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    From Best Selling Author, Lexy Timms, comes a billionaire romance that'll make you swoon and fall in love all over again. 

Jamie Connors has given up on men. Despite being smart, pretty, and just slightly overweight, she's a magnet for the kind of guys that don't stay around. 

Her sister's wedding is at the foreground of the family's attention. Jamie would be find with it if her sister wasn't pressuring her to lose weight so she'll fit in the maid of honor dress, her mother would get off her case and her ex-boyfriend wasn't about to become her brother-in-law. 

Determined to step out on her own, she accepts a PA position from billionaire Alex Reid. The job includes an apartment on his property and gets her out of living in her parent's basement. 
  
 
    
Jamie has to balance her life and somehow figure out how to manage her billionaire boss, without falling in love with him. 

** The Boss is book 1 in the Managing the Bosses series. All your questions won't be answered in the first book. It may end on a cliff hanger. 

For mature audiences only. There are adult situations, but this is a love story, NOT erotica. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    One more hour and then you can leave. Just one more stupid hour.  
 
    Jamie resisted the urge to look at her phone for the fifth time in twenty minutes. She didn’t know what she was expecting to see on it. It wasn’t like time would move any faster. She turned her attention back to her sister’s engagement party, which she supposedly should be enjoying – in theory. However, it felt next to impossible with her fucking ex sitting right across from her with his arm around her sister.  
 
    Stephen caught Jamie staring and flashed a fake grin at her. Jamie looked away, down at the ice water she had opted for instead of the beer she really wanted. She might as well try to make an effort to show the family she wanted to lose weight.  
 
    “Have you chosen the venue yet, Christine?” Jamie’s mother asked. Her bony elbow jabbed Jamie in the side as she reached for her water glass.  
 
    Jamie made an effort to straighten from her slouched position, only to slide her shoulders forward a moment later. 
 
    “Not yet.” Christine smiled at her fiancé. “We were thinking about that cute little church a few blocks away from Stephen’s apartment.” 
 
    My apartment! At least it had been until Stephen refused to move out. With her savings dwindling, it had just ended up being easier letting him have it and tell the landlord to start charging him rent instead of her. She had not argued when the landlord also insisted Jamie keep her name on the lease when he added Stephen’s. She kept quiet even when it meant she had to move into her parent’s basement. Temporarily at least… I hope.  
 
    “Oh, that church’s so cute! You should definitely check it out. It is Methodist, right?” Her mother’s tone grated Jamie’s nerves. She knew her mother didn’t mean anything about the cuteness of the church, she only wanted confirmation of her question. That was exactly how her mother always worked. 
 
    “Of course,” Stephen said. “We wouldn’t consider any church that wasn’t Methodist.” 
 
    Her father grunted and checked his watch. He was the only one in the family who seemed to remember the fact that Stephen hadn’t bothered oozing charm when he had met them as Jamie’s boyfriend. Or, more likely, he simply didn’t think anyone was worthy of his precious little angel, Christine. Jamie couldn’t tell. She was never able to get her father’s attention long enough to ask him.  
 
    Just then their food arrived and Jamie’s mouth watered from the smell. She couldn’t take her eyes off the oversized burgers and chicken tenders with French fries served at the pub. The waiter balanced huge plates of delicious junk food on the tray. He smiled at everyone as he set the burger and fried chicken down in front of Christine and Stephen, the chicken alfredo and crab cakes in front of her parents and then flashed her an almost sympathetic smile before putting a small, bland looking salad in front of Jamie, who vaguely realized it was only a side portion size.  
 
    “I took the liberty of ordering for you since you were late in coming,” Christine said over her heaping plate of fried food. “I know how much you want to lose weight, Jamie. After all, the maid of honor dress is very form fitting.” She glanced over at Stephen. “There’s no way I’m going to even make a dent into this pile.” 
 
    Jamie bit back her anger and forced a small smile at her little sister. “Thank you. It’s perfect.” For a rabbit. She reached for the croutons as Christine nodded and took a bite out of a large fry.  
 
    “Darling, are you sure you want the croutons?” Her mother reached over and slid them out of her grasp. “Your sister went to the trouble of ordering a very healthy meal for you and you’re about to undo all the benefits.” 
 
    “I don’t think croutons will keep me at a size twelve.” Jamie tried to keep her face unreadable. The Chinese food I’m ordering when I’m out of here might, though. She poured the entire packet of croutons onto the salad, ignoring the glance Stephen and Christine exchanged. That’s right. Plan your backup maid of honor all you want. I’m eating the fucking croutons! She wasn’t large, she knew it, but her family made her feel like she was massive compared to her size two sister. Her dear sister had probably said no dressing or hardly any. She took a bite and really wished the salad came automatically with dressing on the side. And maybe garlic bread. Cheesy garlic bread.  
 
    “What about your honeymoon?” her mother asked Christine. “Have you picked a location?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Christine beamed as she turned to gaze at the man beside her. “Stephen said he wanted to surprise me. All I ask is that it’s somewhere warm.” She dabbed a tiny ketchup spot from his lip. “Jamie said she would come with me bathing suit shopping, didn’t you, Jamie?” 
 
    Jamie nodded, unable to respond while chewing the near tasteless iceberg lettuce. 
 
    “I do wish you took smaller bites.” Her mother shook her head. “You’ll feel full a lot faster if you do. Maybe then you wouldn’t need all those croutons you used.”  
 
    Get off my bloody case, Ma! I’m not sixteen years old anymore. “Of course, Mom.” Jamie smiled and took a sip of water. Damn, why didn’t I order a beer? Or a six-pack? 
 
    “Anyway, I was hoping for somewhere in the Mediterranean or the Caribbean.” Christine sighed dramatically. “Just a quiet, intimate little resort in paradise.” She turned to Stephen and kissed him on the cheek. “Won’t that be fun, honey?” 
 
    “It’d be heaven.” He rubbed his nose against hers.  
 
    Jamie felt like throwing up the lousy salad in her stomach. She stood. “Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” She didn’t wait for her mother’s disapproving glance or some off-the-wall comment from one of them. She turned and walked toward the bathroom, her eyes cast on the floor just in front of her. She glanced up to make sure she went into the correct gendered washroom. As soon as she shut the stall door, she sighed. “Forty-five minutes, girl,” she muttered. “Then you can leave.” But the entrance is so close! All she had to do was slip out and never see any of them ever again… until after the damn wedding. 
 
    If only she didn’t live in her parents’ basement. If only she had enough saved up to skip town. If only… Then she truly could disappear.  
 
    She forced herself to calm down, knowing she wouldn’t go anywhere. She had the smarts, the common sense, the hard work ethic and even a friendly demeanor when her family wasn’t around. She just lacked the belief she could do it.  
 
    Enough! She went to the bathroom mirror to touch up her makeup. It was bad enough Stephen had left her for her younger, hotter sister, she didn’t need to look like the rejected one. It hadn’t been meant to be. She and Stephen would never have lasted. She knew that, but it didn’t lessen the hurt and humiliation.  
 
    To procrastinate more, she practiced her smile in the mirror, trying to make it look more sincere and confident. “That’s right, Stephen, son of Ass Hole,” she told her reflection and giggled. “I don’t need you. You can just kiss my derriere, you shallow son of a bitch.” 
 
    She froze when she heard Stephen’s voice clearly through the door. The bathroom wasn’t even close to being soundproof.  
 
    “Alex! How the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Oh, shit! 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Stephen.” There was the slapping sound that always followed when guys hugged. “How’s the life of the newly engaged?” 
 
    “Nearly fantastic! How’s the life of the eternal bachelor?” 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” Stephen laughed, which only caused Jamie to roll her eyes inside the bathroom. “You’re looking a little gray around the edges. Has work gotten to you yet?” 
 
    There was a sigh and Jamie imagined a tall, dark and handsome dude running his fingers through his hair. The stranger would be gorgeous, of course. Stephen only hung out with insanely, beautiful people. Obviously a workaholic. Probably early thirties.  
 
    “I keep telling you to hire a personal assistant,” Stephen said. “One of these days you’re going to find yourself swimming way above your head in shark-infested waters.” 
 
    “I know.” Alex sighed again. “Actually, I’m looking for one. Do you know any?” He chuckled. 
 
    “Really?” Stephen laughed. “Actually, I know the perfect girl for you. She’s got secretary experience.” His laugh turned into a snicker. “And she’s looking for a job.” 
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes. She could just imagine the kind of secretary Stephen wanted to suggest. Barbie. Or some perfect ten, size-four model. 
 
    “Hold on, Stephen.” Alex chuckled, a delicious sound escaping his lips, which left Jamie dying to know what he actually looked like. “I’m sure you have the best intentions, but I don’t need distractions in the workplace. You might be all right with that, but I’ve got a lot more riding on my company.” Alex must have given Stephen a playful punch to the shoulder or something.  
 
    “You’ll like this one,” Stephen persisted. 
 
    “If she’s as pretty as your fiancé, then it would never work. I need someone efficient that can get the job done. Not a beautiful distraction.” 
 
    Stephen hooted. “As beautiful as Christine? That’s funny. No, she’s hardly attractive. Actually, she’s Christine’s slightly older sister, Jamie.” 
 
    Jamie flushed. Stephen wasn’t saying she was ‘hardly beautiful’ when he was begging her to have sex with him.  
 
    “I bet she’s gorgeous.” Alex paused, probably shaking his head or arching his neck to see where Christine was sitting in an attempt to get a glimpse of the ‘older sister’. “Is she here with you guys?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Stephen said. “But she’s in the bathroom right now. Are you serious about not wanting someone hot?” He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. Jamie imagined he shrugged when Alex nodded. “Hey! Why don’t you join us for dinner? When she comes out, I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    Jamie’s mouth went instantly dry. The last thing Jamie needed was Stephen’s gorgeous friend looking at her all through dinner to judge if she was ugly enough not to be a distraction for him. She glared at herself in the mirror before smoothing her clothes. Taking a deep breath, she sucked in her belly and tried to appear calm as she opened the door from the bathroom, surprising both Stephen and Alex.  
 
    She smiled coolly at her ex. “S-Stephen!” She nearly stuttered when she noticed the man beside her soon-to-be brother-in-law. She wouldn’t have been surprised if there had been a loud stomping sound from her jaw hitting the floor. The most gorgeous man she had ever laid eyes on stood in front of her. His eyes were a smoky blue that made her feel hot all over. They seemed to glow against his tan, which looked too good to be fake. Despite Stephen’s comment about him getting gray around the edges, there wasn’t a hint of it in his dark brown hair or goatee. And he’s judging other people about being distractions in the workplace? 
 
    “Jamie, we were just talking about you.” Stephen hesitated.  
 
    “I know,” Jamie said, cutting him off. “The bathroom walls here are lousy. I could hear everything.” 
 
    Stephen had the decency to look embarrassed before quickly recovering and making his face unreadable. “Good! Then you know what Alex is looking for.” He gestured to mister tall, dark and handsome. “This is a friend of mine, Alex Reid. Alex, this is Jamie, Christine’s sister. Alex is looking for a personal assistant. I was just telling him how perfect you are because of your secretary experience.” 
 
    “Among other things.” Jamie wished she could call him out on what he’d said. Except she needed this job. It meant she could move out in a month or two. She turned to Alex and smiled at him, sticking her hand out for him to shake. “Nice to meet you.” She hoped her hand wasn’t sweaty. “I’d be happy to submit my resume. I’m sure Stephen can give me your contact information.” His hand pressed against hers, sending a jolt of something new running through her veins. Probably the taste of freedom. “If you’ll excuse me, I should get back to my sister’s engagement party.” Before Alex could even say a word, Jamie spun on her heel and headed to their table, blinking back tears, and feeling this had to be the top on her list of most humiliating nights of her life – ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you just did that,” Alex hissed.  
 
    Jamie could still hear him as she walked away. 
 
    “I’m not sure who’s more embarrassed; me, or the girl.”  
 
    “How was I supposed to know she could hear me?” Stephen cleared his throat. “Besides, it shouldn’t come as any surprise to her. She already knows she needs to lose weight.” 
 
    “Stephen,” Alex warned. “Your lack of subtlety and shame is downright vulgar. Besides, the girl’s not even ugly. She has pretty light blue eyes, and a nice smile.” He paused and Jamie thought she’d stepped out of earshot until she heard him say, “When did you become such an asshole, Stephen?” 
 
    Stephen clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I’ve always been an asshole, Alex. You’re just too busy to see it.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Jamie pretended to drop something so she could hear the rest of their conversation. 
 
    “Anyway,” Stephen said. “Come join us for dinner? Christine’s parents are paying.” 
 
    “I’m just on my way out,” Alex replied. “Have a nice night. Make sure Jamie gets my contact information.” 
 
    Jamie looked up when he said her name. 
 
    “Will do,” Stephen called as Alex turned and walked out of the pub. He grabbed Jamie’s elbow a few tables before theirs, out of earshot. “I went out on a limb for you.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Jamie pulled her elbow free but didn’t move. 
 
    Stephen shrugged and quickly glanced toward their table before looking back at her. “You introduced me to Christine, now I’m returning the favor.”  
 
    “I don’t need your favors.” She shivered, hating his touch. 
 
    “You do right now. Alex rarely considers anyone his friend. He hardly sees anyone anymore, probably because he doesn’t trust anyone. He can’t slow down if he wants to stay ahead of the game. The world of Wall Street waits for no one. Not even for multi-billionaires.” 
 
    Alex, a multi-billionaire? Jamie blinked. What might she be getting herself into? She headed to the table and collected her purse.  
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” Christine stood. “We have things we need to discuss. You’re my maid of honor.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine without me.” Jamie sucked in a shaky breath. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do. You know I will.” She hurried out before anyone could convince her to stay. She had a feeling Stephen would fill them in, making sure to explain his big part about how he was trying to get her a job.  
 
    She took a different route home than her parents so they wouldn’t know she stopped at a Chinese takeout place for some fried rice and crab Rangoon. Alone in the parking lot with an empty carton of food beside her that had tasted delicious but probably added another five pounds to her hips, she leaned her head against the steering wheel and cried.  
 
    How had things gotten this lousy? She knew she wasn’t obese, but her family had the habit of making her feel like the elephant in the room. 
 
    She needed to lose some weight, yeah she got that. She’d put the freshman fifteen on back in university and never lost it, and then a little bit more crept on each year. She didn’t need it rubbed in her face. Jamie blew her nose on a lousy thin napkin. More stupid tears fell. It didn’t help that her boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—who was supposed to love her unconditionally, also saw it and promptly dumped her because she was “looking a little thick around the hips”. He would never be a jerk like that to Christine because she was so perfect in all of her bony glory.  
 
    Now Alex was going to think she was pathetic… if she even got the job. He probably would be a crappy boss to work for anyway. She snorted and almost laughed. At least her ugliness had some benefits. There was no way she would ever be so hot that she’d drive him mad with desire when he was supposed to work.  
 
    She needed this job. It meant getting out of her parents’ basement and she had to restart somewhere.  
 
    Jamie squeezed some hand sanitizer on a fresh napkin and wiped her face and hands before stashing the empty takeout boxes under her seat and pulling out of the parking lot. “Jamie,” she told her rear-view mirror self. “All men are pigs. You don’t have to be saddled with one like Christine does. You’re done. You’ve got nothing left.” She took a deep breath. “Go find yourself.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Jamie got the call from Alex two days later. “First of all, I’d like to apologize for how we met,” he said after pleasantries were exchanged. “It was not my intention to disrespect you, or anyone else, in any way. I’m sorry for Stephen’s behavior.” 
 
    Jamie sat up and set her laptop aside. “You don’t need to apologize.” She wanted this job, but she would not act like the weak, insecure person Alex probably thought she was. “You’re not responsible for Stephen’s behavior. He’s, well… Stephen.” 
 
    “He’s an asshole,” Alex said bluntly. “I hope we can move forward and you won’t be insulted when I offer you an interview for tomorrow at two. The interview has nothing to do with Stephen. Your resume’s impressive and ideal for this position.” 
 
    That’s not the only thing ideal for this position. You need someone un-pretty. Jamie grimaced and thought about the money she would make. You can move out of the basement. “All right,” she said, trying to sound professional and unbothered. “Tomorrow should work. Where would you like to meet?” 
 
    “At my office. I’m emailing you the address and directions right now,” Alex said. “Thank you, Ms. Connors. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow at two.” She hung up just as email pinged, telling her she had a new message from Alex. She smiled at his promptness and then opened the email. With the directions and address was also the job description and benefits. She grinned when she saw the top benefit: a two-bedroom apartment only three blocks from Alex’s office and a salary double what she had earned at her last job. There was no way she was letting this job slip through her fingers.  
 
      
 
    The following afternoon, Jamie made sure to be at Alex’s office fifteen minutes early. She wore a brand new suit that didn’t look fantastic, but it didn’t look half bad in her opinion. She had set her blonde curls wound tight in a conservative bun. She couldn’t resist putting a little bit of makeup on to hide the dark circles under her eyes and a touch of color on her lips. Not enough to make it obvious, but enough to make her look somewhat presentable. After barely sleeping the night before, she had looked like hell when she got up that morning. Only some artificial fixes would cover up the bulk of the damage. She wasn’t too worried. Alex Reid didn’t need a pretty girl, he needed someone efficient. Jamie could do that. 
 
    “Mr. Reid will see you in a moment,” a skinny secretary told her. 
 
    Jamie sat down in a chair in the waiting area and looked around the immaculate office building. It was far grander than the one she had worked in before. The floors and ceilings were made with white and black marble with beautiful paintings both classical and modern adding splashes of color to the wall. All of it had to cost a fortune. Did Alex own all of this? She had already guessed that he was well off, but this was positively extravagant. Her mouth went dry as she realized she had no idea what Alex exactly did or what his position was in the company. She should have done her homework. Idiot! 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by her phone ringing. She jumped at the sound and grabbed it out of her purse. “Christine, not now,” she hissed.  
 
    “I’ll make this quick,” her sister said. “Did you send out the invitations yet?”  
 
    “Not yet, the envelopes haven’t even arrived. I thought you said you haven’t finalized the guest list yet.” 
 
    “Jamie,” she whined. “You were supposed to help me with that last week, remember? You have no idea how stressful all of this wedding stuff is. I need to—” 
 
    Alex appeared in the doorway of his office, one dark eyebrow arched in a way that could cause fear and swooning at the same time. He leaned against the doorframe, his expensive business suit pulled up by his arms as he crossed them, showing of a gold pair of cufflinks. 
 
    Jamie had no idea how long he had been standing there. “Christine, I have to go.” Jamie jabbed at the end button, trying to get the sound of her sister’s angry complaining voice to stop echoing off the waiting room windows. She hit the speaker button instead of end. Christine’s voice rang out clearly, “You’re so freakin’ incompetent! Now I’m just going to have to take care of–” Jamie managed to hit end before her sister had a chance to finish.  
 
    Face burning, Jamie shoved her phone back into her purse and brought her head up to look at Alex. She didn’t have the courage to let her eyes meet his. “Sorry, Mr. Reid,” she mumbled. “My sister’s having a mid-day crisis.” 
 
    “Apparently not that severe if you can hang up on her for the sake of an interview.” 
 
    Jamie flushed a deeper shade of red and struggled to keep her expression neutral. “It was resolved quickly,” she said. She wanted to smile but pressed her lips tight to prevent the corners of her mouth from curling up. “Thank you for making the time to see me today.” 
 
    He inclined his head and then gestured her into the office. “Like I said on the phone yesterday, your resume was impressive.” 
 
    Jamie went in and sat down stiffly in the chair in front of the giant, but neatly organized, mahogany desk. So this was how it was going to be from now on. Aside from their informal meeting and talk on the phone, it was clear that Alex preferred his business relations strictly formal. That was fine by Jamie. She preferred to keep her distance.  
 
    “Shall we get to it then?” Alex sat down behind his massive desk in a chair that was unnecessarily big, even for his significant frame. He folded his hands over a leather binder. “Why should I hire you?” 
 
    Because I don’t want to live in my parents’ basement? “I have an outstanding work ethic,” Jamie said. “I’m not afraid of hard work, I’m efficient, overtime doesn’t scare me, and I’m overqualified for your job.” Was he smiling? She blinked and focused on what her qualifications were. “I’m beyond efficient with multitasking and time management – both yours and my own.” 
 
    “Most time management courses say that multitasking makes you inefficient with low quality work that takes too long.” He didn’t bat an eye. 
 
    Neither did she. “Those people are doing it wrong.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t say.” He shifted and undid the button on his suit jacket. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “The trick is not to do two things simultaneously,” Jamie said, her mind imagining what she wanted to explain to him. “It is to do one while waiting for the other. For instance, if my computer is doing updates, I can be answering the phone, or organizing my materials to suit my schedule that day. For this to work, you need to switch all of your focus completely from one task to the other immediately.” 
 
    “What if the phone rings first?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “What if you’re waiting for the phone to ring and while you are waiting you decided to update your computer?” 
 
    She stared at him. “You answer it. The computer can update by itself. All you have to do is click ‘ok’ when it’s done.” Was this some sort of trick question? 
 
    “Interesting,” Alex said, his face and body language giving away nothing. “Tell me, Ms. Connors, what was the crisis your sister was having?” 
 
    And now she would lose her chance at this job. Jamie sighed. “She needed to know about the invitations for the wedding.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Whether or not they were sent out.” 
 
    “Were they?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Your fault or hers?” 
 
    “Neither. Both, I guess. The guest list isn’t finalized and the stationary envelopes hadn’t arrived with the invitations. We’re still—” 
 
    “How did you find my secretary’s hospitality?” He nodded, leaving her completely baffled as to why he had even asked her the question. 
 
    “She was very courteous and professional,” Jamie replied without missing a beat. 
 
    “What was that about the stationary envelopes?”  
 
    “They haven’t arrived.” 
 
    “There’s an important file that is too big to be attached in an email, but I need it in an hour. How are you going to get it to me?” 
 
    “Bike messenger.” 
 
    “You’re going to bike?” He blinked as if surprised at his own comment. “Why not fax?” 
 
    “Because you don’t have a fax machine.” There! Take that! Kapow! 
 
    Jamie caught a trace of a smile on his face and returned with a small one of her own.  
 
    “You do know how to switch focus easily.” Alex leaned back against his chair. “At least in conversation. Your former bosses have done nothing but sing praises of your work ethic. Why did you leave your last job?” 
 
    Jamie pressed her lips together. She had left because Stephen was her former boss’s son. Except that would mean Alex Reid would have to know that Stephen was her ex, and dating the boss’s son was definitely a professional no-no, not to mention it would make her look that much more pathetic. “There was a personal conflict between me and another employee. It’s been resolved, and I don’t intend to repeat it.” 
 
    Alex rested his arms on his chair, the trace of the smile gone. “Let me make myself clear, Ms. Connors. I value complete honesty from my employees more than anything else and if you think vague half-truths will make yourself look flawless, and will get you the job, then think again. I won’t ask you why again.” 
 
    Jamie took a deep breath. “Fine. I left because I had gotten into a relationship with my boss’s son. It didn’t feel right working at that company after that happened.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “How do I know that something like that would not happen again?” 
 
    “It didn’t end well. I’ll never make that mistake again.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He got engaged to my sister.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes widened slightly and Jamie waited for the look of pity. She expected him to hurry her out of his office so he would never have to see or speak to her again. Instead his usual cool and enigmatic expression slid into place. He smiled and stood up. “I believe I have all the information I need,” he said.  
 
    Jamie stood as well and shook his hand.  
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Connors. Have a nice day.” 
 
    “Have a nice day, sir,” she said, her heart sinking.  
 
    He walked her to the door of his office and opened it for her. Jamie was halfway to the elevator when he called out, “Ms. Connors?” 
 
    She turned. “Yes, Mr. Reid?” 
 
    “Be here tomorrow at six o’clock sharp. You don’t want to be late for your first day of work.” He shut the door, leaving Jamie in the lobby, her mouth hanging open in a very unprofessional manner.  
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this, Jamie?” her mother said. “Your sister’s wedding is only a few months away and she really needs you right now. Besides, I don’t think days of sitting down will do anything for your diet.” 
 
    She wanted to throw a pillow at her mom. Really? Not one ounce of encouragement or congratulations? Jamie gritted her teeth. “Just think of it this way; now that I’m making money, I can get them a better wedding present.” 
 
    Her mother still looked skeptical. “You had better get them a very nice present,” she said. “Stephen had to go through a lot of trouble to get you this job.” 
 
    Yes, because I can’t get anything on my own merit. That was probably why he recommended me. To get them a better wedding present. She doubted the dickhead actually had anything resembling a conscience which needed easing. “I will, Mom.” Jamie forced a smile as she packed the rest of her belongings in the last cardboard box and taped it shut.  
 
    It was eight o’clock at night, only a little less than six hours since she had been officially hired to work for Alex Reid. This was the fastest move she had ever done, even faster than when she had moved out of her—excuse her, Stephen’s—apartment. Except now, she needed to get out of her parents’ basement before they drove her crazy or they discovered the stash of junk food she kept under the couch as she dealt with the worst wedding craze ever. She’d take her stuff to the new apartment which was, luckily, already available. Alex Reid had raised his eyebrows when she had asked for the key, but he had given it to her without question. She planned to unload everything herself and sleep on the floor tonight.  
 
    Her mother sighed loudly for the umpteenth time that evening. “I really wish you had thought this through, dear.” 
 
    “I already have,” Jamie said. “Really. It’s a good decision, Mom. For all of us. This place will be good for me.” 
 
    “I just wish you had thought about your sister before going.” 
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes. Christine was hardly dependent on her and she had her own life to live. Why the hell would she have to think about Christine before every decision she made? She grinned. That was Stephen’s job now. “I’m going, Mom. Deal with it,” she snapped. She lifted the box up and walked through the open door and set the box on the grass beside her car. Her mom went off to sulk, leaving Jamie to move her own stuff, which was all right with her, even though it took twice as long and left her exhausted. At least the apartment came furnished. 
 
      
 
    As she slammed the trunk of her car shut, her father came out of the house. “Your mother’s crying inside,” he said, looking like he wanted to come with her. “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “I got a job, Dad,” she said. “It comes with its own apartment. I start tomorrow.” 
 
    He grinned and then pulled her in for a hug. “Congratulations, kiddo,” he said.  
 
    Jamie grinned, savoring his approval. “Thanks D—” 
 
    Just then his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at it. “It’s work,” he said. “Excuse me, Jamie. Good luck moving.” He answered the cell as he walked back to the house.  
 
    Jamie watched him go as she climbed into the driver’s seat and started her car.  
 
    Just like that, the only excitement that came from her family over her new job was over. 
 
    She pulled out of the drive determined to make this a new beginning for herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jamie set the address of the apartment into the GPS and followed the streets as it brought her to where she needed to go. She didn’t recognize the street but assumed it wouldn’t be far from Alex Reid’s office. Her bungalow neighborhood disappeared and began being replaced with larger ranch-style homes set back against the road. She had assumed by the suite number on her new address it was an apartment building. She scratched her head as she stopped before a very large modern-style house that ended at the long, gated driveway in front of her. Jamie double-checked the address and the GPS. 
 
    Both were right. Unless this was some kind of terrible sick joke Stephen was pulling on her. 
 
    She clenched her jaw as she rolled down the car window and spoke into the intercom. “Hi. This is, uh, Jamie Connors. I’m, uh, moving in today.” Why did she sound like an idiot? At least the person controlling the gate wasn’t laughing at her. Or if they were, they had the decency to turn the mike off. She ran her tongue over her lips and checked her watch. Half past eight and the sun had disappeared. It had grown dark quickly, telling Jamie that summer had given way to fall.  
 
    As she debated backing out of the driveway and returning to her parents’ place in defeat, the gates silently opened. “Thank you,” she mumbled as she closed her window and headed up the long drive. 
 
    She hadn’t taken a good look at the house before and now in the darkness, she couldn’t make out much more than the modern structure and what looked like a lot of windows. Not much was lit on the house except for a set of lights that led her to the large driveway and parking area with a fountain in the middle of it. She pulled her car into the last spot towards the iron gated backyard. Nothing was lit back there except for a sliver of the moon. She was pretty sure she saw a pool, but didn’t bother confirming what her eyes had a hard time seeing in the dark. 
 
    An older gentleman came out of the house by a door near where she had parked. 
 
    Jamie jumped out to get his attention. “Excuse me?” 
 
    He looked up, startled. “Sorry, ma’am. Ya’ gh-ave me a fright.” His thick Scottish accent couldn’t be missed.  
 
    “I’m looking for Suite number two?” She had no idea how else to explain it. 
 
    He smiled. “Oye! So yer tha new assistant fer Mr. Reid. Welcome.” He held his hand out. 
 
    She shook his hand. “So I am at the right place. I was beginning to wonder. I’m Jamie Connors.” 
 
    “Nice ta meetchya! I’m Murray MacBane. The cook.” He gestured with his hand. “Come in, love. I’ll show ya to yer suite. Mr. Reid mentioned you might be arriving tonight. I made ya a pie and put it in yer fridge jus’in case.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Her mother wouldn’t like this man, making Jamie pies and helping to fatten her up for the wedding. Jamie smiled. “I’m glad I ran into you.” 
 
