are a selfless individual, but I often wonder if you’re getting what you need from the people around you.”


  “If I can get Damon to have sex with me, then I will be getting what I need. I’m going to his house this weekend. He has a theater, and somehow he’s able to get the new movie starring Sandra Bullock. Do you have any advice for me? I have no idea how to seduce this man.”


  “You don’t need my advice. Look at you. You’re gorgeous, and what makes you even more beautiful is that you’re not even aware of how alluring you are. Men fall all over themselves when you’re around.”


  “That is so not true and you know it. Men steer clear of me on a regular basis.”


  “If they are steering clear, it’s because they think you’re unattainable. I can’t believe that you don’t notice their interest in you. It’s another facet of your innocence.”


  “Em, I am not innocent. I’ve had sex. I just didn’t enjoy it that much. Maybe there’s something wrong with me.”


  “Kat, do you really think that banging that boy in the back seat was an authentic sexual experience? What was he, eighteen? He had no idea of what he was doing. What guy takes his girlfriend out to a field and does it in the back seat? He could have at least laid out a blanket on the ground, but he was an idiot. You need someone to treat you right, someone who doesn’t want to have sex but wants to make love. I am hoping that Damon is that man. I still have some reservations about him. Damaged men can be difficult, and he seems damaged. Be careful, Kat.”


  “Thanks, Em. It’s so nice to have you home to talk to. I’ve missed you. I am so glad that you are happy. You deserve happiness. It’s a long time coming.”


  Emma reaches up to hug me. “I love you.” She squeezes me tight before leaning back. “So Friday is the big night? We need to get you ready then. Do you have birth control?”


  “Yes. I started taking the shot last year when I thought things were going to go in that direction with Tommy. I kept getting them because I almost never have a period anymore, and I really like that.”


  “Good, but until you know what his sexual past is, the rule is no glove, no love. Use condoms. I don’t want you getting some STD from him.”


  “Good advice. What else do I need to know?”


  “Make sure that he satisfies your needs as well as his own. There is nothing worse than a selfish lover. I’m not saying you have to keep tabs on your orgasms. It’s rarely ever a one-for-one deal, but it’s no fun if you’re the only one giving. Do you have a good waxer?”


  “What?” I shoot her a look of disbelief. What do I need a waxer for?


  “You want to keep yourself groomed. No one wants to have sex with Sasquatch. So either get it waxed or trim it up. I wax, but some people feel weird about having no hair.”


  “I’ll trim. I don’t want someone ripping my hair from down there. That sounds painful.”


  “It’s not fun the first time, but it gets easier each time. The hair gets softer and comes out more easily with repeated visits. What are you going to wear?”


  “I have no idea, but I was thinking about wearing a dress. I will be heading over right after work, so whatever I wear to work is probably what I’ll wear to his house.”


  “Nope. You’ll bring a change of clothes so that you will be fresh. In fact, let’s go shopping Thursday when you get home. I think a new outfit to boost your confidence would be good.”


  “Sounds good! Let’s get dinner as well.”


  The rest of my night is spent doing homework. I have three tests this week and I haven’t been devoting as much time to my studies as I should. Damon and work have been a distraction. After three hours of paper writing and test prep, I pick up Bound and climb into bed to read.


  The story is heading in a twisted direction. The main characters now have an agreement. He’s a dominant and she’s the submissive. I finish the fifty pages, close the book, and ponder their situation. How much would I put up with to be with the person I wanted to be with? Is it true that there is a fine line between pain and pleasure? Can pain actually become pleasure? It’s an interesting question.
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  My bags have arrived, and I am so excited to start the filling process. Trevor finds me a large, empty room I can use in which to assemble the gift bags. The room has several rows of tables. I line one row with the leather bags and use the other tables to organize the items that have arrived. Trevor helps me bring all of the donations from our receiving dock up to the room. I use an assembly line to fill and accessorize the giveaways.


  At noon, I race upstairs to collect my kisses.


  Lunch has become my guilty pleasure. I get an uninterrupted hour with Damon and we get to snuggle and kiss.


  “I hear that the gift bags you are assembling are amazing. How did you get so many companies to donate such great gifts in this economy?”


  “I have been taking charm lessons from Damon Noble. He is really talented. I am sure he could charm the pants off of anyone.”


  “I only want to charm the pants off of you. What do you think the chances are of me getting you out of your pants?” His hand rubs my thigh, the feel of his warm palm burning against my skin. His hand ventures farther up my skirt, stopping at the juncture between my thighs. He cups me and squeezes before his hand descends to my knee. My breathing has quickened and my mouth is dry.


  “If I were a betting girl, I would say that the odds are in your favor. I want you, Damon. I don’t have a lot of experience, but I want to learn. Will you teach me?”


  Damon places his chin between his thumb and his index finger. He looks at me through hooded eyes. He is thinking, contemplating something.


  “I know this will be an awkward question, but just how much or how little experience do you have? I only ask because it will influence how we approach our first time together.”


  “I’m not embarrassed by the question. I have always tried to remain open and honest about my life. I’m not a virgin, but my experiences have not been altogether earth shattering. Unfortunately, it was like waiting for the fireworks and finding out you got a dud.”


  “I will do my best to show you fireworks,” he whispers in my ear.


  A chill runs down my spine. “I have no doubt, Damon, that you can ignite a fire in me. You already have. I just wonder if I can wait until Friday for you to extinguish it.”


  “Go back to work, Angel. I will pick you up at seven for book club and dinner.”


  Damon swats my behind as I walk toward the door.
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  I pace the living room floor while I wait for Damon to arrive. I am anxious to see him. After our touchy-feely lunch, I am full of tension. I can’t sit still and I can’t think of anything but the upcoming weekend. When I see his Mustang pull around the corner, I am out of the door, racing to his car.


  “I would have come to the door to get you, Angel.”


  “I know, but I was anxious to see you.” Once I’m in his car, I lean toward Damon and pucker my lips for a kiss. His lips press firmly against mine. The contact makes my heart flutter. “So now I’m Angel?” He hates calling me by my nickname Kat, but as long as he chooses the nickname, it’s okay? I have to admit that being called Angel feels good.


  “It seems fitting for you. You have an angelic face, cupid lips, saintly eyes, and hair that shines like a halo.”


  “It’s sweet. No one has ever called me anything other than Kat.” I hear his grumble at the mention of my nickname. “What’s so bad about the name Kat?”


  “We have talked about this before. I guess I’m a traditionalist and I like to call people by their given names. If your parents wanted to call you Kat, they would have named you Kat. Since everyone around you insists on calling you by a nickname, I decided to give you one that fits you.”


  “Fair enough. I am happy to be your angel. Where are we eating?”


  “We are going to a quiet little steakhouse in Manhattan Beach then for a stroll along the beach.” I hold his hand as he drives us to the restaurant. His touch fills me with so much sexual tension.


  Tucked into a corner booth in the back of the restaurant, Damon scoots in close to me so that our thighs are touching. His hand is on my bare knee. His touch ignites a fire that runs up my leg.


  “What do you recommend for dinner?” I’m surprised that I got a coherent thought out with his hand creating such a sensation in my body.


  “Would you like me to order for both of us? I think I could choose something that you would enjoy.”


  I watch as Damon orders dinner for both of us. He is always confident. He has an attitude about him that says he could rule the world. There is something incredibly sexy about confidence.


  “What are you thinking about?” he asks as his hand gently runs up my thigh.


  “I can’t think about much of anything with your hand caressing me. All I can think about is Friday night and how you might put out the fire you ignited this afternoon.”


  Damon looks at me in amazement. “I have never been with a girl who just says what’s on her mind. I really like that about you. You’re so open and honest, yet your candor doesn’t take away from the pureness of your spirit.”


  “I aim to please,” I beam at him. “So tell me… How did you enjoy the last fifty pages of the book?” I try to guide our conversation somewhere other than my anticipation for Friday night.


  The waiter delivers two plates, both with Sea Bass and rice pilaf. Off to the side are grilled asparagus spears. We continue to talk as we enjoy our dinner.


  “What’s not to like? He told her what he likes, and she is willing to try it out. That seems very democratic to me.” He seems pleased with his answer.


  “There is nothing democratic about their relationship. He is a dominant and she is going to try to be his submissive. I don’t think I could relinquish that much power to a man.”


  “I guess you’re answering the question from last week. I asked how far you would go for the person you cared about.”


  “I wouldn’t go far enough to lose myself in the process, but I’d be willing to negotiate like she did. I just don’t know that I could be a submissive. I’m too open and straightforward. I say what’s on my mind, and that wouldn’t be a good trait for a submissive. I would be getting punished all of the time. I would never be able to sit with the amount of spankings I would get. My bottom would be sore all the time.”


  “Does the thought of getting a spanking turn you on or turn you off?” Damon inquires.


  “I’ve given that some thought since I read the chapter. I also did some research on the subject. Apparently there is some kind of pain-pleasure connection and it depends on where the spanking makes contact. The closer to your sensitive parts, the more arousing it is supposed to be. It has something to do with the sting, the heat from the contact, and the vibration it creates. Anticipation is also a big component. I don’t have a desire to be spanked, so I wouldn’t consider it a turn-on, but it doesn’t send me running for the hills either. I would be willing to consider it as long as it was under the right conditions.”


  “It sounds like you have done your homework, Angel. Thank goodness that’s not my thing. I would never be able to spank your pretty little body. A swat on your backend while you’re walking by maybe, but I would never hit you. I’m hoping that I could find other ways to excite you, other ways to make you tingle, and other ways to warm your skin.”


  “There is no doubt in my mind that you can do that. You have me in a state as it is.”


  Damon chuckles lightly. “You would be a very bad poker player. You’re laying out all of your cards for me to see. I haven’t even played my hand and you’re folding yours,” he teases.


  “What am I supposed to do?” I taunt. “You kiss me in a way that sets my panties aflame and then you pull back, only to ignite everything again. Just when I think I’m getting my breath back, you run your hand up to my nether regions and make me lose myself all over again. I can’t take much more of this.”


  “I’m sorry. I just want it to be perfect and special. It hasn’t been easy for me either. Just looking at you makes me hard.” His head lowers, and I follow his gaze down to his growing erection.


  “Good. I’m glad you’re suffering just as much as I am.”


  “I can relieve some of that suffering. All you have to do is sit back and relax. I can take that ache away,” he whispers in my ear. The heat of his breath sends flames directly to my sex.


  “What are you talking about, Damon?” His hand begins to rub my thigh. His index finger trails up the inside of my leg, making me wet and tingly.


  “Let me show you. Spread your legs. No one will see.” His tongue lightly flicks against my earlobe, sending prickles of awareness throughout my body.


  Oh my God, what is he talking about? We’re in a restaurant, in the company of other diners!


  Damon’s hand softly caresses my thigh, moving higher and higher with each stroke. He pulls my legs apart slightly, making room for his hand to reach me. I’m sure he feels the dampness as his knuckles brush against the silk that covers me. I moan as he touches my most sensitive area.


  “Does that feel good? I want you to feel good, Katarina. I don’t want you to suffer. Let me take care of you.” His voice is like a drug that soothes and relaxes me. It also excites me like no man has.


  “Oh my God, Damon, we are in a public place where people can see us. Yes, it feels good, but this isn’t the place to do something like this,” I hiss under my breath.


  “It’s the perfect place to do something like this. People are preoccupied, and we are in a secluded booth. You asked me what my thing was a while back, and honestly, this is kind of my thing. I like the excitement of it all. Let me please you, Angel. Scoot down a bit so I have better access and lie back and relax.”


  “I don’t know. What if we get caught? Can’t we end up in jail for indecent exposure or something?” I ask. Have I lost my mind? I am in a restaurant booth with a man who obviously has his own kind of kinky thing going on inside of his head, and he wants to pleasure me right here, right now. What’s crazier than that is that I am actually considering it. How far would I go for someone I care about?


  I lean into Damon and scoot down a few inches to give him better access to me. I can’t believe that I’m doing this, but there is something very sexy about the naughtiness of it all.


  Damon leans down and kisses my head as he whispers, “Relax and enjoy, Angel.” His hand slips between my legs and runs up the length of my wet panties. “You are so wet and hot, Angel.” He runs his fingers gently against the silk that is covering me; the pad of his finger gently rubs the area back and forth.


  I can feel myself swell under pressure that his skilled fingers are employing. He adjusts us both, spreading my legs farther apart. I feel completely open and exposed even though I’m completely covered.


  I open my eyes to see if anyone has noticed what we are doing. The tables to our left and right are engaged in conversation. No one seems to have noticed that his fingers are up my skirt.


  Then the touch of him on my bare flesh startles me. He has pulled my panties to the side, giving himself complete access. His index finger is now running the length of me. It drifts over my slick folds and creates such an intense feeling that I fear I might faint from the excitement it stirs in my core. I grab hold of Damon’s leg as the tension rises inside of me.


  I can feel his erection against my hand. My palm glides up his thigh, stroking the length of him. I hear the intake of his breath. The friction that he is creating between my legs is mind blowing. I can no longer control my body. It is shaking on its own. The air in my lungs is thin as I breathe too shallow and too quickly. My muscles are contracting with each pulse as I climb closer to my release.


  I want to straddle this man right now. I want to slide slowly down his shaft. Thinking of how he would feel imbedded deep inside of me causes me to shamelessly grind myself against his hand.


  I’m so close. I can feel his thumb massaging my pearl as his fingers ease into my slick opening. The combination of the two is all I need to send me over the edge. Just as I begin to shudder, Damon leans over and squelches my moan with a kiss. He fingers masterfully glide in and out while I pulse around them. He makes sure that I feel every quiver that could possibly remain before he pulls his hand from beneath my skirt. I curl up next to Damon and lay my head on his chest.


  My hand falls on his leg, and I am reminded that his arousal has not abated. Taking my napkin, I place it over Damon’s lap and do my best to please him. I unzip his pants and pull his shaft free. It’s thick and long, and it feels wonderful in my hand. Damon’s head falls back against the leather booth as he closes his eyes.


  “Just lie back and relax, Damon. I want to please you,” I whisper loud enough for only him to hear.


  I experiment with my finger and palm placement as I rub him in long firm strokes. It doesn’t take long for him to begin pumping himself into my hand. I can tell he’s getting close by the tension in his body.


  I scan the surrounding tables one more and see that everything is as it should be. I make sure the napkin sits squarely over the head of his penis so that it catches everything. I continue to stroke him until every last shudder is milked from him. I clean him up with the napkin and tuck him back into his jeans. I leave the zipping to him and place the soiled napkin in my purse.


  “Can I offer you some dessert?” the waiter asks as he returns to our table.


  Damon and I look at each other and we both burst into a fit of laughter. I respond to the waiter’s question because Damon can’t control himself.


  “No, thank you. We’ve already indulged, but we would both like decaf coffee. One with cream please.”


  The waiter walks away as Damon continues to chuckle. Within minutes, the waiter is back with our coffee. We sit and talk for a while.


  “That was amazing, Angel. I don’t think I have ever felt anything so powerful or amazing. How about you? do you feel better now?”


  “Yes I do. I have never done anything so brazen. I was scared to death, but you brought me to a place I have never been. It was mind-blowing, but what if we had been caught?”


  “The trick is to act as naturally as you can. Don’t make a lot of noise and keep your body movements to a minimum—or at least concealed by the table. The excitement comes from the fact that you could get caught. You did well.”


  “So this is your thing? You like to have sex in public places?” I’m asking for clarification. I have never done anything like what I did tonight. I feel wonderful and sated. However, I’m not sure how I feel about the whole experience. Did I like it? Would I do it again? I don’t know.


  “I wouldn’t say it’s my thing. It’s not the only way I can get aroused, but I do like the thrill of it. I particularly enjoyed it with you here tonight. I didn’t expect you to take care of me. That came as quite a pleasant surprise. I don’t think I could have made it to Friday either. Shall we go?”


  We walk out of the restaurant and onto the beach after Damon pays the bill.


  Damon and I walk hand in hand along the strand. It’s the walkway that runs the length of Manhattan Beach. We stop to listen to the waves and sit near the water to watch it break against the sand. I sift through the sand, pulling out the intact seashells and setting them aside. I have a large mayonnaise jar at home where I store my beach finds. I can still feel the warmth of the sun trapped in the sand as it runs through my fingers.


  “Can I ask you a personal question, Damon? I normally wouldn’t pry, but since we have moved to a sexual relationship, I feel compelled to ask something.”


  Damon looks at me for a minute. I can tell that he is curious about what I want to know but not sure if he is willing to answer my question.


  “You can ask, Katarina, and I will do my best to answer.”


  At least he is honest. I can’t expect him to lay his entire life out in front of me after one date.


  “I know that you don’t date, but you must do something to relieve your sexual tension. A man like you doesn’t seem like he would be the celibate type. How do you satisfy your needs?”


  Damon blushes slightly at my question, I have never seen him blush, but it’s cute.


  “I never wanted to get involved in another relationship. I hire escorts for business and I hire others for sex. If I don’t do that, I take care of myself.”


  “You use prostitutes?” My jaw must have been left open because Damon picks up my chin with his thumb and finger and pushes my mouth closed.


  “I suppose you could think of it that way, but I just thought of it as no-strings-attached sex. It’s not like I drive down to Sunset Boulevard and pull over to ask the corner hooker. There are services for sex too, Katarina. You can buy just about anything you want if you have enough money. The girls I hire are professionals. They take care of themselves. They take care of me. Does it bother you?”


  “Are you still using them for their services?” I shouldn’t have asked. It’s not like we have an exclusive relationship. I just want to know what I am getting myself into.


  “No, I’m not. The minute I decided to see you regularly, I stopped seeing others.”


  “Then, no, it doesn’t bother me.”


  Damon looks relieved and almost happy. He takes my hand and helps me to my feet. As we stand, he pulls me into his arms and kisses the air out of my lungs.


  “I will never cheat on you, Katarina. I am a one-woman man. I hope that I can expect the same from you. I haven’t had that experience in the past, so it is very difficult for me to trust.”


  “I am not a cheat either, Damon. I can see the pain in your eyes at times. I will try to never cause you pain. You can trust me. You are all that I need or want.”


  “One kiss at a time then?” he asks.


  “One kiss at a time, Damon.”


  “Shall I take you home? It’s getting a bit chilly.”


  I am disappointed that this date is coming to an end. “Yes, I suppose. Do you want to stay the night, Damon?”


  “I wish I could, Angel, but I have an early morning meeting. We can meet for lunch again if that works for you.”
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  The flowers I find on my desk are beautiful. A dozen red roses interspersed with baby’s breath and green fern are sitting front and center when I arrive. The card attached to the plastic pick simply says “Angel” on the envelope. I know exactly who wrote this note. Inside the envelope is a card that says:


  Dinner last night was the most amazing and moving experience of my life.


  With Affection,


  Damon.


  He signed the card, “With affection.” That’s so sweet. Thinking about dinner, I begin to feel warm inside. I was so happy that Emma was out when I got home last night. She would have known that something had happened by looking at me. I swear that woman has some mystical power that enables her to read my thoughts.


  “Ooh, flowers! Who are they from, Kat?” Trevor has snuck up on me. He’s like a ninja. I never hear him approach until he is beside me.


  “None of your business. Don’t you have something better to do than skulk around my desk? How is it that you can always sneak up on me?” I feel comfortable teasing my boss. He dishes out more than he gets. We work closely together, so I have become very fond of him. I would even call him my friend.


  Trevor laughs first and then answers, “I’m like a fairy. I don’t walk—I float. It’s a fabulous skill to have when you want to know the inside scoop on something. No one hears you coming. As far as plans, skulking is all I have on my agenda today.” He reaches for the card in my hand, but I am quicker and move it out of his reach. “I bet it’s from your lover boy upstairs.”


  “He’s not my lover boy. And why would he be sending me flowers? They are from a friend.”


  “You can try to lie to me, Kat, but your face doesn’t allow it. I can read you like a book. By the way, an entire box of books arrived for you this morning. I put them in the assembly room.”


  The box of books he is referring to is a case of the book Bound. I thought it would be fun to tie all of the books with red scarves and place them in the top of the bag. It’s an unspoken message to Damon and a little fun for his guests.


  “I’m almost finished with the gift bags, Trevor. What do you want me to help with after that?” I am ready for my next project. The more I can learn, the more I can sell to my future employer.


  “You have proven to be an intelligent and capable intern. I’m going to need help keeping our headliner happy. You’ll be in charge of making sure that the dressing rooms are stocked with everything they may need.”


  “Are you finally going to tell me who the group is? I thought that you were keeping that secret.”


  “You have earned my trust, Kat. You won’t even divulge anything about your relationship with Damon. I figure I can tell you that Reluctant Capitalists is playing for the grand opening.”


  My eyes open wide in shock and awe. Did he just say that Reluctant Capitalists is playing at the grand opening of Ahz? “You’re kidding right? You don’t actually have Reluctant Capitalists playing on opening night. It’s a cover band, right?”


  “No, it’s the band, and I have heard that they can be picky. They like certain liquor, flowers, and foods available. I will give you what I know, but I need you to dig deeper. Find out what I don’t know so that they are extra happy when they are here. Happy bands make for great shows. The opening experience can make or break a club. There’s a lot riding on this.”


  “I’ll get on it right away. Can you give me their manager’s name?”


  “Yep. I will make sure you have everything I have.”


  “I won’t let you down, Trevor. They will be the happiest band ever.” Wondering if I should broach the subject of my name, I decide to just go for it. Damon has been calling me Katarina for so long now that I have started to really like it. “Can you start calling me by my full name? I like the sound of it.”


  “Go finish up your bags, girl, so you can earn your keep doing something else,” he jokes.


  “You’re a slave driver,” I say with a smile on my face.


  “Tell that to my boss. Maybe he will invite me to his office to punish me.” Trevor bends over and slaps his own ass. I walk past him and smack him myself.


  The sting on the palm of my hand reminds me of the book discussion last night. It’s a warm reminder of another hand that was deftly placed between my thighs and produced such a heat inside of me that I was forced to erupt.


  “Do I have to remind you that Mr. Noble has different tastes than you, Trevor? He’s not your type. I see you with a gay version of Ryan Gosling,” I suggest.


  “Oh yeah, I could do Gosling. I would also like a piece of Ian Somerhalder.”


  Who wouldn’t? I think to myself. “I think they’re both straight, but it’s not a bad idea to set your standards high. I’m out of here to assemble the bags. I will see you after lunch.”
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  The assembly room is completely under control. Everything I was expecting has arrived. The only money I spent was on tissue paper, ribbons, and bows—and of course the one hundred copies of Bound. All in all, I spent slightly over $1500 out of my $100,000 budget. The gift bags have a retail value of nearly $9000 each. I didn’t hit my goal of $10,000, but I am incredibly proud of what I did accomplish. Included is everything from designer chocolates to designer watches. I have music, movies, and books, spa packages, kitchen gadgets, and gourmet foods. I would love to receive a bag like this. The bag alone is worth $600.


  Why is it that the people who can afford everything get everything for free and the people who would appreciate it the most will never have an opportunity to receive it?


  As I tie the last red scarf around the final book, my grumbling stomach tells me that it’s time to eat. Looking at my watch I can see that lunchtime has indeed arrived. Maybe I will forgo lunch today and simply dive into dessert. If last night is any indication of Damon’s taste in desserts, then I hope I end up on the menu often.


  “Good afternoon, Ms. Cross. Go right in. Mr. Noble is expecting you.”


  “Thanks, Greta.”


  Damon is seated at his desk in his big leather chair. Finding him on the phone, I enter quietly, not wanting to disrupt his call. With just the push of a button, the lock clicks behind me, and I walk slowly to where he’s seated. Sliding my tongue slowly across his lips, I end my kiss on his cheek. He smiles and pulls me into his lap without breaking the pace of his conversation.


  The nearness of his body and the smell of his cologne create an internal frenzy. All I can think about is how his cock felt in my hand last night and how his fingers made me feel. My hands rub over his shoulders and across his chest. He looks at me sternly as if warning me to stop, but I feel like being naughty. I like the reaction I’m getting. There’s no way I’m stopping. He gave me a new and exciting experience last night. Let’s see if I can give Mr. Noble a new and exciting experience today. Screw lunch—I’ve decided that I want dessert first.


  I have spent way too many years waiting for some man to give me what I want, but last night, Damon opened up a door I’m not sure I can close. I ignore Damon’s look and slide down his body so that I am on my knees between his legs. The surprised look on his face is worth the carpet burn I’m guaranteed to get on my knees. I can only delight in the fact that I have truly stunned him.


  I run my hands up his thighs, slowly hovering over his erection. My hands leave his legs and run up his torso to caress his chest, floating over his nipples. I can hear his breath catch as my finger lingers over his hardened nipple. I gently caress his body as my hands lower to his belt.


  Damon is still talking to his client, but I can tell that he is having difficulty concentrating.


  I carefully unbuckle his belt, unzip his pants, and release him. I have never seen anything so magnificent. It springs free of his pants as if it had been held hostage for an eternity. I take it in my hand and begin to explore it with my fingers. Damon’s expression is priceless. His head has fallen back and his eyes are closed. I know what he’s feeling. All you want to do is scream at the top of your lungs, only you can’t because there are too many people within hearing distance. I can see that he is straining to contain himself. He must be on a very important phone call. It is my hope that this is the most memorable phone call of his life.


  My attention goes directly to the end of his penis, where a glistening drop of liquid shines at its tip. I lick it off with my tongue. I have read enough romance novels to figure out how to give a good blowjob. I figure I will put all of that knowledge to work on making my first, a stellar performance.


  The sound Damon makes as my tongue touches his erection is a cross between a groan and a cough. I am pretty sure the cough is his attempt to disguise the groan coming from deep in his throat. I continue on with my oral exploration of him. I want to feel every inch of his length with my tongue.


  Wrapping my lips over the head, I am rewarded by another muffled gasp. Using my tongue in a swirling fashion, I suck Damon like a cherry lollipop, making sure that I taste the stick as well as the yummy bulb at the top. Pushing forward, I take the length of him into my mouth, making sure to run my tongue down the thick vein on the underside of his shaft. I continue to advance as he slides down my throat.


  The length of him is too long to sit only in my mouth. I have heard that many girls have a hard time with this, but apparently I don’t have a strong gag reflex. I am able to nearly swallow him without it making me want to heave. I feel pretty proud of myself, and I look up to Damon for his approval. His eyes are stormy and have somehow turned into a darker, brighter blue if that’s possible.


  His free hand is now entangled in my hair, and he is guiding my head up and down to a rhythm of his choosing. I’m in charge, so I change the pace and depth, which seems to enhance his experience. He’s the best tasting lollipop I’ve ever had. I hear him trying to talk to the other person, but I don’t think it’s going well for him.


  “Max, I have to call you back. Something has arisen that I need to address immediately. I’ll call you at two o’clock”


  And just like, Damon is off the phone.


  “Katarina, what are you doing to me? I can’t work with your lips on my cock. I can’t concentrate with you on your knees between my legs. You’re killing me.”


  I pause, removing him from my mouth to speak. “It’s lunchtime, Damon, and I’m hungry. I decided to eat dessert first. Do you have a problem with that?”


  I love the smile that erupts on his stern looking face. “No, by all means, carry on. I would hate for you to ever accuse me of denying you dessert.” He relaxes and leans back in his chair.


  I continue my assault on Damon’s cock; I lick it like a Tootsie pop. The old commercial comes to mind. “How many licks does it take to get to the center of a Tootsie pop?” Well, I have no idea how many licks that is, but it only takes several long stokes and intermittent sucking for me to get to the center of Damon’s pop. The pulsing reminds me of the feeling I had last night in the restaurant. I continue to gently caress him with my tongue until the last drop is spilled and the last shudder is felt. I can’t understand why so many women find the act of swallowing a man’s emission so repulsive. It’s a little salty, reminding me slightly of creamy chicken soup.


  Damon pulls me up and sits me on his lap. I lay my head on his shoulder and place my hand over his heart.


  “Katarina, that was a surprise—a pleasant surprise. I have never in my life had someone give me a blowjob in my office during a phone call. Are you sure you weren’t sent in by my competition to screw up my negotiations?”