    “Oye! I was jus’ leavin’! I’m glad too.” He led her through the iron gate to a door around back with the number two on it. “Here she be. I put the key I used in yer mailbox.” He smiled brightly at her, his hair looking silver under the light of the balcony above them. 
 
    “Thanks so much.” 
 
    He turned to go but paused and shifted her way again. “Do you need any help unloaden’ yer car?” 
 
    She smiled. “Thanks but I’ll be okay. I didn’t take much… for tonight. Just the basics.” Why did she feel embarrassed that everything she owned fit into her car?  
 
    “Good luck then missy!” Murray waved and headed back the way they had just come. 
 
    Jamie reached for the door and turned the knob. It was locked. She pulled the key Alex had given her out of her purse. Mr. Reid. She needed to make sure she called him that. Apparently everyone else did. 
 
    Unlocking the door she stepped inside, lights automatically switching on. Her mouth fell open. Simple grays, whites and creams furnished the massive apartment. Just from the door, Jamie had full view of the open concept space. It had to easily be two thousand square feet—and that was just the kitchen-living area. A slightly opened door showed a bedroom. Jamie started laughing. What did Mr. Reid want her to do? Whatever it was, she didn’t care, she’d do it! 
 
    Slipping her shoes off, she ran across the hardwood floor and twirled in the living room. So much space! She’d bloody work for free just to live here! She ran her hand over the granite counter and then opened the fridge, curious about the pie Murray had been talking about. 
 
    Inside the stainless steel, double-door fridge was a small type of meat pie and a bottle of white wine. Perfect! She turned the oven on to reheat the pie and pulled a wine glass off the rack that hung beside the fridge. Reid wasn’t kidding when he said the place was furnished! 
 
    Pouring a glass of wine, she raised it in cheers to herself and the room.  
 
    “The bedroom!” She set the glass on the counter and hurried to check it out. Inside was a king size bed and a walk-in closet that was the same size as her room in her parents’ basement. An ensuite bathroom connected to the bedroom equipped with a Jacuzzi bath and a shower that could easily hold four people. Jamie almost grabbed her phone to thank Stephen. Then the oven dinged to say the temperature had reached the selected level and she went to put the pie in the oven. As it heated, she carried her boxes and belongings into the apartment.  
 
    She unpacked a few things while eating the delicious steak and potato pie, enjoying another glass of wine, followed by another. It was after midnight before she finally sank down on the luscious soft, but perfectly firm, bed just to close her eyes for a moment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Jamie woke up to the shrill ringing of her alarm. She got up in a daze and walked across the room to where she had stashed it in a plastic cup to amplify the sound. After switching it off, she looked around at her boxes to find the one she had marked with an “X” for her work clothes. She found it and was almost finished with her hair when her phone rang. She answered it quickly. “Hello?”  
 
    “I need you to bring two medium coffees, one black, one with three cream two sugars to the office. Don’t be late.” The line went dead before she could respond.  
 
    Jamie finished getting ready in a hurry, waiting for the GPS app on the phone to load so she could find the nearest coffee shop. She pulled her hair into a tight bun and grabbed her purse, hoping she hadn’t gotten the buttons on her blouse wrong in her hurry.  
 
      
 
    She walked into the office, juggling opening the door and holding the coffee tray with three coffees. The secretary, Gina Campbell, got up and took the tray from her. “I’ll show you to your desk real quick,” she said. “You got here just in time.” 
 
    Jamie’s desk was in a small office beside Alex’s. There was a connecting door between the two offices, as well as a door into the main area.  “Mr. Reid’s planner is in the top right-hand drawer. He’ll want you to sync your phone with his so you’ll know where he is and where you need to be at all times. I can show you around later, but right now you should go and deliver the coffees. He doesn’t like them to get cold.” 
 
    “Oh, isn’t one of them for you?” Jamie still hadn’t met any of the employees here, but since Gina worked the front office, she had assumed the coffee was for her.  
 
    Gina shook her head. “Girlfriend,” she whispered.  
 
    “Oh.” Jamie nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “They’re in his office now. Knock first.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. “Thanks!” She knocked on the connecting door as Gina went back to her desk outside.  
 
    “Come in,” Alex said quietly.  
 
    She opened the door and stepped inside. Alex sat at his desk while a very beautiful woman sat on top of his desk. She couldn’t have been bigger than a size four. She had perfect red curls spiralling down her back without any hint of fringe. She smiled cordially at Jamie, but Jamie could see the arrogance and general expression of distaste in the rest of her face.  
 
    Alex cleared his throat and she turned to look at him, her cheeks warm. “Coffee, sir.” 
 
    “The black one is mine,” he said. “The one with cream and sugar is Annette’s. Who’s the third one for?” 
 
    “That’s mine… Mr. Reid.” Jamie handed him the black coffee and gave Annette the other. Next time she’d make sure to leave her coffee on her desk. It looked like she was trying to join them.  
 
    “You definitely asked for three cream and two sugars, right?” Annette asked. “It tastes disgusting with any other combination.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said, smiling sweetly. She could be Christine’s best friend.  
 
    Annette took a sip and wrinkled her nose. “It’ll do,” she said. “I’d prefer the coffee from Starbucks. Not Java crappy Joes.” 
 
    “That’s my fault,” Alex said. “I never specified.” He nodded at Jamie. “Thank you, Ms. Connors. Please put down a lunch meeting at Sinclair’s today at one and tea at The Grind at two fifteen. And remind me when I get back from tea to call Madison Bank to follow up on their offer. Not any earlier, though, because I’ll forget. Oh, and schedule a board meeting for tomorrow at five. Thank you.” 
 
    “Did you get all of that?” Annette asked, clearly sarcastic. 
 
    Jamie reviewed what Alex had said in her mind and then nodded. “Yes, thank you. Enjoy your coffee.” She turned and hurried to her desk. Enjoy your coffee? Weird? Lame? Unprofessional? It was hard for her to tell. There was always an air of professionalism in the places she had worked before but it wasn’t as formal as it was here. Then again, she had been the receptionist for a small town lawyer in a Midwest town of three hundred people while paying for college, and then worked for a three-star hotel before working as the secretary of Stephen’s father in a small advertising company for local businesses. Even the advertising company had been very laid-back because they were working with small business owners that didn’t need to be impressed.  
 
    This was an entirely different atmosphere. And I don’t even know what exactly they do here!  She was sure that either Alex owned the company, or his family did. It was called Reid Enterprises after all.  She glanced down at her flower-printed blouse and black slacks. She needed to go shopping. Alex’s girlfriend was a rail, Gina was a tall rake…  What is it with skinny people? Jamie pushed the thought aside. She had a job to do and no way was she going to lose that amazing apartment.  
 
    Jamie sat down at the desk to write everything into his planner and made a mental note to always have the voice memo app on her cell phone running whenever he asked something of her.  
 
    Gina knocked on her opened door and stepped in. “I can give you the tour now, if you have a moment.” 
 
    “I think I do,” Jamie said.  
 
    Gina smiled. “It may seem scary at first, but Mr. Reid will go easy on you for the first few days while you’re settling in.” 
 
    Easy? Great. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see him when he was tough. “Just out of curiosity, what did his last personal assistant have trouble with? I just want to be a little more prepared when the kid gloves go off.” 
 
    Gina looked surprised. “You didn’t know? He’s never had a personal assistant before. He’s always managed everything himself.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. I think he’s only noticing the strain of it now. To be honest, I don’t think he’s realized his business has tripled within the last three years, and he doesn’t see why he can’t handle everything by himself anymore.” 
 
    So Alex definitely owned the business. And ruled it with an iron fist, apparently. 
 
    Jamie’s cell phone began ringing on her desk where she’d set it. The sound of the music from the wicked witch of the west began playing in the room. It was Christine.   
 
    “Go ahead, take it,” Gina said. “Just this once, though. Usually Mr. Reid prohibits all personal calls.” 
 
    “So sorry. It won’t happen again.” Jamie grabbed her phone and pressed it against her ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Jamie, where did you put the catering menu?” Christine asked.  
 
    “You never gave me the catering menu. You said you and Stephen wanted to work it out yourself.” Because you didn’t want me to get hungry and binge-eat after seeing all of the gourmet foods on the menu. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. What about the honeymoon brochures?” 
 
    “I’m at work. Can I call you back?” 
 
    “It’ll take you two seconds to answer. Less if you stop arguing.” 
 
    Jamie sighed and stared up at the high ceiling. “Bedroom desk, left drawer. I have to go.” 
 
    “You got a job?” Christine’s voice rose an octave “What the h—” 
 
    Jamie ended the call and quickly turned the phone on silent. “Sorry about that,” she said to Gina. “My sister’s getting married and is freaking out.” 
 
    “Been there. Done that. Twice, actually.” Gina smiled. “But seriously, make sure Mr. Reid doesn’t catch you taking personal calls. He’s very strict about following the rules and working with the utmost efficiency.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. She could understand that. The hard part would be trying to get her sister, who had never worked a day in her life, to understand that.  
 
    Gina took her around several floors of the building. Everyone she met was polite but distant. They all were very busy so Gina and Jamie did their best not to disturb them.  
 
    The last stop was at the base of the building. A workout gym took up the entire basement, lined with different equipment as well as two locker-rooms, a pool, and a sauna. It was the scariest thing yet. Jamie didn’t do gyms. She spent her life trying to hide away from working out in public. Now she had the excuse of being too busy to use it.  
 
    “Well, that’s about it.” Gina smiled. “Me and some of the others meet at the bar across the street for drinks on Wednesdays. It’s to get through hump day.” Gina laughed. “You’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    Jamie smiled. “Sounds like fun.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket to check the time. There were five missed calls from Christine and two missed calls from Alex. Her heart skipped a beat as she realized how much trouble she could be in. “I have to get back to my office. Alex—Mr. Reid’s been trying to get a hold of me.” 
 
    Gina nodded. “Let’s go. We can take the stairs, it’ll be quicker.”  
 
    Jamie bit her tongue from arguing that the elevator would be quicker for her. 
 
      
 
    Alex looked less than happy when Jamie came up, out of breath and her face flushed. “Why didn’t you answer my calls?” he asked.  
 
    “My phone was off so my sister couldn’t call me during work hours.” 
 
    “Why would she call you when she knows that you’re working?” 
 
    Jamie simply handed him the phone. He looked at the screen with the missed phone call notifications and swore quietly. He pulled out his wallet and handed her a credit card. “Get yourself a business phone at the end of the day. I need you to accompany me to my meeting this morning and to take notes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jamie said as she tried finger brushing the stray hairs that had escaped her bun away. “When’s the meeting?” 
 
    “Right now.” He frowned and checked his watch. “Grab your tablet.” 
 
    “Tablet?” She turned to find a brand new tablet with detachable keyboard on her desk.  
 
    “They’re easier to travel with than a computer.” Alex handed her a folder. “Keep this available. When I ask for a paper, hand it to me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She slipped the folder in the small Kate Spade tablet holder and followed Alex out the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie didn’t have another moment to think for the rest of the day. Every time she finished a task, Alex had six more for her. When she wasn’t attending meetings, typing up reports or filling out paperwork, she had to consult with Gina about Alex’s schedule. Appointments came from Alex and also through Gina. It was clear that Alex was a much wanted man. Jamie couldn’t see how Alex kept up with it. She definitely didn’t see how she was going to keep up with it all. 
 
    She and Alex stayed later than everyone else. He wanted to go over the next day’s schedule with her. And give her clothes to drop off at the dry cleaners. By the time Jamie headed home, she was exhausted. And hungry. Even though Alex had bought takeout for himself and offered to get some for her, she declined. She had read somewhere that eating less at night and more in the morning would make you lose weight faster, and figured it would be for the best. She was beginning to regret it now, though. Food sounded damn good.  
 
    She stopped at a phone kiosk to pick up an Apple phone similar to the one she’d seen Alex using today. She ran his credit card to pay and wondered if the clerk would require her to have proof for it. If he did, she wouldn’t have the energy to argue with him. Luckily he didn’t. He even helped her add the contacts from the tablet to her phone. When he suggested adding her personal phone she shook her head. No way! She didn’t need her sister calling forty times a day. She didn’t have time for it. 
 
    She drove back to the large mansion house, still not sure what it fully looked like in the day and used the gate pass Alex had given her early in the day to open the gate. She pulled into the same spot she’d parked in last night and wondered if Alex and his girlfriend were somewhere in the house.  
 
    She opened her car door to find Alex rounding the corner of the house. He spotted her before she could hide. “Good evening, Ms. Connors,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” she blurted out. Damn it, Jamie. Don’t be rude! It’s his bloody house! 
 
    Alex just looked amused, which made Jamie even more embarrassed. “I live here,” he said. He smirked. “I actually own the house here, too.” 
 
    She stood there, too embarrassed to respond. Of course he lived here. 
 
    Alex continued when he realized she didn’t know what to say. “You must be tired, Ms. Connors,” he said. “Let me walk you to your apartment.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine, really, Mr. Reid,” she said. “You don’t have to walk me.” 
 
    “I insist,” he said. “You’re exhausted and besides, you only moved in yesterday. I assume the apartment is satisfactory for you?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Fine? She crushed the heel of her hand against her forehead. “It’s fantastic. Sorry. I haven’t had much time to unpack.” She kept her eyes to the ground wishing Murray were there instead of Alex. She felt awkward and shy. This was his house and she was living on the main floor, overlooking the pool. That’s where he’d been. She realized his hair was wet and the t-shirt and shorts he wore were dripping. She licked her lips and shot a glance out of the corner of her eye. Dressed in a suit or casual, the man had an air about him. Hot, hot—Focus, Jamie, focus! 
 
    She never did like seeing her bosses out of work, even in meetings as innocent as this. She had read too many of Christine’s collection of trashy romances growing up to ever feel comfortable with it.  
 
    Alex didn’t seem to notice though. “When’s your sister’s wedding?”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He smiled. “I have to make sure you have that week off.” 
 
    “The third week of June,” Jamie said. “I thought…” 
 
    “What? That I was invited? I may be friends with Stephen from college but I’m not that close to him.” Alex looked at her intently. “Trust me.” 
 
    Jamie swallowed and nodded. She wasn’t sure what to make of Alex’s expression. Unless he was mad at Stephen on her behalf or something. She wasn’t sure why he would be, but the thought was nice. Stop it. Whatever you’re thinking about, just stop it. She was definitely too tired to be near people right now. Her thoughts were going every which way.  
 
    “I have a gym in the house.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Gina mentioned she showed you the gym at the office.” He ran his tongue over his lower lip. “If you want to use a gym and don’t feel comfortable there, I have one here in the house. You are welcome to use it anytime.” 
 
    “Oh.” Great, now he was going to push her to lose weight? 
 
    “I don’t mean it in any way. You look okay. Fine.” His cheeks flushed red. “I just meant to offer the quietness here if you ever wanted it… before the wedding and stuff. It’s the room beside your apartment. The code to get in is one-four-nine-six. Top left, down, Right bottom up.” 
 
    Jamie wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. She nodded, unable to say anything, terrified she’d burst into tears. She gratefully stopped in front of her apartment door. “Well, this is me,” she said lamely. Of course he knows it’s your place. She took a deep breath in and let it out, hoping she didn’t embarrass herself again. Not in front of him. “Goodnight, Mr. Reid.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “Goodnight, Ms. Connors.” 
 
    His smile made her stomach flip and before she completely humiliated herself, she opened the door and quickly shut it in Alex’s face.  
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t humiliating at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The next morning, after a restless night, Jamie got up an hour early and dug through one of her boxes for some workout clothes. “I’m not doing this for Christine, or my mother, or Alex Reid,” she told herself. “I’m just doing it because I want to see what the gym looks like. I’ll just peek around and spend twenty minutes on a treadmill.” 
 
    She yawned, feeling like a zombie that hadn’t started rotting yet. There’s no way I got enough sleep last night. Didn’t lack of sleep also affect weight loss? It definitely wasn’t healthy. Shouldn’t she be losing weight in a healthy way? “Doesn’t matter, not right now. Exercise will wake me up.” 
 
    She set a skirt and blouse on her bed and dug through the laundry hamper she had filled with shoes for a pair of sneakers. She slipped out the door, wondering if she should lock it as she stared out into what should overlook the pool. The sun did not rise at four, it wanted to sleep. 
 
    The cool morning air did little to wake her up. She checked her messages on the short walk to the gym door. There were five more calls from Christine and three from her mother. Even one call from Stephen and a text message from her father. Apparently she had one day of work and the entire world fell apart. She opened the text message from her dad as she stood outside the gym door.  
 
    Jamie, honey, I think you need to come home. Your mother and sister are freaking out. Maybe this new job of yours should wait until after the wedding. 
 
    Jamie blinked back tears. He had been the only one excited for her. Even if it was for just a few seconds, he had been, and now he was telling her to quit like everyone else. He’s just saying that because he can’t handle mom when she’s hysterical. Nevertheless, it still hurt.  
 
    She sent him a simple reply. I’m doing great. All is well and I’ll call Mom and Christine later today. 
 
    She shoved her phone into her gym bag that held a water bottle and towel. She made a mental note to make sure she stopped at the grocery store on the way to and from work today. 
 
    Luckily the gym was unlocked. Jamie went in and lights flickered automatically on. The place was nearly as big as the gym at the office, with more mirrors than a ballet studio. If she’d been half asleep before, she was fully awake now. 
 
    She looked around and dropped her bag to the floor. She might as well do something. Half the equipment looked like machines built to traumatize or kill people. She settled for the treadmill. Safe and not a killing machine. She was so tired she almost tripped getting on. Luckily she was alone.  
 
    Jamie turned on the treadmill, thinking about how she was going to have to call her sister back and wondering what she was going to say. By this point her mother and Christine had no doubt gotten together and had a huge discussion on how Jamie was a terrible sister. She could just imagine the words; let down, unreliable, selfish, and so forth. Stephen would join in, and twist it to make himself look like the generous brother-in-law who had been coerced into helping her find a job.  
 
    As she was envisioning the conversation she pressed the up button on the treadmill to get it started and adjust the speed. She rubbed her eyes, yawned, and stepped on. She wasn’t prepared for the speed on the machine, though, and as soon as she put her left leg on, it swung back and she tried to run with her right foot and grab the handrails to stop herself.  
 
    No. Such. Luck. 
 
    Her weight shifted but could not keep up with the moving path. She whipped her head back just as her body was flung backwards, across the gym. Arms and legs flailing everywhere until her back rammed into something hard. 
 
    The wall. 
 
    Right at Alex Reid’s feet.  
 
    Fucking. Hell.  
 
    “Good morning, Ms. Connors,” Alex said, frowning at her. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Jamie scrambled to her feet, ignoring his outstretched hand ready to help her up. “Good morning, Mr. Reid,” she said, her face burning from embarrassment and exertion. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” Not at four thirty in the morning.  
 
    “I’ve heard exercise reduces stress. Sometimes I need all the help I can get.” 
 
    “Oh. Of course.” Jamie made herself look at his face instead of at his gray t-shirt that showed off his muscles and made him look like a Greek god and a normal human all at once. “Well, I just finished. Enjoy your workout,” she said, nodding and then walking with as much dignity as possible after what happened and grabbed her bag before scurrying out of the gym. She didn’t bother turning off the treadmill.  
 
    Maybe next time she’d try after work and just stick to the basics. The treadmills were dangerous killing machines, they’d just tried to fool her by appearing simple and easy to use. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a call for you on line two, Jamie,” Gina called as she passed by her office door. 
 
    Jamie never took her eyes off the press release she was writing as she grabbed the phone. “Hello, Reid Enterprises.” 
 
    “Jamie!” Christine’s shrill voice pierced through the receiver. “I need you right now! You need to come over here right this instant!” 
 
    “I can’t, Christine,” Jamie said. “I told you, you can’t call me when I’m working.” 
 
    Christine sobbed over the phone. “I need help,” she cried. “The wedding dress just came in and it makes me look like a prostitute.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fine. Talk it over with the seamstress.” Jamie slipped a pen in her mouth as she marked off what she’d needed in the release. “I’m sure you look beautiful. Look, I’ll call you after I get out of work.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    Jamie hung up and covered her face with her hands, sighing. She wasn’t sure if losing twenty pounds was worth being the maid of honor when it was already a bitch of a job as it was. Damn, I want pie, right now. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Ms. Connors?” Alex stood near her desk.  
 
    Jamie jumped slightly. She hadn’t even heard him leave his office. “Yes.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “I’m afraid my sister found the number to here. I don’t suppose there’s a persona non grata list or something we can put her on? Otherwise, I have a feeling she’ll be tying up the phone lines trying to reach me.” Thankfully he hadn’t mentioned anything about literally bumping into him at the gym this morning. Her lower back couldn’t forget it though. 
 
    Alex looked at her thoughtfully. “I’m sure something can be set up.” He checked his phone, which ironically buzzed the same time as Jamie’s new work phone. “Isn’t there anyone else who can help her with her wedding?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Jamie said and then shook her head. “It’s my fault. I told her I would be her maid of honor.” 
 
    “Most maids of honor I’ve met have jobs and lives of their own,” he said dryly. 
 
    Jamie shrugged. “I’m sorry.” If she lost this job because of Christine, she wouldn’t need a maid of honor, Christine would be needing a pall bearer. “I’ll talk to her. I’ll try and keep her from calling me so often.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you can get her to see reason.” Alex laughed. “If she’s anything like your mother.” 
 
    Jamie’s head shot up to look at Alex. “You know my mother?” 
 
    “She’s called me three times today to tell me to fire you.” Alex’s face gave nothing away.  
 
    “Shit,” Jamie muttered. She was going to have to kill her family. Over and over. Then go to jail for murder. Either way she was going to lose her job. “Mr. Reid, I will definitely understand if you need to… let me go.” She sighed. “My family alone makes more hassle than necessary and if I’m not mistaken, a personal assistant is supposed to take away some of the hassle.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Alex said. “A personal assistant is supposed to take away the hassle.” He paused and she leaned forward, anticipating what he was going to say next. “And that is exactly what you’ve done.” 
 
    Shock ran through Jamie’s body. He actually thought she was worth something, even with her mother begging him to fire her? Even after that embarrassing scene in the gym that clearly said incompetence like nothing else? “R-really?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, smiling. “Yesterday was the easiest work day I have had in a long time. And clearly you’re a good personal assistant if your sister wants you as her wedding planner-PA thing this badly. Believe me, I’ve no intention of firing you.” 
 
    Jamie smiled, still not sure what she should do with the praise. “Thank you, Mr. Reid. I’m glad I can be of use to you.” 
 
    “You are of a lot of use to me,” he said. “I hope you keep up the good work.” 
 
    Jamie found herself blushing and really wished she was wearing a pound of foundation on her face to hide it. “Thank you, Mr. Reid,” she said again, wishing she could find something more intelligent to say. She looked at him, unsure if that’s all he wanted or not, and was unsure how to ask him.  
 
    Alex blinked as if falling out of a trance. “Oh, uh, dry cleaning? Can you pick it up?” 
 
    Jamie got up and went to the coat closet in the corner of her room and opened the door, pulling out two dry cleaned suits. “I picked these up during my lunch break,” she said. “I wasn’t sure when you would need them, so I figured the sooner I got them, the better.” 
 
    “Thank you!” He grinned as he took the suits. “Remember, I’ll need that press release in fifteen minutes, and please message the IT department for an update on the website bug.” 
 
    “Right away, sir,” Jamie said. She turned back to her desk as he went into his office and she smiled. Maybe she wasn’t screwing up as bad as she thought after all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
     “Look, I told you,” Jamie said to her sister. “I’ll help you on the weekends and after work when I can.” Jamie sighed. “Can’t you see how important this job is to me?” 
 
    “Can’t you see how important this wedding is to me?” Christine whined. “Tighter,” she snapped at the seamstress. “I don’t want to be mistaken for my sister because the bodice is too big.” 
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes and reclined against the dark blue armchair meant for guests during the fittings. “I thought you were worried about looking like a prostitute,” she mumbled.  
 
    “There’s a difference between looking like a prostitute and not looking like I’m morbidly obese,” Christine said. “Speaking of which, how is your diet going? It looks like you’ve broken it a few times.” 
 
    Jamie was beyond tired of Christine’s comments. “I’m not morbidly obese. If I lose twenty pounds, I’ll be like a size six, maybe an eight, tops. There is absolutely nothing wrong with that size.” She stared at her sister’s reflection in the mirror. “Actually, I lost five pounds. Not that you would notice, wrapped up in your self-absorbed little world.” 
 
    Christine gasped. 
 
    Jamie took a deep breath to calm herself. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m just stressed from work.” And helping you with the wedding. 
 
    “That was incredibly mean.” Christine pouted. “I could’ve told you getting a job during such an important time in my life was stupid. I have maybe six months to organize and there’s no way you’ll get everything done in t—Ow!” She glared at the seamstress. “You stabbed me with a pin on purpose.” 
 
    “No ma’am,” the seamstress said submissively. “You moved.” 
 
    Christine huffed and the seamstress grinned quickly before catching herself. Jamie watched the seamstress, impressed the woman hadn’t “accidentally” stabbed Christine earlier with the way Christine was making a fool of herself.  
 
    “How’re the invitations coming along?” Christine asked.  
 
    “I sent the last of them out on my lunch break yesterday,” Jamie said. “I also emailed you the final plans about the honeymoon, including airfare, the resort, and even a rental car reserved for you. Believe it or not, I’m not totally useless, even when I am employed.” Hadn’t Stephen said he was going to take care of the honeymoon? Funny how he’d turned around and put it on her. 
 
    “You’d be a hell of a lot more useful if you had more time,” Christine snapped. “Living with Mom and Dad also helped. You were at a convenient location. Instead you have to be incredibly selfish and move to your own place.” 
 
    “The apartment came with the job.” Christine hadn’t even bothered to come by or ask where she was living. They could be neighbours and she probably wouldn’t notice. Stephen, on the other hand, would probably be over in the drop of a dime if he knew she was living in a suite connected to Alex’s massive house.  
 
    Jamie smiled. Christine could insult her and her job all she wanted, but Jamie was never going to regret getting employed by Alex Reid. It had been over a week since he had told her she was good at her job, but it still rang in her ears as if he had said it minutes ago. Was she really this pathetic and needing to please that a couple of sentences of praise could leave her glowing for so long? It didn’t matter. Even though she still didn’t have time to unpack her things and she rarely got more than six hours of sleep a night, it felt so good to be working again. Just then her phone rang with her alarm set for five minutes before her lunch break ended. She got up. “I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Christine said. “Isn’t your own sister more important than some stupid job?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jamie said, pocketing her phone and grabbing her purse. “That’s why I’m going back to work before I kill you.” She blew her sister a kiss as Christine shouted a stream of disappointment at her.  
 
    Jamie had cut her commute time to the office a little tight. She ended up having to run from the bridal shop all the way to the office. She took the stairs to save waiting for the elevator and stopped outside her office, breathing hard. A wave of dizziness washed over her and she reached for the wall to steady herself. She blinked rapidly, trying to clear the fog and her blurry vision. As she tried to reach for the doorknob, she missed and stumbled, then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Connors? Jamie!”  
 
    Jamie gasped and sat up, only to seriously regret the sudden movement. She moaned and laid back down on the couch. Strange. She didn’t have a couch in her office. Only Alex had a couch in his office.  
 
    “Jamie?” Alex’s voice was clear as day now. He had to be very concerned if he was actually using her first name. Fan-fucking-tastic. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Jamie turned her head and opened her eyes slowly. Alex sat right in front of her, holding a glass of water. “Mr. Reid?”  
 
    “You fainted. Here.” He handed her the glass. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure.” She sat up slowly, grateful for the water. “I helped my sister with her wedding dress fitting and then had to rush back here. I must have taken the stairs too fast.” 
 
    Alex tilted his head slightly. “When’s the last time you ate?” 
 
    “Um,” Jamie thought back through all of the meal times she had had. “Lunch?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at her.  
 
    “Yesterday.” 
 
    He swore. “You’re probably dehydrated as well.” He motioned at the cup in her hand. “Drink some more.” 
 
    “I just haven’t had time.” She knew it was a lousy explanation. She hated excuses, probably more than Alex Reid did. She took a gulp of the water. “My sister—” 
 
    “Your sister can take care of her damn self for once!” He ran his fingers through his perfectly styled hair. “You’ve been here a week and even I notice how much she relies on you. It’s ridiculous! You’re not a doormat!” He sighed and lowered his voice. “Sorry for the outburst. But, you can’t take care of her so much that you’re unable to take care of yourself. Do you have any idea—” He closed his eyes and shook his head. Slowly he opened them, the bright blue oceans calm once more. At least on the surface. Jamie could tell something else was playing much farther down in what he was thinking. “I can’t have you not functioning at full capacity for me.” He stood. “From now on, you need to eat something—I don’t care what it is—every half hour. And you’re going to stay hydrated!”  
 
    “Every thirty minutes! That’s ridiculous.” Jamie swung her legs over the couch. “I’ll blow up like a balloon.” 
 
    “But you won’t faint.” 
 
    “This happened because I didn’t manage my time well and had to run upstairs. It has nothing to do with my eating habits.” 
 
    “It has everything to do with them!” Alex shouted. “And it has everything to do with you running yourself ragged trying to please everybody, including me! I don’t want anyone fainting because of me.” 
 
    Jamie flushed. “I hardly fainted because of you.” Her heart pounded, was she that obvious? 
 
    “You ran up the stairs to not be late, even though you are clearly exhausted and not feeling well. So yes, I am partially responsible for your fainting, even if indirectly.” 
 
    Jamie stood slowly, feeling a little more alert. “I’m sorry, sir.” She set the glass down on the table beside the couch. “But I can’t eat something every thirty minutes. I’ll stay hydrated and make an effort to eat meals, but I cannot afford to gain any more weight.” 
 
    “Why not?” Alex asked. “Why’s it so important to you?” 
 
    Jamie stared at him, expecting disdain or mocking, but all she saw was genuine curiosity. That made her tell him the truth against her better judgement. “I won’t be my sister’s maid of honor if I don’t lose weight,” she said.  
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    Jamie shook her head. “Christine told me that upfront. She’s ordering a size six maid of honor dress, which either I’ll wear if I lose weight or her best friend, who’s already a six, will.” 
 
    “Unbelievable!” Alex shook his head and threw his hands in the air. “Your sister sounds like a bitch.” 
 
    Jamie stared at him in surprise. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Sorry. But that’s ridiculous.” 
 
    She grinned, thankful someone else thought the same way as her. “I know, but it’s my family.” 
 
    “Well, you need to eat.” He grabbed his phone and began texting someone. “I shouldn’t have been keeping you here every night so late. I forget you haven’t been here very long and you’ve stepped into the job so easily. I hired you to have a PA available twenty-four/seven. Which you do with no argument. However, we can work from the house, that’s the bloody reason I had the suite set up. MacBane is going to start making meals for you as well.” 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    “No arguments. He’s my chef, and an extremely good one. I’ll have him prepare your lunch and dinners from now on.” 
 
    She felt like she was being spoiled and reprimanded at the same time. “I’ve had Murray’s steak and mushroom pie. It’s a wee bit of heaven stuffed inside clouds of pie crust.” She licked her lips, her stomach rumbling in agreement.  
 
    “Who’s Murray?” 
 
    “Murray MacBane. Your chef.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know his first name was Murray. Interesting.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    He looked up as he set his phone back on the clip of his belt. “His company is Mm. I always thought it meant his cooking was so good, like Mmmm.” 
 
    She giggled. “Really?” Then she quickly dropped the smile when he looked at her straight faced. “Murray’s—MacBane’s food is delicious but it’s not going to help me lose weight.” 
 
    “I’ve already let him know you want salads and lighter side foods for dinner. He’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    “Oh.” What was she supposed to say? “Okay. Uh, thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Take it easy for the rest of today. If you feel ill, just let me know and I’ll get my driver to take you home.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Thanks again.” She started to head back to her office. 
 
    Alex cleared his throat. 
 
    “Yes?” She paused halfway across the room. 
 
    “Don’t forget to stay hydrated.” He came around and walked over to the couch, picking up her glass of water and handing it to her. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Jamie looked at him, sure that he was going to fire her just for being a pain in the ass. She clearly didn’t really make his life easier if she was fainting all over the place. She paused at the door between their two offices. “Thank you, sir. I promise this won’t happen again.”  
 
    As she turned to leave, Alex called out to her, “Jamie?” 
 
    She turned back around to face him. “Yes, Mr. Reid?” 
 
    “Eating a snack every thirty minutes is still non-negotiable. If your sister objects to you being her maid of honor over something as trivial as a dress size, then she clearly doesn’t deserve you,” he said.  
 
    Jamie gritted her teeth and nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said, and then left. He clearly didn’t understand the importance of dress size. It wasn’t trivial at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The thirty minute timer went off and Jamie stopped typing long enough to turn it off and grab a piece of celery from the Mason jar on her desk. She took a bite of it as she reset the timer and went back to work. She never liked celery, but it was really just a lot of water in plant form and apparently people could burn more calories eating it than they really consumed. It met Alex’s silly requirement of eating something every half hour, and it gave Jamie a small hope of fitting into the maid of honor dress.  
 
    “Where’s Alex?” Annette’s voice pierced Jamie’s train of thought and she turned away from her computer screen, doing her best to not look like she was ready to murder someone.  
 
    Jamie saved what she was working on. “He’s in his office right now.” 
 
    “Good!” Annette barged through Jamie’s office and paused before she stepped through Alex’s door. “Oh, could you run down and get me a coffee? Three cream and two sugars. Make sure you get it at Starbucks, and not some other place.” 
 
    Jamie blinked in surprise. She set down the rest of her celery. “Okay,” she said slowly. 
 
    Annette wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Make sure you wash your hands before you get it. I don’t want my coffee cup to smell like celery pieces.” 
 
    The office door opened and Alex stepped through, bumping into Annette and sending her crashing to the floor. “Annette! Sorry, I didn’t see you!” He bent down to help her up. 
 
    She rubbed her ankle still inside her long four-inch heels. “I don’t think I can walk.” 
 
    Alex slipped his arms around her and picked her up. He carried her into his office. 
 
    Annette wrapped her arms dramatically around his neck and rested her head against his shoulder. “Alex, I’m so glad you’re in,” she whimpered. “It’s been forever since we’ve talked and I wanted to see you.” 
 
    “Let’s make sure that ankle of yours is all right. I’ve got ice in my office.” Alex walked back to the door he’d just come through. “I’m extremely busy.” 
 
    “I’ll take what I can get, even at the risk of getting hurt.” Annette pointed to her ankle. She turned and smiled at Jamie. “Thank you so much for getting me coffee.”  
 
    “You’re getting her coffee?” Alex asked.  
 
    “She was kind enough to offer it to me,” Annette said.  
 
    Please, bitch, like I don’t see through you. Jamie smiled back politely.  
 
    Alex looked at her for a long time. “I see,” he said finally. “Actually, this is perfect, Jamie. I have a few things for you to pick up. Hold on a minute.” He carried Annette into his office and set her down on the couch before heading to his desk and grabbing a pen and notepad. He scribbled something down before wrapping it in a one hundred dollar bill. “Thank you,” he said to her and then closed the door. 
 
    Jamie nodded and stared blankly at the wooden door. How could he not see through Annette’s act? She sighed and moved to her desk to switch her snack alarm off and head for the stairs. As she stepped outside she checked his note, hoping whatever Mr. Reid wanted was close to a Starbucks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie, 
 
    Grab a coffee for yourself too, and keep the change.  
 
    For the record, you’re my assistant, not Annette’s. 
 
    Alex 
 
      
 
    Jamie smiled and then quickly squashed it. Alex had been unusually nice since she fainted and he had stopped addressing her so formally. He probably loved saving a damsel in distress. Annette had just been perfectly set up.  
 
    Jamie sighed. He pitied her. Mr. Reid felt sorry Jamie was so insecure. If she could change it, she would. It was just the way she was. She didn’t want his pity, and even though the extra money could be put toward her sister’s wedding gift, she wouldn’t take it.  
 
    She walked to the closest Starbucks, even though it was a block farther than a perfectly delicious coffee shop. Inside she ordered two coffees. Someone tapped on her shoulder and she turned to see Gina.  
 
    Gina smiled. “Hey,” she said. “On a coffee run as well?” They hadn’t seen each other much the past few days with the business of work, Jamie following Alex to meetings, and spending more time in his office than her own. 
 
    Jamie shook her head. “Annette came into the office and asked for coffee.” 
 
    Gina rolled her eyes. “I’ll deny it if you ever tell anyone, but I hate that bitch.” 
 
    Jamie ordered the specialty coffee and just a decaf for herself. She grinned at Gina. “She told me to wash my hands so her cup wouldn’t smell like celery. She came through my office to get to Mr. Reid’s office.” 
 
    “Why would she do that? She can go through the main office entrance.” 
 
    “Maybe no one was there,” Jamie suggested. 
 
    Gina shook her head. “There’s always someone there. If I’m not, Sarah from downstairs comes up to cover for me. That desk is never left unattended. She did it just so she could bug you.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Reid came through our inner office entrance and bumped into her. She fell and he had to carry her to his office to check her ankle.” 
 
    “She’s ridiculously high maintenance. Alex should just dump her. He doesn’t even like her anymore.” 
 
    Jamie raised her eyebrows. It was not any of her business whether or not Alex’s relationship was on the rocks, but she was interested all the same. Just because I hate Annette. Not for any other reason. “Why did they start dating in the first place? They seem like complete opposites.” Great, now she was gossiping, the one thing she hated. 
 
    Gina looked at her strangely. “Actually, I think they’re pretty similar,” she said. “They started dating about a year ago, but both are so career oriented they never had the time to get serious. I’m pretty sure they use each other for fucking and for dates when they’re lonely, or they’re going to some work event and that’s it. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but I think Annette wants more. Alex is so focused on work he doesn’t even see how annoyed he is every time she walks into the room.” 
 
    It seemed pretty obvious to Jamie, but she wasn’t about to admit it out loud. Her job did not include talking about the boss and she had a pretty good idea Alex wouldn’t appreciate it. Her coffee order came up and she walked to pick the two cups up. 
 
    Gina followed her and then looked around as if there were possible eavesdropping employees around every corner. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but is there something going on between you and Alex?” 
 
    “What?” Jamie felt her cheeks heat up. “Of course not!” 
 
    “Good,” Gina said. “Just making sure. There are some rumors going around the office.” 
 
    “Why would anyone think that?” Jamie kept everything completely professional, except mentioning her sister, and maybe the time she passed out. But that didn’t give cause for people to start jumping to conclusions. Plus, she was completely not his type. 
 
    “Well, the two of you have been staying late at the office just about every night, you leave at the same time, and he does call you by your first name.” 
 
    “I’m sure he calls many people by their first name.” She was glad Gina didn’t know she lived in Alex’s apartment, connected to his house. 
 
    Gina shook her head. “Not his employees he doesn’t. Mr. Reid always addresses them formally. Everyone but you. Why are you guys always the last to leave the building?” 
 
    “Working! Al—Mr. Reid always works as long as he can.” She shook her head, mad she was even defending herself to Gina. “I’m his PA. He expects me to work with him for the work to go as efficiently as possible. Why is that so hard to believe?” Hell, he chose me to work for him because I’m the last person he wants to fuck. “What goes on in Mr. Reid’s personal life, is none of my, or your, business.” She turned to go. 
 
    Gina shrugged. “Last time I checked, Mr. Reid didn’t have a type. I’ve seen a lot more significant others than Annette walk through his office doors, and they look nothing alike. Just saying.” 
 
    Yeah, and I’m sure all of them were a size two, model and rich. “We are nothing more than boss and employee. It’s my job to manage the boss, that’s it.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Gina pushed as the barista called her name for her order. 
 
    “Not now. Not ever.” She left the coffee shop and turned to go back to the office, angry and confused. She was sure of all the rumors that would be said about her, that one would never be among them. The very idea that she and Alex were sleeping together was absurd when he had Annette at his disposal. She couldn’t believe Gina would think that. She thought the two of them were kind of becoming friends. What had her dad once told her? Keep your friends close, your enemies closer. That about fit the bill right here. 
 
    “Wait!” Gina called, sprinting up the street with her coffee in hand. She stopped running, catching her breath as soon as she was even with Jamie.  
 
    Jamie continued walking, ignoring her.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gina said. “I didn’t mean to make it sound like I was accusing you. You say it’s not true then I believe you.” 
 
    “Look,” Jamie said as she continued her breakneck walking pace, taking a little pleasure as Gina hurried to keep up. “I got hired to work with Mr. Reid because I’m professional and I work my butt off. I don’t appreciate the office gossip, nor will I ever partake.” 
 
    “Again, sorry.” Gina huffed, her breath coming in small gasps. “Can you slow down a bit? This isn’t a race.” 
 
    Jamie made an effort to move at a decent pace.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re keeping it professional. You seem really sweet, Jamie. Too sweet.” 
 
    “What the heck is that supposed to mean?” She was glad the office was forty feet away. 
 
    “Mr. Reid only breaks hearts,” Gina said. “He’s not romantic. He’ll never tear himself away from his work enough to actually care about anyone else.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. Even though she wanted to believe that he wasn’t at all like that, she knew better. You need to get over your damn physical crush on the guy and listen to Gina. She’s noticed your lingering looks. That’s why there’s gossip. It was a shame. He was just too good looking to be wasted in the work world. Not that she planned on telling Gina that. “Mr. Reid loves his company. He works hard to make it a success so people like you, and me, have a paycheck every week. You’re hired to work. Not spread gossip.” She pushed through the doors and headed straight for the stairs, leaving Gina standing open-mouthed just outside the building.  
 
    Who was working for who now?
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Annette stepped out of Alex’s office via the main waiting area as Jamie stepped out from the stairs and Gina exited the elevator. She stomped across the lobby, her ankle in perfect working condition. Bewildered, Jamie wasn’t sure what to do except watch her pass. Annette grabbed her coffee without looking at Jamie or thanking her.  
 
    She made it to the elevator just before the door closed, leaving Jamie and Gina standing there in awkward silence.  
 
    “Told you,” Gina whispered.  
 
    “None of our business.” Jamie turned and headed back to her office. She pulled out the change from the coffee and set it on her desk. No need to bug Alex now about it.  
 
    Just as she sat down, Alex came out. “I’m going home early,” he told her. “Have that report on my desk tomorrow, as well as the notes from the meeting with the shareholders earlier today.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Reid.” She reached across the desk and grabbed the change from the coffee. “Here’s your change, sir. From the errands.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I told you to keep it.” 
 
    She gave him her best cool stare. “I don’t want it, Mr. Reid. It’s your money.” 
 
    He huffed, clearly annoyed. “What is it, Jamie?” His stare was just as cool as hers.  
 
    “Nothing.” She handed him the money again.  
 
    “Whatever you have to say to me, just say it.” His voice was hard, like the voice he used during meetings with big execs. 
 
    “Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’d appreciate it if you called me Ms. Connors.” 
 
    He stared at her a moment. “Why’s that, Jamie?”  
 
    “I’m not comfortable with you calling me by my first name. I feel like I’m treated differently and I don’t like that. I don’t need the company gossip having me center stage.” She kept her eyes on his, refusing to back down. 
 
    “You are different!” he shouted. He closed his eyes and sighed. It looked like he was counting to ten and Jamie was sure she was now out of a job. “What I meant,” he said slowly, “is that you’re my personal assistant. I work closer with you than anybody else. Naturally I’ll treat you differently. You can call me Alex when we’re not in meetings or around other people.” 
 
    She nearly scoffed out loud, just catching herself in time. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t,” she said, turning back to her work. “Have a good afternoon, Mr. Reid.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Connors. I hope the same for you.” He gave her an icy stare and then stormed out of the office.  
 
    Jamie went back to work. It has nothing to do with you. He just broke up with his girlfriend. He’s been working late and in the gym early. She knew because she’d been trying to get in a couple of times a week before he showed up and it always felt like he had just been there, like she could still smell his cologne in the gym at the house.  
 
    She sighed. She felt horrible, nonetheless, and incredibly humiliated. She could just imagine how Gina and the others would talk now. Mr. Reid broke up with Annette because of Jamie—sorry, Ms. Connors. It looks like that affair is over now. Another heart broken by the wonderful Mr. Reid. Poor Ms. Connors didn’t stand a chance. She should have known better with looks like hers. “Shit, shit, motherfreakin’ shit,” she muttered.  
 
    “Glad to know you’re so happy to see me.” 
 
    Jamie stiffened and looked up as Stephen stood in her door from the main office smirking down at her.  
 
    “Mr. Reid’s not in right now,” she said. “Didn’t Gina tell you at the front desk?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Jamie sighed and grabbed the tablet with Alex’s planner now synced to it. “Would you like to schedule an appointment or leave a message for him?” 
 
    “I saw Mr. Reid in the elevator,” Stephen said. “I didn’t come to see Alex.” 
 
    She had no desire to see her ex-boyfriend, soon-to-be brother-in-law. “What do you want Stephen?” 
 
    “Now, is that how you should treat your future brother-in-law?” He smiled, clearly mocking her. He closed the door behind him and stepped into her office. “Nice pad.” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. Great, more gossip for Gina to start spreading. “But it’s how I should treat my ex-boyfriend who broke up with me by sleeping with my sister.” 
 
    He glared at her. “You’re such a bitch. I have no idea how we ever liked each other.” 
 
    “What do you want, Stephen? I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    “Your father had a heart attack. He’s in the hospital right now.” 
 
    Jamie stared at him, shock running through her body. She stood up and grabbed her purse. “Why couldn’t you have led with that?” She pushed past him and opened the door. “How is he?” 
 
    “He’s stable. But they’re keeping him overnight for observation anyway and to do some blood work.” 
 
    “What hospital?” 
 
    “The Scott Thompson Hospital.” 
 
    “I have to go see him right now,” she said, walking past Stephen to the elevators. She called out quickly to Gina to tell her that she was leaving and she would be back later. She headed for the stairs. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Stephen asked as he pushed the elevator button. “I’m not going down that way.” 
 
    “It’s quicker.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m taking the elevator. I’ll tell you what happened on the way down.” 
 
    “Fine.” She marched over to him and stepped through as soon as the door slid open. She could smell Alex’s cologne inside the small compartment box. “What happened?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said, checking his phone. “You can find your own way there, right? I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 
    “You’re such a bastard,” Jamie said. “Everything’s a game to you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Hey, he’s not my dad,” Stephen said. “He’s been nothing but rude to me since he’s met me. Why should I care?” 
 
    “He hasn’t been rude to you. He’s been a father! You slept with one of his daughters and then hopped to the next.” Jamie couldn’t believe she was even having this conversation. “You were rude to all of my family when you were dating me. You didn’t even try and get in their good graces until you started dating my sister.” 
 
    “Get real, Jamie,” he said. “I was rude to them because I already knew you didn’t like them. It wasn’t because I didn’t care enough or whatever you’re accusing me of. I didn’t think you would want me to get along with them. Why else would you tell me all of that shit about them to begin with?” 
 
    “Bull,” she snapped. “That isn’t what happened and you know it.”  
 
    The elevator opened and Jamie stormed out before Stephen could reply. She raced outside and called a cab as quickly as possible. 
 
    Once inside the taxi she called Christine. She hoped her dad was all right. She could just imagine how her mother and Christine were right now. Probably blaming Dad’s heart attack on me, she thought sarcastically. 
 
    Christine was sobbing when she answered. “Jamie, you need to get to the hospital right now. Dad’s had a heart attack.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “Stephen just filled me in.”  
 
    “He called you?” She sounded surprised. 
 
    “No, he came to see me.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Jamie shook her head. “How’s dad?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They won’t tell me anything. Mom’s a mess. She keeps crying and wailing. It’s so embarrassing.” 
 
    “I’m on my way. I’ll be there as quick as I can.” 
 
    The cab got her to Scott Thompson Hospital in less than ten minutes. In that time Jamie had calmed herself and gone over the scenarios. Stephen had said her dad was going to be fine. It must have been a minor attack or maybe an angina something or other. She paid the cab and hurried inside, checking with the front desk for her dad’s room number. She raced to the room where her mother and Christine were already waiting just outside.  
 
    Her mom glared at her. “You finally got here,” she said. “It took you long enough. You just had to be selfish and get a job, didn’t you?” 
 
    “For Pete’s sake, Maggie,” her father said from the room. “I can hear you.” 
 
    Jamie ignored her mom and stepped into the room. “Hey, Dad. How are you doing?” She smiled. 
 
    Her dad looked past her as her mom followed her in. “Will you lay off of Jamie about the job? She couldn’t live in the basement forever.” He smiled weakly at Jamie. “Hey, kiddo,” he whispered. “I’m fine. Really. Just a little shaken up. They won’t let me have my laptop or cell phone, though.”  
 
    Jamie laughed at the disgruntled look on his face. She sat down beside him and tapped her heart. “Hey, if they put a pacemaker in there, you don’t want the electronics messing up with the ticker.” 
 
    He smiled and closed his eyes. “Good point.”  
 
    “The last thing you need to be doing is working right now.” She squeezed his hand. “That’s probably what caused the heart attack in the first place. You need anything? Water? Another pillow?” 
 
    “I’m good,” he whispered, smiling at her. “Never better.” 
 
    “Jamie, did you order the ring bearer pillows and flower girl baskets already?” Christine asked. “Some people are saying they didn’t receive their invitations yet. You told me you’d mailed everything.” 
 
    Seriously? Her sister hadn’t said one thing since Jamie walked in and the first thing she said was about her own wedding? Did she even care about dad at all? “I’ll get to it soon,” she murmured, her eyes focussed on her dad.  
 
    “Well, you had better get on it fast,” she said. “I don’t have the time to go out and get them myself.”  
 
    What’re you so busy doing? Cake testing. More like wine testing, I bet. Jamie glared at her sister as she stood on the other side of their dad’s bed, her arms crossed and her face tight. “Why don’t you get your backup maid of honor to do it?”  
 
    “Jamie!” her mother said sharply. “You’re going to start that now? Just after your father’s heart attack?” She shook her head. “Girls, in the hall. Now.” 
 
    Jamie leaned over and kissed her dad’s forehead. He seemed already asleep. “I’ll be right back, Dad.” 
 
    In the hall, Jamie met her mom and sister, both standing with their arms crossed over their chests and glares on their faces. They could be twins. Or Cinderella’s sisters. 
 
    Her mom started in on her first. “Are you really saying you won’t lose weight for your sister’s wedding? She means that little to you?” 
 
    Sure. It’s not like I mean that much to her. “No, Mom,” she said, trying to stay calm. She wanted to get back into the room to sit with her dad. “I’m not saying that at all. I don’t have the time for it. Scarlet does. So she might as well be the maid of honor because I’m clearly doing a terrible job at it.” 
 
    “You would be doing just fine if you hadn’t made other commitments,” Christine said through gritted teeth. “Commitments to your hot new boss, for instance.” 
 
    “What’s this about a hot boss?” Her mom looked at Jamie sternly. “Are you working for the guy for sexual favors?” 
 
    Jamie’s heart sank. What had Stephen been saying to them? 
 
    Christine laughed. “She wants to sleep with him.” She gave her sister the once over. “But that’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “No,” Jamie glared at Christine. “That’s not the case at all.” 
 
    “I thought I had raised you better than that,” her mom said. “It is incredibly unprofessional to sleep with the boss or have any feelings for him that are not platonic. Don’t mess up your career for your love life. It will not go well.” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping—” Jamie lowered her voice when a nurse looked up from across the hall. “My job is completely professional.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Alex Reid, Mom,” Christine said. “He’s never going to sleep with Jamie.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do it anyways!” Jamie hated that she felt the need to defend herself. 
 
    “You wouldn’t?” Christine smirked and Jamie knew she was up to something. She always got the look before she blasted Jamie against their mom. “She’s already slept with her boss’s son,” Christine crowed. “Don’t you remember when Stephen pity-dated her?” 
 
    “He was your boss’s son?” Her mother paled and grabbed at the wall for support. 
 
    “Now look what you’re doing, Jamie,” Christine shrilled. “You’re going to give mom a heart attack now.” 
 
    “I am not!” Jamie shouted. “I can’t believe you guys! Dad’s in there,” she pointed to the room, “and you guys are trying to blame me for his heart attack and now mom’s? Unfreakinbelievable!” 
 
    “It’s always you, Jamie.” Christine glared and glanced behind Jamie. She smirked. “Your fat ass just has to try and tap anything with a dick, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt,” a quiet male voice said.  
 
    A shiver went down Jamie’s spine and she stiffened. 
 
    Everyone stopped talking and stared as Alex came up behind Jamie. He held a large, fresh bouquet of flowers in his hand. He looked so out of place, well dressed and incredibly gorgeous. Part of Jamie wanted to laugh. Another part of her wanted to smack him.  
 
    “Not at all,” Christine said sweetly, looking Alex up and down with a gleam in her eye. She took the flowers he held. “These must be for my dad. How thoughtful. You must be the Alex Reid I’ve been hearing so much about.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said, as if not sure what else to say. “My secretary filled me in on the situation and I wanted to come down here personally to deliver flowers and offer well wishes.” 
 
    He smiled at Jamie. “How’s your dad doing?” 
 
    “Ok, I believe. I haven’t really had a chance to find out what’s happened.” She held her gaze to his beautiful blue eyes, even though she wanted to glare at her mom and Christine. 
 
    “Why don’t you take the rest of the week off? Spend as much time with your dad as you need. The office can wait till Monday.” 
 
    Jamie wanted to cry. He really did mean well, she knew that, but telling her family that she had the week off would just make everything worse.  
 
    “That’s very… kind of you, Mr. Reid,” her mother said, shooting Jamie a suspicious glance. “Most bosses never would be so generous.” 
 
    Shit. She thinks we’re already sleeping with each other.  
 
    “Do you want to help me set the flowers in the room?” she asked lamely.  
 
    “Sure.” He looked relieved at the chance to escape her sister and mom.  
 
    Jamie took the flowers from Christine, almost having to pry them out of her sister’s hand. She stepped into the room with Alex behind her. Jamie kept her eyes on her father. 
 
    He looked up as they came in, his gaze lingering on Alex and then back at his daughter, his eyes narrowing as he glanced behind them. “Mr. Reid, it was very kind of you to let my daughter have a job, especially when the package deal of her family must be very tiresome.” He sighed and caught his breath. “I think it’s in your best interest if you let her go. She’s not, uh, built for long hours and hard work. You’ll break her heart.” 
 
    Jamie’s cheeks burned as tears threatened to overwhelm her. Her father, who had been the only one to be even a little bit happy for her in her new job, was now telling her boss that he should fire her because he thought she had a crush on him. It had to be the most humiliating day in her life, and she could almost understand Stephen’s wish to just go back to work instead of visit his future father-in-law in the hospital.  
 
    Alex looked at her father. His smile was cordial but his eyes were ice cold. “While I appreciate your input, Mr. Connors, I’ll decide what’s in the best interest for my company. It is, in fact, my company. What you should know is that your daughter’s a valuable asset. You should be very proud of her, not ashamed.” 
 
    Her father’s cheeks burned red and he tried unsuccessfully to sit up.  
 
    “Dad, don’t.” Jamie stepped forward as his heart monitor showed a rapid increase. 
 
    Alex huffed, his face completely unreadable. “I’ve got to get back to work, Jamie. Goodbye. Christine, Mrs. Connors, Jamie.” He nodded at each of them in turn and then turned on his heel and walked away.  
 
    Jamie stared at her family in defeat. They were really, truly horrible people. All of them. Unable to stay in the room and face her family’s wrath and accusations, Jamie ran out the door.  
 
    She hesitated in the hallway, not sure which way to go. 
 
    Alex stood by the door and reached for her arm. “This way,” he said. “To the elevators.” 
 
    “Please don’t touch me,” Jamie whispered, pulling her arm away as if it was on fire. She walked ahead of him and pressed the down button for the elevator doors. As soon as it opened, she went in, but Alex was too quick for the doors to close. He sidled in after her and pressed the emergency stop button on the elevator as soon as the doors were closed.  
 
    “What the heck are you doing?” Jamie was on the verge of tears. She couldn’t hold them in much longer.  
 
    “You need to cry,” Alex said. “No one’s watching right now. It’s just us. Let it out.” 
 
    “Are you insane? We’re going to get in trouble!” 
 
    “I’ll make a substantial donation to the hospital.” He waved his hand as if he held a wand and could pull some magic out of it. “Give them a new wing, new equipment, whatever. You’re upset.” He stepped closer to her. “Breathe, Jamie. Breathe.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to shout at him but words didn’t come out. Instead she covered her face with her hands and sobbed. Stress, anger, humiliation, sadness and a million other emotions escaped and poured out of her. She felt Alex take her into his strong arms and rub her back.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he whispered. “Just cry, Jamie. Just cry.” 
 
    Embarrassed, she cried harder and buried her face in his jacket. His heat emanated off of him and comforted her. She pulled away from him and turned away. “They’re right, you know,” she said quietly as she dug in her purse for a Kleenex. “I’m so stupid.” 
 
    He handed her a handkerchief from his suit jacket. “You are definitely not stupid.” 
 
    She took it and blew her nose, not caring anymore that her face was probably a red, blotchy mess. “You should fire me.” 
 
    “Jamie.” He gently grabbed her arms by the elbows and made her face him. “I’m not going to fire you.”  
 
    “My family alone is clearly more trouble than I’m worth. You now know I find you attractive. Your employees have probably a million rumors flying around about us. It’s not worth it.” 
 
    He looked at her, amused. “You find me attractive?” 
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes. “Out of everything I just said, that’s what you take away from it? I’d have to be blind, deaf, and dumb not to find you attractive. Even then—” 
 
    She never finished her sentence because suddenly his lips were on hers. He pulled her in tightly, his hand entwining itself in her hair. Shock ran through her and then waves of pleasure, fear, and pure joy. Alex’s lips traveled to her cheek, then up to her temple, and then rested in her hair.  
 