  “I can guarantee you that I wasn’t sent in by the competition. If they sent me, they would have sent a professional. I’m just an overzealous novice.”


  “I love a girl who’s motivated. That might be the best experience I’ve ever had. Dessert is really nice, isn’t it?”


  “I’m beginning to wonder why anyone would want to have anything else. Dessert is such an appealing experience. I can now honestly say that I have tasted what others have been enjoying.”


  He gives me a strange look, and I reflect on what I just said. It dawns on me that he thinks I am referring to others tasting his penis.


  “I meant that I am glad that I tried oral sex. I like it and I want to do it again in the future.”


  Damon stands up with me in his arms and carries me to the couch. He gently lowers me and kisses my mouth, devouring it like it was his last meal. He kisses me deeply, and just before he releases me, he sucks on my tongue. The sucking of my tongue creates such an ache in my sex that I can’t help but squeeze my thighs together. The simple action intensifies the feeling and forces a groan from my mouth. Damon pulls away and looks down at me.


  “You are incredibly sexy lying here on my couch. Your eyes are full of passion, and I bet you are incredibly wet.” His hand reaches between my legs and tenderly strokes my wet panties. His hands lift my skirt as he lowers his face to my panty-covered sex and inhales. I am mortified and try to push him away. “Don’t push me away. Do you have any idea how sexy the smell of arousal is? Wars have been started over this scent. I would destroy anyone who came in here to claim you. Today, you belong to me.”


  Something animal takes over and his whole demeanor seems to be more like a predator than a man. His hands run over my stomach. On their way down, he grabs my panties with his thumbs and hastily removes them. There is an urgency to his actions. Within seconds, I am lying bare from the waist down, completely exposed to him. I raise my head to look at him, and his eyes are consuming me inch by inch. The way he looks at me makes me shudder, and I am forced to clench my legs together to trap the feeling. He notices my attempt to heighten my experience and smiles at me.


  “Angel, I am going to unleash a storm in you that you will never be able to control. I think I would like a little dessert myself.”


  Damon grabs my legs and spreads them wide as he lifts them over his shoulders. The position delivers me directly to his mouth. His hands are supporting my behind while his lips begin to delicately taste me.


  I have never had this experience, and I must say that I have never felt anything so incredibly pleasurable. Each stroke of his tongue is like a searing fire that burns me deep inside. He dips his tongue in and out of me, making me squirm and grind against his face. I can hardly breathe, and my body seems to be out of my control. My hips begin to undulate. How is it that a tongue and two lips can bring me this much pleasure?


  “You are so hot and wet, Angel. Are you soaring yet? I want to take you higher.”


  “Oh my God, I’m in full flight, Damon. Don’t stop. I’m not ready to land yet.”


  “I have no intention of stopping. I am going to take you to new places today. Places that you are going to want to visit often.”


  Damon continues to worship my body, his tongue firm and long pressing itself into me. His lips continue sucking on the flesh of my bud. I wiggle as the tip of his tongue runs the length of me. His taste buds are almost like sandpaper as they come into contact with the soft velvet of my skin. My hands run through his hair just as he crushes his mouth down on me and sucks me until I crash and burn in his arms. The feeling is so intense that it brings tears to my eyes.


  He gathers my panty-less body into his arms and hugs me. His pants are still undone and he has an erection that is standing tall and firm. I look down at him, but he shakes his head and tucks himself back into his pants.


  “The first time I slide myself into your body, I want it to be perfect. Lying here on my couch is not where I want that to happen.” Damon picks up my underwear and holds them to his nose. I don’t know if I will ever get used to that. “I’m going to keep these. You will have to finish your day without them. The thought of you running around my building without these is going to drive me nuts. Can we meet for dinner tonight? We can start with dessert if you like.”


  “I can’t. I promised to spend time with Emma. What about lunch tomorrow?”


  I can hear the disappointment in Damon’s voice as he tells me, “I have a board meeting tomorrow that will last most of the afternoon.”


  “I guess we will have to wait to see each other until tomorrow night then. Shall I meet you at your place, or did you have something else in mind?”


  Damon considers my question for what seems like an eternity. He looks me up and down and slowing pulls my skirt south to cover my naked parts. His hands reach up and he uses his fingers to comb my hair. He still hasn’t answered my question, but he doesn’t look like a man who’s had enough of me.


  “Angel, I am going to take care of everything. All you have to do is show up. Bring at least one change of clothes. You won’t need any pajamas. You can wear me all night if you get cold. Do you remember how to get to my house?”


  “Yes, I think I can get there. Shall I bring some wine or something?”


  “Nothing. Just yourself. The code to the gate is 0615. Come at six o’clock.”


  Since Damon and I spent most of my lunch break pleasuring each other, I have a mere ten minutes to devour the Caesar salad he ordered for me. As I leave the office, I am fully aware of my panty-less condition. The cool air circulates around me, tempering the constant heat I feel when Damon is near.


  “Have a nice afternoon, Ms. Cross,” Greta says as I leave Damon’s office. Every day that I see her, she seems to smile bigger and wider. I can’t imagine that she doesn’t know what is going on between us. She is right outside the door for goodness’ sake.


  The day proceeds like any other, but more slowly, probably because I am hyper aware of my nakedness and because Damon has sent me several texts hinting at dessert. He’s hoping that I cancel my plans with Emma so that we can indulge together again. He is so naughty. At first I was appalled by the idea of having sex in public places, but until you have the most incredible orgasm in the corner of a secluded booth in a busy steakhouse, you haven’t lived.


  When I closed Damon’s office door and locked it, a little thrill went through me knowing that Greta had been sitting on the other side of that door. What is Damon doing to me? I was looking for good old-fashioned sex and I got hot, experimental sex god.


  Glad to be finished with the day, I bolt for my car. I have never been so happy to be behind the steering wheel and headed for home. The cloth seat rubs against my naked bottom. It is a forty-minute reminder that I lost my panties at lunch. I have had two orgasms in two days and I want more. I understand now how Emma can say that she craves Anthony’s body. I haven’t even had Damon in me, but I want him all of the time. What am I going to do after tomorrow night? Can actual intercourse with Damon be as powerful as what I have experienced so far? I can only hope.
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  Emma and I head to a spa called The Four Elements, where we enjoy a hot stone massage, a body scrub, a manicure, and a pedicure, courtesy of Anthony Haywood. It’s a wonderful experience, and I’ll have to thank him when I see him next. All of the muscles I have tensed up over the last few days are relaxing under the masseuse’s capable hands. The orgasm today combined with the spa treatment has me completely relaxed. All I need is a glass of wine and the world will be perfect.


  Anthony Haywood’s restaurant is busy tonight, but a table has been reserved for us. Emma said that we could go somewhere else, but I didn’t mind coming here. She leaves me briefly to say hello to her man. I take a moment to text Damon and tell him how wonderful the afternoon was. He texts me back immediately, letting me know the same. Emma returns with a big smile on her face. She looks like a teenager in love.


  “Anthony is going to bring our dinner out to us. He made us something special.”


  While Emma and I sip nice glasses of merlot, we discuss all of the things we haven’t had time to tell each other about. I tell Emma about the gift bags and how proud I am of how they turned out. We talk about our upcoming graduation in ten days. I don’t know why the school chose a Monday for graduation, but I am so glad to be almost finished.


  Next week will be crazy for both us. I have two papers due and two finals to take. Emma has one paper and two exams. My papers are mostly finished; they just need a bit of editing and fine tuning. I should do okay on the finals. I will have to reserve some time to study.


  Emma tells me about her plans to help Anthony with his marketing. She majored in marketing, so she would be an asset to the company. I’m so glad that he sees her value as a woman as well as a person.


  Anthony arrives with two plates, both beautifully presented with lamb chops, rosemary potatoes, and steamed spinach. Everything looks fabulous and smells amazing. He bends over and kisses my best friend like he owns her heart. I have never in my life seen Emma act like she does around Anthony, and have been best friends since the seventh grade; Emma is like my sister. Anthony leaves us to devour our dinner and talk about girl things.


  “So tomorrow is the big night,” Emma sing-songs.


  I blush and turn my head. I don’t want her looking into my eyes. She sees right through me, and I don’t want to have to explain my dessert sessions with Damon. I look back up to her face and can see that she is onto me.


  “Spill it, Cross. Something’s happened between you two. Did you give in and have sex last night?”


  “No, it’s not like that. We want it to be perfect, but we were both entirely too worked up to last until Friday. We took care of each other.”


  “Where? In your room? I want to know all of the dirty details.”


  “I am not going to kiss and tell, but I will tell you that it was amazing. It was the first time I climaxed in the presence of a man. He does amazing things with his fingers and tongue. That’s all I’m going to say.”


  “Look at you! My virginal friend finally succumbs to the earth-shattering effects of oral sex.”


  “I’m not a virgin,” I insist. Again, the statement is much too loud, but instead of feeling horrified, I just laugh.


  “I am happy for you! There is nothing better than great sex, unless it’s great sex with an amazing man. I want you to have it all, girlfriend. Let’s toast.”


  We both raise our wine glasses and Emma proposes a toast.


  “Here’s to men with large penises and long tongues who will care for and adore us until our dying breath.” We tap our glasses in the obligatory fashion and toss back the remainder of our wine. We have some shopping to do.


  Emma drags me to several stores, where she advises me on lingerie purchases and helps me pick out a rocking-hot outfit for tomorrow night. We decide on a form-fitting mini dress with heels. I purchased a demi bra and matching underwear, although I can’t imagine wearing them for long. Our last stop is the drug store, where she equips me with a large box of condoms, new razors for a clean, close shave, and some body butter she swears by. We head back home feeling like the trip has been a complete success.


  “I love you, Kat. I want this experience to be the best of your life. If Damon ever does anything to hurt you, I’m going to strangle him.”


  “He’s a good man. I don’t think he would ever hurt me intentionally.”


  “Rock his world, girl, and he won’t know what hit him. Will you be back by Sunday?”


  “That or Monday. I don’t have school on Monday, but I have work, so we’ll see. I will text you over the weekend when I come up for air.”


  “I’ll see you when you get home. You may never come up for air. Damon doesn’t seem like the breathing type.” Emma smiles and winks at me as she makes her way to her room.


  I am packed and ready for the weekend before finally climb into bed. I check my phone before turning out the lights and find a short message from Damon.


  Damon: Bring the red scarf. Forever your dessert. -Damon


  Holy smokes, he wants the scarf. I jump up, grab it, and shove it into my bag. The thought of Damon and that red scarf brings tremors to my girly parts. I can only guess at what he has planned for us. I cross my legs, hoping to trap the feeling that is spreading between them. Groaning, I fluff my pillow and throw myself into it. It’s going to be a long and sleepless night.
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  I arrive at my desk and find another dozen roses and a lunchbox sitting there. The card on the flowers only says “Yum” on it. The lunchbox stumps me. I open it and find a sandwich, chips, an apple, and a soda. At the bottom of the box are a cherry Tootsie pop and a note that says:


  Just in case you insist on dessert.


  Damon


  “That’s quite a friend you have there. Where can I sign up for a friend like that?” Trevor is like a bad rash. He shows up when you least expect him to and he’s hard to get rid of.


  “I am not discussing my private life with you, Trevor. Get over it. Go read a book if you want dirt and smut. Try Bound. It’s quite a read, and you may enjoy it.”


  “I read it and I loved it. I really like the section on—”


  I cover my ears and tell him I don’t want to know. I don’t want my brain to be filled with unpleasant thoughts of Trevor in bed with his lover. I want my thoughts to be full of Damon inside of me, not Trevor and someone unknown. Oh God, I just envisioned it and I fear I may be scarred for life.


  “Trevor, we need to get you hooked up with someone. You spend too much time trying to live vicariously through the fantasy life you have created for me.”


  “I know, girl. I have been high and dry for far too long. I am hoping to hook up with someone on the opening night of Ahz. There will be a smorgasbord of men there. I can’t wait.” He licks his lips in what’s supposed to be a provocative manner.


  I can’t help but laugh at Trevor. He’s a great guy, and we have become friends since I started my internship two months ago. He has been a good mentor and I have learned so much from him. He started his career at Noble Enterprises five years ago. They hired him straight out of college and put him in charge of events. During our conversations, I have learned that he went to the University of Michigan and graduated with a degree in marketing. He made his way out West because he thought it would be an easier place to live given his sexual orientation. He has had a few relationships, but nothing that has really taken off. Most of the guys he is attracted to are straight. He has two siblings—one brother and one sister. Growing up gay was tough for him. His family has always made him feel like he was a disappointment to them. They haven’t been particularly supportive, but they haven’t disowned him either. It must be hard for Trevor; he doesn’t give off the gay vibe. It may be hard for other men to zone in on him. He’s going to have to work on his game.


  “Trevor, how do other men know that you’re gay? I didn’t know until you wanted to put the moves on Damon. It’s not like you are the stereotypical effeminate male. Where do you meet men?”


  “There are clubs and online dating sites, but they can get old. I’m not looking for a one-night stand. I’m looking for the one.”


  “It’s tough these days. So many people are happy with a casual hook-up. My mom used to say that men won’t buy the cow if the milk is free. I get that, but don’t you want to try the milk to make sure it’s good? Anyway, I digress. I believe that the perfect one will come along when the time is right. It seems to happen when you least expect it.”


  “Do you think Damon’s the one, Katarina?”


  “Arghhh, you’re impossible. Always prying, always probing. I will tell you only this. Damon is an amazing man, and for me, he’s the one for right now. Now stop pestering me. I have to call a man about a band.”


  I spend the rest of the morning trying to track down information about the likes and dislikes of Reluctant Capitalists. I was finally able to reach their manager, who was helpful but brief. The only thing he said is that the band likes single malt whiskey, preferably Redbreast 12 or Bushmills 16 and light beer on tap.


  After a call to their last venue in San Francisco, I was able to track down the event planner and ask her lots of questions. She told me that the band would prefer to have a private bartender and waitstaff on hand. They like cashmere blankets and down pillows for resting before and after the concert. As for food, she indicated that they were flexible, but she got the impression that they liked unique types of food. I am wondering if I could get the Kogi food truck to come here and set up catering for the band. As long as we guarantee them more money than they would make on a corner, then I bet I could make that work. If not, I will see if we can get someone from Haywood’s to cater for us. The rest of the requests seem reasonable. Trevor said that they would be difficult, but it’s not like they are asking us for Skittles with all of the green ones removed.


  I fill out the acquisition requests for the high-end whiskey, pillows, and blankets and make my way to Trevor’s office to turn them in. I plan to run the food options by him too.


  Placing the filled-out forms on his desk, I let him know how I am progressing with my new project. “Here are some things I am going to need for the band. I want to discuss lunch options. However, I don’t want to get stuck talking about food when I could be eating food. Do you have time to grab lunch with me?” I hate the thought of leaving my lunchbox, but I need to get this food thing started.


  “Sure, what did you have in mind?”


  “I was thinking of chasing the Kogi truck down. Have you ever had their stuff?”


  “No, but I’ve heard it’s good. How do we track it down?”


  “I’ll look at their Facebook and see where they are today, or we can just look at their tweets. I want you to try the food because I am thinking that this may be a unique but delicious option for the band. If you like it, then we can start negotiating with Kogi to cater our event. It’s crazy that the band can’t just grab something from Haywood’s. The restaurant will be one floor down from the green room. Shall we go?”


  “Sounds good to me. Let me grab my keys. I’ll drive while you navigate.”


  I locate the truck on Sunset and Van Ness. The line is long and wraps around the corner, but they always manage to serve everyone in record time. It takes about fifteen minutes for us to get to the front. I order the short rib tacos and Trevor gets spicy pork tacos and a kimchi quesadilla. There is no talking while we eat lunch. The food is too good. I look at Trevor as he licks the last of the BBQ sauce from his fingers.


  “Holy shit, that was amazing. Who would have thought to mix Korean BBQ and Mexican food? I think this is a great idea. There is no reason we can’t offer both Kogi and Haywood’s. They say variety is the spice of life.”


  “Are you going to be able to meet the band, Trevor? I hope that you get to see how everything turns out.”


  “We are going to meet the band. You’re in charge of this part of the project and you will have to be there to make sure that everything is all set and running smoothly.”


  “You’re kidding, right? Why me? Won’t the team be jealous?”


  “I’ll make sure the team gets to go to the concert, but they didn’t save the company nearly $100,000 in eight weeks. Most of the team is borrowed from marketing. So really, you are my team. You and me—we make the team. Did you know that we give a super saver award for cost cutting? I’m putting you in for it. Most people would have taken the budget and had a field day shopping, but you spent your time getting donations. The stuff you managed to finagle out of people astounds me. How did you do it?”


  “I just asked. It’s as simple as that.”


  “I don’t know. There is something about you that people like. You make people feel at ease and comfortable in your presence. You have Damon wrapped around your little finger. I am going to need some lessons, girl. You’ve got skills. Speaking of Mr. Noble, why aren’t you having lunch with him today?”


  I give Trevor a dirty look, but I know he will never give up unless I let him into my inner circle.


  “Trevor, I am going to cut you some slack because I like you. Why is it so important for you to know about Damon and me?” I narrow my eyes at him. “Oh never mind. I will tell you what you want to know, but I don’t ever want to hear it come back to me.” I slap my hands on the table to get his undivided attention; I don’t want to have to repeat myself.


  Trevor rubs his hands together in anticipation of a juicy story. Sadly he’s only getting the G-rated version.


  “Damon and I met at a fundraiser. He asked me out, but I said no. We started meeting for a book club and got to know each better. We have lunch together almost daily. We’ve been out to dinner several times. We haven’t slept together, which is what you really want to know, and that’s about it.”


  “Wow. My imagination is so much more interesting than the real thing. I was hoping that you would tell me he was into some kinky shit, like fucking on buses or something like that. I don’t want to hear that he’s the perfect gentleman.”


  “Sorry to disappoint you, Trevor. He’s a sexy, heterosexual, non-deviant man.” I have a hard time keeping a straight face as I think about the steakhouse and the amazing office experience. Damon is a bit on the kinky side, and I don’t think I have even begun to understand how deep his deviant side goes. Errant thoughts begin to float through my mind. I imagine the red scarf. I envision Damon pulling it across my naked body, the soft silk gliding over my breasts. The thought sends shivers down my body.


  “Where did you go, Katarina? Hey, earth to Kat.” His use of my nickname breaks me out of my daydream.


  “Sorry, I was thinking about something.” My face must be beet red. I just got caught fantasizing about Damon—in front of Trevor no less. “What do you think of the band?”


  “Good diversion, Ms. Cross. As far as the band is concerned, I love them. I think the drummer is hot. I could be happy feeling the beat of his stick against me. I bet he could pound out a good rhythm,” he teases. He raises his eyebrows suggestively and gives me a sexy smile.


  “Okay, here’s the deal. You stop pestering me about Damon and I will do what I can to hook you up with the drummer. Since I am going to have access to the band because of my generous boss, it’s the least I can do.”


  “He’s probably straight, but I do appreciate the offer.”


  “He’s gay, and I will make sure that you are presented to him properly. I plan to serve you up like a steak to a ravenous lion. Save your money, Trevor. We are going shopping before the grand opening.”


  “Look at you. How did you find out about the drummer?”


  “I talked to the last event planner and she told me that the drummer, whose name is Rylan, was not in his best form due to a recent breakup with his boyfriend Tom. I then called the manager and asked him if we needed to make special arrangements for the bands significant others. He went through the list and confirmed that Rylan was single.”


  “You’re good. Okay, let’s plan a shopping date. You help me choose my outfit and I’ll help you choose yours.”


  “Deal. Oh and don’t forget that I won’t be in on Monday. I am graduating from college. You are totally welcome to attend my ceremony if you would like.”


  “I’ve got it on my calendar. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


  The rest of the day ticks by slowly. Why does time always slow down when you want to be somewhere else? I just want the weekend to start. I spend the last fifteen minutes of my day organizing my desk. It’s amazing how many ways you can accessorize with a phone, notepad, and flowers. I look at my lunchbox and feel bad that I didn’t eat what Damon had given me. I placed all of the food in the staff refrigerator before I went out with Trevor. Hopefully it will still be good on Monday.


  Finally the hour hand clicks into place and I am free to go. My clothes have been hanging on the side of my cubicle all day. I can’t wait to change and be on my way. Noble Enterprises has an employee gym, so I head there to take a quick shower and change my clothes. The silver Mustang is missing from its parking spot, meaning that Damon has already left. I feel a bit anxious. I know that whatever happens tonight, I will never be the same.


  The drive to Damon’s takes me twenty minutes. I approach the gate and enter the code 0615. As I punch in the numbers one by one, I wonder if there is any significance to them. It hasn’t escaped my attention that the grand opening of Ahz is on June fifteenth.


  The closer I get to his house, the more nervous I feel. Tonight is the night that Damon and I will finally meet in the middle, so to speak. I have thought of nothing else all day but how his body will feel next to mine. I want to explore every inch of him.


  As I near the garage, I watch him emerge from the house in blue jeans and a white cotton button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His feet are bare. Wow—even his feet are sexy. I am way overdressed for tonight, but I figure that once I make my way inside, I can lose the shoes and I will look more casual. I barely apply the emergency brake before Damon opens the door and practically pulls me from the car.


  “I feel like it’s been forever since I have seen you. I’ve missed you. It’s not a feeling I am used to having, this feeling of longing. I sat in my meeting all day today thinking of you. I couldn’t sit in my desk chair because all I could think about was your lips wrapped around me. I couldn’t sit on the couch because all I could think of was my lips on you. I kept your panties in my pocket, and every time I thought of you, I reached in and felt them. I swear the fabric must be full of holes for all of the times I rubbed the silk between my fingers.”


  My head tilts up to Damon’s and we connect finally with our lips. I melt into body, mine fitting perfectly against his. He reaches into the back seat to grab my bag and ushers me into the house. Something smells delicious, but the only thing I am interested in right now is dessert.


  “Damon, whatever you have planned for right now has to wait. All I want to do is strip you naked and have my way with you. Can we skip dinner and go straight to dessert?”


  Damon says nothing to me, but his eyes tell the whole story. That dark, stormy look is back. He drops my bag on the entryway floor. In seconds, I am being carried upstairs to what I hope is Damon’s room. My arms are around his neck, and I can’t control the kisses I am planting over his face and neck. This is the moment I have been dreaming about for a long time.


  Damon sets me down in the center of a massive room. I turn in circles trying to take in what I’m seeing. In the center of the room sits a massive king-sized bed. The duvet is turned down and a single rose is lying across one of the pillows. Flowers are in vases everywhere. Unlit candles have been placed beside the bed. He has thought of just about everything. On his dresser is a bottle of wine and two glasses. Music is playing softly through the surround sound. Damon steps back and looks at me, and I can hear something that sounds like, “Ahhhh,” coming from his mouth.


  “You look stunning. Unfortunately, you won’t be needing these clothes tonight, except for those.” He points down to my black stiletto shoes. “Later, I want to fuck you while you wear only those shoes and nothing else. Right now, I am going to slowly make love to you until you want to scream my name. I plan to have sex so many times that you won’t be able to walk for days.”


  Whoa. I kind of like Damon and the dirty talk. He is so sure of himself, and that is such a turn-on. “I’m ready, Damon. Take me to bed.”


  It takes just seconds for Damon to strip me of my dress and shoes. He has left my bra and underwear on while he strips himself naked. His body presses against mine, his erection pushing between my legs. When he guides me backwards with the weight of his body, I continue to retreat until I feel the bed against my knees. With nowhere to go, I collapse on the bed, taking him with me.


  We scoot up to the top of the bed, where the single red rose lies across the pillow. Damon picks it up and trails it over my bare skin. The feel of the petals as they drift across my body ignites my passion. Damon doesn’t miss any of my erogenous zones as he plays with the flower. So many things should be going through my mind, but the only thing I can think of is how much I want Damon in me.


  “Damon, I want you so bad. Please!” I am reduced to begging and pleading.


  “I’ve thought about you begging, but I think you can be so much more convincing.”


  “Damon, you’re cruel.” I lie back and let whatever is going to happen happen.


  My hands explore as much of Damon as I can reach. I love the way his breath hitches when I touch his nipples. I decide that the only way I am ever going to move this night along is to get Damon as aroused as I am. I shift my body so that my mouth is in direct contact with his chest. I trail my tongue across his chest and linger at his nipple. Making small circles around the perimeter, I only touch it occasionally, but when I do, all I hear is the growl that erupts from deep in his chest. The sound gives me the motivation to continue. I’m in love with the sounds he makes, the power I have over his body. I love the power he has over mine. No one has ever made me melt with a kiss.


  Damon’s hands slide behind me to unhook my bra as he removes the flimsy material from my breasts and stares at me in awe.


  “Your breasts are perfect.”


  He lowers his head and takes my left nipple in his mouth, swirling and gently sucking before closing his lips tightly and pulling at the rosy bud. His wet tongue trails across my chest as he slowly suckles at my right breast. Each time he takes me into his mouth, I feel my lower body quiver in anticipation.


  We continue to take turns teasing and tantalizing each other until we are a hot mess of tangle limbs. I rise up on my knees to straddle him; I can no longer wait. My panties are still on, so when his cock rises to meet me, there is no place for it to go.


  Damon looks up to see what is impeding his progress. Letting out a growl of frustration, he grabs the lace of my underwear and rips the seams at both hips. leisurely, he pulls my silk panties through my legs like floss. I should be upset that he just destroyed them, but the sensation is so intense that I don’t have it in me to care. The soft silk and rough lace soothes and scratches as he pulls it across my sex.


  He nudges at my slick, wet opening; his hips rise skyward, trying to penetrate me. I slowly lower myself onto him. Little by little, he fills me, every inch stretching me. Pure pleasure is written all over Damon’s face. Placing my hands on his chest, I brace myself as I slide him completely into me. I am stretched to my limit by his glorious manhood and it feels so good.


  Emma told me to rock his world, so I’m going to do everything I can to guarantee that we have many more nights like this one.


  “Oh my God, you feel so good. You fit me like a glove, Angel. Like you were custom made for me.”


  I slowly rise and fall, sliding him in and out of me from tip to base, each time gently swaying my hips so that he touches all of the right places. Damon licks his thumb and strokes the hard nub where the center of my pleasure is contained. The contact sends a bolt of electricity from my head to my toes. Our rhythm takes on its own frantic pace as the tension builds in my core.


  I can feel my orgasm cresting, but it feels completely different from my previous orgasms. The heat and friction cause a delicious tingle that begins at my nipples and ends in my womb. The power of it has me screaming out his name as wave upon wave of pleasure flows through me. It doesn’t take long before I feel the pulsing of Damon inside of me as he climaxes. I collapse on his chest, completely spent from riding him. He hugs me to his chest and lightly runs his fingers up and down my back, leaving me with goose bumps all over my body.


  “That was amazing. Absolutely amazing,” he declares as he continues to caress my body. “Should we have used a condom? I hate to ruin the moment, but are you on birth control?”


  “Oh my God, I got carried away. I meant to use a condom, but I forgot.” I watch his face as a look of fear washes over him. “Don’t worry though. I’m on birth control.” I can’t believe I was so caught up in the moment that I didn’t consider the box of condoms sitting in the hallway.


  “That’s a relief,” he says as a gush of air escapes his mouth.


  “Emma will kill me if she finds out. I got the talk last night about being responsible and all.”


  “I’m not telling. Are you?”


  “No, but that wasn’t smart. I don’t know about your sexual past. I know that you hire people and that worries me a bit. Emma made me buy a box of condoms yesterday. She told me she would kill you if I got an STD from you.” Did I really just say that?


  Damon pulls me to his side so that we are both facing each other. He is looking at me with such sweetness in his expression.


  “Angel, I have always used a condom. I have never had sex without one until this very moment. I’m happy to go to my doctor and get confirmation of my clean bill of health if you want me to. I should have been more responsible myself, but I got carried away too. I’m sorry. I should have protected you. Trust me, Katarina. You have nothing to worry about.”