    Jamie blinked, trying to get her scattered thoughts back and push the pleasure aside. Why did this man have to be so damn arousing? Finally, she realized what just happened. “This isn’t right,” she said. “You’re my boss. And…” She almost said and you’ll just break my heart, too, but stopped herself just in time. “You said that you didn’t want distractions in the workplace. That’s why you hired me.” 
 
    He laughed softly. “I don’t want distractions. It’s impossible not to get distracted by you. I’ve tried hard not to notice how you bite your lip when you’re nervous, or how sexy you look when you’re trying to be the epitome of professionalism. I love how my name sounds when you say it and I always wonder how it would sound if you just called me Alex.” He straightened suddenly, as if realizing he had said the words allowed. 
 
    Jamie flushed, at a complete loss for words. “I don’t know what to say,” she said finally. 
 
    Alex stepped back and punched the emergency stop button and the elevator started back up. He pressed the ground floor. “You don’t have to say anything. The fault is mine. I didn’t mean what I just said.” He ran his fingers through his hair once and then became completely professional, unreadable. “I apologize. I was up on the moment, the way this day has gone. I didn’t mean what I said.” 
 
    Jamie stared at the numbers winding down from three to two. “You don’t need to apologize. It’s fine.” 
 
    “You are very good at your job, and you truly are a valuable asset to this company. I felt sorry for you. The way your family is, the stress of the day. It all caught up with me. It won’t happen again. Ever.” His hands were balled into fists at his side and he stared stonily ahead. “I’ll see you on Monday.” When the elevator door slid open, he stepped through quickly while Jamie waited until the door began to close before she stepped out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Jamie checked with the front desk and asked to be notified if there was any major change in her dad’s condition. It took everything not to cry as she left and took a cab back to the office so she could collect her car. Finally alone, she let the tears fall.  
 
    “Only till you get to your apartment. Then it stops,” she mumbled to herself. She grabbed a Kleenex and mopped her face. For one split second in the elevator she had thought Alex had been flirting with her. With her! Then it had all been blown to smut and he told her he’d said the words because he felt sorry for her. Pity compliments? Life didn’t get any lower. 
 
    She blew her nose and wiped her tears away with the back of her hand as she approached the house. Pressing the button to open the gates she opened her window, hoping the fresh air would hide the redness on her face. 
 
    Thankfully she didn’t see Alex’s car or the driver he used during business hours at the office. She pulled into her usual spot and hurried out of the car, keeping her head down as she made her way to her place. 
 
    The Olympic-size pool in the backyard steamed in the cool afternoon air. It was the start of winter and the pool was still open. Only Alex Reid would pay to heat his outdoor pool warm enough to be tub temperature. Jamie was tempted to strip down and jump in it. Skinny dip in the middle of the afternoon, in the winter, in a billionaire’s house. Chubby beached whale splashing in the water. How sexy! She laughed out loud as she unlocked her apartment suite and stepped inside. 
 
    She stepped back outside when her brain clicked and she realized she’d missed a box outside her door. She reached down and picked it up. A note on top told her Murray had been cooking for her again. 
 
    Carrying the cooler to the kitchen, she set the items in the fridge and dropped her car keys on the counter. Maybe she’d eat later, she wasn’t hungry now. Inside her room, she stripped out of her skirt and blouse and let it fall to the floor in a wrinkled heap. She crawled into bed in just her bra and panties, not caring if she’d locked her door or not. It didn’t matter. Nobody was going to come in.  
 
    She stared at the boxes still near the wall waiting to be unpacked. At least she would be able to finally get her stuff organized during her time off.  
 
    She turned over and pulled the expensive duvet around her and closed her eyes, exhausted and hating her life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie spent her first day off from work at the hospital with her father. Her mother and Christine were gone for the morning. The strain of yesterday kept things awkward but she kept her dad company while he went through different tests and watched old reruns of Criminal Minds. Her job was never brought up in conversation and, much to her relief, neither was the wedding. Jamie drove him home from the hospital later that afternoon when the doctor finally cleared him with firm instruction to be back again tomorrow for some testing. 
 
    “I’m sorry about yesterday,” he said when they were in the car. “I know you’re a good employee and you don’t have reason to be fired. As far as I know.” 
 
    “As far as I know, I don’t either.” She kept her eyes on the road and hoped it kept her father from asking more. She had a terrible poker face, but it didn’t matter, he was caught up in his own issues.  
 
    She watched him from the corner of her eye. As much as her family was a pain at times, she still loved them. She didn’t want to see him down. “Hey, Dad, do you think next Wednesday you would be up for going out for dinner?” Jamie asked him. “Someplace with decent atmosphere and healthy options, of course. You need to keep down on the cholesterol like the doctor told you to. I’ll ask Christine, and you ask Mom? My treat for all the hassle. How about Michael Angelos?” 
 
    “You’re treating?” He grinned. “I’m sure I can make it. What’s the occasion? It’s not often that you want to go out to dinner with your family.” 
 
    Jamie smiled sadly. Of course he wouldn’t remember. Why would he when he’s only attended two his entire life? “I know I usually don’t like to, but next Wednesday being my birthday and all, I thought it would be nice.” 
 
    “Good idea. Christine will take Stephen as well, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She didn’t see her father for the rest of the week. He was supposed to be resting, but he started doing work in bed and banned everyone from his room, even his wife, which made her particularly snippy. Christine called her nonstop and had her running wedding errands left, right and center. At the same time, Jamie was able to finally unpack her things and rearrange the furniture to feel more like home. Nothing, however, kept her from thinking of Alex.  
 
    She heard the gym equipment in the morning and waited until she was certain he had left before going in there herself. Trying to avoid him didn’t help, he entered her mind all the time and that kiss dominated her fantasies. It was wrong of her to keep thinking of him, but she couldn’t help herself. Alex Reid was the sexiest man she knew. It was very hard not to be tempted by him.  
 
    Images of him working out, building up a sweat, left her unable to sleep. She’d lie in bed while he worked out, waiting for him to leave at six and then spend an extra hour in the gym, on the treadmill or bike, or even in the pool. With all the stair running and healthy eating from the past while, Jamie’s workout clothes grew baggier than they already were. She refused to go out and buy new ones. She didn’t need sexy, tight stuff to look ridiculous in. Part of her begged her inner self to go out and buy spandex capris and a hot pink sport bra so one day in the gym she could be there beautifully sweaty from a workout and have Alex come in and stop in his tracks. It would never happen, but hey, it was fun to imagine the scene playing out. 
 
    She’d be glistening with just the right amount of sweat, her blonde hair pulled into one of those sexy ponytails. It would be straightened instead of her usual wavy, curly messy bun she normally wore. She’d be walking—no, running in her pink top and perfectly fitted capris. Or it could be short spandex shorts fitting her curved ass just perfectly. She’d smile when he walked in, maybe wave or nod, unable to hear him because of the iPod music blaring from her earbuds. 
 
    Alex would be shocked, his mouth hanging open as he walked over to her. “Where’d you go? Half of you is gone!” 
 
    Okay, he wouldn’t say that. Way too stupid. 
 
    She would wake herself up by throwing the covers off, and head to the gym in ugly, baggy stuff, or her one-piece square looking bathing suit that didn’t have an ounce of sexy to it.  
 
      
 
    On Monday morning before she headed back to work, she got a knock on her door. She had gone in to Alex’s gym in the hopes of possibly seeing him so she could make sure they would be fine at work. She didn’t want to show up to his office and the work day be impossible to get through. Alex didn’t come in so she finished her workout on her own. 
 
    When the knock sounded again, Jamie set aside her laptop and tried to shake the images of flower girl accessories and popular wedding songs from her mind as she answered the door.  
 
    Alex stood inches from her, dressed in a suit and ready to head in to work. He played with his collar before the corners of his mouth briefly rose. “I’d like to apologize,” he said quietly. “I overreacted and it was out of line. I should not have acted that way and I promise it will not happen again.” His eyes ran over her. “I’m glad you are coming in to work.” He turned to go.  
 
    “Wait,” Jamie said, biting her lip. “Thank you for the apology, and for the time off. I really appreciated it. I’m glad I’m coming back to work now too.”  
 
    His expression lightened. “You might not be when you see how much work you have to catch up on.” He winked at her and shoved his hands into his long jacket pockets as he turned to go, whistling.  
 
    Jamie watched him walk away, her mouth dry. You’re supposed to be professional. She just hoped it could be as easy for her as it was for him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the business of having to catch up from almost a week away, Jamie didn’t have time to consider if she was acting professional or not. Alex Reid had been swamped while Jamie had been gone. He must have spent most nights in the office as her tablet and business phone had synced to all his work and she was able to go through everything he had done. He’d made rough notes for her and had Gina fill in on a few meetings to write press releases. Jamie played catch up with everything else and by the end of the day Wednesday she believed she had caught up with everything. 
 
    She stepped into Alex’s office as she finished sending out an email to a company Alex was planning on buying. She knocked lightly on the door, “Mr. Reid?” 
 
    Alex stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring out the massive windows at the city below them. He turned and looked at her. “Yes, Ms. Connors?” 
 
    “Is there anything else that needs to be done today?” She snuck a glance at her watch. It was nearly six. Her family had planned on meeting her about six thirty. If she had to cancel, she needed to do it now. 
 
    “We’re fine. You’ve worked double time day and night the past three days. Thank you for that, I appreciate your hard work. I have another meeting I can manage on my own.” He turned back to the window. “Goodnight, Ms. Connors.” 
 
    “You, too, sir.” She hesitated before finally stepping back into her office. She had been tempted to tell him it was her birthday. What good would that do? It was just a number anyways. She’d gone through the entire day without a phone call or email to say happy birthday. She was fine with it, why would she think suddenly now she needed one from him? 
 
    She hurried down the stairs and stopped at the public bathroom on the main floor to check her makeup. She touched up her lipstick and headed outside to drive to Michael Angelos.  
 
    Her family sat waiting for her, already ordering a bottle of wine before she had even sat down.  
 
    “Hi sweetie!” Her father came over and kissed her cheek. “Happy birthday!” 
 
    “Oh yeah!” Christine lifted the bottle of wine. “I forgot it was your birthday. Happy day.” She went to pour a glass for her and realized the bottle was empty. “Whoops. Guess we started without you.” She motioned for the waiter to bring another one. 
 
    Jamie’s mom smiled at her. “Happy birthday. Do you think this time next year we’ll have a bun in the oven?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Jamie blinked. The only empty chair was in the back corner beside Stephen. She had to ask him to scoot forward so she could get by. 
 
    “For Christine.” Her mother rolled her eyes. “I was talking about Stephen and Christine having a baby. Giving me a grandchild finally.” 
 
    Stephen stood and pushed in his chair. He stepped against the table facing Jamie as she had to pass him. He surprised her by kissing her on the lips as she tried to squeeze by.  
 
    She had been focussed on not letting any of her body parts brush against his cock to see his head coming towards her. She froze when his lips touched her.  
 
    “Happy birthday, Jamie.” He patted her bum before finally letting her pass. 
 
    Nobody seemed to notice the exchange. Shocked, Jamie sat down and picked up her menu. She held it high covering her face so no one would notice it burning. When she finally calmed down enough to participate in the conversation, she realized the second bottle of wine had come and had been filled into everyone’s glass but hers. She reached for it, disappointed it had been emptied again. Stephen’s, Christine’s and her mother’s goblets were full. 
 
    “Here.” Her dad handed her his glass. “I’m not supposed to be drinking.” He winked at her. “I may have filled this up to save for you.”  
 
    That was the only present she got at the table. She sat in her little corner, participating in the conversation when it called on her and thought about work and Alex when it didn’t. She wondered what meeting he had tonight and if he was seeing anyone since Annette. It was none of her business. 
 
    “Jamie!” 
 
    She blinked and turned her attention back to her sister. “Sorry. What were you saying?” 
 
    Christine rolled her eyes. “How much wine have you had?” She didn’t wait for Jamie to answer. “Mom and I were talking and we were thinking it would be really neat if we made wedding favors ourselves. It’s kind of the in-thing to do these days. What do you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. It’s a great idea.” 
 
    She clapped her hands. “Perfect! I knew you would do it! I’ve already ordered the material and the cutting shape and everything. You’ll have to make about,” she said and turned to her mom, “two hundred? Two hundred fifty of them?” 
 
    “Wait! What?” Jamie tried to figure out what part of the conversation she had missed. Her mom and sister sat at the one end and she was wedged between the two men who were mainly talking about stocks and sports. Two things that really didn’t seem to go together. 
 
    “I asked if you would make them for me.” Christine tilted her head, her eyebrows coming together when things were suddenly not going her way. “You just said, and these are your exact words, yeah, sure. It’s a great idea.” 
 
    “I thought you were talking about you and Stephen making them.” 
 
    Stephen burst out laughing. “I’m not making any of that shit.” 
 
    “Jamie,” Christine whined. “I don’t have time. I ordered all the stuff and paid for it already. I can’t send it back.” 
 
    Jamie blew her bangs away from her forehead. “Why don’t you and I do them together?” She pushed her half-eaten chicken pasta away, no longer hungry. 
 
    Christine flashed her a grin. “I knew you’d do it!” 
 
    “I just asked if you wanted to do them together.” 
 
    Her sister waved her hand. “Sure, whatever. I’ll have the stuff dropped off at your office so you can get a head start on them. Then we can pick a day to finish them up.” 
 
    Jamie’s mother caught the waiter’s arm as he passed by. “We’re finishing up here. Do you mind to empty the table and bring the cake?” She pointed to Jamie’s uneaten plate. “I’ll take that home. My daughter doesn’t need it. She’s desperately trying to lose weight.” 
 
    Seriously? Her mother had to do this to her on her birthday? Jamie shook her head. At least her mother had ordered cake. That was a first. 
 
    As the waiter cleared the table, Jamie glanced around the restaurant. The place was one of the upper-end dining places. She had the feeling one of her paychecks might be covering the amount of wine her family had been drinking. Ironically, the liquor menu had been taken from the table. Stephen had mentioned earlier that he loved it that Jamie was finally able to foot the bill. She’d ignored his comment but now she began wondering why she had offered. 
 
    The cake came with sparklers on it. Jamie smiled, but it quickly disappeared when she read the inscription on it. Christine & Stephen Congrats! 
 
    She stared at the cake, biting her tongue to keep back a snarky comment. 
 
    Christine clapped her hands. “Six months, baby. Then I’m all yours.” She cut the cake and divided it into three large pieces and two teeny, tiny ones. “For you and dad,” she said and handed Jamie and her dad the small ones. “Both you two need to be watching what you’re putting in your month. Six months isn’t a long time, Jamie.” 
 
    Jamie stared down at the three-bite-size piece of cake. “Thanks,” she mumbled. Somehow Christine had managed to weasel her way into the one day of the year that should belong to Jamie. She didn’t even want the cake so she slipped it in with her dad’s when he finished his. He winked at her and she smiled.  
 
    When the bill came, Stephen pointed to Jamie. “She’s footin’ it this time, buddy.”  
 
    Jamie reached across Stephen, secretly wishing her elbow would accidently bash into his nose. Of course it didn’t happen.  
 
    The waiter smiled at her, the first genuine smile she’d received since entering the restaurant. “Your bill’s already paid, ma’am.” He grinned, like it was some sort of game. 
 
    “What?” Stephen reached for the red leather receipt pad that hid the total of the bill inside.  
 
    Jamie jerked it away from him and opened it. The bill showed paid. “By who?” She glanced at each of her family members but each one shook their head. 
 
    “The gentleman over there,” the waiter said and pointed to the far corner where a woman in a stunning red dress sat. Her date sat in the leather booth with his back towards them.  
 
    Jamie couldn’t tell who it was. She also loved the red dress the beautiful brunette was wearing. She wished she could wear something like that. That would be her birthday wish if she could have one; to be able to wear a tight-fitting red dress like that and rock it. 
 
    “Well, fuck me,” Stephen mumbled. 
 
    Jamie watched the booth as the woman touched the man’s hand and motioned toward their table. He picked up his glass, slid out of his seat and walked over to them. 
 
    Alex Reid. 
 
    Jamie knew her mouth was hanging open. She didn’t quite know what to say when he approached. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said. 
 
    Apparently her family didn’t know what to say either. 
 
    Stephen stood and shook Alex’s hand. “Hey mate, how’re you doing?” 
 
    “Good. Thank you.” Alex raised his glass. “I overheard it was your birthday today, Ms. Connors.” 
 
    Jamie nodded, stuck in the corner as Stephen sat back down.  
 
    “Well, happy birthday. I apologize for not realizing earlier. I’d have let you get out of work sooner.” He winked. “Cheers, everyone.” He smiled and moved back to his date without another glance. 
 
    “That’s strange,” her mother said to Christine. 
 
    Stephen grinned. “I’m sure he does that for all his personal assistants.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jamie’s face heated with anger this time. Alex had just done a sweet gesture. He didn’t have to, but he did. Why were they turning it into something else? 
 
    Christine kicked Stephen under the table. His audible ‘ow’ made her smile. “Someone like him isn’t going to sleep with my sister. Trust me on that one.” 
 
    Jamie suddenly wanted this night to be over. She faked a yawn and stood. “Thanks everybody for… for,” she tried to think of something they had done for her, “for coming this evening.” She waited for Stephen to get up so she could leave.  
 
    “Let’s do this again next year!” Stephen watched her closely as she passed and reached to grab her coat. He tilted his head. “You’ve changed,” he said in an uncomfortably quiet voice. “I can tell you’re different.” 
 
    “Nope.” Jamie shook her head. “Same old me.” She glanced at the table with the beautiful brunette. “Thanks again,” she whispered to no one in particular, but wishing Alex would hear her from across the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Connors, have that report on my desk by tonight. I also need you to pick up my dry cleaning in an hour, and the people from the Anderson Company are coming in tonight so I need you to look at meeting room five and make sure it’s ready for them.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jamie marked everything in her tablet. “Do you want me to bring your dry cleaning up here to the office?” 
 
    He glanced down. “Is this suit wrinkled?” 
 
    She let her eyes travel slowly down and then up his handsome body. “It looks good to me,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then if you don’t mind just taking it home, I can grab it from you there.” He had made no mention of her birthday dinner two weeks ago, and neither had she.  
 
    He snapped his fingers. “I’ll also have MacBane bring dinner over. I asked him to make some for you as well.” 
 
    Jamie blinked, the word out of her mouth before she could catch it. “Why?” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s going to be a very late night tonight and I’m not in the mood for takeout again. I can’t starve you, though people might think I’m starting to.” He smiled briefly before his expression became shuddered again.  
 
    He handed her a key ring. “Here’s the key to my place. You can drop my dry cleaning off and then pick the food up from the packed cooler in the kitchen.” He put it down on her desk and smiled at her again. “Thank you, Ms. Connors. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    Jamie nodded at him. “Of course, Mr. Reid.”  
 
    He sat down at his desk and looked down at his phone.  
 
    Jamie picked up the keys and went to grab her purse. Stretching her legs would feel good and she could pick the dry cleaning up on her way back to the house. Maybe even change quickly herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Christine called Jamie as soon as she walked out of the building. For a second she was sure Christine was staking out the building to see her comings and goings. But she dismissed the idea a second later. There was no way she would be that dedicated to anything.  
 
    “Hey, Jamie, are you busy?” Christine asked.  
 
    “I’m working, but I was sent on an errand, so if it’s quick—” 
 
    “I just need to know where to send the wedding favor stuff to.” 
 
    “Um, sure, yeah.” Jamie rolled her eyes. “Just send it to my office.” 
 
    “Your boss okay with that?” 
 
    “It’ll be fine. I’m in a bit of a rush, Christine. I’ll message you the address.” She stopped by her car. “You can just send it to your place and—” 
 
    “Jamie, you’re my maid of honor. I need you right now and you can’t spare a moment of your time?”  
 
    “I’ll send you the address. No problem.” She didn’t have time to argue. “Bye!” She shoved her phone in her pocket and reached for the car handle.  
 
    “James! Jamie! Jamie-James!” 
 
    You have got to be joking! She turned at the sound of Stephen’s voice and then pressed her body against her car. He reeked of booze and his shirt was wrinkled and unbuttoned.  
 
    Stephen stumbled toward her. “I’ve made a horrible mistake, Shamie-Shames,” he slurred.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she hissed. “Why aren’t you at work?” 
 
    “Sick day,” he mumbled, stumbling closer. Jamie took a step back to the side, and then another.  
 
    “I should marry you, Jamie, not Christine.” He reached to stroke her hair and missed it entirely. “You’re the sexy, smart one. Way too nice for your own good.” He grinned crookedly. “Not to mention the shit you do in bed.” His eyes slid down her. “You had that extra roll thing going, but I gotta feeling if I uncover you, it’s gone missin’, ain’t it?”  
 
    Jamie forced herself to remain calm. She could outrun the drunk bastard if she needed to, even in heels and a long skirt. “Are you having second thoughts about the wedding?”  
 
    He tossed his hands up and took another step closer to her.  
 
    Jamie realized she had backed herself up against the wall of the building.  
 
    “Don’t know. She’s hot. Lousy lay and doesn’t shut up.” He shook his head. “She bitches and whines a lot.” He rubbed his eyebrow with his thumb, swaying as he stood. 
 
    “Do you even love Christine?” Jamie checked her watch. She didn’t have time for this conversation. She also felt sorry for her sister. She could get on her nerves a lot, but that didn’t mean she deserved a loveless marriage. “Stephen, you’re drunk. You need to go home, sleep it off. I’ll pretend we never had this conversation.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said, grabbing her arms. “Just shut up.” Before she could protest, he started kissing her. Hard. Jamie struggled and gagged but he just held her tighter, pinning her against the wall and pressing his body up against hers. He forced her lips open and rammed his tongue into her mouth. Jamie gagged even harder. She tried to turn her head away from him but he grabbed her hair to hold it in place.  But in doing so he let go of her arms. 
 
    She reached behind her to grab her phone and he shoved her harder into the wall, pinning her arms in place. She stopped struggling against him and focused on opening the phone. She didn’t care who she called or redialed. As long as she got a number and someone could hear her struggling against him. 
 
    He reached behind her and jerked her hand, the phone fell to the ground by their feet. Stephen didn’t even notice. He pressed her hand against his small erection. Probably too drunk to get it up. 
 
    She twisted her neck back and forth, trying to free her mouth. She bit his lip, tasting his blood, and still he wouldn’t let her go. 
 
    “You know you want me,” he mumbled as he moved to her ear, making sure his hand held her neck in a tight grip. 
 
    “Let me go!” Jamie started struggling again. "I’ll scream, Stephen!" she hissed as his knuckles tightened around her neck, cutting off her airway. 
 
    "Shut up!" he said, licking her and kissing her again.  
 
    Suddenly the painful pressure of him against her released. He flew back. Someone had heard her calling out in the parking garage and had come to her rescue.  
 
    Jamie’s hands dropped to her knees as she fought to catch her breath. She looked up when the distinct sound of someone’s jaw being punched brought her back to reality.  
 
    Alex stood a few feet away, punching Stephen repeatedly. She ran up and held his arm. "Stop please," she said. "He's not worth getting arrested for aggravated assault."  
 
    Alex looked at her, breathing hard. Jamie shivered at the rage burning in his eyes. "You're right." He glared at his former friend, now bloody and still drunk. He picked Stephen up by the front of his shirt. "Get the fuck outta here," he hissed. He threw Stephen on the ground again.  
 
    Stephen clumsily picked himself up and stumbled off, muttering insults under his breath.  
 
    Jamie watched him leave and suddenly the adrenaline drained from her. She fell against Alex, trembling and wiping her mouth, ready to throw up from the thought of Stephen. "Thank you," she said. "I’m glad you showed up." 
 
    "I'm glad you called me," he replied. "That was very smart of you." 
 
    She shook her head. "It was a hail Mary," she said. "I couldn’t see my phone and had to do it behind my back.” She giggled out of nervousness. “I'm just glad I actually pressed one of my speed dial numbers and you knew where I was." She shivered, thinking about what could have happened if she hadn't done that.  
 
    Alex took off his jacket and put it around her shoulders. "Let's take you home," he said. "You need to rest and calm down." 
 
    She nodded, suddenly feeling exhausted. "I only need to rest for a few minutes," she said. "I'll be okay, I swear." 
 
    "I know," he said. "But please let me take you home. For my peace of mind."  
 
    Jamie glanced at him and realized he looked more traumatized than she felt. His hands were shaking and his breath came out hard. "Okay," she said. "Let's go." 
 
      
 
    Alex pulled into the garage of his house. Jamie stared quietly out the window as the garage door closed. He turned the car off and sat quietly beside her for a moment. "I'd feel better if we head inside my place instead of yours. I can go and grab you a change of clothes if you’d like." 
 
    Jamie nodded. “I forgot to get your dry cleaning. We could have picked it up on the way home.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about my clothes. I’ve got plenty upstairs.” He opened the car door. “Come on, let’s get you inside.” He came around and opened her door and politely, with the perfect amount of space, walked beside her and helped her inside his house. 
 
    Not once did he take his hand off of the small of her back, as if he needed reassurance that she was still there. They came through the garage into the kitchen. It was set up similar to her apartment below. A lot of space and light colors. Everything was beautiful and tasteful. The full kitchen had sparkling granite tops, a state of the art refrigerator and stove with hardwood cupboards.  
 
    Alex led her through the kitchen to the living room that was furnished with leather couches, a flat screen TV and paintings and photographs of all styles on the walls. Next to the fireplace was a spiral staircase. It had to be the most luxurious house she had ever been in. She could just imagine his bedroom had the same masculinity as the rest of the place. 
 
    Alex took no notice of her amazement, or didn't say anything about it as he led her over to one of the leather couches. "Sit down. I'll go make tea."  
 
    "There really isn't any need," she said. "I'm fine now. I promise." She did feel a lot better now. She just wished for a stiff drink to erase the awful taste in her mouth.   
 
    "Even if you are, I'm not." He strode over to the kitchen and filled a tea kettle with water. "And I know you're not, Jamie. You haven't stopped trembling."  
 
    Jamie balled her hands into fists to stop the trembling. "I'm fine," she said. "Just a little shaken up." 
 
    "Which means you're not fine." After turning the stove on, he came back and sat down, looking over her with a furrowed brow. His fingers brushed against the bruises forming on her arms. "Does anything hurt?" he asked softly. 
 
    Jamie shook her head, unable to talk with him touching her so gently. How did he make her mind go completely blank with just a touch?  
 
    "I wish there was some way I could make the bruises go away," he said. “What the hell was that idiot thinking?” 
 
    "They'll heal," she stuttered. Damn it, why couldn't she ever think around him? 
 
    "I'm so sorry," he whispered.  
 
    He leaned closer to her, need and concern warring in his eyes.  
 
    Jamie bit her lip as her breathing escalated, but not because she was scared. Just the opposite. She should so not be thinking about him kissing her at the moment. It was wrong, on too many levels. 
 
    The tea kettle started whistling and Alex got up quickly to turn it off. "What type of tea do you like?" 
 
    "Do you have peppermint?" she asked, fanning herself. 
 
    "Definitely," he said. He opened a cupboard and Jamie caught a glimpse of rows and rows of tea. He smiled when he saw her look. “I like tea.” He shrugged. “It’s one of those few facts that everyone knows about me, so they always give me tea gift sets when they need to buy me a present.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, trying not to laugh. “Well, there are definitely worse presents to get.” She looked at a photograph on the wall. Alex was in it with another man who had the same eyes and nose as him, as well as an older couple. “Is that your family?” 
 
    He followed her gaze. “Yes.”  
 
    “They all look very kind.” Really? That’s your comment about them? She swallowed, trying to push her embarrassment down.  
 
    "They are." A shadow passed over his face. 
 
    Apparently Alex Reid had secrets too.  
 
    He handed her one of the tea mugs and the relaxing scent of peppermint wafted up from the cup.  
 
    "Thank you," Jamie said automatically.  
 
    He sat down beside her, staring at his own mug. "You know you can't just keep changing the subject, Jamie. I realize I have no jurisdiction over your personal life, but I’m still concerned.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You need to warn Christine, then." 
 
    She sighed. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “No it’s not. The guy’s a dick.” 
 
    “We used to date.” 
 
    “Oh shit. You’re not still sleeping with him, are you?” 
 
    Jamie shot him a look. 
 
    “Okay, don’t kill me here!” He held his hands up. “It just popped out. Sorry.” 
 
    “We were dating and then he met my sister. Now they’re engaged.” She shrugged, now really wishing she had a drink in her hand, not tea. This was so embarrassing. 
 
    “He’s an idiot. It sounds like him and your sister are perfect for each other.”  
 
    Jamie took a sip of the tea to stall for time before answering. "He was drunk. He would never do that in his right mind." 
 
    "That doesn't matter. If he makes drinking a habit, then there's a good chance Christine will be in danger." 
 
    "She wouldn't believe me," Jamie said. "She loves him. Or thinks she loves him.” She waved her hand. “If I say anything she'll just think I tried to seduce him or something." She hated how true her words were.  
 