  “I trust you, Damon, and it did feel wonderful, but I can’t believe I was so careless, especially after Emma’s lecture yesterday.”


  “She’s a good friend, and she gives sound advice.”


  “I haven’t had sex in at least a year, and the last time the guy didn’t even finish, so I am positive that you have nothing to worry about. I have never had sex without a condom either. You have given me lots of firsts.”


  “Really? Tell me your firsts.”


  I lay my head on the pillow and look into his eyes. The look of passion has not diminished. He looks hot and sexy lying next to me. There isn’t a male model that would look any better at this moment. Damon Noble is sex on fire.


  “Well, first and foremost, you gave me my first orgasm. Did you know that orgasms feel different? Some are more intense than others. They were all exceptional, but they felt like they came from different places.”


  “Your first orgasm, huh?” He is beaming from ear to ear.


  “I have given myself an orgasm, but I have never been able to climax with a man.”


  “I am so glad I could be of service to you. I’m more interested in knowing about how you pleasure yourself. I would pay anything to be able to watch you.” He leans up on his elbow. Bending forward, he kisses my lips and pulls a stray hair that has stuck to my lip away from my face.


  “I am not discussing my self-gratification with you, Damon.” My face blushes slightly at the thought of masturbating in front of Damon.


  “Why not? You talk of everything else so candidly. How did you ever grow up to be you? Most people would never talk so openly about the things that you do. I really like that about you.”


  “My parents were always really upfront with me. If I was old enough to ask, I was old enough to know. No subject was ever taboo. I’m not embarrassed or ashamed to talk about most things. It just seems normal to me. I know it surprises people, but what you see is what you get.”


  “I want to meet your parents. They must be amazing people.”


  I look at him and can’t tell if he’s serious or just playing. “Do you seriously want to meet my parents?” “Yes, I seriously want to meet your parents. I want to see the people who raised this amazing woman.” He rubs his hand from my ribs to my thigh, settling his palm on my hip.


  “We can have lunch with them on Sunday. Or you can wait and meet them at my graduation. You will come, won’t you?”


  “Of course I’ll come, and Sunday sounds great. Call them and make the arrangements. I am happy to treat everyone to lunch.”


  “You don’t have to treat anyone to lunch. I’m sure my mom will insist on fixing something for us. I can only imagine what they are going to say when I tell them I am bringing home a man.”


  “Haven’t you ever brought a man to your parents’ house?”


  “Yes, but it was over a year ago and it was just a drive-by. I don’t bring men home to meet my parents. It will give them the wrong impression. In fact, we will have to set them straight as soon as we get there. My mom will take one look at you and have me walking down the aisle.”


  Damon’s face goes from curious to concerned and then back to something that resembles humor. He reaches around me and pulls me toward his chest so that my face is pressed against him. I inhale his scent; he smells spicy, with undertones of lavender and maybe cedar. The scent is intoxicating and sexy.


  My hands reach up to caress his chest. It’s smooth to the touch; he has no hair at all. The rhythm of his heartbeat begins to accelerate. I can hear the beat as it taps out a steady cadence very different from the one a few moments ago. His hands are now exploring my body, his palm running down the curve of my hip. He gently caresses my backside and then pulls my body toward his waiting erection.


  “I told you we were going to make love all night. I don’t think I can get enough of you, Angel. Tell me—do you trust me or should I grab condoms?”


  I think about his question for a minute. Does a condom really matter now that we already had raw sex? I can’t imagine that it will. “No, Damon. What’s done is done. There is no risk of pregnancy, and if either one of had something, then we already exposed the other. I can’t believe I was so irresponsible though.”


  “Katarina, I will default to whatever you decide, but I don’t want the rest of your night to be marred because of one oversight.”


  “I don’t want to use a condom. I want to be as close to you as I can be.”


  Damon rolls us both over so that he is braced on his arms above my body. He leans back with his thighs touching his heels as he straddles me; pinning my legs to the bed. I reach my hands up to his chest and feel the defined muscles, every sinuous muscle taut as tension ripples through them. I know that his nipples are quite sensitive, and the simple brush of my fingers over them causes him to react. His cock bobs up and down on the cushion of my stomach. His hands rub up my sides and finally arrive at my waiting breasts. He rolls my nipples between his thumbs and index fingers. The action pulls a moan from my mouth and sends waves of pleasure to my sex. I can feel the moisture building with each twist and pull.


  “Oh, Damon, I have no idea what you are doing to me, but don’t stop. I have never felt so good in my entire life.”


  Damon continues to manipulate my nipples. The feeling is something that sits between pleasure and pain, but I like it. The roughness of his fingers is replaced with the soft warmth of his tongue. He has shifted his body so that he is propped on his elbows above me; his erection is nestled between my legs. He pivots his body and reaches down to glide his fingers up and down my slick folds. The insertion of one finger sends a charge up my spine, but when he inserts a second finger, I nearly come undone. Every nerve ending is on fire, and I don’t want to wait another second to feel him inside of me.


  “Damon, please,” I beg.


  “You’re so responsive, Angel. So wet and ready.”


  Damon lines himself up with me and slowly enters. The pace he decides on is excruciatingly slow but deliciously arousing. I can feel every bump, line, and ridge on his magnificent cock. His face is frozen in place with a look of pure delight as he savors every unhurried but deliberate stroke. As Damon picks up the pace, I rake my nails across his back.


  This is so much more than sex. I feel almost loved, but that’s impossible of course, because Damon doesn’t love anyone.


  “Pull your legs up, Angel. I want to get as far into you as possible. If I could climb inside of you, I would. I never want to be anywhere but here.”


  I move my legs up and feel the difference immediately. He penetrates me deeper than I thought possible. I can feel his engorged shaft seated inside of me, and each time it hits my walls, my heart shudders and my sex pulses. It only takes Damon a few strokes more and I am screaming his name again. His body tenses, and I can feel him quiver as he finds his release in me.


  He stays suspended above me long enough to kiss me before he drapes his body on top of mine. His weight is distributed in such a way that I can support him and still breathe. Wrapping my arms around him, I squeeze him tightly and know in my heart that I never want to let him go.


  “Wow! That was incredible.” He talks softly and draws the tips of his fingers down the side of my body. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”


  Damon rises from the bed and walks toward an open door that I assume leads to the bathroom. I watch his firm butt cheeks as he disappears into the room. I can hear movement and then water. Moments later, Damon returns with a damp washcloth and a hand towel. He spreads my legs, gently cleans me with the cool washcloth, and then slowly dries me. The action shocks me; it’s completely unexpected and totally endearing. The act of sex is intimate, but the act of him cleaning me is more so.


  I don’t have a chance with this man. I am trying my hardest to stay neutral and not fall for him, but I’m totally screwed. I have already tumbled headfirst and I’ve failed to break my fall. Someday soon I will land, and I have a feeling it’s going to hurt.


  “You may be sore. Are you doing okay?”


  “Yes, I feel great. In fact, I’ve never felt better. My leg muscles will probably be a little sore tomorrow, but I feel super.”


  Damon walks to a large walk-in closet and takes out a long-sleeved dress shirt and a robe before he hands both of them to me.


  “Let’s go eat. Dinner is probably dry and awful, but its sustenance and you will need it for tonight.”


  I take the shirt and put in on. It falls to about mid thigh with the sleeves hanging past my hands by nearly six inches. Damon stands naked in front of me and buttons me up. He leaves the top three buttons undone, giving him a glimpse of my breasts, and rolls my sleeves up. When he is done, he kisses me on the nose.


  “I think this shirt is going to be my favorite from now on.”


  Damon walks to a chest of drawers and pulls out a pair of sweatpants. I watch as he steps into them, every muscle in his torso flexes as he lifts his legs and steps into the body-hugging fabric. The soft cotton hugs his firm cheeks, making me jealous of those sweatpants.


  “What are you thinking about, Katarina? You look deep in thought.”


  “I was just thinking of how nice it would be to be those sweatpants right now.”


  Damon begins to laugh as he walks toward me and leads me out of his bedroom.


  “We need to get out of here right now or we may never leave here tonight.”


  I follow Damon down the stairs and into the enormous kitchen. He opens the oven and pulls out what appears to be chicken Kiev. It does look a little dry but still edible.


  “Where are the dishes? I can help set the table. Do you want to eat at the island or the table?”


  Damon guides me to the dishes and silverware, and we decide to sit at the island. He opens a bottle of white wine and pours us both a glass. I serve up the chicken as Damon pulls a pre-made salad from the refrigerator. We each take a seat and eat in silence. I don’t know what he is thinking about, but all I can think about is dessert.


  “We were talking about firsts earlier, but we got distracted. What are your other firsts with me?”


  I can feel the heat of a blush cross my face. “I already said the orgasms, so that one’s covered. I had never given or received oral sex, so that’s another. I have never had sex in unconventional places like a restaurant booth or an executive office. I have never had sex in a place where people were an arm’s length away. I have also never had sex multiple times in one day. You are a bad influence. You are going to ruin me. I will never be good for anyone else now that I have had you.”


  Damon’s expression turns from happy-go-lucky to deadly serious. There is a mixture of anger and confusion in his expressive eyes.


  “Damon, what’s wrong? You look so serious all of a sudden.”


  He stares at me—or almost through me—for a minute. There is something brewing within him. He picks up his wine glass and drains it in one gulp. I reach over to hold his hand, but he avoids my touch and instead grasps the bottle of wine. I have no idea what has changed his mood, but I can tell that he is brooding over something. His eyes are no longer alight with passion. They’re clouded with pain.


  “Would you like some more wine?” he asks.


  His question is an attempt to totally avoid dealing with the issue at hand, whatever the issue may be.


  “No, thank you,” I respond. “I would love to take a shower if that’s okay. Is there a bathroom that you would prefer that I use?”


  “You can use my bathroom. Do you remember how to find it, or do you need me to show you?”


  “I can find it. Damon, whatever just happened here, you need to know that I’m not that girl.”


  My statement catches him off guard, but I don’t wait for him to say anything. I jump off the stool, walk to the hallway, retrieve my bag, and head upstairs. Emma is right. Someone hurt him—and hurt him bad.


  Walking into his bedroom, I take a few minutes to really look around. I didn’t get to actually see anything earlier because I was so distracted by Damon’s body. Standing in the center of the room, I turn slowly and take it all in. Dark furniture surrounds the room. Vases of flowers are on nearly every surface. A king-sized four-poster bed sits in the center of the north wall. The bedding is luxurious and soft, definitely Egyptian cotton linens with a very high thread count, but masculine with its brown and gold palette. Off to the right is a sitting area, where large overstuffed chairs are perfectly placed to enjoy the view from the floor-to-ceiling glass wall.


  I was so involved in Damon that I didn’t notice the wall of glass. His house sits so far up in the canyon that you feel like you are at the top of the world. There are no other houses visible, only the canopy of the trees. It’s like sitting in a tree house. Maybe it reminds him of his father and brother and the beloved tree house they built and shared.


  The bathroom is unbelievable. The shower was made to hold no less than ten people with showerheads and jets on every wall. There is even a button for steam. It takes me a few minutes to figure out how to turn everything on, but I finally get the water adjusted and climb into a new experience. The water comes at me from every angle. The jets are set for Damon’s height, so a lot of the water shoots over my head, but the heat and steam relax my muscles as I sink against the far wall. One side of the shower contains a bench, and on it is a wide selection of body washes and shampoos. Looking through them, I find the least manly smelling one of the bunch and begin to lather my body.


  “Can I wash your back?”


  I am startled by the voice behind me. I didn’t hear Damon approach or enter the shower. He is completely naked and glorious.


  “Yes, I would love it if you washed my back.”


  He stands behind me, takes the shower gel from me, and creates a rich lather. His hands glide over my breasts and stomach and reach between my legs. There is nothing sexual about his actions. He is merely taking care of me. I lean into his body and feel his chin on my shoulder. His lips nip at my neck and the lobe of my ear.


  “I’m sorry, Angel.” The whispered apology is said with so much sincerity that I can’t help but turn around to look into his eyes. His hands wrap around me and he pulls me in for a kiss.


  “You don’t have to be sorry. I am not one to pry, but whatever takes you to that place needs to be talked about. This isn’t the first time you’ve gone there.”


  Damon draws my head to his chest, where it sits perfectly between his pectoral muscles. His hands rub my back and thighs. He fills his palm with shower gel and thoroughly cleans my body from tip to toe, even shampooing and conditioning my hair. Everything smells of him. I think this is where he gets the hint of lavender that I smell on him so frequently.


  He drops to his knees in front of me, the water drowning him as he places his head against my stomach and hugs me. Pulling him up to a standing position, I take the shower gel and reciprocate, making sure to spend extra time on his finer parts. I fall to my knees and devour the man in front of me.


  Who would have known that I would love this so much? The moans of pleasure coming from him tell me that he loves it equally, if not more. Feeling his legs shudder, I shift and lead him to the bench, where he can sit and enjoy what I have to offer.


  It doesn’t take long for me to take control of the situation. In fact, as soon as I wrap my lips around him, I’m in charge. I love that I have so much power over him. In all other things, Damon seems to always be in control. I work him up and down until I know he is at the point of no return and then I close the deal. I have never heard a man cry out my name in the throes of passion until this moment, and I know now that I want to hear that sound again and again.


  Damon pulls me to his lap and we sit together as the water pours over us and prunes our skin. My head leans lazily against his shoulder as he cradles me in his arms. We sit like this until the water begins to run cold and I begin to shiver. He rises with me in his arms, turns off the water, and carries me out of the shower.


  Setting me down on the soft rug in the bathroom, he rushes to the linen cabinet, pulls out a large bath towel, and wraps me in it. Taking another towel, he drapes it around his waist. After he gathers me up in his arms, I’m transported to one of the overstuffed chairs, where he sits and places me on his lap. The towel falls away, but he picks it up and gently dries my skin and towel dries my hair.


  I am having a hard time separating this man from the angry man in the kitchen. If I am honest with myself, that man rarely shows up, but when he does, it is an unsettling experience. We sit staring at the view for a very long time. My body is sucking the warmth from his. The stars are full and bright, and they light up the night sky. It’s a magical moment.


  “I can’t imagine you with another man.”


  I am jolted from my peaceful moment and catapulted back to the here and now.


  “You don’t have to picture me with another man. I’m here with you.” My hand cradles his cheek as I say the words.


  “You are now, but what about tomorrow or next week or next month?”


  “Damon, you made it really clear that you were not ready for a relationship. You wanted to start really slow. I remember agreeing to take it one kiss at a time.”


  “We are way beyond kisses, Katarina. The minute I sank myself into you, everything changed. I don’t know why, but it did, and I need to know that you are mine.”


  “I’m yours, Damon, if that’s what you want.”


  “I want you. I’m ready to move forward. You brand me with your kisses. You mesmerize me with your laugh. You astonish me with your candor. And you completely paralyze my heart with your ability to love. About two months ago, you told me that I was loveable and worthy. I didn’t agree. I still don’t think that I’m worthy of your love, but I want it. I need it.”


  My eyes are filled with tears. I have never had anyone talk to me like that before. His words are heartfelt and earnest, and they make my heart tighten in my chest.


  “Don’t cry, Angel.” Damon wipes my tears and muffles my sobs with a kiss.


  “They’re good tears, Damon. I never expected to hear such beautiful words come out of your mouth.”


  “I guess there’s hope for me yet,” he says with a small smile. “It’s getting late. Are you ready to go to bed?”


  His strong arms carry me to the massive bed, where he gently lays me on the soft sheets. I feel his body slide next to mine and his arms pull me close. His chin sits comfortably above my shoulder. His breath tickles my neck and sends small shivers down my spine. I know his intent was to climb in bed and sleep, but the nearness of him makes that impossible. We make love one more time. As the exhaustion takes over us, we have no choice but to fall asleep.
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  The light pours through the wall of glass and wakes me from my slumber. Stretching my body, I feel every muscle cry out in rebellion. I reach over to feel for Damon and find him lying next me with his head propped up on his elbow. His hair is mussed up and his erection tells me that he is fully awake.


  “Good morning, Angel. Did you sleep well?”


  “Yes, I slept like the dead. How long have you been up?”


  “Less than an hour. I’ve been watching you sleep. You look so beautiful and relaxed.” He brushes a strand of hair from my forehead. “I made coffee. Would you like some?”


  “Sure. I can come down and get it myself.”


  Damon gets up and walks to the table between the overstuffed chairs to pick up a white coffee carafe.


  “I have some right here. Black with a dash of cream, right?”


  “How do you remember? We have had coffee together just a few times.”


  “It’s all in the details. Once you have some coffee, I can fix you some breakfast. I make a mean omelet.”


  Damon hands me my coffee and slides back into bed next to me. Sitting up, I pull myself to him and lean my head on his shoulder. My hands seem to take on a life of their own as I caress his thigh, and the course hair feels prickly against my palm. My hand runs farther up and finds his erection bobbing against his thigh. Taking it in my hand, I feel the power it releases. It has some type of control over me.


  “Aren’t you sore?” Damon’s eyes are alight with a fiery passion.


  “No. Yes. Well… I’m sore, but not enough to want to stop. You have turned me on to dessert first and now I’m afraid that’s all I want. Just dessert—all of the time.”


  “Oh, my girl has a sweet tooth! Who am I to deny her?”


  Damon takes my coffee cup from my hand and places it on the table next to the bed. He grabs my arms, pulls me out of bed, and takes me to the wall of windows.


  “I have always wanted to do this,” he says. He places me against the window as if he is going to frisk me. Using his feet, he spreads my legs apart. He grasps my hips, and positions me so that I am slightly bent-over. With my hands against the glass and my face looking out over the most pristine view, Damon takes me from behind. His entry is soft, but everything after that is hard and demanding. He pounds into me with power and passion, every stroke pushing my body against the cool glass while he heats up my backside with his relentless assault.


  Reaching around my body, he finds the place that will take me over the edge. As he strokes me, I find myself soaring through the canopy of trees. The pleasure he brings me is unimaginable, yet I can’t imagine life without it ever again. My climax comes crashing over me as I’m leaning against the window and continue to take the blows powered by Damon’s body. As the last pulse of my orgasm fades and my muscles begin to relax, I feel Damon stiffen and begin to pulse inside of me, the hot splash of his release coating me while his arms pull me back and cradle me.


  “That’s quite a view,” I comment.


  Smiling, he says, “It’s not bad from back here either.”


  “I would ask you if it bothers you that anyone can see us, but I think I already know the answer.”


  “I think you’ll be surprised by my answer. First off, you would have to be flying to see us, and this is a no-fly zone. Second, I am not a voyeur or an exhibitionist. I like the thrill of the unexpected, but once it’s done, it’s done. This, however, will need to be repeated many times before I tire of it. I never want to share you with anyone, and I don’t want anyone looking at what is only mine to see. Having said that, I have a few places where I would like to take you. If we end up going to those places, I will protect you from prying eyes. I promise.”


  “I’m intrigued. I can’t imagine going anywhere with you and not wanting to have you inside of me.”


  “Come on. I am going to feed you. You can’t live off of sex alone.”
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  Damon does make a mean omelet. We enjoy our breakfast on the deck out back. The view of the canyon is breathtaking, and the air smells so fresh and clean. It’s hard to believe that we are only twenty minutes outside of the city.


  After cleaning up our dishes, he takes me on a tour of the house. It spans three floors, each containing a large deck off the back. As we enter the theater, I am amazed at how much it looks like an actual theater. There is a concession stand with a popcorn machine and a glass case that contains everything from Whoppers to Sour Patch Kids.


  “Tonight we’ll watch our movie. I had it delivered yesterday.”


  “How do you do that? You must have some amazing connections.”


  “It’s not always what you know, but often who you know, that’s more important. We can invite Anthony and Emma over if you want.”


  “Is it okay if we don’t this time? This is my first weekend with you and I want to share you with as few people as possible.”


  “Don’t forget to call your parents about tomorrow. Sadly, I already told my mother we would stop by after lunch for a quick visit. I hope that’s okay.”


  “Of course it’s okay. I really like your mom. What time are we going over there?”


  “Not for a few hours. We have time for other things if you’re interested.”


  “I can definitely be persuaded to do other things.”


  Damon and I spent the next two hours making love on every surface we could lie on, kneel on, or stand on. Nothing was exempt. We started downstairs on the pool table and ended upstairs on the kitchen counter, with lawn chairs, desks, and benches in between. We only stopped because Damon complained that it hurt to come after so many times. We decided to drag our sore bodies up the stairs to his bedroom and get ready to visit his mother.


  Unpacking my bag, I pull out the red silk scarf and set in on the bed. Damon looks from me to the scarf and tells me, “We’ll need that later.” The way he says it makes me start to warm all over. He walks over to the corner where my things are placed and picks up my black stiletto shoes, “We’ll need these too.”


  I feel the heat of a blush rise from my chest to my face.


  “I told you that we were going to have sex so much that you may not be able to walk on Monday, but I know your boss and I can get him to cut you some slack.” He winks at me as he goes to the bathroom to prepare our shower.


  We take a long, leisurely shower, enjoying the simple pleasure of lathering and rinsing each other. He washed my hair and detangled it with his conditioner. Stepping out of the shower, we dry each off. Damon reaches for my brush and pulls it from my crown to the ends until everything is smooth. I have never had a man brush my hair. I don’t even think my dad ever brushed my hair. It feels so much better when someone else is doing it. The bristles of my brush massage my scalp as Damon gently strokes all of the tangles free.


  “I love your hair. It’s soft and silky and it always smells so good.” He lifts my wet hair and brings it to his nose.


  “You always smell good too. What cologne do you wear?”


  “Something from D & G. My mom gave it to me for Christmas and I like it.”


  “I like it too.”


  Damon quickly gets dressed and excuses himself to take care of e-mails and phone calls. I spend the next thirty minutes getting ready to visit Damon’s mom.


  We arrive around one o’clock and are welcomed with hugs for both of us and a kiss for Damon.


  “It’s so good to see you two together again.”


  What do you say to something like that? Nothing comes to mind, so I simply say, “Thanks. It’s good to see you too.” What I want to say but can’t is that we have been inseparable since yesterday and have been having nonstop sex like two dogs in heat. It would be true, but so inappropriate.


  Keeping my thoughts in my head and away from my mouth, I follow Damon out to the courtyard. Rose has it set up with iced tea and snacks. Damon guides me over to the settee, where I sit gingerly. He notices my slowness and gives me an I-told-you-so grin. Sitting next to me, he lifts my hand and places it in his lap. His mother misses nothing and smiles warmly at the show of affection I received from her son.


  “Damon, be a good son and go to the cellar and grab a bottle of that Italian wine you like so much. I want to send it home with Katarina.”


  Damon stands and starts to walk away, but before he exits, he turns to his mother and says, “Behave yourself, mother.”


  Rose laughs at his attempt to censure her.


  “I knew the day that I met you that you would be good for my son. He’s being a gentleman, right? He can be a bit pushy and demanding.”


  “He’s always a gentleman, patient and accommodating.”


  “Really? You must make him happy. It’s been entirely too long since I have seen him so carefree and content. Those other girls drove me nuts. I know one of them is your roommate, and she is pleasant enough, but all the other girls were mere distractions. He’ll be back soon, but I wanted to let you know how happy I am that you two are seeing one another. Don’t let him boss or bully you. He’ll try, but push back. The Noble men are strong and stubborn, which means that you need to be stronger and more stubborn.”


  “What’s this about stubborn, Mother?” Damon walks out to the courtyard carrying a bottle of merlot.


  “Your mother was saying that stubbornness runs in your family and I was commenting that I hadn’t seen that trait yet. I’ll have to be on the lookout for it.”


  “I am not even going to respond. In my twenty-nine years, I have learned one thing and that is you don’t argue with a group of women. It never goes well.”


  “You’re a smart man,” I reply.


  “Tell me how things are going with the new club?” Rose asks.


  Damon gives his mom the details about the last-minute fixes and extravagant opening night festivities. He proudly tells her what a great job I have done with the gift bags, making me feel good about my accomplishment.


  “How do like working at Noble, Katarina? Is it everything you thought it would be?” she inquires.


  I look at Damon and then back at Rose before I answer.


  “It’s turned out to be more than I could have hoped for. I finish my internship there the week of the opening. It has been such a great experience, and I have been blessed to learn so much from Trevor. I’m sure that the experience will help me find a permanent job. I have been working this week to make sure I know what the band needs. Trevor has put me in charge of the green room. I am very excited about that.”


  “That sounds lovely. I am confident that you will do well in the job market, Katarina. What else do you have planned for the weekend?”


  I look to Damon, because I don’t know what we have planned.


  “Katarina and I are going to do a little shopping and then dinner and a movie. Tomorrow we will be having dinner with her parents.”


  Rose’s eyes shoot up in surprise, and then a smile spreads across her face.


  “That sounds lovely. Katarina. I want you to put my number in your phone so that you can call me next week and we can meet for lunch.”


  “Katarina has lunch with me, Mother,” Damon says in a purely possessive manner.


  “Nonsense. You can live without her for a day.” Rose recites her number as I plug it into my phone, and then we’re off.


  Damon drives a few blocks down the street and then turns left. Halfway down the block, he pulls into a driveway where a large colonial-looking house sits in the center of an enormous piece of land. It’s hard to believe that anyone can still own space like that in the Los Angeles area.


  “Where are we?”


  “We are at my childhood home. Follow me. I want to show you something.”


  Damon takes my hand and leads me around the side of the house to the backyard. Sitting in the center is a massive oak tree with the coolest tree house I have ever seen. There are several levels, each attached with ladders and ropes. Tattered window curtains blow in the breeze.


  “Come and look. This is where I spent nearly all of my childhood.”


  I can’t believe we are sneaking into someone else’s tree house. If we get caught, I am placing all of the blame on Damon. I want to say no, but I can feel his excitement, and the fact that he is sharing such an intimate part of his life with me makes me forge on.


  He reaches down and removes my heels before he guides my hands to the ladder and climbs up behind me. We take one rung at a time, with him nipping at my behind. Once at the top, I am in awe of the place. A kid could get lost up here. It’s a fantasy come true. There are spyglasses and a telescope. In the corner, there is a treasure chest full of who knows what. Wooden benches are built into one side of the structure. Damon guides me to a bench and sits me down. He kneels in front of me and glides his hands up my thighs. The action lifts my dress high on my legs and exposes the juncture between them.


  “Damon, stop. This house belongs to some kid. As enticing as it sounds, I don’t want to get caught with my pants down up here.”


  “Relax, Angel, this house belongs to me, and it’s on my list of places to take you. I want you, and I want you here.”


  How can I say no to that? The man has a fantasy of making love to me in a tree house. Who am I to reject him?


  I relax my thighs as Damon removes my panties. He spreads my legs wider and pulls me forward, giving him complete access to my sex. It takes very little time and coaxing for me to completely surrender to him. His lips and mouth are all over me, and I surge toward my release, but he retreats just before I can peak. I frantically unbutton and unzip his pants. I can’t pull them down quickly enough. As soon as they drop to his knees, I attack his cock like a bear eating honey. There is nowhere my tongue does reach or explore. Grabbing his ass, I pull him deeper inside of my mouth so that he glides partly down my throat.


  “Jesus. How do you do that?”


  With my mouth full, I can’t answer him. I can tell that he is nearing his finale, and I am happy to help him get there, but suddenly he shifts his body. He sits on the bench, picks me up, and impales me on his shaft. In one smooth movement, he has us both shuddering in earth-shaking rapture.


  Relaxing against his chest, I lean my head back and look at the ceiling of the tree house. Carved above my head are three sets of initials: SN, RN, and DN.


  He looks to see where my eyes have traveled. “Lots of childhood memories.”
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  As we pull out of the driveway, I reach over to take Damon’s hand.


  “How many girls did you bring up to that tree house when you were a boy?” I ask teasingly.


  “None. Girls weren’t allowed. Even my mom has never been in it. There are three sets of initials on the ceiling. They are the only people who have been in that tree house: my dad, my brother, and me. You are the first girl up there, as long as you don’t count the scores of Penthouse magazines stashed in the treasure chest. When we have more time, I will take you on a tour of the main house.”


  “Why do you keep the house if you’re not going to live in it?” I ask.


  “It’s a house built for a family, not for a bachelor. I keep it because I can’t let go of it. I’m not ready yet.”


  I don’t ask any questions. We all have things we are not ready to let go of. I still have a collection of Barbies. I also kept the collar to the first dog we ever had. She passed away when I was fifteen, but I have never been able to part with that collar.


  “Where are we going?”


  “I am taking you shopping. I think I owe you a couple of pairs of underwear.”


  “What do you have against my underwear? You stole the first pair and destroyed the second. Pretty soon, I won’t have any. I won’t ever be able to walk across the glass floor at Ahz without showing everyone my goodies.”


  “No one is allowed to see your goodies but me, which is why we are going to buy an obscene amount of underwear so that I don’t feel bad about ripping them off of you.”


  The thought makes me squirm in my seat.


  “Stop squirming or I may have to take a detour.”


  “Aren’t you getting tired of me yet?”


  “Never. Are you getting tired of me?”


  “Never. I think I am just getting started with you, Mr. Noble.”


  The smile on his face indicates his pleasure with my answer.


  Damon takes me to an exclusive lingerie shop on Rodeo Drive. He insists on watching me while I try everything on. I walk out of the store with two bags of tiny strips of fabric. They don’t cover much, but that won’t matter because they won’t last a second with Damon around.


  “Where are we headed now?”


  “You gave me an idea. I want to try something out.”


  “Uh… Oh, shall I say goodbye to the underwear I have on?”


  “Most definitely.” Damon speeds toward our destination. As we pull into the garage at Ahz, I can only imagine what he has planned.


  As soon as we enter, Damon has a discussion with security. His smile is so big. I can’t imagine what he has planned, but I can see that it makes him happy.


  Eventually, I find myself on the fifth floor with the music playing the lights flashing. We hold each other and dance to the sounds of K-Ci and JoJo as the song All My Life plays through the sound system. Damon’s hands sit on my hips until he reaches down to strip me of my underwear.


  “Damon. People can see me. All my goodies are showing.”


  “Shhh. No one can see you. Security has cleared the building, and I had them shut off the security feed. It’s totally private. Come here. I want to make love to my girlfriend on the glass floor of my club.”


  “Damon, you just called me your girlfriend. You know what I said about flattery and sweet words?”


  “No, tell me again,” he says as he works on taking my clothes off.


  “Sweet words are going to get you laid on a glass floor in your club.”


  He jumps up as if fist pumping the air and yells, “Yes!” After he makes quick work of undressing himself, we settle on the cool glass floor for a slow, sweet session.


  When we are finished, he doesn’t allow me to get up or get dressed. He slips on his pants and tells me he will be right back. I lie on my stomach with my breasts pressed to the floor. Resting my head on my arms, I look through the glass to the VIP room below, where I see Damon smiling. I laugh and roll over to give him the backside view.


  When he returns, he confesses, “That was awesome. I will never be able to be in that VIP lounge and not think of you lying naked on the floor above me. If I died today, I would die a happy man.”


  “I’m starving. Are you going to feed me anytime soon? I get grumpy if I don’t eat.” I look at Damon and push my lips out into a pout.


  “How about In & Out? We can take it home and watch a movie.”


  “Perfect. I want a double with fries and a chocolate shake.”


  Damon gives me a look of shock.


  “Don’t look at me like that. I have been exercising from morning to nightfall for two days now. I’m famished.”


  “You have to be hungry. I exercise all of the time and I’m famished and worn out. I think the scarf and heels are going to have to wait for another day. I think you’re trying to kill me.”


  “Me? Who wanted to make love in a tree house and on a glass floor?”


  “Okay, I’m guilty. I just can’t get enough of you. Oh…and the glass floor was a sight to behold.”
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  Damon and I take our dinner down to the theater and watch the new release he managed to procure. We snuggle on the theater seats and enjoy a peaceful night together. We are both exhausted from the physical demands of pleasing each other. Shortly after we finish the movie, we both make our way up to Damon’s bed and collapse. We lie in bed and talk for a while. Lying next to Damon feels so natural.


  “I think I’m falling in love with you, Damon,” I admit cautiously. I don’t know how he will respond to my declaration of love, but I know it’s something that needs to be said. I can’t fall any further and expect to survive.


  Pulling me as close as possible, he tells me, “I love your love, Katarina. I will do my best to be worthy of it. My life is better because you’re in it.”


  It’s not an affirmation of love, but it may be as close as I will get from Damon. I was taught that actions speak louder than words. Damon’s actions say that he cares for me. I fall asleep in his arms with his breath on my neck and my heart in his hands.
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  “Should I be afraid of meeting your parents?”


  Stuck in traffic on the Interstate 210, we have plenty of time to talk. Normally, it’s the 405 that’s bottlenecked, so it’s odd that we are at a complete stop.


  “You should be terrified. I don’t come from the average American family. My parents are way ahead of their time in many ways, but they are traditional and old fashioned in others. I couldn’t date until I was sixteen, and everyone had to meet my dad before I was allowed to go anywhere with them. My dad made copies of my date’s identification cards so he could track them down if I disappeared.”


  “Thank goodness I brought my ID. They may even let me back out of the house with you,” he teases.


  “You have nothing to worry about these days. I’m on my own. Once I went off to college, my parents figured that they had done their job. If I didn’t know how to take care of myself, then I would succumb to natural selection.”


  “You’re joking, right? I have never met a daddy that didn’t obsess over his girl’s safety.”


  “My dad worries about my safety, but he trusts that I can make good choices for myself.”


  We inch along on the freeway until we come across an awful car accident. It is hard to imagine someone surviving what we see off to the side of the road.


  “That’s a bad one,” Damon says.


  “I hate the traffic in Los Angeles. People get distracted so easily with cell phones and other stuff. Accidents happen when people don’t pay attention. How sad.”


  We sit in silence for a few minutes. Once we clear the accident, the freeway opens up and it’s smooth sailing. I break the silence with a question.


  “So since we were talking about the girls you have dated. Were there a lot of fathers that you had to meet?


  I can imagine Damon swaggering in to meet some girl’s father. I wonder if he has always been cool and confident or if he has ever wavered.


  “I’ve only met one girl’s father. He was okay. Since then, I wouldn’t call what I have been doing dating. You’re my first date in about ten years.”


  “Damon. You can choose not to answer, but who is this girl who broke your heart?”


  Damon continues to stare ahead toward traffic. I can tell that he is biting the inside of his cheek by the pucker it has caused on his face. I wish that he would just open up to me. It would be so much easier to have a battle against a known enemy. I have no idea what’s happened in Damon’s life. It’s like walking in a minefield. I never know what I may step on that will explode in my face.


  “Mara was my first and only girlfriend before you. All I will say is that she was unfaithful and it destroyed me.”


  I take Damon’s hand in my own and squeeze. I can’t imagine what it would feel like to give your love and trust to someone, only to have her betray you.


  “I’m so sorry, Damon. I can’t imagine what that must be like. I can promise you that I would never invalidate our relationship by being unfaithful to you. I am yours and only yours.”


  His large hand wraps around mine. I am forced to lean toward him as he brings my hand to his lips for a kiss.


  “What else do I need to know about your family?”


  I can tell that he wants to make a good impression on my family, and the thought is so sweet.


  “The best way to earn my family’s respect is to be honest. Engage in conversation and enjoy yourself. The members of my family have no filters at all. Don’t be surprised at how inappropriate they can be. Everyone says exactly what he or she is thinking or feeling. Out of the whole bunch, I am probably the most reserved, and that’s not saying much. For example, penises were the topic at dinner for Thanksgiving last year. How you end up talking about penises during turkey dinner is beyond me, but it happened. We ended the conversation when my brother thought vaginas should get equal billing.”


  “I agree with your brother. I think vaginas should get equal or top billing.”


  Poor Damon has no idea what he’s heading into.


  “Are they like you? If they are, I am going to like them just fine.”


  “Yes, they are like me, but on steroids. You are going to have to pay close attention or they will bulldoze you.”


  “Okay. I’ll try my best to keep up.”


  My mom must hear the roar of Damon’s tricked-out Mustang as we pull into the driveway. I see her walking towards us, drying her hands on the kitchen towel she has tucked into the waist of her jeans. Once we exit the car, she walks to me and gives me a bear hug, then walks straight to Damon to say hello.


  “So this is the Viking god you were telling me about? I must say, Katarina, you were right. He is every inch as beautiful as you described. Turn around, Damon, and let me see the whole package.”


  Damon looks at me, raising his eyebrows in question. I return his look with an I-told-you-so look of my own. Damon turns around as he was told. His blue jeans hug his body, showing everything he has to offer. His butt and thighs fill the material to perfection. The yellow shirt fits snug against his chest, showing off his finely tuned muscles. The sleeves stretch over his beautiful biceps. They are the same biceps that flexed above me this morning while he planted himself between my thighs.


  “Do I pass inspection, Mrs. Cross?” Damon asks.


  “Oh yes, you’ll do. I just love a little eye candy at the table. It makes the meal just a little bit sweeter.”


  “Leave him be, Mom. He’s been here for less than five minutes and you have already made him an ornament at the table. Come on, Damon. Time to meet the other comedian who raised me.”


  Entering the house, I see not only my father, but my brother Chris as well.


  “When did you decide to come to dinner?” I ask Chris.


  “When you decided to bring a boy home, little sister.”


  “Damon is hardly a boy. What about you? When are you going to bring a boy home for dinner, Chris?”


  “I’ll bring one home when I can find one worthy of me. I’m not easy and I’m not cheap.”


  “Good for you. Set your standards high.”


  The rest of the afternoon went very much like the beginning. Everyone sized up Damon and asked him completely inappropriate questions. My dad and brother took turns asking him what his intentions were, and Damon, to his credit, was able to stand on his own two feet. He dished it back as fast as my family could serve it up. This is quite an accomplishment for someone who didn’t grow up with this as the norm.


  “Does anyone want dessert?” my mom asks.


  I burst into laughter at the mention of dessert. Looking into Damon’s eyes, I see that he is struggling to contain his laughter as well.


  This has obviously piqued my mom’s curiosity. “Is there something that I should know?” “I’m sure Katarina will love some dessert. She has quite a sweet tooth and often goes for dessert first. Sometimes her appetite requires her to skip everything else and have just dessert.”


  “Is that so? She never had much of a sweet tooth growing up, but I suppose tastes can change as you age. So is that a yes or no on dessert?”


  We pass on the dessert and opt to take a tour of the house instead. It isn’t all that big, so it doesn’t take very long to make the rounds. We finish the tour in my bedroom, where I close the door and grab Damon by his shirt. Fisting handfuls of the cotton, I drag him toward me and pull him to my twin bed.


  “Should we be on your bed like this in your parents’ house, Angel?” Damon looks uncomfortable, and it makes me want to giggle. Seeing Damon out of his element is entertaining.


  “Well, if my dad finds you in my bed, he’ll kill you, but isn’t that what you like? The thrill of the unknown is what turns you on, right?”


  “I would like to live a little longer, if only to be able to complete my fantasy list with you.”


  “No worries. I am nearly twenty-four and my parents are not coming in to check on us. Are you interested in dessert, Damon? I would love to treat you to dessert in my bedroom. First in my bed and then in Emma’s.”


  “Emma’s bed? The other twin is Emma’s?”


  Damon and I lie on my bed while I try to explain why Emma has a bed in my room.


  “So you see, once her mom died, she only had her dad. He was a truck driver, and he was gone a lot. Emma pretty much lived with us throughout her middle school and high school years. My mom eventually bought her a bed so we could share a room when she was here. We’re like sisters.”


  Feeling a bit naughty and a tad bit brave, I quickly unbutton and unzip his snug jeans. With a shift of his hips and a forceful tug, Damon’s jeans are down to his knees and my mouth is wrapped around his erection. The groan that escapes his mouth makes me giggle.


  “The louder your sounds, the more likely my dad will come to investigate. Imagine what he will do if he sees me sucking you off.”


  Damon closes his mouth immediately and bites on his lower lip to ensure that his mouth stays closed. My hands roam up and down his body. The feel of him under my fingertips is the best thing ever. I wrap my fist around his base and take his engorged length completely into my wet mouth. The rhythm goes from slow and steady to fast and frantic. I watch Damon’s face go from sexual torment to ecstasy as he finds his release. I suck him completely dry while he silently squirms beneath me, not wanting to make a sound. Lifting myself from between his legs, I lick my lips and then wink at the man I love.


  Holy shit, I love him. I love everything about him, from the scent of his body and the taste of his skin to the feel of his hands on me and his cock inside of me. I love the way confidence oozes from every pore unless I have unnerved him in some way. I also love that he is dependable and at the same time unpredictable. I love Damon Noble.


  “You’re crazy, Katarina. You’re parents could have come in at any moment and seen us. What’s even crazier is that I didn’t care. There was nothing that I wanted more than your mouth on me. I would have taken any beating your dad would have given me just to be with you.”


  “I love the fact that you would have taken a beating for me, but there was no risk of us getting caught. My parents take a walk after dinner every night. It takes them forty-three minutes from start to finish. My brother is oblivious. He’s tuned into 60 Minutes.”


  “Ah, your brother. I’m not really a good judge when it comes to this subject, but is your brother gay?”


  “You are very astute, my dear. Was it the talk of bringing boys home or his feminine swagger?” I tease. “My brother came out several years ago. It wasn’t a big deal with my family. I think we all knew anyway. We just gave him time to figure it out himself. That’s the one thing I love about my family. There has never been any pressure to be anything than what you are already.” I shift so that I am lying with my head on his chest. “My parents challenged us to be better and do better. They never demanded anything from us, except that we lived our lives with honesty and integrity. Having parents like ours allows my brother to live his life being honest with himself. It’s powerful having parents who love you unconditionally as you probably know. Your mother loves you unconditionally.”


  “My mother does love me, but she has no choice. I’m the only one left. She has no other options.”


  “Oh, Damon. Someday you are going to tell me why you think you’re so unlovable, and I am going to convince you why you’re wrong.”


  We straighten ourselves out and go in search of Chris. We find him exactly where I thought he would be —sitting in front of the massive flat screen TV watching the news.


  “So you two decided to come up for air? That was really quick.” Chris looks at Damon as if to say, Sorry, man.


  Damon looks like he has no idea what to say to Chris. If he defends himself, he all but admits that we were up to no good. If he doesn’t defend himself, he pretty much admits to being quick in the sack. I decide to ride in on the white steed and save my man.


  “Sometimes quality is so much better than quantity, Chris. It turns me on knowing that I can get my man to the point of no return lickety split.” I take my tongue and let it linger slowly as it circles my lips. Damon looks at me in shock and wonder.


  “Touché, sis. So, Damon, what do I have to do to get an invite to Ahz? I’m thinking that, since my sister already did the deed, I should get some residual benefits.”


  “I’ll send you an invite, but not because you’re trying to pimp your sister out. Only because you will fit right in with my target audience.”


  “Wow, so someone’s finally going to cater to the strapping young gay population of the world? Normally we’re hidden in the basement or back alley clubs.”


  “I’m not opening a gay club, Chris. I am opening a club that, no matter what your gender preference is, you are encouraged to attend and enjoy yourself.”


  “I thought you were going to tell me I was encouraged to come. I was getting really excited about that.”


  “Stop flirting with my boyfriend, Chris. Go find your own,” I say.


  “No worries. I have the lickety down, but I fear Damon likes the split, and I just don’t have one of those.”


  Damon looks back and forth at both of us. I tried to warn him, but I don’t think he believed me. Minutes later, my parents return from their walk, which in turn saves Damon from the inevitable ribbing he would have received from my brother. The conversation remains candid, but there is no more talk of blowjobs or splits.


  “What’s on your agenda for the rest of the afternoon, Katarina?” my mom asks.


  “Not much. I have some laundry to do. I have a paper to edit and I need to iron my gown for graduation. I need to get some things that I left at Damon’s house and I want to read the next few chapters of Bound.”


  “Oh, I loved that book! I tried to get your dad to read it, but he wasn’t interested. What about you, Damon? Are you interested?”


  “Katarina and I are reading it together. We sort of have our own private book club going on. We meet on Wednesdays to discuss the week’s chapters. I find the story very interesting. The characters almost seem familiar,” Damon says to my mother as he looks at me.


  “I bet you two have some very interesting conversations. How is Emma? I haven’t heard from her in a few weeks. I hope that she is okay?”


  “She’s fine, Mom. She’s seeing a man named Anthony. You will meet him at our graduation.”


  “Is she still selling her time? Or has she given up that endeavor now that she will be graduating? How does one put ‘professional escort’ on a résumé?” she inquires.


  “I don’t know. Maybe ‘excellent interpersonal skills’ or ‘flexible scheduling’ could be a highlight. She closed up shop as soon as she started dating Anthony. She seems to be really serious about him. Damon has been friends with him for a while and he says that he’s a good guy, so I trust that he is.”


  “That’s good to know. She is just like a daughter to me,” my mom says.


  “We have to head out, Mom. See you next Monday at my graduation. I love you.”


  Damon and I say our goodbyes and begin the trip home. Damon looks relaxed and carefree.


  “Well, what did you think of my family?”


  “I love your family. I can see why you are so upfront and honest. Your family just lays it out there. That’s a great quality to have. You brother is very funny, and I will be happy to invite him to the grand opening of Ahz. Is he dating anyone? I only ask for invitation purposes.”


  “Thanks for clarifying. I would hate to be thrown to the side for my brother,” I tease. “My brother is not really a dating kind of guy. He’s still in his trying-everyone-out phase. One day, he’ll find the right guy and settle down, but until then I think we can all agree that he’s a man-whore. I’m sure he will love the invitation.”


  “How do you maintain your purity and innocence in that family?”


  “Like I said before, I was able to ask anything. I didn’t have to sneak out and try things just to learn about them. That saved me to a great degree. My mom always told me to make sure to take care of myself and that if I were going to give myself to a man, then I should make sure he was worthy of me. I wish I could say that the first two were worthy, but they were not. I had nothing to compare their worth to. I would give myself to you all over again if given the chance.”


  “How about tonight? Let’s go get some of your things so that you can stay with me. The last two nights have been amazing, and I don’t want to be without you. What do you say? Bring your laundry and your gown. My housekeeper can take care of all of that for you.”


  “You have a housekeeper?”


  “Yes, she comes in Monday through Friday. If you stay tonight, you can meet her tomorrow. She would be thrilled to have something else to do.”


  “How many of your sleepovers has she met?”


  “None. I don’t have sleepovers at my house. You are the first and only girl who’s been in my house besides my mom and Claire, the housekeeper. It’s kind of like my tree house. Entrance is by personal invite only.”


  That information comes as quite a surprise. I am the only girl who has slept in Damon’s bed, showered in his shower, and sat at his breakfast bar. I smile knowing that, for whatever reason, I have an exclusive invitation from him.


  “Where did you have sex before me?” I hope he doesn’t say in the booth at a restaurant. I want those moments that we shared to be something special, not something he does with all the girls.


  “Mostly hotels, sometimes their places. Sex with women from my past was purely for personal satisfaction. Sex with you feels like I need it for survival. Are you going to stay tonight?”


  “Yes, I’m going to stay tonight. Are we going to revisit the scarf and heels?”


  “Absolutely. I have a few ideas for that scarf and those shoes.” He wiggles his brows at me in a comedic gesture.


  “I was thinking about the book. What would you say if I wanted to try some things from the book?” I have to admit that many of the things described in the book are intriguing. I wouldn’t mind experimenting.


  “I told you earlier that I am always open to experimentation. Just don’t ask me to hit you.”


  “There is no risk of that. I have no desire to be beaten. I was thinking that we could write the things that interest us down on a piece of paper. We could put them in a bag, and each time we meet about the book, we can pick one and give it a try. What do you think?”


  “I’m intrigued and turned on. We have about 150 pages left in the book so let’s agree to do fifty pages a week. We can finish the book in three weeks.”


  “Are you in a hurry to finish the book?” I ask.


  “No, I’m in a hurry to get to the little pieces of paper.”


  I giggle at his comment. “I don’t know how I ended up at this place with you, but I am really glad I’m here. The day you picked me up for the hospital benefit, you nearly looked right through me. I didn’t think that you found me attractive at all. What changed your mind?”


  “I was stunned by your beauty. I looked over and saw the most beautiful woman dressed in red, and you took my breath away. When we entered the car and your dress rode up your leg, I was speechless. You have incredible legs. I had no idea how to respond to you. I sat staring at you all night wondering what it was about you that was so different.”


  “Did you ever figure it out?”


  “Yes, I did. I have a theory anyway. I feel like the universe delivered you to me. All sorts of things had to happen to put you in my path. I can’t ignore that. I think we were created for one another. Have you ever wondered why you haven’t met the right person yet?”


  “I’m guessing it’s because I was waiting for you,” My answer probably sounded more like a question than a statement. “I’d like to think that we are meant for each other.” We sit in contemplative silence for the duration of the trip.


  The ride to my house was quick. I packed a few things for the next day or so and left a note for Emma on the table. I have no idea how many days Damon will want me to stay or how many days I will want to stay, but I want to be prepared just in case. I make sure to get my copy of Bound before we head back to Damon’s house.


  We both snuggle up on his tan leather couch after we arrive. He is reading Bound and I am putting the finishing touches on my term paper. He startles me as he jumps up and races to the kitchen. He returns momentarily with two pens and two notepads. He slides in next to me and writes several notes. I watch as he scribbles note after note, folding each in half as he finishes. The smile on his face is bit concerning. He is obviously enjoying my challenge.


  “Are you having fun yet, Mr. Noble?”


  “Not yet, but I plan to once we start our book review. I’m really warming up to your idea of doing things by the book.”


  “Should I be scared?”


  “You should be terrified,” he states, repeating the words I said to him earlier today. He raises his eyebrows as the corners of his mouth tilt up to form a smile.


  Damon closes his book and leaves me alone to do some reading on my own. He headed upstairs to his office to check his e-mail and make a few phone calls. Forty minutes later, he reemerges with two glasses of wine and a smile on his face.


  “How’s the book coming? Did you read anything interesting?”


  I pick up a handful of notes to show him that I have indeed been busy. He disappears into the kitchen and returns with a zip-lock storage bag. Placed safely in the bag, our sexual fantasies are zipped tight for future use.


  “Let’s go upstairs. I ran you a bath and thought that maybe you might let me join you.” He takes me by the hand and leads me to his bathroom.


  Damon undresses me and helps me into the steaming bubble bath. He lights candles and turns out the lights before he joins me. I lean against his chest. His arms are wrapped around me and come to rest just under my breasts. The feel of his leg as it slides down my own feels like a sensual massage. His ankles wrap around mine, giving him the control to open and close my legs as he pleases. I relax completely against him and sip my wine in silence.


  “I want to do this every night with you. It feels so natural to have you here with me. It’s so comfortable. Move your things in here, and share my world.”


  I am stunned. Who is this man lying behind me? Two months ago, he didn’t date. He didn’t have relationships, and he certainly wasn’t looking to have someone share his world.


  “Wow, Damon. I don’t know what to say.”


  “Say yes. We’re good together and I’ve never been so happy.”


  “I would love to say yes, but I can’t right now. I would need to give Emma time to find a new roommate. I have to figure out what I am going to do to support myself, and I have to get used to being your girlfriend. It would be so easy to move in here. There is nothing I would want more than to be with you every minute of every day. I’m not willing to give up my space yet. Let’s compromise. We can stay here several days a week and stay at my place several days a week. We will stay apart one day each week. I don’t want you getting tired of me.”


  “I would rather have you here with me each and every day, but I will take you any way I can get you. Do you have room in your closet for a few of my suits?”


  “I’ll make room, Damon.” I wonder what it will feel like to have Damon’s things in my closet. Sharing closet space seems like a huge step.


  I snuggle back against him and feel his joy firm against my bottom. He lathers his hands and begins to gently caress my body. Pulling my legs apart with the slightest move of his ankles, he reaches between my legs and washes me.


  “I am so glad that you don’t wax all of your hair off. I have never been a fan. It’s kind of creepy. Makes me feel like a pedophile.”


  “I almost did. I was told that all men love that. I am so glad that I didn’t. I just chickened out. It seems like it would be incredibly painful to have someone ripping your hair out of your private parts,” I explain. “What about you? You don’t have any chest hair.”


  “I never really grew much chest hair. I had a funny little patch in the center of my chest. It drove me crazy and it itched when I would sweat, so I had it removed with laser treatments about five years ago.”


  “I love your chest. In fact, I love everything about you.”


  “I am so glad that I am living up to your expectations, Angel. You’re turning into a prune. Let’s get out of the bath so I can I take you to bed.”


  We dry off and stroll into the bedroom. Lying on the bed is my red silk scarf. My head swings to where Damon is standing, and I can see that he meant ‘let’s go to bed’ and not ‘let’s go to sleep.’ He tugs at the towel covering me. It drops to the floor and pools around my feet. Damon bends over to pick it up. I am standing in the center of his room, naked except for a smile. Guiding me to the plate-glass window, he stands me in front of it with my naked bottom against the cool glass. On the floor next to my feet are my black stiletto heels. I step into both of them and take my place once again against the glass. The trees and the starry night are my backdrop.


  Damon sits at the end of the bed and stares at me. I decide to ham it up a bit and pose for him. I strike several poses while he sits silently and stares at me. The bobbing of his towel confirms that he likes what he sees. I like giving him pleasure.


  As my grand finale, I step away from the window, turn around, and bend over. I reach down and grab my ankles. Looking at him through my legs, I can see his eyes fill with passion as the intensity of his stare knocks me breathless.


  “Holy hell, you’re killing me. I never thought that you could look any sexier than you did standing in front of the window. I was so wrong.”


  Within seconds, he is pressed up against me. His hardness is nestled between my spread legs as he folds his body over mine. He trails kisses up my back, sending shivers through me. My sex begins to throb. Grabbing my waist, he pulls me back to the bed. With my head on the pillow and my legs bent at the knee, I am on display in my high heels and nothing else. Damon walks around the bed like a predator. He’s ready for the hunt, but I don’t think he’s decided where he’ll attack first.


  As he sips his wine slowly, he gazes at my naked body over the rim of the glass. He flips the light switch, leaving me in the dark. The only light we have is coming from the crescent moon hanging high in the sky. Off to my right, I hear the strike of a match and watch as a candle glows to life.


  My skin feels prickly. I have no idea what Damon has planned, but the anticipation has awakened every nerve in my body.


  “Put your hands above your head, Angel. I want to see how strong this scarf really is. Do you remember the day at the Mongolian BBQ? I believe you trussed yourself up to tease me.”


  Breathlessly, I tell him that I do remember.


  “I am going to enjoy watching you squirm. Don’t move your legs unless I tell you to. If you do, I may have to find something to tie them down with.”


  I follow Damon’s directions and raise my hands above my head. He creates some kind of knot that only a Boy Scout would know and ties me firmly to the spindles of his four-poster bed. I am trapped and at his mercy.


  He begins his torment at my shoes. He raises one leg and then the next straight up before he spreads my legs and dips between to kiss my most intimate parts. I moan as slides his tongue down my right leg, from my thigh to my shoe. He travels back up my left leg and ends where he began. My thighs tense as he places my legs back down on the bed and returns to taste and suck the heated flesh that trembles between my legs.


  “Damon, I want to touch you. Please…let my hands free.”


  “Sorry, Angel. This is my fantasy, and it’s turning out exactly the way I had imagined. I want you squirming and begging. I want to hear you scream my name, and this time, there is no one to hear you. You can scream as loud as you like. I love the little sex sounds you make, but I want to hear what they sound like when you can really give them a voice.”


  I release a sigh as he continues to plunder. It feels like he has grown a thousand hands and a thousand tongues. My whole body sings as he probes, licks, and tantalizes every part of me. I can’t keep my head still as it rocks back and forth against my pillow.


  “Are you thirsty, Angel? Would you like a sip of wine?”