    Alex must have known they were true as well, because he didn't say anything for a long time. "I'll talk to Stephen," he finally said. "We've known each other for a very long time and I think he'll listen to me. He had better if he knows what's good for him." 
 
    Jamie shivered. She had no doubt he would make good on his threat if Stephen ever behaved indecently again. "You really don't have to.”  
 
    "I need to," he said. "Someone needs to look after you.” 
 
    Jamie's mouth went dry. "Why are you doing this?" she whispered.  
 
    "You know why," he said, looking away again. "Don't make me say it." 
 
    "But I don't know," she said, her impatience rising slightly. "If you went to such lengths for all of your employees, you wouldn't have the energy to run your company." 
 
    "No," he said. "But you're in danger, and I can't have that." 
 
    Jamie took another sip of tea, knowing her cheeks were flushed. "Thank you for talking to Stephen," she said. "I really don't want Christine hurt and I know she won't listen to me about this. Her judgement has always been a little cloudy when it comes to her man." 
 
    "I had a feeling that’s the case," he said dryly. "Among other things. But why do you care so much for her when she’s so rotten to you? I'm not sure if I've ever seen family members as vicious and vile as yours are." 
 
    She laughed. “She’s family, aren’t we all like that at times?" She laughed again at the look on his face. "Even if she manipulates me, I still love her." She shrugged. "It's complicated. But families are always convoluted, right?" 
 
    He nodded. "That is definitely true." He glanced at the photograph of his family on the wall. He looked back at Jamie. "Whenever it gets too complicated, you can always talk to me. If that makes you uncomfortable, though, then I'm sure Ms. Campbell would be willing to listen. She seems to like you pretty well. And I think your healthcare plan covers therapy—" 
 
    Jamie laughed. "You think I should be in therapy?"  
 
    He smiled, catching on to her teasing tone. "All I'm saying is you should talk to someone. You don't have to do everything alone." 
 
    "I know," she said. "Thank you, Alex. That’s very sweet of you. I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me." 
 
    He smiled at her and then blushed slightly, making him look endearing as well as incredibly sexy.  
 
    "What?" Jamie asked.  
 
    "I was right about you calling me by my first name." 
 
    Jamie blinked. "Pardon?" 
 
    “Nothing.” He squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Nothing. Sorry.” 
 
    “Finish it, Mr. Reid. You can’t say something loaded like that and then try to hide behind nothing.” 
 
    “It’s incredibly sexy.” His cheeks turned red and he stared down at his mug. 
 
    “What is?” Her heart sped and its beat pounded against her ears. 
 
    “I was right about you calling me by my first name. It’s incredible sexy.” 
 
    She giggled. “Really?” 
 
    "You have no idea."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The conversation halted suddenly. She knew he was trying to be kind after everything that had happened.  
 
    “All rightie,” he said, standing up. “I need to cancel that meeting going on in…” He checked his watch. “Shit! I need to call the company now.” 
 
    “It’s too late to cancel. Just go to the meeting. I’m fine.” She stood and walked to the kitchen, setting her mug by the sink. “I’ll head down to my apartment.” 
 
    “I can cancel.” 
 
    “Why? I’m fine.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should be alone.” 
 
    “Mr. Reid. I’m fine. I’d like to finish up what I need to do. I’ll do it from home, but that’s it. I’m back in work tomorrow. I am fine. Seriously. I’m not lying.” 
 
    “You can work from my place. Please?” 
 
    She inhaled a long breath. “Fine. But only because I left my tablet and laptop at the office.” 
 
    He grinned. “I have one here connected to the office. I’ll get it sorted for you.”  
 
    “Thank you. Again.” 
 
    When Alex reluctantly left her to go to the meeting, she waited till his car had disappeared behind the gates before going down to her suite to shower and change her clothes. After the shower she stared at herself in the mirror. Three spots were showing on her neck that would probably bruise. She could wear a scarf for a few days and hide it. Since it had grown cool, long sleeves and jackets were the in-thing. 
 
    She stared at herself, surprised at how calm she felt. Everything was going to be all right. She was tired of being a doormat. She deserved more. Changes were going to start from this moment on. Stephen was going to apologize the next time he saw her. She wouldn’t put up with Christine’s whining or any pressure from her family. She’d let go of the few friends she’d had in college. Now she didn’t want to be on her own. 
 
    She loved her job, her apartment and she was even beginning to like herself again. What happened with Stephen sucked a royal big one, but, oddly, something good was going to come out of it. Her. 
 
    She smiled at herself in the mirror and stuffed her hair into a pony. She dressed into a stretchy pair of jeans that were too big around the waist now. “That’s why we have belts,” she muttered to herself and stared at the sparse walk-in closet. She’d been saving money so maybe it was time to buy a couple more work outfits. She grabbed a dark blue t-shirt out of her drawer and threw it on.  
 
    Back in Alex’s house, Jamie settled at the bar counter in his kitchen and worked on the laptop. She could totally picture Alex here doing the same thing. Without distractions from the office like ringing phones and people talking, she finished up her work quickly, leaving her with nothing to do but wait for Alex to come back. “Then what?” she asked herself.  
 
    Jamie checked her personal phone, ignoring the texts from Christine and her mother. She did not have to deal with them until tomorrow. Alex sent a message on the business phone and she replied to let him know she was all right, just working on the laptop in his kitchen.  
 
    She glanced at his computer. It was his personal computer, not his work computer, even though he had access to everything at work. She wondered what he did in his free time. It would be so easy to look at his history.  
 
    No. That would be a terrible intrusion of privacy. He was her boss! She was his PA. He had explained a week or so ago that he would like to start incorporating more work at home and hoped she would be okay with working from the house. That had been one of the reasons he had redone the large suite apartment where she now lived. She didn’t mind at all.  
 
    She ran her hand over the mouse part of the laptop. She couldn't betray his trust by going through his history. But it was so tempting.  
 
    Jamie set the computer aside and made herself another cup of tea, checked her email, and pulled out the food Murray had prepared for them. He’d made some kind of delicious smelling pasta and chicken that she put in the oven to reheat on low. She set the salad back in the fridge and on a whim, set the bar table up for two for when Alex got back. 
 
    Her eyes drifted to the laptop again. He didn't have to know. If he walked in while she was on, then she could say that she was checking her email. He probably didn't have anything embarrassing on his laptop. She couldn't imagine him on hooker websites or hard-core porn. It would be the boring usual, she was sure. Email, social media, probably some work-related things, and maybe even some Buzzfeed videos. That would be it. Completely harmless.  
 
    She checked the oven, her phone to see if Alex had texted during the long drive. He still wasn't back. So she settled on the couch facing the window, her back to the kitchen, and opened the laptop. She was right about most of his history. It was the usual mundane things. He had looked up several websites on managing personal and professional lives, though, as well as articles about reconciling with family. She glanced at the picture on the wall. They all looked close and happy in that photo. Happier than Alex had ever looked at work. But when she looked closer she realized it was several years old. Alex couldn't have been older than twenty. Was it possible that they had become estranged over time? It wasn’t something she could bring up casually over dinner. This was none of her business.  
 
    She scrolled through a few more and then her cursor hovered over a website not like the rest. It was definitely a porn site. No doubt about that. She bit her lip. What did Alex Reid fantasize about in bed? Before she could think better about it, she clicked on it. Pictures of women being fucked filled the screen. Heart racing, she quickly scrolled down to see short videos and teasers. She couldn’t stop looking, her own body becoming aroused as she went through pictures of women sucking men's cocks and women spreading their legs as men slipped inside of them. She didn't dare turn on one of the videos, scared of coming right on Alex's couch, but looked through the pictures, moisture pooled between her legs. 
 
    "You are making it very hard to be a gentleman."  
 
    Jamie jumped and slammed the laptop lid shut. "I-I d-didn't hear you c-come in," she stammered. She’d never been so embarrassed in her life. 
 
    "I can tell." The tone of his voice giving away nothing.  
 
    She bit her lip and his eyes immediately went to her mouth. “Sorry.” She didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    "I can honestly say I’ve never come home to a woman watching porn.” 
 
    “I am so sorry.” She wished the ground would open and swallow her up. 
 
    “Don’t be.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” She noticed a corner of his mouth curve upwards. 
 
    “That’s probably the coolest thing I’ve seen you do. And the highlight of my day.” 
 
    He hadn’t realized she had been going through his personal history. Another thought occurred to her. “Please don’t think I do this during work time. I’ve never…” She let her voice trail off, the need to defend only seemed to be making her look guiltier. 
 
    “Do you enjoy torturing me?"  
 
    Her breathing quickened as he took a step toward her. He came close, but not close enough for her to feel him. She desperately wanted him to do what she’d seen on the website to her. It was completely unprofessional, completely wrong and yet she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She’d apologize and deal with it in the morning if he would just force her to spread her legs so she could beg him to slip inside of her. 
 
    "If you don't want this to go any further, then I suggest you leave right now," he said, his voice low and husky. 
 
    Jamie didn't move. If she had any sense at all she would leave right now. But she was rooted to the spot. She wanted him so badly, more than she had ever wanted anyone else and she knew he wanted her. It’s just physical release. Nothing more. 
 
    "Jamie, if you don't leave, I will take you," he said tersely. "It’ll change everything." 
 
    "Fuck me," she whispered. “Please.” 
 
    He groaned and pulled her to him, his mouth claiming hers roughly. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he kissed her, forcing his tongue inside her mouth. Every part of her tingled as his hands roamed her body, sending trails of fire over her skin. She attacked him just as fiercely, slipping her fingers beneath his shirt to explore every inch of his hot, chiseled chest. He shivered beneath her touch.  
 
    "Please, Alex," she murmured. "Please." 
 
    He groaned and kissed her neck, grabbing her shirt and pulling it up so he could hold her breasts. “You have me," he whispered as he kissed each breast. “I want to fuck you right here.” 
 
    “Then do it.” She pulled her shirt off and reached for the clasp of her bra. 
 
    His hands covered hers and stopped her. “No, not here.” He picked her up and carried her to his bedroom. Jamie made no move to stop things as he set her on the bed. "You're so perfect.” His eyes roamed over her upper body and down her jeans, scorching her body as if he could set her on fire with just his gaze. 
 
    She wasn’t perfect. Far from it. “You have the perfect body.” She grinned wickedly as she grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head, revealing his muscled torso. She bit her lip as his eyes pierced her and he moved toward her before claiming her mouth once again.  
 
    "You're mine," he said, his hands gripping her hips. "You're fucking mine, Jamie." 
 
    She smiled and then gasped as he kissed her neck again. She was completely his and that was perfectly fine with her. The boldness she had felt earlier after her shower returned. He needed to know how much he was hers as well. Jamie flipped him over onto his back deftly before grabbing his hands and pinning them above his head. She kissed his mouth and then worked her way down his torso. Every kiss she gave him made his mouth open in a silent gasp of pleasure. She sucked lightly on each of his nipples and kissed his stomach lightly, watching it twitch with every touch. When her lips reached the band of his pants she took her finger and hooked it on the inside of it gently, never taking her eyes off of his face. She was fascinated by the waves of emotions playing across his face as she slowly unzipped his pants. Lust, need, and ecstasy were all there for the picking  
 
    His swollen cock pressed against his boxer briefs and she slipped her hand around it. Alex’s eyes closed in pleasure. When she put her lips around it he yelped, and bucked under her. "Jamie," he said hoarsely. "If you don't stop, I'm going to come." 
 
    The power she had over him gave her a thrill and she licked him gently, feeling him squirm from under her. She wasn’t going to stop. She grinned wickedly, he might be a dominating force in the boardroom, but she was the dominating one in the bedroom.  
 
    When he started to shake as he trembled to control himself, she quickly let him go.  
 
    Alex looked at her, wide-eyed and gasping. "Are you trying to kill me?" 
 
    Jamie ran her tongue over her lips, tasting him. "Not yet." She slid her body against his so she could kiss his neck. "But I'm glad you liked it," she whispered in his ear. She waited for his heart rate to slow and his breathing to even out before reaching down and stroking him with her hand.  
 
    “You could kill a man with your touch.” He moaned softly into her hair and held her tightly. "You're so fucking sexy."  
 
    She brought her mouth to his and forced her tongue inside. Her hand’s rhythm increased and she could feel him grow harder. She desperately wanted it inside of her. To watch him thrust deep and lose all control. 
 
    In one quick motion he grabbed her hand and shifted so he was on top of her. "My turn." He gently kissed her neck and worked his way down, his hands roaming her chest and reaching for the clip on the front of her bra. His other hand slid down to her jean button. When Jamie realized what he was doing, she grabbed it and pushed his hand away.  
 
    "No," she whispered. “Not with the lights on.” She couldn't let him see the fat rolls and watch him try to hold back his disgust. It was courageous enough she’d thrown her shirt off. It lay in the other room so she couldn’t cover herself with it now. But the lights… if she lay naked on his bed and if she saw him recoil from her, she would die. 
 
    "I want to see you," he whispered, his eyes burning with desire.  
 
    "Not with the lights on.”  
 
    He sighed, his hand reaching down into her pants and fingering her gently. Pleasure rolled over her and she closed her eyes, letting herself enjoy his touch while growing wetter and wetter from it. He kissed her temple as one of his fingers played with her and another one explored inside her. The pressure inside of her built and she squirmed as he kept up his torture.   
 
    He stopped just as she was about to come. "Not yet," he whispered. "I want to be inside of you when you climax." 
 
    He rolled on top of her, his hips moving in a steady rhythm against hers as he reached into his dresser drawer and pulled out a condom. He slid it on his shaft, and before she could protest, he pulled down her pants, her body sliding to the edge of his high bed. He stood and spread her legs, burying himself inside of her. Jamie's climax came immediately and she cried out as ecstasy and pleasure filled her and left her shaking and quivering. Alex shuddered as his own climax came, leaving him breathless and thrusting inside of her as his passion filled the condom. He fell on top of her and lay there a moment before pulling out and taking off the condom.  
 
    She ran her fingers through his hair, sure she would never have the pleasure of doing it again. “You’re not angry with me, are you?” she whispered. 
 
    "What would I be mad about?" He looked at her as he stepped back into his boxers. 
 
    She clipped her bra back on and reached for her jeans. "I went through your laptop history. That's how I found that porn site." 
 
    He chuckled. “I normally wouldn’t condone violations of privacy, but it turned out so well this time that I think I'll just let it slide." He kissed her neck. “Slide in and out and in and out again.” 
 
    Jamie grinned, relief washing over her and she laughed. "Good. I'm glad I was able to be good enough to get out of any punishment." What had come over her tonight? 
 
    "I knew you’d be good. Just not that good," he said, his face serious. "You really are incredible, Jamie. Amazing.” 
 
    She was good at her job, but great at sex? That didn’t seem possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ The End ~ 
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    Description: 
 
      
 
    From Best Selling Author, Lexy Timms, comes a billionaire romance that'll make you swoon and fall in love all over again. 

Jamie Connors has decided a job is more important than a boyfriend. She's landed an awesome position working as billionaire Alex Reid's personal PA. It is not meant to be a job with benefits and yet she finds herself in Alex' bed. Despite being smart, pretty, and slightly overweight, she doesn't believe she's attractive enough for a man like Alex. 

Trying to manage work and put as much time into her sister's wedding, Jamie finds herself trying to please everyone. Her sister's wedding is at the foreground of the family's attention. Jamie would be fine if her sister wasn't so bossy, if her mother would stop nagging and her awful ex-boyfriend wasn't about to become her brother-in-law. 

Jamie has to learn to love herself again, speak up for herself and have the confidence to go after what she wants. She also needs to prove to Alex that she's perfect for her job and for his bed. 

** The Boss Too is book 2 in the Managing the Bosses series. ** 

For mature audiences only. There are adult situations, but this is a love story, NOT erotica.  
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Jamie stared at the reflection in the mirror. For someone who hated to look at herself, she was starting to spend a lot more time seeing herself for the first time, again and again. She touched her neck, the three small finger-pressed bruises had gone and she was glad Stephen wouldn’t be at the dinner tonight to celebrate her father’s birthday. He had to work late, according to Christine. 
 
    Alex had offered to come with her to the dinner. Not because he wanted to dine with her, but because he had felt obligated to provide protection in case Stephen showed up. Since their wild night over a week ago things had gone from awkward to back to semi-normal. She shouldn’t have spent the night. She should have gone back to her place instead of staying tangled in his sheets. His compliments and sexy smile had convinced her otherwise. 
 
    In the early hours of the morning, she had slipped out of his bed and gone back to her suite. She’d changed into workout clothes and gone for a run on the treadmill to try and clear her head. It hadn’t helped. The morning light brought her actions into clarity and as much as she had needed that night, it hadn’t been right.  
 
    It didn’t help that after she had showered, she had to text him and ask to drive to work with him because her car was still in the office garage. They’d sat in awkward silence and when they arrived at the office, Jamie found an excuse to need to go to her car. Alex didn’t argue when she suggested he head in and she would be up shortly behind him. 
 
    They had managed to get through the day, with a lot of meetings, and as the days worn into the next neither brought up the night of passion. By the time a week had passed, they had stopped trying to avoid each other. Jamie spent her free time in the gym and had gone shopping to buy a bathing suit so she could start swimming in the pool. She’d watched Alex swim one evening, hiding behind her blinds. Her body warmed as she watched him swim laps.  
 
    “Jamie!” Christine stepped into the bathroom. “What’s taking you so long?” 
 
    Jamie jumped back from the mirror and pretended to dry her hands with the machine. “I had to send a few emails out for work,” she lied. 
 
    “It’s dad’s birthday. Can’t you take a night off?” 
 
    “I am. Right now.”  
 
    “Good.” Christine played with her hair in the mirror and touched up her makeup. She glanced at Jamie in the mirror’s reflection. “You wearing a girdle or something?” 
 
    “What? No.” Jamie shook her head. “I’ve lost a bit of weight.” She shrugged. “I’ve kind of found my groove in the gym. The treadmill and I have become good friends.” She wanted to tell Christine about her night with Alex but held back.  
 
    “A real Christmas miracle.” She smiled. “Now let’s just see if you can keep it off.” She squinted at Jamie. “You’re still not the right size for the red dress.” 
 
    Jamie opened the door and held it for her sister. The damn red dress. She bit back a comment and forced a smile on her face. “I’m doing this for me. Not for you.” 
 
    Christine walked back to the table. If she heard Jamie’s comment, she didn’t acknowledge it.  
 
    Jamie purposely sat beside her mother, leaving the space beside Christine open for Stephen if he showed, and far enough from Jamie she didn’t have to speak to him. 
 
    Her mother picked up a menu. “This is a nice restaurant you chose, Jamie. Full of healthy choices, I hope?” 
 
    “Fruit for dessert and everything.” She winked at her dad. 
 
    “Excellent. I really hope you’ll take advantage of that today, then. I know it’s your father’s birthday, but it wouldn’t do to let yourself go before your sister’s wedding.” 
 
    “Of course, not,” Jamie said automatically. She planned on eating the piece of cheesecake Murray had left with her meal earlier today. He still made her meals, same as Alex’s, and she couldn’t complain. He was an amazing cook. 
 
    Jamie turned to her father and gave him a hug. He hugged her back. “Happy Birthday, Dad,” she said. “I got you two tickets to a Broadway play. Don’t tell Mom. She wanted me to sign you up for the vegetable of the month club.” 
 
    Her dad smiled. He was looking more and more like himself these days. 
 
    “How’s the wedding planning going, Christine?” Jamie’s mom asked over a glass of wine. “I hope it’s not too much work to do on your own.” She shot Jamie a disappointed glance. 
 
    “It’s a lot of work. I’m exhausted.” Christine made a face. “With Jamie’s job in the way, it’s very difficult for her to help me. But everything is under control.” 
 
    “I’m so glad. It must be so difficult planning everything and yet you look so much in control.” 
 
    The waiter came then, much to Jamie’s relief. “Can I take your orders?” he asked.  
 
    “I’d like the chicken Caesar salad, please,” Jamie said, handing him the menu. 
 
    “Dressing on the side,” her mother said, raising an eyebrow at Jamie. “She wants dressing on the side.” 
 
    “I’d rather have dressing on the actual salad. I don’t think it’ll kill me.” 
 
    “No, but it might send you on a downward spiral to obesity.” 
 
    Jamie sighed. “Fine,” she said. “Dressing on the side, please.” 
 
    “I’ll have the same, but with the dressing on the salad,” Christine said. “And a chocolate martini, as well.” 
 
    “Another red wine for me, and the seafood chowder,” her mother added. She elbowed her husband and he looked up from his phone.  
 
    “Oh,” he mumbled. “Just the special. Thank you.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see your wedding dress,” Jamie’s mother said to Christine. “It’s going to look fantastic on you, I know it will.” 
 
    Jamie’s father rolled his eyes and checked his pocket for his headphones. When he realized he didn’t bring them he turned to Jamie. “What have you been up to as of late?” 
 
    “Gina, a girl I work with, and I went out for happy hour at the bar across the street, and—” 
 
    “Oh no, you got the fried shrimp, didn’t you?” Christine rolled her eyes. “You always do. I knew you were wearing a girdle tonight!” 
 
    She bit back a comment. Her dress was loose and unfitted. Why in the world would she wear a girdle with it? “Has your wedding dress come in already?”  
 
    “Excuse me, I hope you don’t mind me interrupting a moment,” a smooth, male voice said. “Could I speak with Jamie a moment?” 
 
    Jamie flushed. Could this night get any more awkward? 
 
    Everyone stared at Alex as he approached the table. Jamie could see three men in very expensive business suits sitting at the table behind them.  
 
    She stood and walked over to him. “Business dinner?” 
 
    “Boring as hell. I’d rather be at your table.” 
 
    She tried not to smile. “No, you wouldn’t, trust me.” 
 
    He glanced behind her. “No Stephen tonight?” 
 
    “Not so far.” She wondered if he’d purposely brought the meeting to the restaurant as she could have sworn his agenda had him downtown tonight. “Do you need anything, Mr. Reid?” She’d gone back to calling him by his full name and he hadn’t argued.  
 
    His face betrayed nothing. “There’s a contract I’ll need you to type up tonight. I hope that’s not too much of a bother?” 
 
    She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or trying to see if she would be home tonight. “No problem. I may have to borrow your computer as my laptop is at work. I didn’t think to take it back this evening.” 
 
    Did she detect a spark in his eye at the mention of his laptop? Warm tingling teased deep in her belly as she thought of the last time she’d used it and he’d caught her looking at porn. It wasn’t my fault! She wanted to tell him. Even if she’d been the one snooping at his computer history. 
 
    “Not a problem. I’ll also make sure Gina orders you a Mac notebook similar to mine with connections to the office.” 
 
    “Sure.” She heard her mother cough and clear her throat behind her. 
 
    “Excellent.” He turned back to the entrepreneurs behind him. “I believe we’ve concluded our business for tonight, Ms. Connors. I hope you enjoy the rest of the meal. Direct the bill to me when it comes. My treat for your father’s birthday.” He turned and walked back to his table.  
 
      
 
    Dinner dragged on at a ridiculously slow pace. She nodded at Alex as she left before her family ordered dessert, using the excuse of the contract to get away early.  
 
    “Ms. Connors?” Alex called out. 
 
    “Yes?” She turned around and walked back to his table. 
 
    One of the businessmen blatantly ran his gaze down and then back up Jamie’s body. “Ms. Connors, is it? Come join us for a drink!” 
 
    Jamie smiled politely.  
 
    “She can’t.” Alex stopped Jamie before she could reply herself. He tossed her a set of keys. “My computer is in the kitchen. I’ll send you the outline of the contract via email shortly.” 
 
    She caught the keys as he finished speaking and nodded. “No problem.” When she turned to go, she heard the one businessman who had spoken to her earlier complain to Alex and then Alex’s response. 
 
    “You could have let her join us for a drink!” 
 
    “She’s not that kind of personal assistant.” 
 
    What the hell did he mean by that? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Sorry you had to leave your family before you got dessert.” Alex stood in his kitchen, his eyes slightly red as Jamie sat at the counter finishing the report he’d asked her to type up. 
 
    She shrugged. “I knew there was no way in hell I would get cake with my family watching my thighs. They’re on this get-Jamie-skinny mission.” 
 
    “I’d gladly watch your—” Alex suddenly cleared his throat and shook his head, as if physically trying to stop himself from saying the words. “Well, you guessed wrong on that.” Alex tossed her a plastic takeout box. “I got some to go.” 
 
    She shifted, warming at the sentence he didn’t finish. She eyed him as she slowly opened the box. Inside were several slices of chocolate cake. Had he been drinking? He seemed off. It threw her. She’d finally grown accustomed to being back to business only. She needed something to divert her attention from the handsome half-drunk hunk leaning against the counter beside her.  
 
    She stared at the layers of rich, delicious chocolate. “I owe you big time.” Jamie opened the box and took the fork Alex offered. She slipped it into a heavenly piece of cake. She paused before taking a bite. Guilt filled her. “No, I can’t. They’re right. I’ll just get fat again.” 
 
    “You can have some damn cake. I watch how hard you work out. A few extra calories won’t make you suddenly change that habit. Just eat some cake.” He motioned her to take a bite. When she didn’t, he leaned close and grabbed the fork from her hand, stealing the bite. “Wow! That is so good!” He closed his eyes as he savored the bite. He grinned as he handed the fork back to her. 
 
    Jamie dipped the fork again and slipped it into her mouth. The sweetness melted like butter inside her mouth, filling her tongue with sugary deliciousness. She almost moaned out loud. 
 
    “How’s the contract?” 
 
    She swallowed and licked her lips. “Almost finished.” 
 
    “I’ll make you some tea,” he offered. “Peppermint, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, stealing another bite. “Thank you.” She typed a few more sentences of the report while watching him take container after container of tea out of his cupboard.  
 
    A can of tea fell, clattering on the ground. Alex swore and reached to pick it up but it rolled towards Jamie’s feet.  
 
    She picked it up herself and raised an eyebrow at the label. “What’s Bitch Tea?”  
 
    Alex cleared his throat. “It’s, uh, just the name they give for this particular combination of herbs. It was given to me as a gag gift last Christmas.” 
 
    Jamie turned over the can to read the information on the back. She smirked. “It helps mood swings during PMS?” 
 
    Alex took the can out of her hands and put it back in the cupboard. “I know it’s an offensive name.” He had the decency to blush. “And misleading. Apparently, you don’t turn into a bitch during your time of the month.” He smiled at her. “Actually, you’re never a bitch.” 
 
    “You should see my sister. She turns into the Hulk the second week of every month. Stay away.” 
 
    “Funny,” he said, grinning. “I thought she was always the Hulk.” He poured the hot water into a mug and set the tea smelling of peppermint down next to Jamie. 
 
    She took a sip and smiled. “Thanks.” Getting back to work, she worked silently as she finished up the contract. Took one more bit of the cake and mentally planned to put an extra half hour on the treadmill tomorrow morning before work. Ten minutes later, she saved her work. “It’s all done.” She closed the laptop and stood. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    “Please stay.” Alex stared at his glass now only holding ice, the whisky he’d poured himself long gone. “It’s nice to have a conversation that’s not a business meeting for ten minutes.” 
 
    Jamie bit her lip, uncertain. She had no reason to believe he wanted anything more than non-work-related conversation while he waited for her to finish her tea. Except the last time they were in a room together when they weren’t working, they had ended up in Alex’s bedroom. And look how well that turned out. Well, it turned out well. For that night at least. The next morning was a different story.  
 
    Alex must have read her mind because he smiled at her. “I assure you, I’m not looking for… repeat performances. We both know that’s not wise.” 
 
    Jamie smiled hesitantly and nodded, ignoring the pang of disappointment she felt. “I guess I can stay for a little while.” 
 
    He smiled and sat down beside her. “Awesome! How was your father’s birthday?” 
 
    “You were at the next table. You should know.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I had to actually work,” Alex said. “I did my best to tune out what was happening until after the business was resolved.” 
 
    “Oh, well, you can imagine.” Jamie rolled her eyes, enjoying that she could be comfortable and honest with him, and he wouldn’t judge. “Plenty of wedding talk and my father didn’t want to do anything but get back to work, even though it was his party.” She shrugged. “It was a very long evening.” 
 
    “I’m sorry your family’s so rude,” Alex said. “I have to admit, I’m glad Stephen wasn’t there. If he had been and was acting just as rude to you as he was the last time I saw him, then I’d have done something very unprofessional in front of a lot of valuable business associates.” 
 
    Jamie smiled. “You’d have turned into the Hulk?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Multiple times.” 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “So, why does your family treat you like shit?” Alex poured some more golden liquid into his glass. He offered her some and she shook her head.  
 
    Jamie shrugged. “They aren’t that bad. They just get stressed and I’m an easy target to take it out on. I need to lose some weight and they’re just trying to help.” They had a lousy way of doing it, but they meant well. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Alex frowned. “If you mean the fact that you don’t starve yourself because society says you should, then—” 
 
    “That’s basically it,” Jamie said, cutting him off and wishing she didn’t have to have this conversation. “I used to be skinny like Christine growing up. Mom was just as doting on me then as she is on Christine now. Then middle school hit and I didn’t handle puberty well. Neither did any of the other kids in my class, but instead of turning mean and vicious like the other girls in my class, I started indulging in comfort food. Ever since then I’ve been the one blemish on Mom’s and Christine’s perfect life and perfect family.”  
 
    “And they have never let you forget it,” Alex muttered. 
 
    She bit her lip. He did see it from their eyes and most likely agreed with them. 
 
    “That’s so cruel!” Alex slapped the granite countertop. “How can they do that? Not even—” He clenched his jaw suddenly and Jamie knew that whatever he was about to say, he wasn’t ready to say. “Not even my middle school years were that bad,” he said lamely.  
 
    “Well, I’m sure your family isn’t as bad as mine.” Jamie forced a smile, more than willing to change the subject away from her.  
 
    “Your sister and mother aren’t in the right.” 
 
    She blinked in surprise. “Thank you for being willing to fight my battle Mr. Reid, but someone  as perfect as you are has never had to deal with this kind of treatment. You don’t understand.” She couldn’t blame him, he was perfect and, most likely, so was everyone in his family. “What are they like? Your family?” she asked. “Aside from a couple of photos in your house, there’s practically no sign that you even have one.” 
 
    Alex shrugged and glanced at his watch, his face becoming unreadable. “I’m afraid that’s a story for another time.” He stood and brought their glasses to the sink. “It’s getting late. But thanks for the company, Jamie.” 
 
    “Sure.” She stood abruptly, thrown by his sudden ‘get out’ attitude. He was the one who asked her to stay and suddenly it was late? She was about to leave, but she turned back at the last second. Frustration gave her false courage. “I know we never talked about that night,” she said quickly. “And I’m sure you want to forget about it. I just need—I want—to know if you actually meant what you said.” She swallowed hard, shocked she’d said the words out loud. 
 
    “About how I wanted you and how incredibly sexy you are?” He raised an eyebrow, his voice low and sexy, it sent warm sensations through her body.  
 
    “That’s, uh, not exactly—” 
 
    “Not to mention how fucking amazing you are in bed?” His calm facade melted away to show the lust he was really feeling.  
 
    Jamie went weak in the knees and had to reach out to grab the countertop to keep herself from stumbling.  
 
    Alex’s gorgeous blue eyes never left hers. “Believe me, I meant every word.” His breathing increased and he straightened to compose himself. “Jamie… I apologize for that night. The only relationship I can have with you is professional, and anything on the side would have to be with no strings. I’m not interested in anything else. I hope you know that.” 
 
    Disappointment hit Jamie like a wrecking ball. She turned away so Alex wouldn’t see the tears forming in her eyes. He might not care at all about her weight, but he wanted to use her as an office slut just like Stephen. Despite how her body was reacting to the smoldering man standing by her, she definitely had a problem with that. She swallowed hard and nodded. “I figured as much,” she said. “It makes things easier for when I tell you that I only want a strictly professional relationship from now on. After all, isn’t that why you hired me? To not be distracted?” 
 
    “Jamie—” 
 
    “Goodnight, Mr. Reid.” Jamie smiled politely at him. “Have an excellent evening.” She left before he could reply and turned away to go to her apartment. It wasn’t until she got inside and locked the door that she started to cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “How’s the new computer?” Alex asked her the next day, his tone having a certain hedge to it, like he didn’t want her to snap at him. 
 
    “It’s nice,” Jamie replied as she sat in his office going through the week’s schedule. She flipped the planner so it would sync up with his. They needed to keep things safe and distant, and she would prove to him that it was the best situation for both of them. 
 
    Alex sat behind his desk going over a folder in front of him. "We have a lot of things to go over before the meeting with the investors." He frowned and set a sheet of paper aside. "I need you to make sure everything’s in order so we can get the best deal. This is what’s going to get the investors sold on the project." He gestured to the files on his desk, which was supposed to be their chaperone. It was full of different sketches for a new computer software program that made improvements on current models of voice dictation programs.  
 
    There was a polite knock on the door that led to the lobby.  
 
    "Come in," Alex called out.  
 
    Gina came in, looking at the two of them cautiously. Jamie did her best to look calm, indifferent, and professional. Gina kept teasing Jamie that there was something going on between her and Alex. Over drinks the other night, she’d tried to convince Jamie that Alex wanted to sleep with her. Jamie had denied it all. It didn’t stop Gina from acting like she was going to catch them in the act. That was never going to happen. 
 
    Gina glanced at the two of them. "Mr. Reid, your three o'clock is here." 
 
    "Thank you, Ms. Campbell." He looked at Jamie, his own expression cool and indifferent. "Send those emails, Ms. Connors, and if any of these papers get damaged, heads will roll." He handed Jamie the stack of files. “Keep these in your office till the meeting with the investors.” 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Reid," Jamie said. "Would you like me to stay and take notes for the meeting now?"  
 
    "That won't be necessary." He waved his hand. "I expect you to convert everything I record into a word processor." 
 
    Jamie nodded and then smiled at Gina, who looked skeptical from the exchange between her and Alex. She breathed a sigh as she left Alex's office.  
 
    She sat back at her desk and took a couple of seconds to check her personal phone for any messages from Christine. With the wedding coming closer and closer, Christine was getting more and more high-strung and demanding. There were five text messages from her right now, and Jamie had only been in Alex's office for twenty minutes. At least, she thought it was twenty minutes. She was replying to the last one when a shadow fell across her desk. 
 
    "Excuse me, miss, is Alex Reid in?"  
 
    She slid her phone into her purse, embarrassed to feel like she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t by checking her phone. She felt her mouth drop when she saw a man who looked exactly like an older version of Alex smiling at her. She recognized Alex’s brother from the photo in Alex’s living room, even though he was a lot older now. What she couldn't understand was why he was here right now.  
 
    "Y-yes," she stammered. "He's in his office right now. Are you his three o’clock?"  
 
    No wonder Alex didn’t need her in the office for his meeting. She stood and came around the desk. “I’m Jamie Connors, Mr. Reid’s personal assistant.” 
 
    He shook her hand "I'm his brother, Mark." 
 
    Jamie nodded. "I know," she said. "I-I mean, the two of you look a lot alike. That's it. Um..." She glanced at the office door and then picked up the phone, ready to dial Alex's line. She put the phone down. "I’m surprised Gina didn’t walk you in from the lobby. I can let you in through here," she said. "It shouldn't be a problem." 
 
    Mark raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Follow me.” Jamie knocked lightly on Alex’s door before opening it. She blinked in surprise when Mark pushed past her and stepped into Alex’s office before her.  
 
    “Alex!” 
 
    Jamie followed behind him, noticing an extremely attractive woman sitting on a seat in front of Alex’s desk. Personal three o’clock? Or was Mark his three o’clock? 
 
    Alex took one look at his brother and stopped talking. He glared at Mark and his hands balled into fists, crumpling a sheaf of papers in his hands. "What’re you doing here?" He scowled at Jamie. “Why’d you let him in?” 
 
    "Can we talk in private?" Mark asked.  
 
    "No," Alex stood, "because you're leaving. I really don't care why you're here. Just go." 
 
    "Alex!" Mark set his feet shoulder-width apart and crossed his arms over his chest. "I'm not leaving. I’m your brother. I have the right to talk to you." 
 
    "You don't," Alex said, his voice low and dangerous. "Get the hell out of here. Or I’ll call security."  
 
    The woman still sitting across from Alex’s desk began furiously scribbling in her notebook. “Ms. Snatters?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” the woman said without looking up.  
 
    “Can you please leave this off the record?” He glared at Mark and Jamie again. “Ms. Connors, have Mark leave or not only will I have security escort him out, you’ll be going with him.” 
 
    Mark sighed and turned to Jamie. “I won’t have you lose your job over me.” He moved back into Jamie’s office. 
 
    Jamie followed, unsure of what to say and shocked at how angry Alex’s face had looked.  
 
    "Give this to him, if you can." Mark set a small, white, sealed envelope on her desk.  
 
    Jamie nodded, unable to respond. Mark left without another word, leaving Jamie staring at the envelope for a full minute before Alex opened their door and summoned Jamie in. She grabbed the envelope with a shaking hand, feeling the thick folded up papers inside it burn into her hand. She would have given anything to know the contents of the envelope but she knew she would cross a line she could never cross back if she opened it up. She wouldn’t ever do it. However, it didn’t stop her from being curious. 
 
    Alex slammed the door behind Jamie and breathed a sigh of relief. Or a breath to stall enough to keep his temper in check. Ms. Snatters was no longer in his office. "If he ever comes in here again, call security," he said. "I don't want my brother or anyone else from my family in here again, understand?" 
 
    Jamie bit her lip and then nodded. "He asked me to give you this." Jamie handed him the envelope. 
 
    Alex tossed the envelope on his desk. 
 
    "What happened between you and your family?" She covered her mouth, shocked she’d even said the words out loud. 
 
    "That's none of your concern." He stared out his large windows at the city life below. "It's ancient history." 
 
    "Mark seems… nice." She couldn’t understand Alex’s outburst. She was embarrassed for him. She had a nut-house family and she still loved them. “Maybe you should try talking to him. It might help.” 
 
    "No one can help," he snapped. "Not for moving past and certainly not for reconciliation, because that’s impossible. Make sure none of my family ever come here.” He spun around. “If you ever mention anything about my family again, you can find yourself a new place to live and a new job. Am I clear, Ms. Connors?" He glared at her, his eyes blazing with anger.  
 
    Jamie wanted to scowl back at him, but finally nodded. "Yes, Mr. Reid," she said automatically before she turned around and went back to her desk. She hid behind her computer screen, pretending to look busy but really trying to keep anyone from seeing how frustrated and rattled she was from the confrontation.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Alex wasn't in the office the next day. When Jamie checked the office’s messages, he left an abrupt one to say he wouldn’t be in and to take care of things while he was gone. No explanation. No details on how long. No contact information. Nothing.  
 
    She managed the day, but there was no news from him the next day or the next. 
 
    Jamie spent most of her time at work cancelling appointments and fielding calls to cover for him. He was losing money, clients and deals. Not that it probably mattered with his billion-dollar company but still, it didn’t look good. And judging from the worried looks from Gina, this wasn't normal.  
 
    He wasn’t at his house either. She didn’t notice his car, or him, at the house. When she knocked on his door no one answered either. She had a key to his house but didn’t dare use it. She bumped into Murray one morning as she left for work and he mentioned that Alex had asked him to keep making her meals but to wait until he contacted him when he would need more. 
 
    Friday at lunch, Jamie talked to Gina. She tried to sound nonchalant, "Has Mr. Reid contacted you?” 
 
    Gina shook her head. "He's not answering his phone either. I haven't heard anything from him at all. What's going on? Did he say anything to you?” 
 
    “Just to say he would be out.” She stared down at her sandwich, refusing to mention anything about Alex’s brother coming in or the unprofessional comments she’d made to him. She was an idiot to try and make suggestions about him and his family. It was none of her business. 
 
    “It’s incredibly weird.” Gina crumpled her napkin. “Work’s everything to him! He hasn't missed a day in all the years I've been here. Hell, he's come in when he's been throwing up."  
 
    “I don’t know when he’ll be back. He hasn’t said anything except to hold calls and cancel meetings.” Jamie shrugged and played with her salad. 
 
    "I think something’s going on with his family." Gina leaned closer to her. "I mean, Mark was in the office the other day and then Alex disappears?” She shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Jamie’s phone dinged with a reminder. She checked it and swallowed. “Whatever it is, I hope he’s at the office when we get back,” she said. “He scheduled a meeting with a new firm of big-time investors like two months ago and it’s this afternoon. He’ll lose over a million dollars if he doesn’t make it.” 
 
    Gina paled as her eyes grew big. “Shit! There’s no way Alex won’t show up for that,” she said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself along with Jamie. “He lives to make money. Nothing would keep him from losing a deal like that.” 
 
    They picked at their food a little longer in silence. “I think I’ll head back to the office.” Jamie dumped her half uneaten salad into the trash. 
 
    “Maybe you should call him,” Gina said. “Just to make sure.” 
 
    She had several times. Only from the office phone, not her personal cell. She pulled it out. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Gina dropped her fork and it clattered onto her plate. “I’ll try his pager too.” 
 
    It didn’t matter. Alex did not reply to either of them. “I’m going to head back to the office and prepare.” Jamie slipped her coat on. 
 
    Gina nodded. “I’ll keep trying his cell phone. I’ll check and see if anyone at the office has heard from him, without raising any alarm. I promise. I won’t make the employees worry.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. “Okay.” She took her hair out of the bun on the top of her head and let out a shaky breath. This was too important of a meeting to cancel. “I’d better get ready to save Alex’s ass.”  
 
    An hour and fifteen minutes later Jamie took a deep breath to calm down. Gina had seated the investors in the conference room and there was still no sign of Alex. I’m going to have to take over. Shit! She had been through the pitch a thousand times with all of the statistics and facts memorized. Of course, she had gone over it to help Alex perfect it at the time, not herself, but that hardly mattered now. She couldn’t blow this meeting. She checked her appearance one more time in the mirror, making sure there wasn’t a wrinkle on her blouse or a hair out of place before heading into the conference room.  
 
    Ten men in thousand-dollar suits sat around the table, looking unhappy and impatient. They were all men like Alex, they weren’t used to waiting. As she strode around the long conference table, she forced herself to appear calm and indifferent. They definitely weren’t in an investing mood and it was her job to change that. She smiled pleasantly at them, mustering all of the authority and polish she could. “Gentlemen. Welcome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Jamie paced around her apartment trying to calm her shaking nerves with a glass of whisky and ice. It wasn’t helping. She hated public speaking but with much on the line, she didn’t have a choice today. Now all she wanted to do was hide in her room and get drunk. Really drunk.  
 
    She kicked her shoes off and then pulled her skirt down, drilling it at the wall. “You asshole!” she shouted to the empty room. Another sip of the burning liquid and she undid the top button of her blouse. She’d managed through the meeting and hopefully convinced the investors to stay with Alex. If they didn’t, it wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t the one who had run and hidden away. She’d faced them head on, and kicked ass, right? 
 
    A knock on the door answered her question. She spun around and stomped toward it, forcing a smile on her lips. Murray had bumped into her when she came home from work, all frazzled from the meeting and impossible day. He was probably checking up on her. “I’m okay, Murray,” she called, reaching for the handle and forgetting she was only in her blouse. She glanced down in a panic and only opened the door a crack to pop just her head out. “I’m fi…”  
 
    The words died on her lips as she spotted Alex on the other side. Her smile disappeared. “You!” Glaring, she swung open the door and poked him in the chest, hard. “Where the hell have you been?” She stepped forward and poked his muscular pec again. “I was worried about you. Gina was worried about you! You had a freakin’ important meeting today and your ass was nowhere to be found. Do you realize—” 
 
    “I know,” Alex cut her off, his eyes running down and then slowly up her. He swallowed hard before meeting her glaring eyes. “May I come in?” 
 
    “You have some serious explaining to do,” Jamie grumbled. She crossed her arms over her chest and stomped back into her apartment.  
 
    Alex looked around the apartment with a smirk. “One would think you moved in yesterday,” he joked. “You have absolutely no decorations here at all.” 
 
    “I don’t entertain guests so it’s never been an issue.” Jamie flipped her hand and marched over to the counter to finish her ridiculously expensive whisky that tasted like shit. She poured herself another glass, purposely not offering Alex one. “I come here to sleep. It doesn’t matter what the walls look like when I’m snoring.” She shook her head and pointed a finger at him. “You’re redirecting. Where’ve you been?” 
 
    Alex sat down on her couch. “I needed to get away for a few days,” he said simply as he spread an arm over the back of the couch and crossed an ankle over his knee. “Sort some things out. I went to the Hamptons.” 
 
    The freakin’ Hamptons? Really? “Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Jamie walked over to the freezer and grabbed two more pieces of ice for her drink. “You could’ve been murdered for all I—we—knew.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, trying not to smile as he watched her. Jamie could see the corners of his mouth twitching and it infuriated her. “It was unfair of me. I just—” 
 
    “Needed to get away. I know.” Jamie took in Alex’s appearance and realized for once it was not immaculate. He smelled of perfume and there was a very distinctive lipstick smear on his collar. Anger washed through her again. “With a girl, apparently,” she snapped.  
 
    Alex had the grace to look embarrassed. “That’s none of your business.” He sighed. “I needed some… company.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s apparent.” Jamie swallowed a large gulp of her drink, it burned something fierce as it ran down her throat. She refused to cough. “You reek of cheap perfume. So, unless you have a habit of cross-dressing, it is my business when you walk into my apartment.” 
 
    “You’ve no right to be upset with me about wanting some… some companionship,” Alex snapped.  
 
    Companionship? What the hell? Are we living in the 1800s? “I don’t care! Have sex with some bimbo, Alex. Fuck ten of them, I don’t care!” Her face heated up. “But I do care when you take off and don’t bother to answer calls. I don’t own a billion-dollar company but you can kiss my ass if you think leaving me in charge of it isn’t going to have any catastrophic effects!” Take that ass-hat! “So help me, if you fire me because—” 
 
    “Your job was never in any danger, Jamie,” Alex cut her off and smiled faintly at her, but it never came close to reaching his eyes. “I take full responsibility for the meeting being bombed.” 
 
    Jamie raised an eyebrow. “You think it went that badly?”  
 
    “They are always tough sells, Jamie. Don’t be too hard on yourself. I’m not even sure I could have gotten the million.” 
 
    “You really don’t think you could have?” It made her feel better that even he wasn’t sure he could seal the deal. Wait… did he say just a million. She took another slug of her drink. She felt light headed. Maybe the drink was starting to hit her. She suddenly wanted to giggle. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head and sighed, suddenly looking exhausted. “We’ll just get more investors. It’s okay.” 
 
    “We’re going to need more investors?” 
 
    “Hell yes. Our clients made it clear they want at least a million dollars in investors, not my money, if they commit. You didn’t get a million dollars, did you?” 
 
    “No,” Jamie admitted and dropped her head. She quickly snapped it back up and smirked. “I got two.” 
 
    For a second he stared at her, confused, and then his face broke into a grin. “You got two million?”  
 
    Jamie nodded, feeling giddy from the drink. She leaned back against the counter. “I can be very persuasive.” She laughed.  
 
    He watched her with raised eyebrows, his eyes roaming down her hungrily. “You got that right.” 
 
    She glanced down and suddenly straightened. She’d been so mad she forgot all she had on was her white blouse and black panties. She moved behind the counter, trying to hide and make it look like she had planned it. She grabbed him a crystal glass and poured him a drink. 
 
    He stood and strode over to her, staying on the other side of the counter as he reached for his glass and raised it. “You’re the very best personal assistant I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “I’m the only personal assistant you’ve ever had.” She laughed. 
 
    He took a sip and made a noise of appreciation at the back of his throat. “Even if I’ve had a hundred personal assistants, you’d still be my favorite.” 
 
    Jamie smiled. “You’re lucky I don’t want a raise, Mr. Reid.” 
 
    “You deserve a raise after this week,” Alex murmured. “I don’t even know how I can thank you.” His eyes seemed to say he knew a few ways, but wasn’t going to mention them aloud. 
 
    “You should wait until you get back to work before you start making decisions,” she said. “One good meeting doesn’t mean your company didn’t lose money when you were gone. There were plenty of things that went wrong and I’m pretty sure there are some only you can fix.” She shook her head. “Honestly, I thought everything was going to fall apart while you were gone. You would think it could run somewhat when the boss is away.” 
 
    “I don’t see why it would,” Alex said, his gaze eying her cleavage. “After all, I’m rarely away from the office.” 
 
    Jamie raised an eyebrow. “You never take vacations?” Her face heated as his eyes created a burning in her tummy way better than the whisky. 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “I’ve never felt a need to. I love my job.” 
 
    “Sure, but you must get burnt out.” She swallowed hard. 
 
    Alex shook his head. “Not at all.” 
 
    Jamie stopped herself from reminded him that he had to hire a personal assistant because he couldn’t handle it all on his own anymore. “Well, that’s impressive.” She moved around the counter. “Excuse me a moment.” She hurried to her bedroom and grabbed her cotton pj pants at the end of her bed. She couldn’t continue this conversation with no pants on. Talk about unprofessional!  
 
    She returned. “Sorry.” She knew she was blushing something fierce, her entire face, even her ears, felt like they were burning. She hurried around the couch and her foot caught on the hem of her pj bottoms. She stumbled another step before smacking down on the ground. Her arm caught the corner of the end table, instantly hurting. Shit! He’s going to think I’m falling for him. 
 
    “You okay?” Alex reached down to help her up.  
 
    “Yes. Just tripped. Stupid feet.”  
 
    As he pulled her up, Jamie’s foot got tangled again in her pants, and much to her mortification she felt them slip down to around her upper thighs. Freaking perfect!  
 
    She jerked away from him and quickly pulled up her pants. “Sorry about that.” She laughed nervously. “I’m really clumsy tonight for some reason.” Probably because I’ve dropped two sizes and I haven’t gone shopping yet. It has nothing to do with two and a half glasses of whisky. Not wayyy above my limit at all.  
 
    “You don’t have to apologize, Jamie," Alex’s voice was thick with need. He cleared his throat. “How’s your arm?” 
 
    Jamie looked at her forearm and realized she’d cut it and it was bleeding. It stung as she realized she’d done it, but she would die before she admitted it to Alex. “It’s fine,” she said. “Barely hurts.” 
 
    “It looks pretty bad.” He stood and reached for her. “Sit down on the couch. We’d better clean it before putting a bandage on it.” 
 
    “I don’t have a first aid box,” Jamie mumbled. “I’m fine, really. Just toss me a tea-towel.” 
 
    “That’s the perk of being neighbors.” Alex smiled wryly. “I do.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and tapped a few things quickly before pocketing it again. “Murray’s on his way over with it now.” 
 
    “It’s fine, really.” Jamie wondered if her words were slurring. “You shouldn’t have disturbed Murray.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve already texted him.” Alex poured more whisky into her half empty glass. “You don’t want me to text him and tell him he went through the trouble of finding the kit for nothing, do you?” 
 
    Jamie bit her lip, it did hurt like a son-of-a-gun. She hated putting Murray through trouble at all. “I told you it was fine,” she repeated.  
 
    “Jamie, you’re in pain. It’s obvious. And I don’t want that.” His professional facade slipped to show the hunger underneath. However, in the blink of an eye, it was back in place. “I need you at the top of your game during work.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jamie wished she could control her own facial expressions as well as Alex controlled his. She was sure her attraction to him was plain as day right now. Idiot, he was out with another woman. He’s already over you, if he even had any feelings for you in the first place. He didn’t even need to get over you, there was nothing to get over. When are you ever going to learn? Jamie clenched her jaw. She should know better than to fall for the boss when things were officially over between the two of them.  
 
    Alex handed her a glass and a tea-towel before he sat down across from her. “I don’t wish to intrude on anything, but can I ask you something personal?” 
 
    She nodded and took a quick sip of her drink to try to calm the sudden butterflies bashing away in her belly. 
 
    “Is it possible you’re a bit clumsier because you’ve lost weight and now wearing a couple sizes too big?”  
 
    Jamie flushed. That was his personal question? Was it that obvious? She should take offense to him asking her a thing like that, but he didn’t look mocking or teasing in any way. He just looked concerned. Which made her feel bad about herself without the ability to be mad at him. “I just haven’t had time to go shopping. Been a bit of a busy week.” She winced, hating that she was trying to make it sound like it was his fault she hadn’t gone.  
 
    “How about tomorrow I take you shopping?” Alex grinned, as if he was all pleased with himself. “During lunch. You can buy anything you want and I’ll pay for it all.” 
 
    “That’s a very generous offer, but hardly appropriate for a boss and personal assistant,” Jamie said. “Besides, wouldn’t your new girlfriend be ticked with you taking another woman shopping?” Even though all he has to do is show her a picture of me and assure her size-four skinny butt that he doesn’t do pity dating. Shit! I am drunk. She put her hand over her mouth, refusing to let any more stupid stuff come out of it. 
 
    “I was in the Hamptons with a close friend of mine,” Alex said. “You actually met her briefly when I ran into you on your birthday. Do you remember Annette?” 
 
    Oh boy, do I remember. “That lipstick on your collar says more than friends.” Jamie smacked her hand over her mouth. 
 
    Alex chuckled. “Touché.” 
 
    “Take it from me: she would mind if you take me shopping. Besides, we don’t need any more rumors being spread around the office about how close we are.” 
 
    A dangerous glint sparked in Alex’s eyes. “Believe me, there won’t be any more rumors spread about our relationship. As for Annette, I know she won’t mind. She’s already back in New Jersey and on a date with another friend with benefits right now.” He raised an eyebrow at her and then leaned back in his seat and smirked at her triumphantly. “It’s totally appropriate to take your personal assistant shopping when it’s work related.” His grin widened. “After all, you’re going to need appropriate clothes to go with the new responsibilities you have in the company.” 
 
    “New responsibilities?” 
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “I believe I’ve underestimated you, and I plan to fix that as soon as possible. Don’t worry, Ms. Connors, you’ll also get a pay raise as well. A very fair one. After the business brunch I’m hosting in a couple days, we’ll start planning. I think your schedule showed you have plans with your sister.” He checked his iPhone. “Yup. You’re busy, but there’s still a pay raise in your future.” 
 
    Jamie smiled and leaned back on the couch. She winced as her cut pressed against the towel. As much as she liked the sound of a pay raise, it was the compliment she really liked. She spoke as a knock at the door let them know Murray had brought the first aid box. “Sounds good, Mr. Reid. I believe you can take me shopping, then.” 
 
    He motioned for her to stay seated as he stood to answer the door. “Let’s not have you fall again.” 
 
    She nodded and enjoyed the view as he walked away. 
 
    He talked quietly at the door with Murray and then thanked him before closing the door. He came back a moment later and knelt down in front of Jamie. 
 
    She smiled and realized she was drunk. There were two gorgeously sexy bosses in front of her. Wouldn’t it be fun to take the two of them to bed? One for her mouth, one for her—she giggled at the image in her head. 
 
    “Something funny?” Alex asked as he reached for the tea-towel. 
 
    She moved her arm just to the right and, giggling again, she lifted it away from him making silly circles around his hand. “Catch me if you can,” she sang. 
 
    He easily caught her wrist and leaned forward, bringing his mouth to the sensitive part of her skin where her heart beat. His warm breath teased up her forearm as his lips parted and his tongue flicked against her vein. 
 
    Her breath caught. It was the single most sensual action she had ever experienced. If he looked at her once with those bedroom eyes, she was toast. She was willing to deal with the repercussions in the morning. 
 
    Alex flipped her wrist over and Jamie imagined him doing that to her on the couch. Her pulse quickened and a soft, airy moan escaped. She watched his Adam’s apple as he swallowed hard and then bent his head to tend to her cut. 
 
    “It’s not that deep. Just long,” he whispered and opened the first aid box with his left hand. He set her hand on his knee so he could get the items out of the kit. 
 
    Jamie watched him, unable to speak. All she could do was nod, her mouth slightly hanging open. 
 
    Alex opened a packet of gauze and dabbed on top of the cut and then wiped the blood away. He took another piece and added Neosporin to it. “So it won’t get infected,” he murmured. Going through the Band-Aids, he found two longer ones and carefully put them on her skin. Not once did he look at her face.  
 
    She didn’t mind; it gave her the courage to blatantly stare at him. “Thanks.” She went to move her hand but he grabbed it. 
 
    “One more thing,” he said as he reached in his glass and pulled an ice cube out. He ran it along her skin before using the tea-towel to wipe the melted water away. 
 
    Jamie trembled and shivered from the pleasure. She swore if he ran the cube against her flesh one more time she would have an orgasm without him even reaching into her panties, which were probably wetter than the ice cube water on her skin. 
 
    Alex gently wiped one more time and tossed the towel toward the bathroom, it landed perfectly just inside the door. 
 
    Jamie watched and slowly brought her gaze back to him.  
 
    It felt like time stopped, just for a moment. She was just a girl and he was, well, definitely not just a boy, but a man. There were no job titles, no insecurities, no restrictions, no pressure, nothing, just them.  
 
    Alex’s blue eyes moved back and forth as he gazed at hers. There were tiny little flecks of brown inside the blue, hard to see unless you were that close. He didn’t move. 
 
    Jamie’s thighs trembled. Touch me, please! She was going to explode if he didn’t, or she would if he did. Seconds ticked by. She refused to drop her gaze and neither did he, even when she ran her tongue along her lower lip and then her teeth bit into it. She swallowed and automatically pressed her lips together. 
 
    Alex’s head bent forward and his lashes slowly lowered. Still he watched her through the thickness and his lips touched hers.  
 
    Barely. 
 
    It could have been the wind.  
 
    She swore she felt the slight roughness of the shadow of growth above his lip but she might have imagined it. She could smell his cologne mixed with ladies’ perfume deep in her nostrils, she could almost taste it. She closed her eyes and waited for his lips to demand and consume hers. 
 
    Except they didn’t. 
 