  I nod my head yes; the panting has dried up the moisture in my mouth. I need a sip of wine. Damon looks at me with his sexy blue eyes as he draws in a large mouthful of the blood-red liquid. Leaning over me, he places his lips on mine and lets the wine spill into my mouth. I have never tasted anything so good. The wine was already superb, but wine with a hint of Damon is out of this world. What he doesn’t place into my mouth, he drips into my belly button.


  Slowly, he licks his way from the pool of wine down to my heated flesh. He dips in with a quick, hot stroke of his tongue that is followed by a soft breeze as he blows on my heat. The action causes me to wiggle and the wine spills from my belly button.


  “You spilled. I told you not to squirm. Now I’ll have to punish you,” he says.


  “Punish me? What do you mean punish me?”


  “I’m going to have to spank you.”


  Before I can even register his statement, Damon has flipped me around so that I am lying on my stomach. My bottom is now facing the ceiling. He lifts my hips and tucks a pillow underneath them so that I am almost on my knees. I grasp the headboard with my bound hands trying to gain some balance. Closing my eyes, I try to anticipate the strike that I’m sure is on its way. He rubs my bottom gently, following my crease down to my dripping wet sex. He inserts first one then two fingers into me. The sensation sends me forward, making me bang my head on the headboard.


  “Are you okay?” He reaches up and rubs my head where it banged against the wood.


  “Yes, I’m good. I just didn’t expect—”


  Before I can say another word, Damon lines up and enters me with such force that I can hear his hips and thighs slap against my bottom. The feeling is so intense that I begin to scream out his name just as he said I would.


  “Not yet, Angel,” he says as he pulls out of me.


  “I thought you were going to spank me? I was waiting for the slap,” I say breathlessly.


  “I did spank you. I just used something other than my hand. I would never strike you.”


  “Turn me over so I can be bad again. I want to be punished some more.”


  Damon laughs. He is still lined up for entry, and my pushing backward helps to glide him back into me. The growl that escapes his mouth motivates me to rock back and forth with abandon. I find myself building to my release again. Damon’s name slides off my tongue as I reach higher and beg him to take me there. He stops again, and this time, I want to scream at him not out passion, but out of frustration.


  “Damon, I need you to stop.”


  “I did stop. That’s why you’re frustrated. Be careful what you ask for.”


  I can’t help but snarl and growl as my body continues to tense. Damon flips me once again and reaches up to untie my hands. My hands are released from the headboard, but they remain tied together. He takes my arms and places them over his head. Leaning between my legs, he looks deep into my eyes and presses into my body. I can’t take my eyes off of him. This moment we are sharing is soul shattering. As I stare into his glacier-blue eyes, I scream his name to the stars. My body shatters into pieces. Never taking my eyes from his, I watch as he finds his home and his release inside of me.
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  “Is he a shower or a grower?” Emma leers at me from behind her morning coffee as she asks the question. We haven’t seen each other in what seems like weeks, although it’s only been days. We are spending today together.


  Damon and I have made a tentative schedule where I spend Friday through Monday at his house and he spends Wednesday and Thursday here. Tuesday is our free day. We decided to have more days at his house since I am fairly vocal when we make love and he didn’t want me to feel self-conscious or hold back.


  “Definitely a grower. It’s a wonder to see—and feel and taste.”


  “I love a grower. You never know what you’re going to end up with. It’s like those little animal sponges that become massive once you add water. With a shower, it’s all out there and often it never gets fully erect. I’m so excited for you. Has it been good?”


  “Amazing. We’re basically living together because we can’t get enough of each other.”


  “I got you, girl. It’s the same with Anthony and me. He’s been really stressed lately though. I think it must have something to do with the grand opening of Ahz. I’m glad that we have this day with no men. We can sit around eating Chinese food tonight and comparing notes. What time will you get back from work?”


  “I’ll be home at 5:30 if traffic is light,” I tell her, knowing that traffic being light at 5:00 is just a pipe dream.


  “I’ll be here with orange chicken, fried rice, and a chick flick.”


  “That sounds great. See you tonight Em.”
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  The morning flies by with Trevor and me working on the menus for the VIP lounge. By the time lunch arrives, I am famished with all the talk of food. I can’t wait to see Damon. I kissed him goodbye this morning and raced back to my house for a change of clothes. I am going to need to bring more clothes to his house. He gave me my own closet and several drawers in his bathroom. I’m not sure I will ever get used to Claire doing my laundry, but she doesn’t seem to mind.


  Greta is used to our daily lunches, and as soon as she sees me, she smiles.


  “Good afternoon, Ms. Cross. Head on in. He’s on the phone, but I’m sure he’ll be off in a minute. I ordered you both Asian chicken salads. I hope that sounds okay.”


  “It’s perfect, Greta. You’re the best. Please, call me Katarina.”


  It’s funny how comfortable I am with everyone calling me Katarina. My mom has always used my full name. It’s only been my friends who shortened it. I used to correct them and then got lazy. I eventually let people call me whatever sounded close enough. Damon has made me proud to use my full name. The way it slides off his tongue sounds right to me. I find myself correcting everyone who calls me Kat. The only one who can still get away with it is Emma.


  Entering Damon’s office, I walk to the table, where our lunch is set up. I take a seat and sip on the soda that has been poured for me. Watching as Damon continues his call, I see his brows furrow and his lips stretch in a grim line. His face turns red, starting as a shade of pink at his chin and ending at blood red near his hairline. The vein that runs down the center of his forehead that is usually invisible is now pulsing as the blood runs through it. I can tell that he’s furious. He notices me looking at him and swings his chair to face the other direction. I can hear him yelling under his breath into the phone.


  “I told you to stop calling me. I’m not interested. Go fuck yourself, Mara.” Damon hangs up the phone.


  Mara… Shit. I didn’t expect that, and I’m guessing that Damon didn’t either.


  “Should I leave? Do you need time to calm down and think?”


  “No. If you left, I would be more stressed. I don’t want you to leave. I want you to kiss me.”


  The minute our tongues meet, I know that staying was the right thing. My hands stroke his body, and with each touch, I feel the tension leave him. I know right then what I need to do.


  I back Damon up to the couch and straddle him as we sit. I reach down and release him from his pants as I lift and move my panties to the side. I capture his moan in my mouth as I slide down the length of him. I would have liked to make love to him slowly, but he needs it rough. His release comes hard and fast.


  “Oh God, Katarina. I don’t know what I would do if I couldn’t see you every day. I want you every minute. I think of nothing but you. I am so glad you’re mine. Tonight will be a living hell not being able to spend the night wrapped around you.”


  “I feel the same, but I think it’s good that we have some time to spend with our other friends. Why don’t you call Anthony and see if he wants to hang out with you? If Emma is hanging with me, that means that Anthony is all by himself.”


  “You’re right. I know you need your space. I’m sorry.”


  “I don’t need space from you, Damon. I just need to be able to see my friends as well. Why don’t we plan on having dinner with Emma and Anthony soon? That way we won’t have to live without each other at all.”


  “I’ll call him after our lunch and make the plans. I just don’t want to be without you.”


  After lunch, I finish my day with Trevor and head home for some girly time with Emma.
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  “Do you think I should be worried about this girl named Mara? He was furious with her on the phone.” I have no idea what to make of the call I walked in on, so I ask Emma about it.


  “You told me that he yelled at her. He told her that he wasn’t interested in her and then told her to F-off. I wouldn’t worry about her,” she assures me. “He’s with you, not with her. She didn’t enter his office and blow his mind on the couch—you did. I am sure he never gave her another thought. Why don’t you ask him about her? You have a right to know.”


  “Do I? I’m not sure that I have a right to his past when all I’m interested in is his future. What’s that saying about opening a can of worms? I don’t want to open something up that I am not prepared to handle or that he’s not prepared to handle.”


  “Don’t be a coward. She’s the can of worms and she just placed herself and the opener on his table. You need to make sure she’s expired and then thrown out. She has no place at your table.”


  Emma has a way with words that confuses me and inspires me. She’s right of course. There is no room for Mara in my life.


  Emma and I snuggle on the couch like we did as kids. She hogs the blanket and I lean on her shoulder. She picked the movie Dirty Dancing because it’s one of our all-time favorites. The final dance scene always makes my heart flutter.


  I haven’t heard from Damon tonight, so I text him as I get ready for bed.


  Me: Hey sexy, what are you doing? I missed you tonight. I wish you were here. I am climbing in bed to read Bound and was thinking of you. All of my love. Love, Katarina


  I expect to get a return text right away, but I don’t. About twenty minutes later, Emma knocks on my door.


  “Come in.”


  The door opens, but it’s not Emma who enters. It’s Damon. He moves quickly toward me and takes me in his arms.


  “I can’t be without you. I don’t want to suffocate you, Katarina, but I want to be with you every minute that I can. I got your text and drove right over. You said you wished I was here. I’m here.”


  “I’m glad. Climb in bed, Damon, it’s late and we have to work tomorrow.” I yawn before saying, “Oh, before I forget. Should I be worried about this Mara girl?”


  “No. She’s my past. You’re my future.”
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  The day moves by quickly. Trevor and I are swamped with menus, accommodations, transportation services, and invitations. All of these things are like time vampires. They take so much energy and time.


  I race up to Damon’s office at five, ready to discuss book club and pick out a slip of paper from our naughty bag. I wonder what Damon wrote down. Did he write the same things as I did? It wouldn’t surprise me. The longer I’m with him, the more I realize how alike we are. Damon Noble was custom made for me.


  “Are you ready to go?” I ask as I skip into his office.


  “Yes, I am. Can we grab pizza and eat it in your bed.”


  “Pizza in bed? Okay, I can do that. We also need a bottle of wine because I am celebrating. Tomorrow is my last day of school.”


  “We have lots of things to celebrate, like school ending, your graduation, book club, the opening of Ahz, our relationship… Life is good, Katarina.”


  We pull up to my curb with a large pizza and a bottle of merlot. Inside Damon’s coat pocket is the naughty bag.


  “I want to pick the first time. You can pick next week, and if this turns out to be too much fun, we may have to pick more often.”


  “Okay.” He opens the trunk and pulls out a plain brown box.


  “What’s that?”


  “Some of my suggestions may need props. I took the liberty of ordering some items that may come up.”


  “Really? You’ve piqued my curiosity. Should we skip pizza and dig right into book club?”


  “Not a chance, Angel. You may need the energy that the pizza will give you. Eat first, read later. You can choose your poison before you eat.”


  He holds up the open bag, I reach my hand in and take out a scrap of paper. Written on it is the word: Bondage. I crumple it up and throw it away.


  “Hey, you can’t just throw away the ones you don’t like, Katarina. That’s not very democratic.”


  “It said bondage. We’ve done that already. I want to try something different.”


  I reach in for another paper and pull out a note that says ‘Watch Katarina as she masturbates.’


  “Oh my God, Damon, really?” I toss the paper at him and give him a suspicious look.


  “I am so excited that you pulled that one out. Although, the odds were in my favor. I wrote it more than twenty times.”


  “You cheated!” I knew he must have done something to tip the scales to his side.


  “You never outlined any rules. You just said to write down the things that I found intriguing in the book. The subject was brought up, and I find it absolutely at the top of my list. You also didn’t put a limit to the number of times we could write something down.”


  “Let’s go, Damon. And bring the pizza.”


  Damon and I enter my bedroom with the pizza in one hand and the wine in the other. Under his arm is the unmarked brown box.


  I strip down naked and sit cross-legged on the bed. The pizza box is open and lying against my chest, but each time I close it, it gives Damon a peek of what’s to come. He can’t take his eyes off of me.


  “Do you want a slice? It’s hot and steamy. It’s waiting for you,” I tease him. “What are you doing?” he asks with a look of wonderment in his eyes. His hand reaches into the cardboard box to take a slice of pizza out.


  “I’m having fun. You wanted to watch right? What’s in the brown box? Anything I should be using in my self-play?” I pick the toppings off of one of the slices of pizza, then move the pizza box to my dresser.


  I have left Damon speechless.


  I retrieve and open the brown box, inside I find just about everything under the sun. The items range from handcuffs to vibrators. Reaching in, I grab the smaller of the vibrating phalluses and set out to make my man’s fantasy come true.


  I lean against the headboard and spread my legs. He sits at the end of the bed and watches intently. I close my eyes and imagine his hands on me. I visualize him guiding the vibrator that I now slide into my body. I moan as I touch my nipples, fantasizing about his mouth suckling me. I pick up the pace as I penetrate myself. The vibration hits my clit every time I pull it out.


  I open my eyes and look straight at Damon. He is completely mesmerized as I find my release. I honestly didn’t think I could do it, but when I looked into his eyes and saw the anticipation, I couldn’t let him down. As I come down from my high, I snuggle up next to Damon, who has undressed and curled up beside me.


  “Was it everything you thought it would be?” I ask. I am a little embarrassed in the aftermath of what I just did. It was incredibly bold and wanton. Damon makes me want to do things that I would have never considered before. I feel like I can step safely out of my comfort zone with him.


  “You have no idea how hot that was. I don’t know how someone with so little sexual experience can know so much about turning me on.”


  “I read a lot of books. You can learn a great deal from authors like Jacquelyn Ayres.”


  “Apparently.”


  Damon snuggles up next to me, pushing his erection into my thigh. This night has just begun. After making love, we settle back into bed and talk about the book.


  “So what did you think about the book this week? Did it shock you when she allowed him to spank her? What about the scene with the beads?” I ask him. I was quite surprised by the anal beads. I didn’t think that people actually used things like that.


  “Nothing shocks me more than what you did for me earlier. It just shows that if someone cares for you enough, they are willing to go out on a limb for you. I thought for sure you would flat out deny my request.”


  “I thought about it, but then I saw the look of desire in your eyes. I couldn’t deny you so much when it was going to cost me so little. Love has a strange way of giving you courage.”


  “Thank you for leaving your comfort zone, Katarina.”


  “I left my comfort zone the day I met you, Damon.” Damon embraces me in a kiss, which starts another round of lovemaking.


  The cold leftover pizza sat on my dresser waiting for our return. It was hours before we stopped for sustenance.


  By the time I woke up the next morning, Damon was up, showered, and dressed. He sat on the edge of the bed with a bag of pastries in his hand and cup of steaming coffee placed next to my bed.


  “Time to get up. It’s your last day of classes and I have to get to work.” Leaning over to kiss me, he says, “Have a great day, Katarina. Let’s go out to dinner tonight to celebrate. By the way, I bought you a cheese Danish. You once told me it was the way to your heart.”


  I look up at the gorgeous face in front of me and know that I already love him way too much. “A cheese Danish? You’re pulling out all of the stops. You should probably know that you had my heart before the Danish,” I beam at him. “The question of the day is how do I get to your heart?”


  He leans over and kisses me once more before he dashes out of the door. He’s a master at deflection and escape. I remember him once telling me that he had no heart. There’s no doubt that he has a heart. It’s a shame that he has it protected like Fort Knox.
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  My last term paper has been turned in and my student account has been closed. It feels weird knowing that I won’t have another homework assignment or that I won’t have to walk onto this campus again for anything other than graduation. I feel happy and sad at the same time. Everyone needs to move on with their lives. My immediate future tells me that if I don’t hurry up I’ll be late for work.


  Trevor is waiting for me as I enter Noble Enterprises. He is leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. This isn’t normal behavior for him. I look at his face to see if there is something there that can give me a hint, but there’s nothing. He is standing in front of me almost appearing impatient. Maybe I am late.


  “Hey, Trevor. Are you waiting for me?” I glance at my watch and see that I’m on time—actually a little early.


  “Yes. Follow me up to Della’s office. She has some paperwork for you to sign. Have you had lunch yet? If not, I would like to take you to lunch.”


  I had several things planned for my afternoon—having a meeting with Della and lunch with Trevor were not on the list. Oh well. Something I have learned over the years is that you have to remain flexible.


  I follow Trevor up to the fifth floor. He ushers me directly into Della Fields’s office. We didn’t have to check in with the secretary or call ahead. Della grins as we enter. She pushes her paperwork aside and walks over to the sitting area nestled in the corner of her office. It’s not as nice as Damon’s, but it’s comfortable.


  “Can I get you something to drink, Ms. Cross?” she asks.


  Something is going on here and I am beginning to feel really nervous. Who gets called into the Human Resources Director’s office without warning if it’s not bad?


  “Why am I here? Did I do something wrong?” I ask nervously.


  Trevor sits next to me but remains silent. Did he come to lend me moral support?


  “No. So far you have done everything right,” Ms. Fields says to my relief. “Trevor tells us that you have become quite an asset to Noble Enterprises. Good people are hard to find, Ms. Cross. I understand that you will graduate on Monday. We expect that you will be looking for permanent employment if you haven’t begun your search already. Zenith has grown exponentially over the last several years. Now that we are co-branding with Anthony Haywood’s, we are expecting to double in size over the next few years. We need good people to help us get to where we want to be.”


  I am listening to her and I see that her mouth is moving, but nothing is making sense to me. Why is she talking to me—an intern—about growth and development? And then it dawns on me. They’re going to offer me a job.


  “I’m glad that you have been pleased with my contribution. I am curious as to why you have called me here, Ms. Fields.”


  “We would like to offer you a permanent position at Noble Enterprises. It’s a lower-level position, but with our expected growth, I would anticipate rapid promotions. The position would be a permanent assistant to Trevor.” She looks in his direction, and I see them smile at each other. “You would have your own office, although Trevor would like you to spend a lot of your time overseeing Ahz. And even though we are co-branding with Anthony Haywood’s, Zenith will be managing the facility. Therefore, everything but the kitchen falls on our shoulders. What do you say?”


  I look at Trevor and then at Della, unable to believe what I have just heard. Who gets offered a job like this straight out of college?


  “Well this is where I exit,” Trevor says. “You ladies need to discuss the details. Thanks for letting me sit in, Della. The shock on her face was priceless.” Trevor leaves, chuckling all the way out of the door.


  “Ms. Cross, these are the specifics concerning the job.” She hands me a job description that includes my beginning salary. Yes, salary—not an hourly wage, but a mid-level five-figure income.


  “Please call me Katarina.”


  “And you can call me Della from now on. Now that you have looked over the proposal, will you need some time to think about it or are you ready to sign on?”


  I glance down at the proposal and back up to Della. It’s a great offer, but I need to know if I earned this on my own. “I have one question. Does Mr. Noble have anything to do with the hiring process here?”


  She appears somewhat confused before she answers, “He only gets involved with upper-level management. All other hires are handled at a lower level. Could you imagine trying to sit in on every interview or promotion? We have thousands of employees worldwide.” She tilts her head in a fashion that says, Are you kidding me? “Is there a reason why you ask?”


  “I know Mr. Noble and his family. I just wanted to make sure that I am being offered this position because I earned it.”


  “I can assure you that Mr. Noble has no idea that you are being offered the position. Would you like to think about it overnight?”


  “No, I love it here. I’ll take the position. Where do I sign?”


  The paperwork is painless, but it takes a long time to review. I had to sign a few non-disclosure agreements—one for Zenith and one for Ahz. I initialed my job proposal and my new salary, and then Della explained benefits and company policy. After several hours, Della shook my hand and sent me on my way.


  It’s 1:30 and I have missed my daily lunch date with Damon. I pull out my phone and see one text message, one voicemail message, and an e-mail. The text says:


  Damon: Lunch is getting cold. Did you get caught up somewhere? I am worried. Damon


  The e-mail was a bit more detailed.


  From: Damon Noble


  Subject: Where are you?


  Date: May 23, 2013 13:05


  To: Katarina Cross


  Where are you? Lunch has come and gone and I have been waiting for you. It’s not like you to not text or call. I am incredibly worried about you. Call me as soon as you see this message.


  Yours,


  Damon


  I am just getting ready to listen to his voicemail when my phone begins to ring. Looking at the screen, I can see that it’s Damon.


  “Hi! I’m so sorry. I got caught up with something and wasn’t in a position to contact you.”


  “Thank goodness. I was so worried about you. I thought maybe you had been in an accident. I kept thinking of that horrific crash we saw on our way to your parents’ house. My heart has been in my stomach since you missed lunch.”


  “I’m okay. I didn’t mean to worry you. What’s your schedule like this afternoon? I want to show you the gift bags and I have some news to share with you. Right now, I am expected to meet with Trevor.”


  “I’ll free up time for you, Angel. My schedule is clear after 4:00, but you can come in whenever you want. I’m just so relieved you’re okay. Please, never do that to me again.”


  “I’m glad to hear that your heart dropped into the bottom of your stomach. It just proves that you have one. See you later, Damon.” I giggle as I hang up. Damon was worried about me. That warms my own heart.


  Trevor and I end up at the same hamburger joint we went to the day Damon saw me in the elevator. It’s where I ate the day he learned I was interning at his company. It’s kind of ironic that I will be telling him that I work permanently for his company after eating there again. I think I love this hamburger joint.
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  At four o’clock, I enter Damon’s office with one of the large leather bags in my arms. Sitting right on top is the crowning glory of my accomplishment—a copy of Bound tied up with a red silk scarf. He rises from his chair and takes the bag from my hands. Placing it on his desk, he analyzes its contents and turns to me with a wicked smile across his face.


  “These look amazing. You haven’t added an invite to book club, have you?” he teases.


  “No, but if you look inside the cover, I’ve added a coupon for Patty Cakes. It allows people to get their own dessert. I am not sharing book club or dessert.”


  “I’m relieved, I wouldn’t be open to sharing either.” His lips gently brush my cheek. “What kept you today? I was forced to eat both bowls of wonton soup and both eggrolls.”


  “What a sacrifice that must have been,” I chuckle. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. I received a job offer and I was negotiating my package.”


  Damon’s expression went from wicked to wary. I can see that he’s not happy about me finding a job. I left out the fact that the job was here. I wanted to confirm that he had no knowledge of the offer. By his reaction, it’s obvious that he didn’t have a clue.


  “You took a job today?” he inquires delicately. I can see the sadness in his eyes.


  “Yes, I did. It’s a great company. They have fantastic benefits, and they pay well. The best perk is that, on occasion, I will be able to hook up with the president of the company at lunch.”


  His face went from to confusion to realization.


  “You got a job here? That’s fabulous. I’m not surprised, Katarina. You are a very capable woman. What’s your position?”


  “I’m permanently Trevor’s assistant.”


  “Hmm. That man gets to see you more than I do. I can’t help but feel a bit jealous.”


  “That man would rather see you than me, Damon. He has very specific tastes.”


  “Really? I would have never guessed. Well, in that case, he’s the perfect man for you to work with.”


  The changes in Damon’s demeanor this afternoon have made me dizzy. I have seen concern, happiness, wickedness, anger, and now elation. I love elation the best.


  When we head out to dinner, we celebrate my last day of school and my new employment opportunity, but he doesn’t ask me any details. Damon has always been really good about not getting involved in my career. I think he knows that I want to accomplish things on my own. I try to pay for dinner, but he won’t allow it. He never lets me pay for anything except for book club dinner every other week.


  “Did you enjoy our book club reenactment last night?” I ask.


  “That book has nothing in it that resembles what we did last night. I’m happy to finish reading the book with you though. I’ve learned so much about how you think and feel about things, but I think that what we do is so much more fun. Now we have a bag full of inspiration sitting in your room.”


  “Oh, the possibilities,” I muse as I remember some of the items in the box.
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  My name is called and the roar of my fan club is deafening. Who would have thought that I would have so many people attending my graduation? The same roar is heard when Emma climbs the stairs to receive her diploma.


  We gather after the ceremony, where we take the obligatory pictures. My parents are beaming with pride as they hug me. We rotate through the group, making sure everyone gets their picture taken with the graduates. This will be the first picture that Damon and I have taken together.


  Damon’s mom has surprised me with her attendance. She can’t stay long because she has patients to attend to, but we agree to meet for dinner the next night. Damon is not invited. She wants me all to herself, and that makes Damon uncomfortable and unhappy.


  As the crowd dies down, we all head to Anthony Haywood’s to continue our celebration. A private room has been set up for us in the back. Anthony has gone out of his way to make it special for us. I know that it is his intent to make it special for Emma. Seeing them together is amazing. You can tell that they are in love. Anthony makes no secret of it as he pulls her into his arms and tells her.


  I stand off to the side of the room and watch them bask in the glow of the love they have for one another. It occurs to me that I may never hear those words from Damon. Can I be in a relationship where I will never hear him say, ‘I love you’? I can’t imagine it. I have been surrounded my whole life by people who love one another and vocalize it.


  “A penny for your thoughts, Katarina. You look as if something is troubling you.”


  Damon has snuck up behind me and the sound of his voice startles me back to the present.


  “I was just looking at how happy they seem. They’re really in love, aren’t they?”


  “I don’t know much about love, but they look happy and content.”


  “Do you think happy and content is enough, Damon? Is that what you want in your life? Are you okay with just being content?”


  “I haven’t given it much thought. Are you not content? I want you to be happy.”


  “Yes, I am happy and content, and it’s enough for now.” My heart sinks a little as I say this because that I know it’s okay for now, but it’s not going to be enough forever.


  We stay through dinner and dessert and, of course, the opening of presents. Several people brought me gifts. Rose gave me a day at the spa. My parents gave me a check for $5000. They said it was what was left in the college fund that they had set up when I was a kid. Trevor mostly gave me a hard time, but he did bring me flowers and a lovely card. Knowing that I have to work the next day, I ask Damon to take us to my house.


  I am exhausted from the excitement of the day. My emotions have run the gamut today. I felt relief that I finally graduated. I experienced joy at seeing my family. I kept the green-eyed monster under wraps as I watched my best friend stare lovingly into her man’s eyes. I also felt shock when I saw my brother sidle up to Trevor in what appeared to be a cozy conversation. It’s been a long day, and I am happy to lie in my bed, cradled in Damon’s arms. He holds me against his chest so that I don’t fall as he reaches over to grab something from the floor.


  “I have a gift for you, Katarina. It’s personal and I wanted to give it to you in private.”


  In his hand is a blue velvet box. He sits me up and hands me the small, soft container. I open it slowly to find a beautiful and delicate necklace. Hanging from the thin chain is a gold angel wing. I take it out of the box and find a tiny engraving on the back. It says ‘Forever Mine.’


  I am touched by the sentimental gift he’s given me. It was something that took thought and planning.


  He’s looking at me to see my reaction, and all I can do is hug him and tell him that I love him. Somehow he’s wheedled his way into my heart, and I’m not sure I will ever get him out.


  No words are spoken for the rest of the night. The only sound I hear is the beating of his heart and the slowing of his breath as he falls asleep, content in my arms.
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  Tuesday begins with a bang—literally. I am startled awake by the crash of something in the kitchen. Jumping out of bed, I race to see what’s fallen and find Damon standing in the center of the kitchen—barefoot in a puddle of milk.


  “What happened?”


  “I was trying to bring you coffee and I dropped the milk. I made such a mess. I’ll clean it up while you take a shower.”


  “Nonsense. I’ll help you.”


  “Now you’re sounding like my mother,” he scoffs. “Nonsense is one of her favorite words. She uses it to get her way. If you were to say you like whipped topping with your pie, she would say, ‘Nonsense. It tastes better with ice cream,’ and you would find yourself enjoying the ice cream just as much. Be careful with her tonight. She’ll nonsense you into the place she wants you.”


  I laugh at his description of his mother. “Thanks for the warning. Should I come over after dinner?”


  “Of course. I will be waiting for you. Can we have lunch today?” He looks like a small boy asking for candy.


  “I’ll be there at noon. Want me to arrange for lunch?”


  “Do you want Greta to get upset? She has taken it upon herself to make sure we are well fed.”


  I help Damon clean up the milk and we head to the shower together. There is no sense in wasting water.


  We take two cars to work since I will be going in a different direction for dinner. I no longer have to park so far away from the elevator now that Damon knows that I work at Noble. We talked briefly about my new position last night and he is genuinely excited for me. He respects my decision to do it on my own, but he has put in a request for daily tutoring sessions from the president at lunch. Honestly, that’s the best part of my training.


  Trevor greets me at my cubicle. I notice that all of my things are already gone. He is so excited to escort me to my new office. It’s not big, but it’s mine. On the door is a placard with my name across the top, and under my name are the words Assistant Event Planner. The path my life has taken during the last few months is so different from what I would have planned. It’s amazing how a favor, a man, and a book can turn your life upside down.


  “It’s not as big as your boyfriend’s upstairs, but it’s a good-sized office,” Trevor says.


  Feeling a little playful, I respond, “Nobody’s is as big as my boyfriend’s, Trevor.” I smile as I give him a little punch in the arm.


  “Tell me about your brother, Katarina. We got to talk a little at your party last night. He’s a very interesting man. He’s a banker, right?”


  “Are you trying to pick up my brother? First it’s my boyfriend, and now it’s my brother,” I tease. “Yes, he’s the loan officer at a nearby bank. You should meet up with him for lunch sometime. You could get to know each other and see if something comes of it. I saw you checking each other out last night.”


  “He was checking me out? I didn’t notice.” Of course he noticed, and now he’s trying to be coy about it.


  “Whatever, Trevor. Get out of my office. I have work to do.” He knows I am teasing him, but he doesn’t leave my office immediately.


  “Give me your brother’s number and I’ll leave you alone for the rest of the day.”


  I rattle off Chris’s number and then set out to organize my new desk. The only thing that would make it perfect would be a picture of Damon. I’ll have to ask him if he cares.


  I no longer wait for Greta to announce my arrival; with daily lunches, we are way past the formal stage. She knows better than anyone what goes on in that office. In an attempt to show her how much I appreciate her, I arranged for flowers to be delivered this morning. She goes above and beyond the call of duty for both Damon and me. It’s her job to take care of Damon. I am just an extra responsibility in her busy schedule.


  “Katarina, the flowers are beautiful. Congratulations on your graduation and your new job.”


  “Thanks, Greta! It’s been quite a week. I’m still walking around in a daze. Is he busy?”


  “He’s never too busy for you. Just head on in. I am sure whatever he’s doing will end once he see’s you.”


  I blush a bit at her comment. Damon does drop everything for me. When I enter the room, all of his attention usually focuses on me.


  Today is no different. As soon as I enter the door, he tells whoever he is talking to that he needs to get back with them later.


  “Hi, Angel. How’s your day going?” He walks over and gives me a kiss before he reaches down to play with the necklace he gave me. His hand lingers just above my breast, causing my breath to hitch and my heart to beat fast. “Tell me about your new office.” His hands slowly glide across my breast while his lips leave butterfly kisses across my neck and shoulders.


  I can’t tell him anything about my day. He has totally distracted me with his nearness.


  “Let’s talk later.”


  We never make it to the couch. Damon grabs my bottom and I wrap my legs around his waist. With a bit of maneuvering, he’s inside of me and I’m pinned up against the office window. Anyone within a block radius would have an eyeful if they were paying attention. When I’m with him, modesty and decorum fly out the window. Today, modesty and decorum are flying against the window.


  “I can never get enough of you. I think I might be able to live off of you alone. That could be fun. You can be my breakfast, lunch, dinner, and dessert.”


  “I seem to recall a man who told me he doesn’t indulge in dessert very often.”


  “That was before you served yourself up as my treat. Just dessert—that’s what I live for these days.”


  Our lovemaking hasn’t calmed down one bit; it’s always passionate and all consuming. Once we finish, we settle down for lunch and conversation.


  With only a couple of weeks left until the grand opening of Ahz, things are moving at supersonic speed. Damon’s desk is covered with contracts and memos. He walks over to pick up an envelope for me.


  “This is your brother’s personal invite. Let me know if you want to invite anyone else. I would be happy to accommodate any wish you have.”


  “Ah…that is so sweet. He will love this. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea though. Did you see my brother and Trevor last night? I’m not sure I want my boss and my brother dating. Then there’s the issue of Rylan from the band. Trevor wants to meet the drummer. I was supposed to help him pick out an outfit so he can turn some heads. I’m not setting him up with the drummer if he’s chasing my brother.”


  “It will all work out the way it’s supposed to. Tell me about your office,” he says.


  “It’s almost perfect. I was thinking that a picture of you on my desk would make it perfect. Would you mind?”


  Damon looks at me strangely at first and then answers, “No I don’t mind, but people might wonder why you have my picture on your desk. Those who don’t know that we are dating could find that weird.”


  I think about this for a moment and know that he has a point. Workplace romances should be kept out of the workplace. I’ll print a picture and put it next to my bed.


  “You’re right. That could be weird.” Not wanting to dwell on the subject of the photo, I change the direction of our conversation. “I’m heading out right after work to meet your mom. I’ll tell her you said hello.”


  “Have fun with my mom, Angel. Don’t let her nonsense throw you off. When you get home we can undress each other.” He gives me his wicked smile.
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  I show up a little early to dinner with Damon’s mom and get us a table. She picked out a Greek restaurant that is centrally located, making it the perfect place to meet.


  “Sorry I’m late, Katarina. I had a tough case today. It’s heartbreaking when you have to tell a parent that their child is terminal and they have little time.” She flags the waiter down and orders a glass of wine.


  “Oh, I’m so sorry. It would be hard under any circumstances, but given that you have been through that yourself, I bet it’s even harder.”


  “It’s never easy, but since I have lived through it, I have a great deal of empathy. I know what they’re feeling. I’ve done this twice. Simon passed away when the boys were twelve and fourteen. It was a very difficult time in their lives. Roman passed away eight years later.”


  “Damon told me about Simon. He has fond memories of his father. He took me to the tree house a few weeks ago.”


  Rose’s eyes look at me in surprise. “I am so glad that he is finally sharing things with someone. I knew that you would be good for him.”


  “He’s good for me as well. I tend to live a fairly conservative and possibly boring life. He makes me step outside of my comfort zone.”


  “He cares for you, Katarina. I can see it in his eyes. I haven’t seen him look at anyone that way since Mara.”


  The mention of Mara throws me off balance a little. I take a sip of wine while I collect my thoughts. “I don’t know much about Mara. I did walk into his office one day while he was having a conversation with her. It didn’t seem pleasant, and it wasn’t particularly comfortable for me to be there.”


  “I have no idea what happened between them. Everything seemed to fall apart rapidly during that time in Damon’s life,” she sighs. “His brother got sick, his relationship broke apart… It was just too much for him to handle, I guess. He’s never been the same since. I’m surprised to hear that he’s been talking to Mara again.” Her brow furrows, and I wonder if she is concerned about this new information.


  “I think it was just the phone call, but I honestly I don’t know. I can’t imagine what your family went through.” Looking down at the table, I quietly ask my question. “Was Roman sick for a long time? Watching someone you love fade away has to be hard.”


  “No, it came as such a shock to us. We had no idea he was sick. One day he came down with flu-like symptoms and a month later he was gone.” I watch as she purses her lips. “Roman and Damon were struggling with their relationship before he became ill. I don’t think they were ever able to reconcile. I’m sure that he carries that burden with him as well.”


  Rose and I talk about many things during dinner. She wants to take me to the Getty Museum to see the impressionist exhibition. She also loves visiting the wineries throughout California and has a large collection of wines in her cellar. She works too much and plays too little, but mostly we talk about Damon.


  “I’m glad we had this time to dine by ourselves. Damon is a good man, Katarina. He’s just been lost for so long. I see him changing in your presence. He laughs more, he’s less serious, and he smiles. I like what I see when he’s with you.”


  “Thanks, Rose. I have no idea where our relationship will lead. I love your son. However, I’m not sure he’s capable of returning that love.”


  Rose thinks about what I have said. She scrunches her lips and then shakes her head. I hear it for the first time tonight. “Nonsense. Everyone is capable of love. Damon was always the most loving boy. You just need to figure out how to break into his heart, and quite honestly, I think you may have already done that. He’s just not ready to admit it.”


  Rose and I part ways with a promise to visit the Getty soon. It takes me less than thirty minutes to reach Damon’s house. I key in 0615 and the gate magically opens.


  Damon must have heard me pull in because he materializes in the doorway as I drive toward the house.


  “Hey, sexy man. I brought you a little Greek for dinner?” I ask when I get out of the car. “Are you interested?”


  “Is her name Katarina?”


  “I brought you lamb kabobs and Greek salad with a side of Katarina. Will that do?”


  “I suppose it will have to,” he sighs with a small smile. “How was dinner with my mother?” “It was really nice. We are going to visit the Getty sometime soon, and she is going to teach me about wine collecting.”


  I take Damon’s hand in mine and pull him into the kitchen to transfer his food to a real plate. We are going to have to start eating at home. I know how to cook. It’s just been so crazy lately. All of the restaurant meals and fast food can’t be good for you. I fix his plate and sit him down at the breakfast bar. I feel so comfortable being with Damon. I feel like we are a couple, yet on some level we’re not.


  “Did she nonsense you to death?” he asks while he eats.


  “No, she only said it once and it was during a benign part of our conversation. I had a great time with her.”


  “I missed you,” he says.


  “I missed you too! What did you do the last two hours?”


  “I hit the gym right after work and then I came home. I read the final pages of our book and prepared for book club tomorrow night. Do you want to do book club here or at your house? Our schedule kind of got mixed up.”


  “I’m flexible. Whatever you want is fine with me.”


  “Tell you what. Let’s pull a note from the naughty bag and let that decide. If we need something from the brown box, then we will go to your house.”


  “Okay,” I agree. “It’s your turn to pick. Where’s the bag?”


  “It’s in my jacket pocket in the bedroom. I put it there after our last session. I’ll race you upstairs.”


  Damon shoots past me, leaving his half-eaten plate of food behind. I am right on his tail. I have been a runner all of my life, so this is a challenge that I would have been able to win if he had given me advance warning. I almost overtake him on the landing, but his arms wrap around my middle, impeding my progress.


  We enter the room laughing. I throw myself on the big comfy bed and wait for Damon to retrieve the naughty bag. He plops on the bed next to me and hands me the bag. Holding it high so he can’t see what he’s selecting, I have him reach in the bag and pull out one folded piece of paper.


  “What’s it say?” I ask excitedly.


  His eyes light up when he reads it. “Oh, this is a good one. It’s another one of my notes.”


  I give him a suspicious look as I take the note from his hand. The note says simply ‘Griffith Park Observatory.’


  “What does this mean, Damon? I don’t recall any part of the book taking place at the Griffith Park Observatory.”


  “We talked about this. Since the book isn’t set in California, I took creative license to substitute public sex in a place of my choosing. I choose the Griffith Park Observatory.”


  “Hmm. So we are going to have sex in public again. What if we get caught?”


  “We won’t get caught. I’ll protect you. Wear that cute little blue miniskirt and those sexy black heels.” Damon looks down towards his lap. “Look at me. I’m getting hard just thinking about it. Are you game, Katarina?”


  I stay silent for a few minutes because it rocks Damon’s cocky self-assurance. When I make him just a little vulnerable, things seem to turn out better. Damon thrives on a challenge. In the end, he will win. I already know I will grant his wish, because his sexy self-assurance is a total turn-on for me.


  “I don’t know, Damon. Can I let you know tomorrow?” I don’t think I have ever seen him pout before, but I like it. I take my index finger and pluck at his lower lip. “I just need to think on it overnight. You’ll know my answer tomorrow.”


  Damon’s expressive eyes look at me with hope and a tinge of resignation.


  “Hey, last week we got distracted with the naughty bag and we didn’t really get to talk much about the chapters. I would like your opinion on a few things,” I ask.


  “I swear they have public sex, Angel. I wouldn’t lie to you.”


  “I’m sure they do, but that has nothing to do with my question. We are getting to the end of the book and I wonder where their relationship is going. He has so many issues that have molded him from childhood to the present. Do you think they have a chance? Can someone put the pains of their past behind in order to have a future? I’m just wondering how much is too much.”


  And there it is—a look a sheer terror in his eyes. I needed to ask this question for both of us. This book that we read by chance has mirrored many things in our relationship. The favor, the connection, the need, the insecurity, the sexual chemistry, and finally the conflict—it’s all there. Change the storyline just a little and it could have been written for us.


  “Since you know that I finished the book, you also know that I am aware of how the story ends. I don’t think you’re asking me about their story though, are you?”


  “I am actually,” I begin, “but I am also asking you if I will always have to settle for happy and content.”


  “I want you to be happy and content, Katarina, but I also want you to feel loved.” He reaches out and takes my hands in his. “Don’t you feel loved?”


  “I feel confused. Everything you do for me and say to me makes me feel loved and cherished, yet you can’t utter the words.”


  “I’m trying, Katarina. I really am. Please be patient with me while I work some things out in my head. My heart belongs to you. You have to know that.”


  “I feel your love, but someday I want to hear you say it. Right now, there is such a disconnect between your heart and your head. Something inside of you won’t let you verbalize how you feel.” Just like in the book I wonder how it will end for us. Will we get our happily ever after, or will I have to settle for less than I want. Those are my last thoughts before I fall asleep curled up next to his body.


  


  [image: ]


  “What are your intentions in regards to my brother, Trevor?” Feeling a bit vulnerable in my relationship, I want to make sure that my brother won’t end up in the same boat that I’m in. Loving someone who is emotionally unavailable can break your heart.


  “At this point, my intentions are to have lunch with him today and see where that takes us. I haven’t bought the engagement ring yet, if that’s what you’re asking,” Trevor answers.


  “No, I just don’t want my brother to get hurt. You jumped all over the chance to meet the drummer of Reluctant Capitalists. I don’t want you to lead my brother on. If you like him, then great. But if you plan to toy with him, then I suggest you quit now.”


  “Wow! Kat has her claws out. I’ve never seen this side of you. What’s going on? Did you have a bad night?”


  I narrow my eyes at him, and purse my lips. This has nothing to do with my night and everything to do with taking care of my family. “No, I’m just protecting what belongs to me. I was thinking about the drummer last night. I don’t want you pursuing my brother if you are going to pursue Rylan at the same time.”


  “I get you a job and now you think you rule the world,” he jokes. “Give me more credit than that, Katarina. I would love to meet the drummer because he’s hot, but I’m a realistic man. Do you think I would be anything more than a quickie for him? I told you once before, I’m looking for the one. Not the one-night stand.”


  I can’t stop myself from running to Trevor to give him a big hug. He is genuinely a good guy. I feel bad that I ever considered his motives to be less than honorable. “I’m sorry I doubted you, Trevor. My own life is a bit overwhelming right now. So much has happened in such a small amount of time, and I am still trying to wrap my brain around everything. When you see Chris today, can you give him this invitation to the grand opening?” I pull the invitation Damon gave me out of my bag and hand it to him.


  “I’ll be happy to give it to him. You do understand that because you work in event planning you will never need a pass for any of our clubs right? You just need to flash your employee identification card and you’re in like Flynn. You can usually sneak a guest in with you as well. Get to know all of the doormen and they’ll never question you.”


  “Thanks ,Trevor. Have a great lunch. Tell Chris hello for me. He likes sweet tea by the way. Just a little hint in case you get there earlier than he does.”


  The rest of the morning is spent working on last-minute projects for Ahz. I plan to visit the location after lunch today, just to make sure things are on track. Many of our deliveries are now going directly there. I had the gift bags picked up this morning and delivered to the VIP lounge. I want to make sure everything is locked up tight.
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  Lunch with Damon went well. We had a relaxed lunch filled with conversation and laughter. He regaled me with stories of some of the other openings. It’s amazing what some people will do or wear. His funniest story was of a guest who wore butt-less chaps. After several drinks, the man stumbled and fell against the buffet table where his bare flesh came in contact with a hot Sterno can. Lessons were learned from that event. Zenith never uses anything with an open flame. The man tried to sue Noble Enterprises, but the judge threw the case out when he found out that man had knowingly dressed in bottomless pants. I laughed so hard when Damon told me that the judge’s words to the plaintiff as he walked out of the courtroom were, “Watch your back…end.”


  “I’m leaving a little early today,” I tell Damon after lunch. “I thought I would cook dinner for us tonight, so I need to stop by the grocery store. Do you mind if I go into your house without you there?”


  “Katarina, you practically live at my house. You don’t need to ask that question. I’ll have a key made for you.” Damon takes his house key off of his ring and hands it to me. “Use this for now. We’ll stop by the hardware store and have one made tonight. Did you decide about tonight?”


  I have no plans to let him know that I intend to go to Griffith Park Observatory until he gets home. “No, I am still considering your request. I’ll have my mind made up when you get home. I’ve got to run. I have to stop at Ahz and make sure that things are on track. See you tonight.” I lift up on my tiptoes to kiss him goodbye.


  The trip to Ahz is crazy. Driving in downtown Los Angeles is awful. No one wants to be on the roads any time between six and ten in the morning or between two in the afternoon and eight in the evening. The freeways are death traps, and it takes so long to get anywhere. The seven-mile trip takes me forty-five minutes. Thank God I have parking privileges. If I’d had to hunt down a parking space it would have taken me another half an hour to arrive.


  The club looks amazing. Most of the construction workers are gone. There are only a handful of people milling about and taking care of details. The electricians and sound technicians are still working in the live venue, ensuring that all of the lights and sound equipment is working. The kitchen is busy; lots of people are being trained. There is no room for error when opening the caliber of club that Ahz will be. People pay hundreds of dollars just to enter. Their expectations are going to be high. Damon is so successful because he always delivers more than he promises.


  The VIP lounge is completely ready for the elite list of guests that are attending. It’s strictly A-listers, ranging from professional athletes to musicians, movie stars to politicians. Inviting only one hundred VIPs and their guests is probably a smart thing. There wouldn’t be enough room for any more egos.


  Once I’m comfortable with the preparations and the storage of the gift bags, I head out for the night. I have dinner to prepare and a miniskirt and heels to change into.


  [image: ]


  It feels strange to be in Damon’s house by myself. I’ve become very familiar with it since I spend more than half of each week here, but it feels empty without him. I can’t imagine my life without him in it.


  Dinner is nearly ready; I have prepared baked chicken, quinoa, and steamed spinach. I know that Damon will enjoy all of these. We have eaten out so much that I have a good idea of the foods he gravitates toward.


  Dressed in my blue miniskirt and black heels, I wait for him to arrive. As soon as the gate opens, I hear a beep in the house. So that’s how he knows when I arrive. The alarm system alerts him to the gate being opened.


  Like him, I walk to the front entryway and watch as he pulls forward. A big grin take over his face as he sees me dressed in my blue mini. He knows that I have made my decision. Throwing the Mustang into park, he jumps out of the car and races to me. Grabbing me around the waist, he swings me in circles. I never thought an outfit could bring a person such joy.


  “Are you hungry?” I ask him.


  He kisses my neck, giving me a light bite where my shoulder and neck meet. “I am ravenous.” Of course, I’m talking about food, but Damon only has Griffith Park on his mind.


  “Food first. You can satisfy your other hunger later.” I grab him by the tie and drag him into the kitchen.


  As I prepare our dishes, Damon races upstairs to change his clothes. Dressed in black jeans and a snug-fitting designer t-shirt, he looks amazing. He has completed his outfit with a beautiful pair of leather loafers and a spritz of his D & G cologne. In his hand is something resembling a trench coat.


  I take the coat and set it aside before I lead him to the breakfast bar. We enjoy our dinner as we talk about the day.


  “How are things looking at the club? I haven’t been there since we went together. I don’t know if I will ever be able to sit in that VIP lounge and not think of you naked on the floor above me. Out of all of my clubs, Ahz sits at the top because of you, Katarina. I feel like we have both put our blood, sweat, and tears into this club. I love the fact that we both have invested ourselves in this professionally and personally.”


  “I love that too. I think the VIP lounge is going to be the death of me though. I will be in charge of it from this point forward. I feel like I’m on a huge learning curve and I’m just reaching the arc.”


  “You’re doing an amazing job. I met with Trevor yesterday and he told me that he’s let go of the reins. You’ve taken charge without even knowing it. That’s really saying a lot. Trevor would never have allowed you to run with such a big project if he didn’t think you could handle it.”


  “He’s a great boss and a great friend.”


  “Shall we go? You have to see the observatory as the day turns from dusk to dark. The lights of the city are incredible. I used to go up there to think. It’s incredibly peaceful.”


  “Let me wash the dishes and then we can go.”


  Damon grabs my arm and drags me out to the Mustang. “Claire is paid a very healthy salary to clean this house. She can do the dishes tomorrow morning when she gets here. By the way, dinner was great. I haven’t come home to a cooked meal since I left my mom’s house. I could get used to having you cook for me.”


  “I enjoyed cooking for you. We have been eating out so much lately and I’m gaining some weight. I haven’t been getting enough exercise. I used to run at least three times a week before I met you. I think you may be bad for my health, Damon.”


  “I told you I was bad for you early on. I can honestly say that you were warned.” He winks.
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  The trip to the Griffith Park Observatory took about forty-five minutes. We parked and walked around the grounds for a few minutes. I haven’t been here for years. I forgot how beautiful the place is. With multiple observation platforms, we can see the surrounding area from different vantage points. It’s possible locate a more secluded space to see the city or simply star gaze.


  Damon knows exactly where he wants to go though. He walks me to the highest observation point and stands behind me. I have been turned on since we got into the car. I know it’s crazy, but I like what Damon likes. I would have never guessed that I would get so worked up over the thrill of the unknown and unexpected. He has opened an entirely new world for me. Looking around us, I see that he has picked a place where no one is anywhere near us.


  Damon has the long coat draped over his shoulders. He places it around my shoulders as well. The coat almost creates a tent that surrounds us. I feel his lips on my neck and his breath near my ear. His hands slide around my waist and gently cup my breasts.


  “Lean against me, Angel. Relax and enjoy.” I love those words coming out of his mouth. ‘Relax and enjoy’ actually means ‘Hang on for dear life because you’re going somewhere you’ve never been.’


  I relax against his chest and let my body enjoy. All of my senses are being stimulated. The smell of Damon’s cologne attacks my olfactory nerves. I love the way he smells. Watching the horizon from this place is stunning. The setting sun leaves the sky washed in red and orange. It almost appears to be on fire. His touch is igniting a matching fire that burns inside of my body. His voice in my ear is whispering the things every girl wants to hear. Things like, “You’re beautiful,” “You make me so happy,” and “I have always wanted to do this.” The only one of my senses that isn’t being activated is taste. I know that he will eventually kiss me and I will be able to taste the sweetness of his lips against mine.


  Damon becomes bolder. His hands travel to my skirt and pull it up to my waist. As he reaches down, he finds that I have no underwear on. He gasps.


  “Holy shit, Katarina. I didn’t expect that. You always manage to surprise me. When did you decide that you would do this?”


  I answer in short breathless answers. “The observatory? Or the underwear?” I can hardly think with his hands exploring my folds.


  To the passerby, I imagine it looks like we are just standing and enjoying the sunset. Many men wrap their coats around their girlfriends when the sun sets and the air becomes chilly. The only difference here is that Damon has his fingers deep inside of me and he’s whispering naughty things in my ear.


  “Both. God, Katarina, you are so ready for me. I can’t wait to sink myself into you.”


  I lean farther back against him, letting him support the bulk of my weight; his ministrations are making my knees weak. I find it hard to breathe, but I still find a way to answer his question.


  “Yesterday.”


  I am only capable of giving him one-word answers. His fingers are driving me crazy. The addition of the pad of his thumb rubbing against my pleasure point takes me over the edge. I can’t believe I’ve climaxed so soon. As the tremors roll through my body, I struggle to keep quiet.


  Damon continues to whisper into my ear. “That’s right, Angel. Let it roll over you and take you away. I’ve got you. Breathe and enjoy, baby. In just a minute, I’m going to fuck you really hard, and when you want to scream, I want you to kiss me. Do you understand?”


  I barely register what he says. All I know is that his voice excites and soothes me at the same time. Finally registering his words, I nod my head yes.


  Damon turns me around and sits me on the edge of the wall. The cement is rough against my bottom. He scoots me to the very edge, and out of nowhere, I feel him impale me. I suck in my breath at the shock of it. How he got himself out of his pants and into me is nothing short of magic.


  The jacket is still tented around us both, only this time I am facing Damon and my legs are wrapped around his waist as he plunges repeatedly inside me. I can feel the heat building, and I want to scream his name. I push my lips into his and let my muffled scream escape into his mouth. The power of his thrusts, the excitement of making love in the open, and the friction the cement takes me to the top again. I begin to grind against him, the added power and friction taking us both over the edge. We swallow each other’s passion as our lips stay fused. I hold tight to Damon in the afterglow. He is still inside me as we kiss passionately.


  “It’s such a lovely place, isn’t it?” a voice asks from our right side.


  Damon immediately grabs me and pulls me closer, causing his partial erection to move deeper inside me. My eyes pop open wide as we both look at the stranger next to us. We remain literally connected.


  The man to our right is older and seemingly harmless; he’s just come to see the stars. It’s an odd sensation to be talking to a stranger while your boyfriend’s cock is deep inside of you. We let our guard down at the peak of our passion and now were stuck until he leaves.


  “It’s my favorite place in the world,” Damon replies. He looks at me with a mischievous smile.


  Thankfully, the old man sees that we would rather be alone and turns to leave. I hear him chuckle as he walks away.


  Within seconds, Damon is tucked back into his pants and I am back on two feet with my skirt pulled down. Damon has taken his coat off and has placed it around my shoulders. He’d said that he would protect me and he did. He made sure that I felt safe in his arms and that I was covered.


  “I was going to take you to the planetarium and pleasure you under the dome, but I’m thinking that we’ve had enough of the public today. What do you think?” he asks as he begins to chuckle.


  Leaning down, he sweeps me off of my feet and carries me all the way to the car. He buckles me in before he settles himself. We laugh all the way to his house. I think that perhaps his desire to make love in unconventional places might be waning.


  “So which is it? Griffith Park or the sixth floor?” I inquire. “You seem to be changing your mind about where your favorite place is.”


  “Katarina, I have decided that my favorite place is wherever you are.”


  He says the nicest things that have a way of melting my heart. “You’re so sweet. My favorite place is wherever you are too. Every time we make love, it’s my favorite time. Every kiss you give me is my favorite kiss. I would have never guessed I would be in this place three months ago.”


  “It’s funny how life works, isn’t it? Are you hungry or do you want to go home and finish the book?” he asks.


  “Let’s finish. I like having book club conversations with you. Do you think we could pick another book to read after the grand opening?” I don’t want to give this part of our lives up. It’s the one time I can ask the questions I really want to know.


  “Yes, but can we still grab from the naughty bag? There are way too many notes to overlook and too many toys in the brown box to ignore,” he decides.


  As soon as we arrive at his house, I run for the shower while Damon makes us hot chocolate. We snuggle up with each other and begin our final discussion about Bound.


  “Okay so they ended up together which is nice, but do you think they will be happy?” I ask, starting our book club discussion.


  “I don’t know. Is anyone ever completely happy? There is no perfect relationship. Being with someone takes a certain amount of compromise. There was a lot of discussion on their part about limits, and I think being honest about your limits is crucial.”


  “I read the last chapter twice. The fact that he destroyed that contract meant that he was willing to move forward. The fact that she was willing to keep it meant that she had accepted their relationship for what it was. I was so happy that they figured out something that worked for them.”


  “It’s was all about compromise for them,” he says.


  “What if you don’t know what you’re willing to compromise on?”


  “Are we talking about the book or us, Katarina?”


  “I suppose I’m talking about us. I’m sorry, let me ask something else.”


  “It’s okay. You can ask me anything. Honestly, I’m surprised that you haven’t asked more questions. My answer would be that only you could decide what’s good for you or not good for you. You won’t know until you give it a try. Why is it that you don’t ask more questions?”


  “You’ve met my parents Damon. They are very inquisitive and I always felt it was kind of intrusive. Some things are just better left alone. Some things are just not anybody’s business. Some people don’t like to share their lives.” I snuggle deeper against him. “I am really curious about some things in regards to you, but you come across as someone who doesn’t like to share. That’s why I don’t ask.”


  “I appreciate that. I don’t have any dark secrets, just some very painful memories.” He looks down at his hands as he nervously twists the lower part of his t-shirt around his fingers.


  “I realize that. I’m hoping that someday you can trust me enough to share your pain with me.” I don’t look at Damon as I say this. I don’t want him to see my pleading eyes.