    The click of the first aid kit closing made her blink as she opened her eyes.  
 
    “I should get back to my place,” Alex said as he cleared his throat. “I’m in desperate need of a shower.” 
 
    I’ll join you. The moment had passed. Never to be felt again. 
 
    Jamie jumped up and away from him. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.” She raised her arm. “Thanks for the fix, boss.” 
 
    He nodded and stood. “No problem. Thanks for, uh, covering me this week. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Which part? The leaving, or the leaving her hot and panting? “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Alex walked to the door and hesitated just before he opened it. “We good?” he asked her, the uncertainty in his voice clear. 
 
    He needed her as his personal assistant, not a one-night stand or a girlfriend. She understood that clearly now. “We’re good.” She forced a smile. “I’ll see you in the morning at the office.” 
 
    “Definitely.” He stepped outside, only to pop his head in a split second later. “Don’t forget we’re going shopping.” He glanced down. “Sorry, pj’s won’t be included.” He laughed and quickly shut the door before the pillow she threw hit him. 
 
    The idea of shopping for nightwear with Alex was a dream that left her restless and panting long after she went to bed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie sighed contemplatively as she looked at the new clothes Alex had bought her. She had no idea how much he had spent. He wouldn’t let her look at the price tags as they shopped. In return, she refused to let him buy her clothes that were non-work related, even though he tried once during the shopping spree. She ended up with new suits, silk blouses, and some office-friendly dresses that all made her look like she was a CEO herself and not just a personal assistant. He told her he wanted her to look like she had power, and look good at the same time. He was going to have her attend more business meetings and maybe even entertain some of the clients’ wives, if she was interested, while their husbands were in meetings for negotiations. “My only condition is that I ask to approve the clothes you wear,” he said. “The last thing I need is for you to be looking so sexy that the men will be more focussed on you than the negotiations, or that the wives get jealous.” 
 
    As if there were any clothes that could make her look sexy. She appreciated the compliment, nonetheless. He’d been completely businesslike the next morning after the imaginary kiss and she appreciated it. He’d asked her about the cut and that was it. How she managed to wake up without a hangover… She figured it was the hormones coursing through her body that probably absorbed the alcohol since they didn’t get what they wanted. 
 
    She looked at the time and swore. She was supposed to meet Christine to go over the seating arrangements and she was running behind. She grabbed an old pair of jeans and a t-shirt and put them on, cinching her belt to the last hole to make her pants stay up. She put on some flip flops and threw her hair into a ponytail before making a protein shake for breakfast. It was a good thing she had thought to pick some up the day before because there was no way she had time that morning to grab a real breakfast. Alex had insisted she take the day off and Christine had then insisted they meet at the crack of dawn for a whole day of wedding organizing. She honestly wasn't sure what there was left to do. It seemed like wedding planning just went on forever. Thank goodness for coffee.  
 
    Jamie put her breakfast shake into a clear plastic to-go cup and grabbed some money for a quick coffee run on the way to her sister's house. She steeled herself for a long and terrible day as she got into her car.  
 
    Even though they were just going to be at Christine and Stephen's apartment all day, Christine greeted Jamie in a designer blouse and a pair of sharp, firmly pressed black pants. Her hair was in a perfect upswept bun and she wore a hint of lipstick as well.  
 
    Jamie almost rolled her eyes. Cinderella had come ill-dressed for the ball, again. 
 
    “You’re late,” Christine complained, letting her in. "But I guess I'll deal." She sighed dramatically and then looked Jamie over with a critical eye, eyeing the breakfast shake with disgust. "Honestly, Jamie, you could at least try to follow a diet," Christine said, grabbing the shake out of Jamie's hands. "Milkshakes in the morning? What are you even thinking?” 
 
    "It's a protein shake," Jamie said, but Christine was already walking into the kitchen and pouring the liquid into the sink. She glanced around, relieved not to see Stephen. 
 
    "Oh, please," Christine said, setting the empty cup on the sideboard. "I know you, Jamie. You wouldn't drink something healthy if your life depended on it. Which it does, if you think about it."  
 
    Jamie's stomach growled. She had only drank a few sips of the shake on the way there and she knew it wouldn’t be long before she was ravenous. She sipped her coffee slowly, hoping it would fill her up. Her sister had her best interest at heart, and was more than nervous for a wedding that shouldn’t happen. Her husband-to-be was an ass. "What do you want to do first?" she asked, sitting down on the black leather couch and surveying her former apartment.  
 
    Unlike the funky style she had taken with her apartment, with thrift store couches and artwork from local artists, Christine and Stephen had decorated it in a pseudo-intellectual style. The TV was hidden in a dark wood cabinet and bookshelves lined the walls with leather bound books. Prints of famous paintings hung on the walls and there was a fake fireplace on one side of the room where flames were dancing and projecting patterns onto the mahogany coffee table in the middle of the room. It would make anyone seem smart and educated until you looked at the books and realized none of the bindings had ever been cracked. Christine spent more of her time poring through junk magazines than anything else and Stephen watched sports in his free time. Their decorations seemed as fake as their personalities. Jamie scolded herself for thinking that. It wasn’t her life, or her place to judge. 
 
    "I think we should go over the seating arrangements," Christine said, laying a folder on the coffee table as if it was a business meeting. "I don't know who to sit with who. Plus, it’s going to look funny at the head table with just a best man. So, I figured I’d put most of the wedding party together. Everyone who fits.” She waited a moment, purposely reminding Jamie she wasn’t doing her maid of honor part, and thus, had been forced to step down.  
 
    "Let's not focus on me, how about we just concentrate on the seating arrangements?" Jamie forced herself to smile, knowing exactly what her sister was thinking. 
 
    "Whatever you say, milkshake girl." Christine smirked and then pulled up the diagram of the seating arrangements. She had penciled Jamie's name in on a table way in the corner, not at the head table where the wedding party was eating. She wrote big enough so Jamie's name took up two seats.  
 
    Jamie bit down her anger. The kids’ table? Really? 
 
    Just then Stephen came out of the bedroom from the hall, looking just as immaculately and stiffly dressed as Christine did. He wore a thousand-dollar suit with the jacket, tie. "Have you made coffee, Christine?"  
 
    "It's in the pot, dear, all fresh and ready." Christine flashed him her sweetest smile.  
 
    "Thank you, darling." He looked up with a grin at the two of them, but his smile disappeared when Christine’s attention went back to the guest list. He glared at Jamie. "I'll be in my room if you need me, Christine." 
 
    "Okay, dear," she said. As soon as he was gone she turned to Jamie with a glare. "What the hell did you do to him?" she hissed. "I've never seen him look so uncomfortable in my life." 
 
    "I didn't do anything!" Jamie said defensively. And she hadn't. Aside from being in the wrong place at the wrong time, she was the victim. She straightened. I’m no damn victim! He could have the decency to apologize or act humiliated for his actions. He certainly hadn't been ashamed when he started fucking her sister.  She wasn't sure why he was any different now.  
 
    "Well, whatever it is, you have to apologize to him," Christine said. "I can't have my maid of honor pissing off my groom, now can I?" 
 
    "I didn't do anything, I swear!" She was Christine’s maid of honor again? She thought she’d been demoted. She almost giggled, except the thought of Christine telling her to apologize to Stephen irked her too much. 
 
    Christine smiled indulgently. "I'm sure whatever vulgar or uncivilized thing you did, you thought was perfectly normal, Jamie. But that doesn't mean the rest of us who have taste think that acting like a barbarian is acceptable at any occasion." 
 
    Jamie closed her eyes and counted to ten. "I didn't do anything," she said, gritting her teeth. "I have nothing to apologize for. And don’t talk to me like that. I’m your sister." 
 
    "I don't care what you think you've done," Christine said. "You’ve obviously done something and I can't have you messing up my wedding. So either apologize to my fiancé… or… or…” 
 
    “Or what? You going to knock me out of the prized position again?” Jamie covered her mouth in surprise. She knew better than to mock her sister. Fangs and claws came out when you did that. 
 
    Christine frowned as her face burned red. “You stupid, fat bitch! You think you’re better than everyone, don’t you? If you fuck up, you apologize.” 
 
    Suddenly, months of rage and resentment boiled up in Jamie and she couldn't force it to stay down. "I’m stupid?!" she shouted. "I don't want to be your dumb-ass maid of honor anyway! Your husband-to-be is an ass! You’re too imprudent to see it! Let Scarlet enjoy your constant bitchy phone calls and stupid breakdowns because I’m done! So fucking done!" She wanted to rant about Stephen and his dumb-ass ways as well, but managed to bite her tongue. She needed food. She needed a sister on her side. Well, screw them all! 
 
    "Good! I told Mom you wouldn’t make it!" Christine snapped. "You're lucky I'm letting you even come to my wedding at all, you ungrateful jealous bitch!” 
 
    “Jealous?” Jamie spat back, not believing her sister thought she was jealous. 
 
    “Of my husband!” Christine poked at her own chest. “You wish you were still with him!” 
 
    “No, I fucking don’t.” She shook her head. “Never in a million years.” 
 
    Christine was no longer listening. “I never even wanted you in the wedding party to begin with, especially when it's so clear you don't even love me enough to fix that stupid weight problem of yours. Is it really too much to ask that you stop hoarding for the apocalypse in your damn body? Honestly, Jamie, why would I want a blubbering whale like you ruining my wedding photos?" 
 
    “You are such a bitch!” Tears stung Jamie's eyes as she got up.  
 
    “Get out!” Christine screamed.  
 
    "I’m glad I don't have to deal with your wedding shit anymore, Christine," Jamie said quietly. "You and Stephen really deserve each other. You have no idea." She stomped to the door and slammed it to Christine yelling more profanities at her.  
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie waited until she got into her car before she allowed the tears to fall. She hadn’t meant to yell at her sister like that. Everything had just boiled up and up and finally over. It was like Christine’s mission in life was to make her big sister feel like she was nothing. She had been trying to lose weight and it was working. She had a whole new wardrobe to prove it! She was in no way jealous of Christine marrying Stephen. Or maybe she was. Not of Stephen, but the fact her younger sister was getting married before her. “The marriage won’t last, anyways,” she told herself, and then felt like crap for trying to condemn it before they’d even said ‘I do’. 
 
    As much as Christine's comments hurt, though, she had to admit the sense of relief lifting off her chest couldn’t be missed. She was tired of being spread thin by Christine's crises and work and the passive aggressive comments about her weight. She didn't even want to think about the wrath she'd have to face from her mother, but suddenly Jamie finally felt like she could breathe for the first time since Christine and Stephen announced their engagement.  
 
    She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and started the car. She suddenly had the day free and if she sat crying in her car, she was bound to run into her mom or Stephen. She didn’t want to deal with any of them right now. 
 
    On the way home she heard her phone ring and she checked the caller ID. It was her mother already. 
 
    She quickly pressed ignore. No doubt Christine had already told her everything by now and Jamie was not going to listen to her mother rant about how Jamie was such a disappointment, or how she should have just gotten an abortion that first time around but Jamie’s father had convinced her mom to keep the baby. She was not a mistake and no one was going to tell her otherwise today. 
 
    She threw her phone into the back seat of the car and did a quick U-turn away from home. The waterworks falling from her eyes wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t go home. Alex would be there, and she didn't want to run into him when she was so upset. He’d judge her like her own damn family did. 
 
    Opening the car window, she let the wind dry her tears. She had planned on helping Christine all day, and had no work to do for Alex at the moment. She had free time and damn if she was going to use it crying over anyone—least of all, herself. 
 
    She went to a tiny hole-in-the-wall cafe that had picturesque decorations and displays of beautiful baked goods. She ordered a vegetable omelet and a coffee before sitting down at a light brown table in the back of the restaurant. She was the only patron in there, which was fine by her. She wanted some peace and quiet while she mulled things over.  
 
    First thing she warned her brain was that it wasn’t allowed to think about Christine, feel bad, and then call and apologize. She had to grow a backbone sometime. She wouldn’t beg for her maid of honor spot and, Jamie smiled to herself, she now wouldn’t have to use Christine as her maid of honor when she got married. 
 
    She thought about Stephen and how he had acted so strange. He did seem pissed when he realized that she was there, but Stephen didn't have a conscience. Even if he did remember his drunken attack, he wouldn't care. Hell, he would probably say that Jamie was to blame and that she went after him. So, why so mad? Was he worried she would tell Christine?  
 
    No, he wouldn't be because when had Christine ever taken her side over his?  
 
    Jamie had a feeling Alex had said or done something. She shook her head. She was just being paranoid. Alex was the overprotective type but there was no way he would actually go so far as to threaten Stephen, or whatever, into leaving her alone.  
 
    Jamie smiled as she thought about her sexy, rich boss. It was kind of cool to think he was looking out for her. The look on his face the other night popped into her memory and how his touch had heated a fire in her that still begged to be released. She’d never been the horny type, well, she grinned wryly, not really.  
 
    Stop! 
 
    Alex was a great boss but he had made it pretty clear he only cared about her professionally. She shook her head. She told him she wasn’t interested. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t like anything could happen between them anyway. It wouldn’t work. She was not hot-guy material. Christine had made that blatantly obvious. 
 
    She took her time finishing her omelet and forced herself to enjoy the peace and quiet in the little café. She didn’t need her phone, or laptop or anything for those thirty minutes. By the time she finished, she had already begun to feel better. Not much, but a little. 
 
    She drove around for an hour and then with nowhere else to go, she figured she would head home and lie in bed with a book to curl up with, and maybe a workout as well.  
 
    When she pulled into the driveway, hundreds of cars were blocking it. She’d forgotten Alex had said he was hosting a brunch with business partners. She hadn’t realized it was at his place. She groaned inwardly. All she wanted to do was hide for the time being, but it looked like that was a lot easier said than done. Hopefully no one would notice her sneak into her suite. 
 
    She waved away the valet who tried to open the door for her. “It’s just me,” she told him before realizing that the valets Alex hired from the valet company had no idea who she was. “I’m Mr. Reid’s personal assistant. I live here. I’m just going to sneak by and go to my apartment.” 
 
    “Could I see some ID, please?” the valet said, a clipboard coming out from the little stand where he stood. 
 
    She handed him her wallet and he looked at her name, frowning. “I’m sorry, Ms. Connors, but I can’t let anyone through who’s not on the guest list.” 
 
    Of course Alex wouldn’t have thought to inform the valets about her. Plus, she was supposed to be gone for the entire day. “Look, if you just ask Mr. Reid, he’ll tell you and let me through.” She looked behind the seat but couldn’t see her phone. She reached for the door handle but the valent stood close, preventing her from opening the door. 
 
    “My apologies, ma’am, but I’m under strict orders not to let anyone in that is not on the list. If you could just turn your car around—” 
 
    “Listen, kid, this is my home. Ask Murray, the cook.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    She threw her hands in the air. “Ask, I don’t know, the gardener! Whoever you want. Just let me through the gates and step away from my damn door!” 
 
    “Jamie?” came an all-too familiar voice.  
 
    She sighed. Of course she would lose it in front of her boss. Because he didn’t already think she was crazy. Jamie and the valet both looked at Alex, who stood with a middle-aged couple in expensive, yet casual, designer wear, with mimosas in hand. They all looked at the spectacle curiously. 
 
    The valet rushed to open the gate and Alex came walking through. “So, sorry, Mr. R-Reid,” he stammered, blushing the same color as his jacket. “She refuses to leave, but I was told not to—” 
 
    “I know what you were told,” Alex said. “I’m the one who issued the instructions after all.” 
 
    The valet’s face grew even redder and he shot Jamie a dirty look, as if it was her fault he was getting told off.  
 
    “Jamie Connors is my personal assistant. Please let her through.” 
 
    “Of course,” the valet said stiffly, gesturing for her to pull her car up.  
 
    “Jamie, why don’t you join us for brunch?” Alex said, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “We would love to have you.”  
 
    The man and woman, who had been apparently taking a walk on the front lawn with Alex both nodded, smiling kindly.  
 
    Jamie smiled at them weakly. She didn’t have a choice. “I’d love to,” she said finally, “I’ll be there shortly, after I change.”  
 
    Alex smiled. “Excellent,” he said. “I can’t wait for you to join us.” 
 
    Jamie slipped her sunglasses on and drove slowly to the house, avoiding the lines of parked cars and people walking around the grounds. No one paid much attention to her as she parked near the house and jogged around the back to her apartment. Anyone who noticed her probably thought she was hired help. 
 
    She kept her head down until she got into her place. She raced to her room and into the walk-in closet, stripping as she ran. 
 
    Why didn’t I let him buy me fancy casual clothes? Jamie looked through her new clothes for something suitable to wear. The last thing she needed was for her pants to be falling down in the middle of brunch and then trip over something. It was bad enough when it happened in front of Alex, and the last thing she wanted was for it to happen in front of people who hadn’t seen her naked and had no wish to. 
 
    She settled for a pair of tan slacks and a dark red blouse. She still looked like she was ready for the office, but at least she looked comfortable and not stiff in the clothes. She surveyed the rest of her clothes critically. She should have bought a dress or two.  
 
    She hurried to the bathroom to add make up and let her hair out of her bun. “This’ll have to do,” she told her reflection in the mirror. Slipping on a pair of Mary Jane pumps, she then cautiously stepped out and stuffed her key in her pocket. She walked around to the front of the house and casually made her way inside Alex’s.  
 
    There were about a hundred, maybe more, guests chatting and mingling in the living room and spilling out into the backyard. They walked around outside in small groups, eating mini baked pastries and drinking apple cider and mimosas. There was a constant trickle of people going back into the living room for the extensive buffet of food.  
 
    Jamie poured herself a small glass of mimosa, too nervous to actually want food. Maybe if I’m in enough nerve-wracking situations like this, I’ll be a size two by the wedding. I could wear any dress I like if that happened. She smiled and then jumped when a hand touched her lower back. She turned around, thinking it would be Alex, but instead, she met a handsome man she had never seen before.  
 
    He grinned as his eyes roamed down and then up her. It was a gross gaze, but more like one appreciating the company. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jamie giggled. He was really cute.  
 
    “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said. “I’m Nicholas. I’m the founder and CEO of Sunrise Applications.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard of you,” Jamie snapped her finger as she spoke. “Nicholas Wright. I’m Jamie Connors, Mr. Reid’s assistant.” 
 
    He held out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jamie.” He smiled again. “I’ve heard wonderful things about you.”  
 
    Jamie went to shake his hand and Nicholas squeezed it gently before raising it to his lips to kiss. Butterflies fluttered in Jamie’s stomach, which were not altogether unpleasant.  
 
    Just then, Alex walked in with two other guests. He caught Jamie’s eye just as Nicholas kissed her hand. She thought she saw him frown and his face turn dark, but he smothered it quickly, or it never happened. He turned to talk to the woman next to him.  
 
    Jamie took a sip of her mimosa and smiled at Nicholas, turning her attention back to him as he continued chatting. 
 
    “So, tell me, how does an amazing woman like yourself end up working for grumpy Alex Reid?” 
 
    Jamie bit her lip to keep from giggling. A pickup line it definitely was, but that was something so rare that when she got them, she couldn’t help but feel incredibly flattered. “An excellent resume and a need for a job. How did you end up creating Sunrise Applications?” 
 
    Nicholas’ face brightened. Perfect question to ask a guy like him. “Well, I and a friend from college wanted to go into business together. He was the nerdy smart guy, I was the risk taker. He happened to know a lot about technology, including developing wicked-complicated cell phone applications. I majored in business with a minor in marketing. It made sense for us to start a cell phone application company. Hard stuff behind the scenes, easy click for customers.” 
 
    Jamie loved hearing people’s stories on how they got to where they were today. It was fascinating. “Very humble beginnings, for a company with a net worth of five million dollars today.” Jamie smiled, and ignored Alex’s blatant stare from behind Nicholas’ shoulder. He wanted her to interact and mingle. She was doing that. 
 
    “Even more humble than you think.” Nicholas laughed. “We had nothing, and a whole lotta college debt. We couldn’t even afford to buy groceries when we started. We were living off of Ramen noodles and care packages from our parents.” 
 
    At least you got care packages. Jamie brushed the bitter thought away. She was done with negativity in her life. What was the point of moving forward when you couldn’t let go of the past? She might be a story like Nicholas one day. You never knew. “I’d love to hear more.” She watched Alex from the corner of her eye as he chatted with the wife of another investor. Her husband had gone to get some more food and Jamie recognized him from the meeting she’d taken over for Alex. He saw her and waved her over. “Sorry, Nicholas. Do you mind if I grab something to eat?” 
 
    “Of course! I didn’t mean to chat your ear off.” He smiled apologetically. “You’re here to work, not listen to my rags to riches story.” 
 
    “I like your story.” She smiled genuinely. “But you are right, I probably should mingle with the other people here. Mr. Reid would probably appreciate that.” 
 
    Nicholas chuckled. “I’m sure Alex appreciates you. If he doesn’t, be sure and let me know. I can find you a job in my company like that.” He snapped his fingers and winked at her. 
 
    Jamie laughed with him. It was nice enjoying attention from a man who wasn’t complicated, or her boss, for once. “Don’t hold your breath. I’ve got a great set up with Mr. Reid.” She watched Alex order another drink from the bar. “I’ll find you again shortly, I’d like to hear the rest of your story.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” Nicholas smiled warmly and raised his glass as he walked off to join another group of men chatting. 
 
    Jamie moved to the buffet and put a few small things on her plate. She wasn’t hungry after the omelet a few hours ago but it was the easiest way to make conversation with the gentleman from the meeting on Friday. Alex was standing awkwardly close to the man’s wife and she didn’t want the investor to get the wrong idea with Alex. Not that she knew it herself, she just assumed he wasn’t the kind of businessman that dabbled in that part of the business. However, did she really know? “Hello, Mr. Watkins?” She hated that she made his name sound like a question. She just wasn’t a hundred percent sure she had the man’s correct last name. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Connors!” He slipped his plate into his left hand and held out his right. 
 
    Jamie shook it and smiled. “It’s good to see you here.” 
 
    “It’s lovely to see you as well. Great job on Friday, by the way. I think you could sell a submarine to a camel herder.” 
 
    She laughed politely. “Thanks. I was a little frazzled at the meeting, but I’m glad it went smoothly.” 
 
    He filled his plate some more. “You did a great job. Mr. Reid is a smart man to have hired you.” He looked up and frowned when he noticed Alex’s hand resting above his wife’s elbow as he leaned in close to whisper into her ear. 
 
    “Is that your wife? I’d love to meet her.” Jamie set her plate down and linked her arm through Mr. Watkins’. She carried her mimosa in the other hand and cleared her throat as she approached Alex. “Mr. Reid! Mr. Watkins was just talking about the meeting the other day.” She watched Alex move abruptly back and glance at her, and then the man on her arm. “Did you have any questions, Mr. Watkins?” Not one that has to do with Alex apparently hitting on your wife, and your wife enjoying the attention. 
 
    “Nope. You did a great job, Miss Connors. I’m still not a hundred percent sure on investing.” Mr. Watkins stared at Alex and then darted his eyes to his wife. 
 
    “You must be Mrs. Watkins!” Jamie held out her hand and smiled at the dark-haired, petite and yet well-busted woman beside her boss. “I’m Jamie, Mr. Reid’s assistant.” 
 
    “Hello.” The woman’s eyes ran down Jamie’s figure and then back up. She smiled smugly, obviously assured Jamie wasn’t Alex’s type. “I’m Tara Watkins.” 
 
    It annoyed Jamie, but she kept her mouth shut. She was here to do a job. That was it. 
 
    Alex stepped around her and put his arm on Mr. Watkins’ shoulder. “Let’s go grab the ladies a drink and let me see if I can answer any concerns you might have about the venture.” He didn’t say a word to Jamie as he walked away.  
 
    Jamie chatted politely with Tara before excusing herself to talk to Nicholas, who was standing on his own staring out the large cathedral windows that overlooked the pool and forest in the back. 
 
    “Miss Connors! Nice of you to join me again.” He smiled at her. “It’s quite the view, eh?” 
 
    She smiled. “It is.” 
 
    “How was Mrs. Watkins?” 
 
    Jamie continued to look out the window and admire the scenery. “She’s well.” 
 
    “I believe she still has her claws out.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Jamie turned her head and then smiled. “Oh, yes. She seems nice.” 
 
    Nicholas chuckled. “She’s been after your boss for several years now. Doesn’t seem to know quite how to catch the mouse, if you know what I mean.” He waved his hand. “No matter. Alex has always been polite around, and manages to hold off, her advances. Mr. Watkins, on the other hand, hasn’t been as lucky in keeping his pet off other people’s property.” 
 
    Jamie pressed her lips together, not quite sure on how to respond to his comments. She had assumed it was Alex hitting on Tara, but it seemed apparent now that it was Tara who was the trouble starter. It kind of made sense. However, it wasn’t her job to gossip with the investors. 
 
    “I apologize,” Nicholas said. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s a common joke about Tara. I assumed you knew, or had been warned.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not the gossip or talking type. I can assure you on that. I had thought you knew because you handled Mr. Watkins perfectly.” 
 
    “You were watching me?” 
 
    Nicholas smiled again. “I believe nearly every man in this room is. You’re hard not to notice.” 
 
    She blushed, completely blown away by the compliment. “Th-Thank you.” She stared down at her hands, embarrassed, and not believing that others were watching her. She slowly raised her eyes and glanced around the room. She noticed Alex at the bar again. 
 
    “Give me another,” Alex growled in a low voice to the bartender.  
 
    Jamie stiffened when she heard his voice, but she tried to ignore it. “Sorry, what did you say?” She turned back to Nicholas and moved a little closer.  
 
    “I was wondering if you would like to join me for dinner sometime.” Nicholas watched her, bemused. “I understand if you don’t. You must be incredibly busy with work.” 
 
    “Busy, but not that busy,” Jamie said. “I’d be happy to.” 
 
    Nicholas’ face lit up. “Excellent! I can finish my rags to riches story, and you can tell me yours. I’d love to hear it.” He dug into the pocket on his shirt, right over his taut chest. Jamie watched, enjoying the pull of the shirt across his upper body. “Here’s my card. My personal number’s on the back. Why don’t you text me when you’re available and I’ll make the arrangements?” 
 
    Jamie took the card and enjoyed the warmth of their fingers touching, but was disappointed to not feel the tremor she felt when Alex and she touched. She forced the comparison out of her mind. Not professional, Jamie. 
 
    There was a muffled crash near the bar and Jamie winced at the sound. Jamie looked around to find Alex trying to laugh off a tray of drinks spilling all over the floor. “I’m sorry, Nicholas, would you excuse me, again?”  
 
    “Of course.” Nicholas grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Make sure you let me know about that dinner. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “I will.” She returned the gentle squeeze briefly and then let go. “I’m afraid work calls at the moment, though.” 
 
    “Good luck,” said Nicholas.  
 
    I’ll need it.  Jamie slipped past the others to help Alex. Most hadn’t noticed the crash or had gone back to chatting, already bored. “Everything all right?” 
 
    Alex looked at her with bloodshot eyes and a grin a little too wide. “Just a crap tray table that knocked champagne over. I’ve got the caterers coming to clean it up.” He shrugged. “Shit happens.” He glanced over to Nicholas, who appeared to be leaving. “Are you enjoying yourself?” 
 
    He was drunk, but it could be a lot worse. It wasn’t that bad. He was coherent enough to get out of there with his dignity intact and no one noticing. “Mr. Reid, Murray asked me to find you,” Jamie said. “Something about in the kitchen.” Jamie swallowed. “Please,” she said, trying to keep her voice cordial. “It seemed important.” She raised her eyebrows at him and somehow the situation processed in Alex’s slightly intoxicated head.  
 
    He nodded and followed Jamie into the kitchen. Murray was wiping the sideboards. “He needs water.” Jamie made Alex sit down in the nearest chair.  
 
    “Wuss wrong, Murray?” Alex’s words slurred slightly. 
 
    Murray handed him a bottle of water and eyed him suspiciously. “Nothing, sir.” 
 
    “Nope,” Jamie said, stepping in front of Alex. “You need to sober up and stop drinking alcohol before you do something stupid. It’s only two in the afternoon for Pete’s sake.” 
 
    Alex waved her off. “I’m fine,” he growled. “I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “I suggest you listen to her,” Murray said. “I can smell it on you. If your personal assistant suggests you slow down. Then I suggest you listen to her.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Alex looked at both of them with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Isn’t that why you hired her?” 
 
    “Not to gauge my alcohol and school me like she’s my mother.” 
 
    Jamie thrust the bottle of water into Alex’s hands. “I’m not your mother. But I like my job and if you make a scene, in your own home, it’s going to look bad on me.” 
 
    Alex stared at her. “It’s all about you, isn’t it?” 
 
    She’d just used the line as an excuse. “No, it’s my job to make sure Billionaire Alex Reid keeps the investors believing he is solid like a rock. He doesn’t mess up on anything.” 
 
    Alex sighed. “Fine. I won’t drink anymore.” He stood and chugged the bottle of water. “There. Happy?” 
 
    “For now.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind, I have guests waiting to talk to me.” Alex stomped out of the room and back to the party. 
 