  “What do you know of pain?” Damon asks with a hint of sarcasm in his voice.


  “More than you would think, Damon. I keep hearing how I have a pure and undamaged soul. Do you think you can come out unscathed when you’re best friend climbs into your arms to cry her eyes out over the loss of her mother? What about when your brother gets beaten to a pulp for liking men instead of women? What about loving someone who will possibly never be able to love you back? I know pain, Damon. I feel yours everyday and it hurts me as well.”


  I have caught him off guard. His expression tells me that he wasn’t expecting that from me.


  “I’m sorry. I never considered what you went through with Emma and Chris. Of course you would feel the pain of the people you love.” He pauses before continuing. “Do you really want to know about Mara?” he asks. “I’ll tell you what I can. She was the very first girl I ever loved. We dated for two years and I foolishly thought that she was the one. We lost our virginity together. We lived and breathed each other for so long that she became a part of me.”


  I watch as he inhales and then slowly exhales. Talking about her is not easy for him.


  “I emptied my soul into that relationship, and she destroyed me with one act of deception. I could never forgive her for it. I caught her with another man and it completely gutted me. I haven’t seen her since.” He exhales again and then continues. “I have no idea why she called. Maybe she feels guilty. Maybe it’s something else. It was ten years ago and it still fills me with rage when I think of it.”


  “I’m so sorry, Damon. I hope that our relationship can retrain your brain to trust and love.” I lean into him and lay my head upon his chest. “Thank you for sharing that with me. It means more than you know.”
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  The next two weeks pass by quickly. Trips to Ahz become a daily occurrence for me. I spend hours on the phone confirming deliveries or tracking things that haven’t shown up. I never fully understood how much work goes into event planning until now. So much goes on behind the scenes.


  As the grand opening nears, Damon and I spend more time at work than we do at our homes. Despite our crazy schedules, we have found a comfortable balance between work and home life. We religiously keep our daily lunch date, making sure that we make our relationship a priority. These stolen moments are the only time we make love. Most nights we eat dinner and then collapse in bed from exhaustion. I spend more time at Damon’s than I do at my home. I just want to be with him whenever I can.


  Emma and I manage to squeeze in some girl time in between meetings and phone calls. She’s running wild, getting things ready for Anthony Haywood’s. She’s his go-to girl for everything. We both laugh at the fact that we are dating our bosses.


  Damon and I never discuss what he shared weeks ago. I stored the information safely in my head and in my heart. Occasionally I think about his pain and how it would feel to have someone betray your trust in such a way. I can’t even imagine what that would be like. Sometimes I fantasize about running into Mara and kicking her ass.


  I started cooking for us so we could enjoy dinner at home. Damon gave cooking a try and found that he could open a jar of spaghetti sauce and boil pasta with some success. I vary our meals, trying to choose healthier options to offset the days that we insist on eating pizza and burgers. This last week has been more pizza than anything else. It’s the one meal that we can get delivered anywhere we are.


  “What are you wearing tonight?” I ask Damon as he slowly walks from the bed to the bathroom. I can’t help but admire his naked body as he walks past me. He is a gorgeous man. Solidly built and beautifully displayed.


  “I’ll wear a suit. Do you want to pick it out for me?” he suggests.


  “Yes, I do. I love the suit you had on the day I came to your office to return your money. It’s a blue pinstripe suit. That was the day you kissed me senseless and then sent me on my way. I love that suit.”


  “That’s the one I’ll wear then. What about you?”


  “Definitely pants. I’ll be walking all over that club tonight and I’m not showing my goodies to everybody.”


  I follow him into the bathroom, where we both get ready for work. We have settled into a dance of sorts in the morning. We shower together and then go about our personal grooming habits. I love watching him shave. There is something about the blade running across his face that does it for me. I don’t know if it’s the clean-shaven result or the act itself. Maybe it’s because I get to see his chiseled face covered with shaving cream and then, with each stroke of the blade, his beautiful face reveals itself. Most mornings I climb up on the sink and watch him.


  “Will you show me your goodies? I like seeing your goodies,” he says. He raises just one brow, looking at me with amusement.


  “If you start the shower, I’ll let you wash my goodies,” I tell him.


  He moves straight for the shower and gets the jets started. Anything having to do with sex or my goodies inspires a quick and immediate response. The man has an insatiable sexual appetite. I can’t say much though; he has me wanting him all of the time. Damon has introduced me to the many beauties and benefits of great sex.


  “I’ll be at the club all day so I won’t be able to have lunch with you. When will you be coming over?” I ask him.


  “I’ll try to make it over before everything gets crazy.”


  It’s disappointing that I won’t be able to see him at lunch today, but I know that he has an incredibly busy schedule. He has a press conference this afternoon and a ribbon-cutting ceremony at five o’clock. Then all hell will break loose.


  I walk to my closet and take out my navy blue leather pants and silver button-down blouse. I quickly change into my clothes but can’t decide on which shoes to wear.


  “Damon. Do you think I should wear the heels or the boots?”


  He looks me up and down. His eyes turn a darker blue, indicating that he likes what he sees. I have one boot on and one heel. I turn in a circle so that he can see the shoes from every angle.


  “I have a fondness for the heels, Katarina. They bring back pleasant memories. I love those pants by the way. They hug your bottom like a second skin.”


  “Heels it is then. I’m glad you love the pants. I’m wearing them just for you.”


  “I like them. I’ll like them better when I get to peel them off of you tonight.” He gives me another look from my head to my toes and shakes his head as he walks out of the room and down the stairs.


  Since we are going in different directions today, we leave in two different cars. Trevor and I are meeting in the VIP lounge at eight o’clock. He wants to go over everything before tonight. No stone will be left unturned. I think things are ready. The band accommodations are set. All of the green room amenities are in place. The Kogi people are scheduled to arrive at six o’clock. The band goes on at seven. I think everything is in order, but it will be nice to have a second set of eyes to double-check.


  “Hey, Trevor, you’re here already. Why so early?” Sitting in one of the booths, he seems relaxed and happy. He’s looking very dapper this morning.


  Trevor smiles at me in his boyish way and then surprises me with his next statement. “Your brother dropped me off. He needed to be at work earlier than me.”


  My mouth must be hanging open, because he reaches over and pushes my chin up until my lips close. People have a habit of closing my mouth for me.


  “You spent the night together? Wow. So tell me what’s going on between you two.”


  “Do you want the dirty details or the shortened version?”


  I cringe at the thought of getting the down and dirty from Trevor. “Just give me the rated-G overview.”


  “You bailed on me for shopping day and your brother said he would come along. He has fabulous taste, don’t you think?” Trevor stands and twirls in front of me in the same manner that I did for Damon this morning.


  “I like it. Who picked out the bow tie?”


  “Chris picked the whole ensemble, from the pants to the sweater vest and bow tie.”


  “He did an excellent job. What’s he wearing tonight? Do you have matching outfits?” I ask.


  “No, but we do coordinate.”


  “How cute. I can’t wait to see what he’s wearing. Hey, do you still want to meet Rylan? I have them to myself from six to seven.”


  “Chris and I definitely want to meet the band. I’m inviting him down to the green room with me.”


  I am so pleased by his statement. I can’t help but beam at him.


  “What are you smiling about?” he asks.


  “You really like my brother. I’m excited about that. You are both really great people. I think I will like having you as my brother’s boyfriend.”


  “One day at a time,” he cautions with a smile. “How are things with lover boy?”


  “Why are you always calling him lover boy?”


  “I see what you look like when you come back from lunch each day. You always have that ‘just fucked’ blush about you. I swear, if I had sex that often, my dick would fall off. Don’t you ever get sore?”


  “I’m just making up for lost time. There were many years when my sex life was nonexistent. Things are good.”


  “Okay, enough of that.” He shakes his head. “Let’s get to work.”


  We go through the guest list and identify everyone and their guests but two. Sam Wilson and Tory Blake have not called in the names of their dates, so we’ll just have to figure it out when they get here. I remember the first day I met Damon and how my place card at the hospital fundraiser said “Guest.” It takes all morning and most of the afternoon to complete our checklist, but things appear to be in order.


  “Everything looks good, Katarina. I’m proud of you. I feel comfortable leaving everything in your capable hands. I’ve never been able to enjoy an opening. I’m going to change that tonight. I have a date with a hot banker and I plan to dance his ass off.”


  I watch as Trevor leaves the lounge. Thinking about how crazy the night will be, I lean my head against the booth to rest my eyes for a while.


  “There you are. I was looking all over for you,” Damon asks. “Trevor said that he left you up here about fifteen minutes ago. What are you doing?”


  “Hey, how did the press conference go? I bet you looked really sexy. I wish I could have seen it. I have spent the entire day with Trevor going over every detail of the grand opening. The night is just beginning and I am already exhausted.”


  Damon climbs into the booth and slides to my side. His hand runs along the thigh of my pants, leaving me hot where he touches me. He pulls me toward him so that I can rest on his shoulder.


  “The press conference went really well. It would have been better if you were there with me. I feel like this is our grand opening. Everything is better because you’re here.”


  We lean against the back of the velvet booth and make out like two teenagers. There is so much excitement and tension in the air. Damon is like valium to my senses. His presence relaxes me. It’s funny how he can relax me and make me burn just by being close.


  “Come with me to let the masses in. I want you to stand beside me. Emma and Anthony will be there. It’s a big night for all of us.”


  We walk hand in hand to the massive front doors of the lobby. Emma is standing with Anthony. She looks beautiful in her purple cocktail dress. Anthony has dressed to match her. They look so cute together. They stand on one side of the foyer as Damon and I stand on the other. Everything is quiet before the bouncers open the doors and the guests pour in. We welcome hundreds of people. Everything seems to be going smoothly.


  Knowing that I need to check on the green room, I kiss Damon goodbye and tell him that I’ll find him later. I run into Chris and Trevor near the elevator. They look so cute together. They are dressed in coordinating sweater vests and bow ties.


  “Ready to meet the band?” I ask them.


  We maneuver down an employee hallway and catch the staff elevator to the second floor. I have learned every secret passage throughout this building. I’ve spent enough time here over the last few weeks that I can find my way around blindfolded.


  I lead Trevor and Chris down the hallway and into the green room. I want to be there when the band arrives.


  The three of us wait for the band, and in typical celebrity fashion, they show up with barely enough time to smack down several shots and eat some Kogi. I was so happy to see that they enjoyed the food. Chris and Trevor engage in conversation with all of the band members, but they find common ground with the drummer. As they talk, I watch Trevor and my brother slide their arms around each other’s waists. They are both taking possession, and it warms my heart.


  I wait until the band hits the stage before I leave the green room. I want to check out the rest of the club. The third-floor dance club is old school, so the DJ is playing music from the ‘80s and ‘90s. The energy is high and people seem to be having a good time. The fourth floor is all techno music. The pace here is more frantic, and instead of traditional dancing, jumpstyling seems to be popular here. The sixth floor plays the current hits—mostly top forty along with popular indie bands. This is my favorite club. I glide across the club to the sound of OneRepublic. I keep my eyes open for Damon, but I haven’t seen him yet. Walking across the glass, I catch a glimpse of him through the floor.


  If I move quickly, I should be able to catch up with him before he moves on. The VIP lounge is crowded though. Everyone seems to be standing exactly where I want to go. I weave my way through the room, trying to make it to the other side.


  As I approach, I see Damon standing with his arms caging a beautiful woman’s body. He has her trapped, and by the firm set of his jaw, he doesn’t look happy. She’s stunning. She has eyes like Mila Kunis and a body like Kate Upton. Her long brunette hair hangs in loose curls around her shoulders. She looks like she is trying to calm Damon down as she places her hand along his cheek. I can’t hear anything that’s being said, but I recognize the body language. She is leaning into him and he is staying neutral. Who the hell is this girl?


  Just as I decide to venture forward, her hand slides to his neck and pulls him to her. Her ample breasts crush against his chest as her lips capture his mouth. The action paralyzes me. I can’t move.


  The scene unfolds in slow motion. He hesitates for a minute, relaxes into the kiss, and then pushes away. As soon as he turns, he sees me and stops dead in his tracks. He looks at the beautiful brown-haired woman and then at me. When his eyes connect with mine, I know that my life has changed. I could forgive the kiss, but when he looks at this woman, it’s with a mixture of love and pain. I see the love I desperately want and the pain I had hoped to erase from his life. What stares back at me are glacier-blue eyes filled with sorrow, reflecting the horrific memories of his troubled past.


  My first reaction is to turn and run. The pain I feel inside in unbearable. I’ve just walked in on the love of my life kissing another woman and he hadn’t even had the decency to do it in private. Why would he? That’s his thing.


  Damon moves toward me, the girl following on his heels.


  “Katarina, it’s not what you think!” he pleads.


  It’s exactly what I think. I look past him to the woman standing just behind him. I reach out my hand to her and introduce myself. “Hi, I’m Katarina, Damon’s ex-girlfriend. You must be Mara.” I have nothing left to say as I turn and walk away.


  I can hear Damon calling behind me. I lose myself in the crowd and disappear into the masses.


  I wander aimlessly for what seems like an eternity. Pulling out my phone, I can see that it’s only been ten minutes and Damon has been calling nonstop. There are no less than twenty missed calls.


  Looking around me, I realize that I have managed to make my way to the green room. The band is gone and I find myself alone. The quiet is a blessing. My senses have been overwhelmed all night. The music playing on all of the floors was deafening and there were people everywhere. It’s nice to be able to sit for a minute and take stock of my life.


  This is not where I expected this night to end. I anticipated going home with my man. I envisioned our tired bodies making love and celebrating the success of Ahz. The irony of it all is that he was never mine. The minute I saw him look at her, I knew exactly who she was and exactly whom he belonged to.


  I look down at my shaking hands and know that I have to get moving or I’ll lose it. I can’t break down right now. I have a job to do. When I get home tonight, I’ll let it all out, but right now I need to focus on getting through the next few hours. I tip my head back, willing my tears to return to where they came from, and march out the door.


  How I make it through the night, I have no idea. I walk the floors of the club making sure that everything was in order. I promised Trevor that I would make sure that this opening went smoothly. Starting tomorrow, I no longer have to worry about the whole club. I’ll need to make sure that our entertainment is happy and our VIP guests are getting the treatment they deserve. Tonight, everyone is responsible for everything.


  I never do run into Trevor, Chris, Emma, or Anthony. I see Damon at one point, but I turn and head the other way. He calls dozens of times throughout the night. I never answer. I’m not ready to deal with him yet. I am curious as to why Mara was here. I checked the guest list and found her name next to Tory Blake. She wasn’t invited, but she found a way in.
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  The cool night air feels nice against my skin. The crowd in Ahz made the club feel warm, and after the incident, I was feeling claustrophobic. It’s good to be out in the open where I don’t feel trapped. As I approach my car, I find Damon leaning against the door. My heart feels like it’s in a vise. I see him, and where there used to be love, there is pain. Damon was right. I knew nothing of pain until tonight.


  “Katarina, please talk to me. I’ve been trying to find you all night. I’ve called you dozens of times.” His eyes are pleading, and I can hear the hurt in his voice.


  “Damon, if you do nothing else for me in your life, I need you to step away from my car and leave me alone. I’m not ready to talk about this right now. I’m tired and I’m hungry and I just want to be alone.” I don’t know where that voice came from, but the girl who spoke was fierce and she meant business.


  “Katarina, let me take you home and feed you. We can talk.” He steps from the car and moves toward me.


  My palm shoots out so that it’s vertical in front of me like a stop sign. “Stop! Don’t touch me, don’t talk to me, and don’t call me. I need a few days, Damon. I will talk to you, but it will be when I’m ready to talk, not when you’ve decided it’s time. Move out of the way so I can leave.”


  “Katarina! Please!” He steps back and allows me to get into my car. I start the engine and drive away.


  In the rearview mirror, I see him standing in the center of the garage, watching me leave, and it breaks my heart.


  Thank God that traffic is light this late at night. I make it home in record time. I can’t move fast enough toward the front door. I fumble with my keys as the tears begin to fall. I will be alone with my grief tonight. Emma is staying with Anthony.


  In the kitchen is the bottle of wine Rose gave me weeks ago. I can’t think of a better time to open it. My phone continues to beep as the messages from Damon flood in. I look at my screen and see his plea to let him know that I got home safely. I send him a reply that simply says, “I’m safely home.” I turn off my phone and make my way through the entire bottle of wine.


  I wake up on the couch still dressed in my leather pants and silver top. After finishing off a bottle of wine by myself, I didn’t have the energy or the desire to climb in my bed. Subconsciously I was probably avoiding it. Sleeping in my bed would remind me of the last time Damon and I slept there. Bracing myself for the emotional impact, I walk into my room to take inventory of my life.


  On my dresser sit the flowers that Damon sent the day after I met him. They dried so beautifully that I didn’t have the heart to throw them out. In the corner of my room is the plain brown box full of possibilities I will never experience. Opening my closet door, I come face to face with his section. Hanging neatly on the rack are a few of his suits, a pair of jeans, and several shirts. I hold the lapel of the black suit and bring it to my nose. The smell of him lingers there. Once again, the tears begin to fall. I turn around and walk to the kitchen to get the supplies I will need to tidy up my life.


  Armed with a trash bag, I enter my room on a mission. I toss the flowers, pack up his clothes, and throw the brown box in the back corner of my closet. I rip the sheets off of my bed and toss them in the washer. Satisfied with my initial Damon cleansing, I strip myself down and head to the shower. The hot water flows over my aching body and hides the tears I shed as I try to wash Damon from my life.


  The ringing phone cuts my shower short. My hesitation stops me from answering it right away. It might be him. On the third ring, I give in.


  “Hello.”


  “Thank God! Where have you been?” It’s Emma, and she sounds worried.


  “I’ve been home. I turned my cell phone off last night and fell asleep. What’s wrong?”


  “I’ll tell you what’s wrong, Damon showed up this morning still wearing his suit and smelling of alcohol. All he could say was that you had left him, and then he passed out. What the hell is going on?”


  “It’s true. Damon and I are no longer together.” The tears begin to slow and I try to swallow the lump in my throat. “It’s not something that I can talk about right now or talk about over the phone. I have to get to the club in a couple of hours. I need to be there before the band goes on. Will you be home tonight?”


  “Of course, Kat. I’ll come home right now if you need me.” I know it’s true. Emma would drop anything if I needed her.


  “No, tonight should be fine. I’ll be home around eleven. See you tonight, Em.”


  I have no idea how I am going to get through this night. Hopefully the club is busy. Staying busy will keep my mind off of Damon. I hope that he’s okay. I don’t hate him. I love him, but that would have never been enough.
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  Thank goodness the club was bustling. The band was happy and the VIP lounge was taken care of. There are so many staff members here to see to the needs of our guests that it seems wasteful. I can’t imagine what the payroll is for this place.


  I arrive home shortly after eleven and find Emma waiting inside with several bottles of wine ready to open.


  “Is this going to be a lighter crying night that requires a chardonnay or do we need to go for the heavy stuff like a merlot or a cabernet?” she asks.


  “I think we need to go straight for the merlot. How many bottles did you get?”


  “After seeing Damon and talking to you, I bought three bottles of everything.”


  “That should get us started,” I say, trying to joke, but I break into sobs instead.


  For the first time in over a decade, I have traded places with Emma. She cradles me against her bosom as I cry my eyes out. I sob until I have no tears left to fall. We sit in silence for a while and then she finally asks me to explain. I tell her about Mara and what happened and she just stares at me.


  “Are you sure he kissed her? I’ve gotten to know Damon pretty well, and I don’t think he would do that, Kat. Did you misinterpret what happened?”


  “I can’t believe you are sitting here siding with Damon. Em, it wasn’t the kiss. She kissed him. He didn’t instigate it. And if I am honest with myself, he didn’t seem to enjoy it. He backed away, settled in, and then pushed off. It was the look that sealed the deal. Do you remember when you told me that if a man keeps cautioning you about himself, then you should probably listen to his warnings? Damon gave me warning after warning, and I didn’t listen. He told me that he didn’t have a heart to give, and I didn’t believe him. I was so convinced that I had a heart big enough for both of us. What was I thinking?”


  The tears I was finished shedding have come rushing back again. Emma holds me in her arms while I soak her t-shirt.


  “I’m so mad at him, Kat. It’s taking everything in me to stay here and not hunt him down.”


  “It’s not his fault, Em. It’s mine. He was honest from the beginning. He told me he didn’t date. He told me that he couldn’t offer me what I wanted and needed. He told me that she’d gutted him and that she was the one, and I was so sure that my love was going to be enough. The only thing that he said to me that wasn’t true was that he was never the heartbreaker, but always the heartbroken,” I lament. “He broke my heart, Em.”


  The tears continue to flow throughout the night until I find myself waking up on the couch with a pillow under my head and a blanket over my body. Obviously Em tucked me in. I stretch my body, trying to get out the kinks that have settled into my back from another night spent on the couch. Today is the first day of the rest of my life, and I am going to start it out right. I’m going for a run.
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  The Mustang is not in the parking lot when I arrive at work. That will make what I have to do easier. Reaching into the back seat, I pick up the box of Damon’s things and head to the top floor. When I arrive, Greta greets me like always.


  “Hello, Katarina. How are you today?” She smiles up at me. “The opening was a smash, I hear. You must be so proud.”


  “Yes, it was a great opening, but it was a long weekend. I’m sure the club will continue to thrive. It was so well received by the press and the public.”


  “Mr. Noble looked quite handsome at the press conference. Did you see it?”


  “No, I was busy with planning. I am sure he looked great. I love that suit on him.” I think about Damon in his blue pinstripe suit and feel my heart twist. “Can you give these things to Mr. Noble when he gets in?” She looks surprised at my use of his formal name.


  “Certainly, Katarina. He called today and said that he would not be in for a few days. Is there anything else that you need? Is there anything that I can do for you?” She looks from her desk to my eyes and then back at her desk. She knows that something is up, but as a professional, she would never ask.


  I decline her offer and head downstairs.


  A beautiful vase of flowers rests on my desk when I arrive. The arrangement contains fragrant stargazer lilies. It’s a lovely arrangement, but I don’t know how to respond. The plastic pick contains an envelope that simply says “Angel” on the front. I sit at my desk and stare at the flowers. So caught up in my thoughts, I don’t hear Trevor enter my office or see him take a seat by my desk.


  “Are you going to open the card or do I have to do it?” he asks.


  I look up at him in shock. I swear, the man is a ninja. He always seems to sneak up on me. “I’ll open it later.”


  “Katarina, I know what’s going on. Em called your brother and he told me. Are you okay?” Trevor walks over and stands behind my chair. His hands go to my shoulders and he massages the stress away. I could easily break into tears right now, but I have to move on.


  “I’m going to be okay, Trevor. I knew what I was getting into. I just couldn’t resist him. He’s a good man, and I don’t want people judging him over our breakup.”


  Trevor studies my face before leaving me alone. I look at the card and decide that there’s no time better than now.


  Katarina,


  I never set out to hurt you. I adore you and can’t imagine my life without you in it. Please talk to me.


  Damon


  I’m going to have to talk to him sooner or later. I can’t leave him just hanging. He thinks I left because of the kiss. Pulling out my phone, I send the hardest text of my life.


  Me: Damon, thank you for the flowers. I am not quite ready to deal with this situation head on. Give me a little time. Let’s plan to meet in a couple of weeks. How about Anthony Haywood’s at Ahz on the third? I’ll make the reservations. I hope that you are doing okay.


  My phone pings immediately with an incoming message.


  Damon: I am relieved to hear from you. I think of nothing else but you. You have no idea how important you are to me. I don’t want to wait that long, but I will respect your wishes.


  With that set, it’s time to focus on work. Trevor and I need to discuss the future entertainment. I have another group to prepare for.


  At noon, I arrive at my office and find Greta setting lunch on my desk. “What are you doing, Greta?”


  “I’m delivering your lunch. It’s what I do, Katarina.” She gives me the don’t-mess-with-me look and then walks back out of the door. I look down and see soup and salad. I remember Damon telling me early on that he liked to eat a light lunch because he was less productive if he ate a heavy lunch. I really don’t have much of an appetite. I sip the soup broth and toss the rest.
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  The next two days pass in a flash. Greta continues to bring my lunch. Each time, she stares at me as if taking inventory. It finally dawns on me though. She works for Damon and he’s getting a daily report from her.


  I haven’t seen him since the opening, and his absence is nearly unbearable. I did a lot of soul searching over the weekend and tried to figure out what this thing we had was all about. I wonder if I let passion rule my brain. The sex was amazing. Is it possible to mistake passion for love?


  As I pull into the garage today, I am relieved to see Damon’s parking spot empty again. Every day gets a little easier. The pain at times is still profound, but I find that I’m crying less every day. I haven’t had to see him yet in person. I suppose that will be the real test of whether I’m moving forward.


  I hear the unmistakable rumble of his engine. Mustangs have a very distinct sound. I try to quickly make my way to the elevator. If I can just get inside and push the close button, I may be able to escape seeing him. As I rush to the door, I realize that I will never make it. His parking spot is just too close.


  “Good morning, Katarina. How is your morning going?”


  It was going fine until you sucker-punched me in the stomach by showing up this morning. “Good morning, Mr. Noble. I hope you have a great day.”


  His eyes widen in surprise at my use of his formal name. “I asked you how your day was going, Katarina.”


  “It’s just begun so it would be premature to say.”


  The elevator stops on my floor, and I bolt out of the door as fast as I can. Standing near him is more than I can handle. The scent of him takes me to so many different places. He doesn’t look good; I can see that he isn’t sleeping well. The sight of him like that hurts.


  I make it to my desk just in time to burst into tears.


  “Katarina, are you okay?”


  “Oh…Trevor, I thought I would be okay, but I’m not. Just seeing him makes my heart ache.”


  I am sobbing so much that I have given myself hiccups. Trevor walks to my door, closes, and locks it. Returning to me, he pulls me into his arms.


  “It’s going to be okay, Katarina. Eventually it will get easier. I know that you feel you won’t survive, but you will. I had a very bad breakup several years ago. I didn’t leave my bed for a week. The fact that you’re here every day shows how strong you are. You didn’t fall in love with him overnight, and you’re not going to fall out of love with him overnight either.”


  I sob uncontrollably for several minutes. Wiping my eyes, I suck in a big breath, get up, and walk over to my desk.


  “Thanks, Trevor. I appreciate your compassion. I’ll pull myself together and get to work. I’m so sorry for my outburst. By the way, how long did it take before you felt like you could breathe again?”


  “You don’t want to know. All you need to know is that you can breathe. You did it before him and you’ll do it after him. Let’s go out for lunch today, okay?”


  “That sounds great.” Getting out of the building will be a good distraction.


  I don’t know how I got so lucky to have Trevor as a boss, but somehow the universe was smiling on me the day I got hired.


  After lunch, he decides that we should play hooky for the rest of the day. He tells me that, since we put so many hours in before the grand opening, we deserve a little down time. Who am I to argue? He’s my boss.


  Trevor believes that the best therapy for depression is shopping. After visiting several boutiques and a store that creates custom perfume, we arrive back at Noble Enterprises smelling good and looking great. The fact that most of my clothes are at Damon’s house has made it challenging to dress for work. I really needed to pick up a few more things, and Trevor was an excellent fashion consultant.


  I don’t go back into my office when we return; I head straight for my car and the exit. As always at this time of day, the traffic is bumper to bumper. Looking straight ahead, I don’t see the car coming from behind. The car following me never stops. The impact sends my Jetta barreling into the intersection, where I am broadsided by a car entering from the opposite direction. It all happens so fast.


  I sit in my car and take inventory of myself. I think I’m okay; it’s just my left arm that’s killing me. I’m nauseated and sweaty, but I think I’m good. I can feel the sweat drip from my forehead. I reach up to wipe it away only to find my hand covered in blood. The air bags have deployed throughout my car and are just beginning to deflate. Something burns on my chest and arms.


  “Ma’am, are you okay? I’ve called the police and an ambulance. Don’t move. I don’t want you to hurt yourself more.”


  Hurt myself more? Am I hurt? Sure, my arm hurts and I feel pain in my face and chest from the impact of the air bags, but I think I’m okay. I look around the interior of the car and see that nearly every window is broken with the exception of the passenger side window. This is going to be an expensive fix.


  Within minutes, there are police, firefighters, and paramedics everywhere. Somehow I am extricated from my car and placed on a gurney. The fact that they had to remove me from the passenger’s side of the car is concerning. I need my car to get to work tomorrow.


  As I’m being rolled to a waiting ambulance, I remember all of my shopping bags in the back seat. There is no way I am going anywhere without them. Suddenly, I feel the stick of the I.V. and then nothing.
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  “Kat, open your eyes, sweetie. It’s Em.”


  I can hear her voice, but it seems so far away. My eyes feel heavy, and all I want to do is sleep. I try to open them. I can see the fuzzy outline of several people—Em, Chris, Trevor, and my parents. Rose is here as well. Why are so many people in my bedroom?


  “Katarina, honey? It’s your mother. Wake up so Dr. Noble can check you out. She has stayed late just to see you.”


  “What? Where am I? Holy hell my arm hurts, and I have the worst headache.”


  “Katarina, it’s Rose. You were in a pretty bad car accident. You broke your arm and needed a few stitches on your forehead, but everything else seems okay. That little car of yours saved your life. You are going to need to stay here overnight for observation. If everything looks good tomorrow morning, you can go home.”


  “I have work tomorrow. My new clothes were in the back seat. I can’t stay,” I ramble on.


  “Nonsense. You will stay because I said so. Your clothes are fine. The paramedics brought them in. They said you wouldn’t let them transport you until they had them in the ambulance. They had to sedate you to get you to calm down. You weren’t complaining about the pain. You just wanted those darn clothes.”


  “I have no clothes. Mine are at Damon’s, and I can’t get them because I love him too…” The pull of sleep and the effect of pain medication take me back to dreamland.
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  The squeezing of my arm wakes me with a start. I open my eyes to see the nurse removing a blood pressure cuff. Sitting to my left is Damon. He is holding the fingers that are peeking out of my cast. I can feel the light touch of his thumb gently rubbing back and forth. In my groggy state, I can’t process the scene.


  “Katarina, my mom called me. Your family went home several hours ago. They will check on you tomorrow. Can I get you something? I think you’re allowed to have ice chips. Let me get some for you.”


  Within minutes, Damon is back in the room and feeding me ice chips. They are so good. I feel so thirsty.


  “Are you in pain, Angel? I can have them come and give you some pain meds if you need it.”


  “Damon, why are you here? You should be home. You’re mom said that they will probably release me tomorrow. I’m fine.”


  “Katarina, no matter how you feel about me, I care about you. Can we just forget what happened last week for today? I want to be here with you. If you absolutely don’t want me to be here, then I’ll leave.”


  “It’s not that I don’t want you to be here. It’s just really hard for me when you’re so near.”


  “Do you want me to leave, Katarina?”


  Do I? Waking up to him beside me was like a dream. “No, Damon, I don’t. I don’t want to be here by myself,” I confess.


  “I’ll be here every time you open your eyes,” he promises.


  True to his word, Damon spends the night with me in the hospital. It seems like a selfless act on his part, although I am not of a mind to analyze motives at this point. I am just glad to have him here.


  Em is somewhat shocked to see him in my room when she arrives the next morning. She gives me the what-the-hell look, but I just shrug.


  “I’ve got this under control, Damon. You can leave,” she informs him.


  “Do you need help getting her home?” he asks.


  “Nope. We got it all under control,” Emma barks.


  I see the look of resignation in his eyes as he leans over me and places a chaste kiss on my cheek.


  “I will check in on you later.” He walks slowly out of the door and out of my life again.


  “What was he doing here?” Em asks. “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw him.”


  “Rose called him. He was actually very sweet. Don’t worry. It won’t change anything. He was here as a concerned friend.”
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  The trip home is uncomfortable. I can’t put my own seatbelt on. The stitches in my forehead ache and I’m exhausted. How do they expect you to rest when they wake you up every two hours to take your temperature and blood pressure?


  Everyone is in our house when we arrive. The only people missing are Rose and Damon. Chris and Trevor tuck me into bed, and Emma and Anthony made sure I’m fed. My parents stay just to make sure I’m settled in before they leave. The doctor has requested that I stay home for the rest of the week. It’s a good thing that we have a generous sick-day policy.


  “Em, tell me the truth about my car. Can it be fixed?” I think I already know the answer. Rose pretty much told me that my Jetta sacrificed itself to save me.


  “Kat, there is nothing left of your car. The back end was pushed so far forward that your shopping bags ended up in the front seat. The driver’s side is now on the right side of the car. It’s totaled. You’re parents have contacted the insurance company already. We have divvied up the driving duties until you can get back into a car. You’ll probably be able to get behind the wheel in a week or so. You have to get off of pain meds first.”


  I have never been so happy for a week to end and a new one to begin. At my follow-up appointment, I am told that my stitches can be removed on Wednesday. The cut wasn’t too big—seven stitches in all. It’s up near my hairline, so my hair can cover the scar easily.


  The rest of the week is like slow torture. I do as much work as I can from home, but I feel like I am dying a slow death from boredom. The hardest thing is all of the time I have to think. Damon does check in on me every day. On several occasions, he’s called Emma, and by the tone of Emma’s voice, the conversations are not always pleasant.
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  My first day back feels wonderful. Em drops me off in the employee garage. The silver Mustang is parked in its place. Strangely, the orange Charger is parked right next to it.


  Trevor meets me on the ground floor and escorts me to my office. Sitting on my desk is a vase of flowers, a set of keys, and a note.


  Katarina,


  I hope that you are healing well. I checked with my mother and she said that you could safely drive a car. I thought you might like to borrow the Charger until you have time to research and purchase a new car. Please consider my offer.


  Yours,


  Damon


  He’s offering me the Charger? This is no small thing. I remember him telling me that it’s been in his garage since Roman’s death. If I borrow it, it may give him the wrong impression, and if I turn him down, I could hurt his feelings. I don’t know what to do.


  Trevor is still in my office, so I turn to him for help.


  “Trevor, I’m in a dilemma. Damon has offered to loan me his second car. It’s a huge step for him. It has significant meaning to his past. It’s a massive step actually. What should I do?”


  “I’ve known Mr. Noble for five years. We haven’t become buddies, but what I do know about him is that he looks after his people. I can’t imagine him having any other motive than making sure you’re okay. Maybe this is helping him as well. Obviously he’s showing you that he can let go of something that means a lot to him.”


  I am floored by Trevor’s observation.


  “Thanks for your insight. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”


  After careful consideration, I decide to take Damon up on his offer. I text him a thank-you note for his kindness.


  Me: Thank you for the generous offer. I know how difficult it must be to let go of that car. Thanks for the loan. I promise to get it back to you soon.


  Damon: I’m glad that you are using it. I had the tires and the battery changed so it should be perfect. I am burying my past, Katarina, so that I can move on with my future. The car is just a small part of the process. See you Wednesday at six.


  Wednesday night at six seemed so far away when I decided on that day. I am shocked at how quickly the time has passed. I shake the thought from my head and send my reply.


  Me: I’m proud of you Damon. Again, thanks for the loaner.


  The keys feel cold as I run them through my fingers. The ring contains two keys and a keychain. One key is distinctly a car key, the other looks like a house key, and the keychain is an angel.


  What am I going to do with this man?
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  I arrive at Ahz and park in the employee area of the garage. Looking around for the Mustang, I find it down the same row but across the aisle. The sight of it makes my heart rate accelerate. I am beyond nervous. My hands are sweating and I feel like I may hyperventilate. How am I going to get through this dinner?


  The last time I saw him was at the hospital, and all I wanted was for him to crawl into my bed and hold me. My emotions are so tangled when it comes to him. I am passionately in love with him, but I can’t settle for anything less than all of him. When I was growing up, I never fantasized about loving a man who could love me halfway.


  Stopping at the elevator, I feel my panic start to rise. I bend over, trying to put my head between my knees so that I don’t faint.


  “Katarina, are you okay?” His voice startles me as he approaches from behind.


  “Yes. Fine. I was just feeling a little lightheaded. I guess I still get nervous driving after the accident,” I lie. The only thing I’m nervous about is this meeting with Damon. His presence does things to me. My heart is beating wildly. My traitorous body is responding to him like a dog in heat; every nerve ending is on alert.


  We walk together into the restaurant. The maître d’ takes us to a private table to the side of the restaurant.


  “You look awful, Katarina. You need to get more sleep and eat properly.”


  “Thank you, Damon. That was such a sweet thing to say.” The sarcasm oozes from my mouth.


  “I’m sorry. It’s been several days since I’ve seen you and you’ve lost weight. You don’t look rested. You need to take care of yourself.”


  “I don’t need to worry about it. You have your secretary coming to feed me daily.”


  “I’ve done no such thing. If she’s bringing you lunch, then she’s doing it on her own. My staff has circled the wagons around you. They won’t answer any questions or tell me anything about you. I’ve tried to check up on you. I asked Trevor about you, and he just hung up on me. Greta won’t even talk to me. The only information I can get is from you—if you’ll take my call—or the abrupt, ‘She’s fine,’ from Emma.”


  I laugh when he talks about his staff.


  “It’s not funny. I’m the fucking president of my company and none of my employees will return my calls.”


  “I’m sorry, Damon. It’s not funny, but you have to believe me when I say I have nothing to do with it.”


  “I know. It’s just that they like you better than they like me. I get it. I like you better than I like me.”


  Over dinner, we sip wine and slowly prepare ourselves for a difficult conversation. The waiter approaches and asks if we would like dessert. Our eyes look briefly at each other. We both order coffee and begin the painful process of sorting out our friendship.


  “Katarina, first and foremost, I need you to know that I didn’t invite her. She came with a guy named Tory Blake. I also want you to know that, although you saw a kiss, I didn’t kiss her.”


  “I understand all of that,” I tell him.


  “Then why aren’t we together? Why are you not lying in my arms every night? Why do I feel like my life ended on Friday night?”


  I can hardly contain the tears that want to spill from my eyes. “Damon, we can’t be together because I will never be okay with happy and content. I want love. I want someone to love me like his life depends on it. You have not let go of your past. I saw you look at her, and you’re not over her. I don’t know what she did to you, but whatever it was, it’s put your life on hold for a decade. I don’t have a decade. I want to fall in love, get married, and have children. I want things that you could never give me.”


  “She fucked my brother!” his voice screams out in anguish.


  I was not expecting that. What can I say? ‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t begin to scratch the surface.


  I look up to Damon’s face and see a single tear escape his left eye. He grabs his head and cries out in despair. Then he leaps up from his chair and leaves. I can’t even move. It didn’t happen to me, but I can imagine the pain and the betrayal he felt. The two people he loved above everything else betrayed him, and then one of them died before he could get closure.
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  The next two days go by without a word from Damon. I’m worried about him. I have texted and called him, but he won’t answer his phone. Saturday, I get a call from Rose that scares the living daylights out of me.


  “Katarina, where is my son? I haven’t heard from him. His housekeeper says that he hasn’t been home since Wednesday morning.”


  “I don’t know, Rose. Damon and I are not together. We had dinner Wednesday and he left abruptly, I haven’t seen him since.”


  “I know that you had a little disagreement, but I didn’t think it was something that was going to break you up. What happened?”


  I explain the situation to her, only giving her the information about what happened at Ahz. If Damon wants her to know about the rest, he’s going to have to tell her himself.


  “That’s all I know, Rose. I will try to locate him for you,” I tell her.


  I am frozen with fear. I know what Damon looked like when he left the restaurant. He looked like a broken man. I grab my purse and keys and dash out of the door.


  My first stop is his house. I key in the code to the gate and thank God that Damon put his house key on the ring. I move through the house calling his name, but he is nowhere in sight. I enter his bedroom and find my clothes on his bed. It’s apparent that he’s slept with them. I feel my heart muscle tighten.


  My next stop is Noble Enterprises. I am hoping that he has come to work, to catch up. As soon as I enter the garage, I know that he isn’t here. The Mustang is noticeably missing.


  Entering Ahz, I scour the garage, but he’s nowhere to be seen. I park and call all of the local hospitals. I call the police to make sure that he hasn’t been detained for anything. No one has heard from him.


  I head for Griffith Park Observatory. He told me that he used to go there to think. Unfortunately, I don’t find him. Sitting in my car, I begin to cry. I don’t where he would go to feel connected or safe, but then it hits me. I can’t drive fast enough.


  I make it to Brentwood in record time and find my way to Damon’s childhood home. I don’t see his car, but somehow I know that he’s here. I can feel him.


  I park the Charger and walk around the back of the house. If he isn’t here, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I approach the rope ladder with trepidation. I take one rung at a time. Climbing an unstable ladder with the use of one hand is a tricky endeavor.


  Peeking over the edge, I find him—curled up on his side in the fetal position. I climb up the rest of the way and spoon my body next to him. I am beside myself with happiness that I have found him. I am filled with sadness by the way he looks. He hasn’t shaved in days. He’s in the same suit he wore when I saw him Wednesday. Despite his being in disarray, he’s still a beautiful man.


  “Damon, I’m here. I’m here, baby. Turn over and let me look at you.”


  “Oh, Katarina, are you really here? I can’t live without you. My life is awful without you.”


  I sit up and guide his head into my lap. I run my fingers through his blond hair and rub his shoulders with my good hand. I cradle him for over an hour. How can I not love this man?


  Looking up to the sky to pray, I see that Damon has carved another set of initials in the ceiling. The freshly carved letters are mine, encased in a heart.


  “Let’s go home, honey, so I can get you cleaned up. I’ll make you dinner and we can snuggle on the couch.” I manage to get Damon down the ladder and into the Charger.


  The closer we get to his house, the more alive he becomes. I’m so glad that I haven’t lost him for good. As soon as we enter his house, I usher him upstairs. I text his mom before I take him to the shower. With the jets set, I turn my attention to caring for Damon.


  “Katarina, you don’t have to do this. I can get myself in the shower. I’m okay now. Thanks for coming for me. It’s good to know that you still care.”


  “Shut up, Damon. I’m here because I love you and I want to take care of you. Let’s get you in the shower.”


  Finding a plastic bag under the sink, I wrap my cast up and climb in behind him. I make sure that Damon is clean from head to toe. When I take him out of the shower, I dry him off and dress him in sweatpants and a t-shirt. I make him climb into bed and tell him I’ll bring him his dinner. Downstairs, I make a quick call to Rose to let her know he’s okay and I will have him call her tomorrow. I microwave what I can find in the freezer and race back upstairs.


  “Katarina, you don’t have to stay with me.” His words come out slowly. I know that he said them for my benefit. I also know that he would prefer that I stay.


  “I remember a man sitting at the end of my hospital bed. He remained with me in spite of the fact that no one wanted him there but me. Damon, if you really don’t want me to be here, then I’ll leave, but I want to stay.”


  “I can’t have you stay if you’re going to leave me tomorrow. I won’t be able to survive that.” His head falls to the bed.


  I can’t leave him; I love him. He has so much shit to wade through, but I can’t expect him to do it by himself.


  “A while ago, we said that we would take it one kiss at a time, Damon. I’m still willing to do that. I’m sorry that I left you when you needed me the most. I may never forgive myself for that.” I pull him to my chest as we continue to talk.


  “You were right to leave me. I was holding on to the past. I don’t love Mara. I loved the memory of Mara. When she kissed me, I felt nothing. They weren’t your lips. She had the wrong feel and taste and smell. I tried to hold on to the memory of the brother I loved, not the one who hurt me.”


  “What they did is unforgivable, Damon. I know you weren’t aware that he had leukemia at the time, but maybe his condition made it difficult for him to think clearly.”


  “I’ve thought about that, but I’m not giving him an easy out, and Mara has no excuse at all. I thought a lot about this the last three days, and honestly, he was an asshole and she was a selfish bitch. When he died that June, I just tried to adopt my mother’s perception of him. What I knew in my head never matched the truth in my heart, and it’s messed me up.


  “I could never get the vision of walking in on them out of my head. When he saw me, his response was classic Roman. He looked at me and told me to go fuck myself, because after having him, Mara wasn’t fucking anyone else.


  “I couldn’t believe that I got my nose broken for losing a baseball mitt and he got nothing for stealing my life. It was only days later that he found out about the leukemia. I never talked to him again. He died June fifteenth, alone with my mother. I still hate him to this day. I hate him even more, because not only did he steal my past, but he’s stealing my future as well. You are my future, Katarina, and I won’t let him—or Mara—take you from me.”


  I feed Damon the leftover spaghetti and snuggle next to him. His body folds around mine as if we were made to go together. It’s so nice to be back in his arms.


  “It’s going to be okay, Damon,” I whisper as I give him a kiss goodnight.


  “Don’t give up me, Katarina,” he whispers back.


  I’ll never give up on you, I think to myself as I drift off to sleep.
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  When I wake up he’s gone.


  I walk down the stairs, expecting to see him. Instead, I find a note on the counter.


  Katarina,


  I am so grateful for what you did for me last night. You are truly an angel. I have some things to take care of. It may take me a few weeks to get my life squared away, but I will be back and I hope that you’ll be waiting for me.


  I spoke to my mother this morning. She is completely aware of everything. I didn’t want you to be in a position where you thought you needed to protect me. She respects you, and I would never want to jeopardize the friendship that you have built with her.


  Please take this time to think about the type of relationship you are willing to have with me. I want it all, but I will accept whatever you are willing to offer. It wasn’t until you walked away that I realized how much I love you.


  It’s unfair to expect you to return my love after everything I have put you through. I will think about you every day.


  Yours Forever,


  Damon


  PS – I changed the code on the gate to 0310. It’s the day my life began. It’s the day I met you.


  The letter leaves me speechless. He loves me. I don’t know where Damon has gone, but I do know that his absence leaves me feeling empty.
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  As the weeks pass, I miss him more. I know that he’s okay because I find fresh flowers on my desk every Monday and a note to remind me that he is thinking of me.


  I have fallen into a routine lately. I spend Monday nights with Chris and Trevor. They seem to be moving in the right direction. It’s so nice to see these two men find the somebody who could be the one. Then I spend Tuesday nights with Rose. We usually eat at the Greek Restaurant and have had many in-depth conversations about the situation with Damon and Roman. She feels awful that Damon suffered alone for all of these years. Emma spends most of her time with Anthony, but they do spend time when they can with me.


  Rose has enlisted my help with planning a party for a colleague who is retiring. She says that I met him at the philharmonic. I met so many people that night that I have no recollection of any particular individual.


  She is holding the extravagant affair at her Brentwood estate. It’s been nice having something to keep me busy. Left on my own, my mind wanders to Damon and what he might be doing. So many of the items Rose requested are his favorites. It makes me miss him so much more.


  I stand in my kitchen, lost in my thoughts. I am startled by the ringing of my phone.


  “Katarina, is everything in order for tonight?” Rose asks. She has called me three times today to make sure everything is set.


  “Yes, Rose. Everything is perfect. I promise you won’t be disappointed. I’ll be there at five so I can take care of everything.Have you heard from Damon?” I ask with hope.


  “No, honey, I haven’t. I saw that he put the old house up for sale recently. It came as a shock at first. He’s been holding on to that place for so long. I’m happy to know that he’s letting go of the past. I’m hoping that he will come back soon.”


  “Wow, that’s surprising! I know how attached he is to the memories of that tree house. Okay… I was just wondering if you had heard from him. I miss talking to him. See you at five.” I hang up the phone and think about him selling his childhood home. It’s where he spent the best and worst years of his life. I suppose it’s time to let it all go.
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  I arrive on time at Rose’s place. I still can’t get over the beauty of the gardens. The caterers have set up tables throughout the space so that guests can enjoy both the indoor and outdoor areas. People will start to arrive around six o’clock. I have nothing left to do but change my clothes and hope the day goes smoothly.


  “Rose, is there a room that I can change my clothes in?” I ask.


  “Yes, dear. In fact, I was shopping yesterday and found a beautiful ice-blue cocktail dress on sale at Nordy’s. I picked it up for you. It’s upstairs in the first room to the right. Don’t feel like you have to wear it. It just looked like you. It reminded me of the dress Damon bought you for the philharmonic. I was guessing on the size, so I hope it works.”


  “Thanks.”


  The dress is beautiful and fits like it was made for me. Thankfully I brought silver heels to wear. The dress is the exact color of Damon’s eyes. I wish I knew what he was up to. I have thought about the whole situation again and again. I can’t make sense of what my heart says and what my head says. They both come at me from different places. I wish he were here to help me make sense of it all.


  By six thirty, the party is in full swing and I have not met the guest of honor yet. Rose says that he will be making an announcement in a few minutes. As I turn to check the patio, I catch a glimpse of someone who looks like Em. I head in that direction to see if I really saw her or if there’s another stunning redhead at the party.


  “Where are you headed, young lady? I need you in here with me,” Rose says as she takes my arm and guides me in a different direction. “My guest of honor is ready to make his speech. He’s a lovely man, and I think you will like him once you really get to know him. You met him several times, but I don’t think he’s been on his best behavior. Stand right here.” Rose forces me to stand in front of the crowd of people that has gathered. She leaves me and walks up the circular staircase to retrieve her guest. I do as I am asked and wait patiently.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, thanks for coming out today,” Rose announces from a level above us. “This is a very special time in my life. As you know, I lost a husband and a son to cancer. I nearly lost my only remaining child to oversight and ignorance. A wonderful woman named Katarina Cross met my son and changed his life forever. She gave him love, encouragement, and hope for a bright future. She is here tonight on the guise of throwing a retirement party for a colleague.” She spreads her arms to the crowd. “All of you are here because you either know my son or you know Katarina. Damon is here tonight because he loves Katarina.”


  I am completely stunned by the turn of events. My heart begins to beat rapidly. Damon is here in this house, and I will get to see him again. My soul is singing with joy. My knees are knocking with nervousness. He emerges from some secret location upstairs dressed in a beautiful black tuxedo. Obviously he didn’t get the memo that it was cocktail attire. He leans over the banister and smiles directly at me. His beautiful glacier-blue eyes are clear and full of life. The pain has been replaced with something that looks like hope.


  “Good evening, everyone,” he says to the crowd. He kisses his mom and she turns to descend the stairs. “Hello, Angel,” he says directly to me. “Several months ago, I met this amazing woman. Hold up your hand, Katarina, so that everyone can see you.”


  I raise my hand a little, but I’m embarrassed by the attention. I feel several people touch me. I turn around to see who is holding on to me. My parents and Greta are on one side of me. Chris, Trevor, and Rose are standing on the other side of me. I look toward the staircase and see Anthony and Emma. The people I love surround me.


  “We met in an unconventional way—a blind date of sorts. I knew the day I met her that I could never let her go. She’s a little bitty thing, but she packs an incredible amount of strength in her five-foot-four frame. She had to be strong to put up with me. I have never met anyone who is as honest and sincere as she is. She says it like she sees it. She was raised by amazing people. So many people show you what they think you want to see, Katarina shows you exactly who she is.” He looks at my parents before he speaks again. “I’m so grateful that her parents raised her with love and gave her the freedom to be who she is.”


  Looking back at the crowd, Damon says, “She got to see the real me, and at times it wasn’t pretty, but she loved me in spite of it all.” He takes a deep breath. “I’m a damaged person. So much sorrow has touched my life, and I never imagined that I could feel completely happy again. Katarina changed everything for me. If you will humor me for a moment, I would like to take the time to tell her what’s really in my heart.”


  The tears begin to fill my eyes. Not only does this man care for me, but he is also going to publicly declare it.


  Rose walks over to me and leans in to whisper. “Give my boy a chance, Katarina. He won’t disappoint you.”


  “The first time I met Katarina, she was dressed in lovely red gown. She took my breath away. I definitely wanted to see her again, but I wasn’t the dating type. I asked her about her prerequisites for dating, and she informed that I had to have nice teeth and could not be a serial killer.” The people around me laugh.


  Damon walks a few steps down and hands two envelopes to Emma. She brings them over to me and places them into my hand.


  “Katarina, there are two envelopes in your hand. One is a letter from my dentist informing you that I am cavity free and I’m up-to-date on my cleanings. He even went far enough to say that I have excellent teeth.” The crowd around us breaks into laughter. “The second is a full background check. You can see that I have never had a run-in with the law and my credit rating is stellar. I’m offering you full disclosure. There is nothing that I will hide from you. Most importantly, I want to tell the world that I love you. I think I knew it the first day. I’ve lived the last several weeks without you so that you could have time to think. I don’t want to live another minute separated from you. You are my heart and my soul, and without you, I will perish.”


  Damon slowly descends the steps until he is directly in front of me. His eyes are looking deep into mine. I no longer see pain. I only see love. He is silently asking me if there is a possibility of a future together. The crowd looks on as we continue our conversation in a more private manner.


  “Damon, I love you. I always have.” I reach up and trace my fingers down his cheek and then place my palm over his rapidly beating heart. “I just wanted all of you.”


  He places his hands on my waist and pulls me closer. “Katarina, I’m yours. I’ll be yours for as long as you’ll have me. I want to be your forever.”


  “Where have you been, Damon? I’ve missed you so much.” I stare into his eyes searching for the answer.


  “I had a lot to take care of,” he says quietly. “I sold the house, I visited Roman’s grave, and I bought that beautiful dress you’re wearing.” He looks me up and down with heat in his eyes. “I’m putting my past to rest and preparing for my future. I never had a future until you walked into my life, Angel.” He leans forward and brushes his lips across mine. “I forced myself to stay away from you so that you could decide whether there was room in your life and your heart for me. My mom suggested this party. She said that you had been asking about me. It gave me hope. I would love to start over again. Can I take you out to dinner?” he asks.


  “Dinner, Damon?” I look at him with a question in my eyes. “Aren’t we way past dinner?” I tease. “I was thinking that maybe we could skip dinner and go directly to dessert.” I grin up at him. I know that many people have been privy to our conversation, but he’s the only one who will understand.


  I feel myself being lifted into his arms as he turns me around in circles. His lips press against mine, and I am whole again. The crowd around us erupts into cheers as Damon picks me up and carries me out of the door. I have no idea where we’re headed, but when he whispers the words, “Relax and enjoy,” I know I’m going somewhere I’ve never been.
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  It takes more than a great story to create a novel. The author comes up with an idea and runs with it, but without moral support, the talent of a graphic designer, an editor, and a formatter, it’s just words on paper.


  A big thank you goes out to my husband who continues to be my greatest supporter. Love to my children who cheer me on, and help me when I’m stumped for the right words.


  To my beta readers, Jen, Jennifer, Cathy and Claire, your input is priceless.


  Thanks to the Indie Romance Author Chicks who have talked me off of the ledge numerous times when I was ready to jump. These girls know what’s it like to make something that happens in your mind, come alive on paper. I am so honored to be a part of your group. You are the best!


  The following people took these words, and made them into something so much more. Without them I would be lost.


  Cover Design by Melissa@MGBookCovers and Designs


  Editing by Mickey Reed


  Formatting by Self Publishing Editing Service
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  Kelly Collins lives in Colorado with her husband James. She’s the proud mother of three young adults that still manage to keep her on her toes and her head spinning. They are her greatest accomplishment.


  As a military wife, Kelly has traveled the world like a rock star on tour. This has given her the amazing ability to unpack an entire household in three days—another crowning achievement!


  Over her life, she has been a jack-of-all-trades, between dental assisting, teaching, and running her home staging business. Finally, one day, she decided to do something she was meant to do. She wrote. And she hasn’t stopped since.


  Armed with a glass of wine and her laptop, Kelly loves nothing more than to create a world that any woman would want to live in.


  You can contact Kelly via social media. It’s always nice to hear from her fans.


  Follow Kelly on Facebook for updates, contests and additional information regarding new releases.


  www.facebook.com/authorkelleycollins


  Follow Kelly on Twitter


  @kcollinsauthor


  Don’t forget to leave a review on the site where you purchased this book. Indie authors can use all the help they can get.
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