    Jamie watched him go. “I’m worried about him. He doesn’t seem himself as of late.” She didn’t realize she’d said the words out loud until Murray nodded and spoke. 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” Murray went back to cleaning the counter. “You’re not the only one worried about him.” 
 
    What was she supposed to do? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie turned Nicholas’ card over and over in her hands. The brunch had long since finished. She hadn’t returned to it after talking to Alex in the kitchen. Instead, she’d gone down to her room and let him deal with his guests. He hadn’t called her back in, so she figured it was okay. 
 
    She stared at the expensive card twirling between two of her fingertips. She had already programmed the number into her phone, but she hadn’t sent him a text yet. She wasn’t sure what to say. He seemed like a nice guy, who was funny and handsome. She knew he would make the dinner into an amazing date, but every time she thought about texting him, Alex’s face popped into her head. He’s not interested in you. You’re just his PA. Don’t pretend there’s something there that isn’t. He didn’t hire you to date you. Do your job, get in and get out. It’s that simple. But somehow it wasn’t. Maybe getting out and going on a date would help.  
 
    A knock on the door distracted her from making a decision. 
 
    “Jamie? It’s me. Alex.” 
 
    Jamie sighed. “You can come in, Mr. Reid.” She heard the door open and Alex’s footsteps as he came around to sit across from her on the other couch.  
 
    He looked at her with an embarrassed expression. “I’m sorry,” he said, “for today.” 
 
    So, what was the correct way to handle this? Coddle him? Forgive him? Or tell him not to be an idiot and still keep her job? “You can drink at your own party, Mr. Reid,” Jamie said carefully. “It’s perfectly acceptable and I’m sure your guests would agree.” 
 
    “Would you stop addressing me so damn formally, Jamie?” Alex snapped. “I’m trying to apologize for acting like an asshole! I know you can talk to whomever you damn well please, but it drives me crazy.” 
 
    She blinked in surprise. “Pardon?” Did he just admit to being jealous? 
 
    He stared at her, his chest heaving. “Look! I know I told you to come and mingle. That doesn’t mean you have to shack up with the first guy that hands you his business card.” He pointed to the card in her hand. 
 
    “This,” she held the card up and then stuffed it in her pocket, “is none of your damn business. I thought you came here to apologize for drinking.” She jumped up, anger taking control of her mouth. “And if I decide to go out with Nicholas, then that’s none of your business.” 
 
    “It is if it stops him from investing or he tries to hire you and pull you and my business away.” Alex waved her off, shaking his head. “I don’t even know why you’d want to date that trust fund jackass anyway.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, he doesn’t have a trust fund,” Jamie retorted. “He couldn’t even afford food when he started Sunrise Applications. He lived off of Ramen noodles and care packages from his parents.” 
 
    “Oh, care packages,” Alex said sarcastically and rolled his eyes. “Trust funds come in different forms. It’s a hell of a lot better than being sent away and ignored for all of your life.” 
 
    Jamie froze, she realized Alex must have continued drinking when the party finished. He was drunk. “Is that what happened to you?” she asked softly, her irritation disappearing instantly. 
 
    Alex swallowed. “It doesn’t matter. I came here to apologize and instead I’m yelling at you.” He ran his hands over his face. “I don’t have any right to be jealous, but sometimes you drive me crazy, Jamie.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t, Alex. It was your choice to drink today, I just suggested, as your PA, that you slow down. That’s all that happened today. I work for you, you’re my boss. Plain and simple. I won’t do anything to jeopardize that, I promise.” She stood. “I think you should leave.” 
 
    Alex stood as well, but instead of going to the door, he grabbed Jamie and pulled her toward him. Jamie’s breath hitched and a shiver ran down her spine. Whether that was from fear or lust she had no idea. Unlike when Stephen had grabbed her, Jamie now felt completely in control. Alex would let her go the second she pulled away, she was sure of that. Except, she didn’t want to pull away. Not quite yet. Images of Tara flirting with him, the idea of him drinking because he was jealous that another man was flirting with her, how incredibly sexy he looked in a white button up shirt and black dress pants… all of it flashed through her head and she kind of liked it. 
 
    His lips met hers, harsh and gentle at the same time. It held the same longing that had been there two nights ago when she’d wished so hard he would kiss her. She wanted this and yet… 
 
    Jamie swallowed and let him kiss her again. She deserved something amazing, right? She just wasn’t quite sure what that amazing was. Slowly she pulled away from him and stared down at his chest. He’d unbuttoned a few buttons on his shirt and his creamy tanned skin teased her. She imagined running her lips and tongue over it. "I think you should go," she whispered, torn between wanting him to stay and asking him to leave. 
 
    Alex nodded and stepped back. "I'll see you at work on Monday, Ms. Connors." He sounded so resigned that Jamie's heart almost broke. Almost.  
 
    "Good evening, Mr. Reid." She moved and held the door open for him and waited until he left before she sighed and slumped against the closed door. He would never come into her apartment again and kiss her. She realized that now. That opportunity would never present itself again. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she stayed leaning against the door, sitting on the ground, until she heard a splash in the pool outside. It had grown dark. She moved to the window to see Alex in the pool, swimming laps. The water made his chiseled arms and torso glisten in the light that lit up the pool like a display. The sight of him reminded her of the power he always emanated, even in bed, and it made her blood run hot. She’d given that up. For what? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Jamie crawled into bed. She couldn’t get the image of Alex in the pool out of her head. Just thinking about his body made her wet. “Get a grip on yourself,” she muttered to herself as she pulled the covers up over her. “He’s your damn boss. Let it go!” But the image of him swimming laps imprinted the backs of her eyelids as she drifted off. It didn’t take long to fall into a restless sleep where dreaming was her only escape.  
 
      
 
    She lay tanning by the pool, enjoying the unusually hot and sunny spring day. She smiled, happy she could now feel comfortable lying by a pool in a bikini. It seemed like the diet and exercise had really worked. Her stomach was completely flat and not even a hint of excess could be seen, a six-pack could be seen through the shadows of the suntan lotion.  
 
    She moved her sunglasses off her face and closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of the sun against her skin. 
 
    “Enjoying yourself?” Alex’s deep voice rumbled above her in what felt like seconds later. 
 
    She opened her eyes and sat up, smiling. “It’s the first day I can be outside without shivering. Figured I should take advantage of it while I could.” 
 
    His brilliant blue, lust-filled eyes slid down and absorbed all of her body, making Jamie grow warmer. “I’m glad,” he said huskily and smiled. Jamie blushed and then watched his eyes darken. “You have no idea how sexy you look when you blush like that.” His voice came out as if he were begging her to stop, even though she wasn’t even doing anything.  
 
    Jamie bit her lip and felt the need to rub her thighs together. She squirmed under his penetrating gaze, unable to breathe properly.  
 
    Alex glanced at the view behind them and took off his shirt. “I was just about to go for a swim,” he said, tossing the shirt carelessly near Jamie.  
 
    She caught a whiff of his scent as it landed only a few inches away. She felt his gaze on her again, searing into her.  
 
    “Want to join me?” His voice had that aroused begging tone again.  
 
    Jamie gasped silently, becoming more aroused herself. More than just swimming laps was going to happen in the pool. “I-I’ll think about it,” she murmured. Her stomach fluttered at the thought of what it would feel like to have sex in a pool. She slipped on her sunglasses and let her eyes travel down over his abs and along his biceps that rippled as he unzipped his jeans to reveal dark blue swim trunks that hugged him perfectly.  
 
    “I know you’re watching me.” He smiled at her and turned so she could see him better, not minding at all that she wanted to stare at him.  
 
    “You’re sexy as hell,” she told him, not embarrassed at all to admit it. 
 
    Alex knelt down and grabbed her hand and pulled her up against him. His hands reached down and gripped her hips, his fingers grazing her derriere. Jamie’s breath caught as her gaze landed on his lips. He reached up, pulled her glasses off, and gently cupped her cheek as he tilted her face up. His lips met hers hungrily.  
 
    She sighed and melted into the kiss, wrapping her arms around his shoulders before finally pulling away. She needed to be sure. “Alex,” she breathed, trying to recollect her mind again. “Are you sure about this? I mean, I’m your assistant.” 
 
    He smiled down at her, his fingers entwining in her long hair that hung perfectly down her shoulders. “And I know we shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself around you, Jamie. How could I when you look like this?” His hand traveled down and circled around her slim waist. He kissed her temple. “You’re beautiful. And sweet, and perfect.” His lips traveled down to meet hers. “The only thing that could stop me right now is you saying no. Please don’t?” The pleading returned and it was incredibly sexy that he couldn’t resist her. Someone like him needing her? Who in their right mind would say no to him? 
 
    Jamie sighed. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    A sensual smile crossed his lips. “Good,” he whispered. “I don’t know what I would do if you said no.” He bent down to hook her legs right behind the knees and then lifted her in his arms effortlessly. She wrapped her arms around his neck. She felt so tiny in his arms. 
 
    “I could carry you around like this forever,” he whispered, kissing her temple again. “Do you feel secure right now?” 
 
    Jamie nodded. The thought that he might drop her had never even occurred to her. She leaned against his chest and closed her eyes. She felt him walk gently and then heard the gentle splash of water. She shivered slightly as a slight breeze brushed past her and hugged him tighter.  
 
    “I’ve got you,” he said as he waded in until the water was up to his hips, then gently lowered her in. The water was perfect temperature and lapped against her skin, like Alex’s tongue when they slept together last time. She moved her hands onto his chest, stroking the contours of his muscles.  
 
    He groaned. “You’re going to kill me, Jamie.” 
 
    She giggled and brushed her fingers over his bare abdomen, feeling his muscles twitch beneath them. “I certainly hope not,” she teased. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    He hissed and stilled her hand with his own. “Keep teasing me and I won’t last nearly as long as I want to.” He backed her up against the wall. His voice was husky with arousal. “It’s my turn to tease you.” He stroked Jamie’s spine gently, leaving rivulets of water all over her back. She gasped and shivered with pleasure at the touch and he lowered his lips to hers. “I love it when you gasp like that,” he said against her lips before claiming her mouth as his own.  
 
    She sighed and then gasped again as his hand traveled lower and slipped into the back of her bathing suit. He roughly squeezed her as he jerked her toward him, grinding his hips against hers. She whimpered and kissed his collarbone, biting it gently until he groaned.  
 
    “None of that,” he said harshly. “You’ve no idea how close I am to losing it.” His hand slid to the front of her bikini bottom and he pressed a finger inside of her, making her gasp. He rubbed her gently with his thumb while his other hand untied the strings to her top. “I’m going to make you beg for me.” 
 
    Jamie blushed as it fell.  
 
    He looked down at her breasts as he gripped one in his free hand. “So fucking sexy,” he breathed before his mouth captured her budding nipple and sucked hard on it. 
 
    His tongue stroked her nipple in circles until it blossomed, completely aroused.  
 
    She gasped and let her head fall back, her hair brushing against her shoulders and the tips teasing the edge of the water. She squirmed beneath his touch, begging for more of him. Pressure built quickly inside her.  
 
    Alex smiled knowingly at her as he brought his head up and forced her to watch him. He tugged down her bikini bottom so he could stroke her bare skin. He slipped a finger inside her again and she cried out as his thumb found her center and began to rub against her. His stimulation, the sensual movement of the water around them, proved unstoppable. She cried out as her body exploded and she came against his fingers. 
 
    She clung to him as the ripples of sensation subsided. 
 
    “I’m just getting started.” His hot breath teased her ear. “Strip me,” he ordered. 
 
    She was putty in his hands. She reached down and pulled down his swim trunks. They were instantly on the pool steps, her bare bottom pressed against the lining as one of the jets teased her thigh. “Take me already,” she begged, stroking him until he was even bigger and harder. Harder than she had ever felt him before.  
 
    “With fuckin’ pleasure,” he bit out, and grabbed her hips, thrusting into her in one stroke.  
 
    Jamie cried out again, pleasure exploding inside of her instantly. She wanted more of him… deeper… again… and again… 
 
      
 
    Jamie sat up, gasping. She was covered in sweat and the sheets were all tangled around her. And she was wet. So, so wet. She brushed her fingers against her soaked panties and stripped them off, hoping it would help her cool down. She kicked the sheets off and stared at the ceiling above her, wondering if Alex ever had these kinds of dreams. Probably not. 
 
    She’d somehow managed to have an orgasm in her sleep – twice! Her body trembled from the raw sensual feelings coursing through her. “Get a freakin’ grip, Jamie!” she hissed at the darkness. “He’s off limits.”  
 
    She managed to fall back into a restless sleep and then woke again not much later, still sweaty and wet. She slipped out of bed and ran her fingers through her hair as she moved to the kitchen to grab a cold glass of water. She hadn’t bothered to close her blinds in the living room last night and she watched as steam rolled off the pool in the early morning mist.  
 
    Alex always kept the water temperature perfect, like in her flipping dream. She hurried back to her bedroom and put on one of her bathing suits. It was a black one piece, nothing like the hot bikini she’d been wearing in her dream.  
 
    Ignoring the teasing sensations rippling through her body as she thought of what Alex had done to her in the pool, she angrily snatched a towel and raced outside in bare feet. 
 
    The chilled air was a lot cooler than she expected. Her nipples poked through the thin lining of her nylon suit as she ran to the far end of the pool. She tried to ignore them and the ache of release they were begging for.  
 
    She tossed her towel on a chair and dove into the pool, only coming up for air when her lungs threatened to explode for lack of breath. She swam lap after lap, trying to exert away the desires her body wanted so badly. She had always enjoyed sex and her body responded easily to the touch of a man, but a dream? Really?  
 
    It had to be from the guilt of being around Alex. Her mind was on a merry-go-round of emotions but her body just wanted to be sated with hard sex… just enough to stop the craving for a bit. She laughed as she dunked her head underwater and turned to swim back to the other side of the pool again. She was like a drug addict, but with sex and going through withdrawal. Even masturbation couldn’t cure this aficionado. She knew what she needed, but it wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    An hour later she finally pulled herself out of the pool and threw the towel around her shoulders as she squeezed the water from her hair. She glanced up at the rising sun and shivered from the cold on her skin. She spun around and swore she saw a flash by a window upstairs, but then figured it was someone just opening the blinds. Shivering from the cold, she hurried back to her apartment. Spring was in the air and soon summer would give way to warm mornings and hot days. It couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
    A hot shower and some breakfast later, she grabbed her cell and sent Nicholas a text to see if he wanted to do dinner one night this week. During her shower, she made the decision that she needed to move forward, and away from Alex. They were not going to have a relationship and the sooner she moved forward, the better she would feel… and the more sleep she would get without ridiculously hot dreams. 
 
    She stared at her closet. She had a fantastic new wardrobe but nothing to wear on a date. Alex had given her a work bonus and she decided it was time to spend it on herself. She was going to go shopping for some clothes she could actually fit into that were not work related. It’d been years since she had gone clothes shopping, but with her old clothes big, stretched and boring, she suddenly had the urge to shop. She would need something nice to wear when she went out with Nicholas. That was all the excuse she needed. 
 
    She hit the new outside mall Alex had taken her to and window shopped as she looked for something that struck her as pretty. She never owned pretty clothes, or sexy ones. She grinned, maybe she needed to hit a Victoria’s Secret and buy some other pretty things. She grinned. She’d do that first. 
 
    As she shopped through bra and pantie sets, she picked out a black set, a white one, an incredible sexy lace one she knew she’d never wear, and a soft silky pink set. When she tried them on, they made her feel pretty and even a little sexy in the reflection of the mirror. She had the feeling the shop set the mirrors to give her a skinny look. She wasn’t complaining, she didn’t mind at all. 
 
    She also bought a couple pairs of silk nighties and a robe to wear inside her apartment. Happy, she stepped back outside with her purchases and walked around the shops again.  
 
    Nicholas sent her a text to say he’d love to do dinner and whenever she was available, he’d make sure he was as well. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    He seemed nearly perfect. He was charming and handsome, the money side of him was also slightly attractive. She tried to pretend it wasn’t, but the thought of never having to worry about paying a bill, or shopping whenever she felt like it, how could that not be tempting? There wasn't anything fake about him, unlike her last boyfriend, Stephen, and he seemed to want a real relationship with her, unlike Alex. However, she couldn't seem to rouse more than a slightly pleasant feeling every time she thought about him. That's what Nicholas made her feel. Pleasant. Relaxed. Not all hot and fiery, full of passion. Like Alex does. 
 
    Jamie cursed at herself. There she was, thinking about Alex again, even after she swore not to. It had to stop right then and there. No Alex today. No more thinking about men in general. This was going to be a Jamie day. She rolled her eyes. She’d never had a personal day in her life. Then again, with her in the hot seat with her sister’s wedding, she might as well enjoy the day before everything hit the fan. Jamie was actually surprised she hadn’t heard again from her mother or sister. Maybe they were too angry to talk. She should probably call them. 
 
    She grinned, their ignoring her was kind of nice. Maybe she should let them stew a few days longer. 
 
    She browsed through some of her favorite stores and found a nice, flirty blouse to go along with black dress pants. The style of the clothes were flattering on her, and she almost looked thin in them. She started whistling when she left the shop. It was going to be a great day after all.  
 
    She continued to window shop as she walked. On a whim, she got in her car and drove downtown to walk the small boutique shops and grab a bite. With the sun shining, the concrete warmed and birds were busy building nests and chattering away in the trees above her. She paused outside a shop and stared at the fancy clothes inside. 
 
    An incredible red dress caught her attention. It was beyond gorgeous, beyond sexy. It hugged the mannequin's shape perfectly, showing off all of the sculptured curves without squeezing them or giving too much away. The sweetheart neckline had a small amount of subtle beading that called attention to the breasts without being too obvious. Indirect hint that could be accented with a stunning necklace. 
 
    The only thing keeping the dress from falling off the mannequin was a pair of thin, red spaghetti straps. Even they were sexy on the shoulders. The dress danced the fine line between conservative and provocative perfectly. The wrong pair of shoes, too much make up, or something tactless, could set the dress all wrong. However, with the right accessories, it was beyond gorgeous. Drop-dead dream gorgeous. 
 
    Jamie was in love with it.  
 
    Unfortunately, there was no way in hell she would ever wear something like that, or have a place to wear it to. She thought of the maid of honor dress she was supposed to wear. It was red, but nothing near as beautiful as this one. This one could show up a bride’s dress. 
 
    She sighed as she continued to stare at the window display. Be realistic, Jamie. That dress looks like a size six. No way are you going to fit into something like that.  
 
    Even with her regular workouts at the gym, swimming and new strict diet, it wouldn’t happen. She was dropping weight fast, but was no size six. She smiled wistfully. If she could lose the weight, then she would be a knockout in that dress, she just knew it.  
 
    What would her mother or sister say if they saw her in that dress? They’d have heart attacks or their mouths would literally hit the floor. Even Stephen would hate himself for leaving her. 
 
    Jamie shook her head. If she was going to lose the weight, she had to do it because of her, not because of some petty issue she had with her sister, her soon-to-be-brother-in-law or trying to show off to her mother.  
 
    She should only do it for herself.  
 
    The dress would be ridiculously expensive. More than a pay check at her old job. She grinned suddenly. What if she bought the dress and hung it in her closet to remind herself of where she wanted to be? It could be an incentive and if she set attainable goals, she would go out somewhere in that dress. It would probably be to a movie by herself, but what the hell? What was life if she didn’t try to live it a little? 
 
    She giggled as she reached for the door to the shop. This was crazy! She wasn’t a spur of the moment kind of person. She didn’t wear dresses. Especially one as sexy and beautiful as this one.  
 
    Screw it! That dress was hers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    On Monday, Jamie spent most of the morning in the office on her own. Gina called in sick and Alex sent her a text message to say he was meeting clients out of the office. When she messaged him back to confirm he would be back in so she could let other investors and trade companies know, he didn’t reply. 
 
    Answering both phones, hers and the front office, had her running back and forth between both rooms and barely able to get anything else done. She had a contract that needed to be written, and a million other things to get done. Busy was a good thing, it kept her from worrying if Alex had taken the meetings out of the office as a way to avoid her after their last encounter in her apartment suite. She had been hoping that things would go back to normal, like when they had slept together. 
 
    It had taken weeks to find the flow and act normal, and even then they still had lingering looks and unspoken words. Or maybe it was just her. Maybe she was imagining all this shit because she had the hots for him. It was just a crazy physical attraction. It had to be. Why else would she be having wet dreams about him?  
 
    She made herself a protein shake for lunch and stayed in the front office behind Gina’s desk, her Mac notebook in tow.   
 
    After trying to call Alex a third time, she gave up, almost throwing her cell across the room in frustration. “Answer your damn phone, dickhead!” she hissed as she tossed the phone on the desk. 
 
    “Remind me not to tick you off.” 
 
    Jamie jumped at the sound of a male voice. 
 
    Mark stood just outside the elevator, a smile playing on his lips, his arms crossed. He carried himself with the same confidence his brother did. 
 
    She froze when she saw him. "Um, Alex isn't in, right now," she mumbled, her face heating up.  
 
    "I know," Mark said and moved toward her. "I made sure he wasn't. I didn't want you to get in trouble for seeing me.” He grinned. “Plus, all he would have done is throw me out of here again." 
 
    "You wanted to see me?" Jamie raised her eyebrows. This couldn’t be good.  
 
    "Yeah." Mark cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably.  
 
    What was she supposed to do? Kick him out or listen to what he had to say? Alex wasn’t here to make the executive decision. “How about we go into my office to talk?” She checked her watch and then set Gina’s phone to call-answer like Gina did when she took her lunch break. 
 
    Mark nodded and followed her into her office. He moved to the chair in front of Jamie's desk. "May I sit? I promise to only take up a few minutes of your time. I don’t want you to get in trouble, but this is very important." 
 
    "Yes, of course." Jamie gestured toward the chair and then settled behind the desk in hers. She watched him, taking a moment to really study him. He looked similar to Alex, but even though he looked older than Alex, Jamie knew he was younger. There were dark circles under his eyes, and the callouses on his hands were noticeable, even at a distance, and while he was dressed nicely, it was not the same expensive taste Alex had. Like Alex but completely different. Jamie wasn't much of an expert when it came to clothes, but Mark dressed like she did—middle class—at least before Alex bought her new work clothes. 
 
    Mark watched her at the same time. Probably wondering why Alex would hire a person like her. Or maybe why she worked for a person like Alex.    
 
    There was definitely something weighing heavily on Mark's mind. "What do you want to talk about?"  
 
    “Our father." Mark cleared his throat. “My father.” He hesitated and Jamie noticed his jaw twitch as he tried to figure out how to explain things to her. "Alex and my dad. He's sick. He has cancer. Alex doesn’t know. Or maybe he does and chose not to acknowledge it.” Mark shrugged and sighed. “For the past three months Dad’s been doing chemo and radiation. But it’s not working. He's not sure how much time he has left.” His jawline twitched again as he fought to control his emotions. He straightened and cleared his throat again. “He really wants to make peace with everyone and right his wrongs. He’s been trying to get a hold of Alex for a long time now, but he won't answer Dad’s calls or emails." Mark ran his fingers through his hair, a gesture that reminded Jamie a lot of Alex. "There have been a lot of wrongs. On all our parts, but Alex needs to come see Dad. I need you to convince him of that.” 
 
    Alex’s father had cancer and he didn’t know? That was awful and so terribly sad. She wanted to cry for the man in front of her and his brother. She didn’t know them except for a picture on the wall and her heart broke for the pain they must be going through.  
 
    She felt bad for Mark, but also for Alex. What could be so bad that you wouldn’t want anything to do with your own family? She had a crazy, overbearing one and yet she still loved them. Not enough to want the stress of being a maid of honor in a wedding party, but she wouldn’t miss her sister’s wedding no matter how mad she was at Christine. Alex wasn’t a mean guy, he was a ruthless businessman, but as a person he was kind and considerate. She’d never heard him talk down anyone, well, except Nicholas and Stephen, but that didn’t really count. Those instances were circumstantial. "What makes you think I can convince him?" Jamie asked. "I'm his assistant. I haven't even been working here that long. I've known him for less than a year." 
 
    A ghost of a smile graced Mark's lips for a brief second. "That may be true, but I saw the way my brother looks at you. We might be estranged, but I can still read my brother. I can tell he respects you.” He opened his mouth to say more, but Jamie cut him off. 
 
    “I work hard for that respect. He’s asked me to stay out of his personal life and what you are asking of me, isn’t something I feel comfortable doing.” She stared down at her hands, feeling ashamed for wimping out and not being willing to help. 
 
    “I've never seen Alex look at a woman the way he looks at you." 
 
    Jamie’s head shot up. "I think you're trying for a Hail Mary pass here, Mark. You only saw us in the same room for a split second, and in that second he yelled at both of us and threatened to fire me." Mark had no idea what Alex thought of her. 
 
    "Oh, I remember," Mark said and chuckled. "The last time Alex and I saw each other, about a decade ago, wasn't very pretty. So, he was very angry to see me again. But none of that anger was directed at you. He would have hired you back later that day if you hadn't called security." He raised his eyebrows and grinned, looking a lot like his brother. “Probably. He probably would have hired you back.” 
 
    "I highly doubt that." Jamie rolled her eyes and chuckled. "I can't make any promises, but I'll try and talk to him. If I lose my job, he probably won’t hire me back again." 
 
    Mark smiled, relief clear on his face as he laughed. "Thank you," he said. "From me and my family." 
 
    "No promises,” Jamie repeated and stood. "But you’ve totally read Alex wrong. I have little to no persuasive skills when it comes to him, probably even less so if it pertains to his family. But I'll try, for the sake of your father." 
 
    "That's good enough for me." Mark stood and moved toward the main office. "My flight leaves in two hours. If he does decide to come back, tell him the address hasn't changed at all, okay?" He hit the elevator button. 
 
    Jamie nodded and swallowed. She had no idea if she was even going to see Alex today, or if they would get a chance to talk. “I will." She felt bad making a promise she was likely unable to keep. She held out her hand as the elevator door opened. "It was nice meeting you, Mark. All the best with your father. I hope we meet again under better circumstances." 
 
    "You and me both," he said and shook her hand. 
 
    After he left, Jamie sank onto Gina’s desk and groaned. What the hell had she gotten herself into? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex didn't come back to the office until after six. Jamie had moved back to her own office by then and was working on printing off the contract. Alex stuck his head into her office. "You’re still here, Ms. Connors?" he said. "Why don't you go home?" 
 
    "Just finishing up. Gina was out sick so I had to cover both desks.” She turned her back to him as she spun around in her chair to grab the contract off the printer. When he didn’t respond she glanced back. He nodded and went to close her door. “Actually,” she called out, “I’ve something to talk to you about." She got up from her desk and followed him into his office before he could stop her.  
 
    Alex looked at her, a flurry of emotions playing across his face before his unreadable mask slid back into place. "If it's about Friday, then—" 
 
    "It's not about Friday," Jamie said quickly, grabbing the chair across from Alex's desk and pulling it around the desk so there was nothing between them but air. "It's not about us or work, actually." 
 
    "Then what's with the furniture arrangements?" Alex asked, his eyebrows raised. Thankfully, he didn’t move away. "This definitely feels a little too personal for business matters, and you’re sure it’s not personal?" Even now, Jamie could see a trace of hunger in his eyes. But she didn't let herself grow warm at the sight of it. She knew that it would be gone in a second and it was no use indulging herself in silly fantasies.  
 
    "It’s personal, but not about us,” she confirmed. “Mark came to see me." 
 
    "Mark? Here?" he snarled. "Dammit! I banned him from this office. Why the hell would he come back?” 
 
    “He came to see me.” 
 
    “Why the hell would he want to see you?" His eyebrows raised and he pulled his chair back an inch. “You haven’t—” 
 
    She realized what he was referring to and quickly cut him off. “No! No. No, not at all.” She rolled her eyes. "He came because you refuse to see him." Jamie wrung her hands together, suddenly not sure how this conversation was going to go. Alex was not going to like her butting into his family business. She was walking a thin line. She swallowed. "He's hoping I might talk some sense into you." 
 
    "He's wrong. Whatever it is he wants, I'm not giving." He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at her. “Money?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I bet it’s money. I told him—” 
 
    "Alex, your father has cancer." 
 
    He froze. His mouth opened but no words came out. He closed it again and stared at Jamie, stunned. "What?" he whispered finally.  
 
    Jamie nodded and smiled sympathetically. "That's why he came by. Your dad wants to see you again.” 
 
    Alex stared at her, as if she’d grown a second head.  
 
    Uncomfortable with trying to pretend her boss was just her boss, she reached for his hand and lightly rested her fingers on the arm of his chair, too unsure to reach out and touch him. “Mark said something about your dad wanting to make amends… patch things up." Really? I had to say, ‘patch things up’? I have no idea what the issue is and I’m making it sound like their problem sounds like a quilt. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    "How long has he had cancer?" 
 
    Jamie shrugged helplessly. She had no idea. "He's been receiving chemo treatments for the past three months. That’s what Mark said."  
 
    Alex shook his head. He stared down at her hand on the arm of his chair before he straightened and pressed his lips together in a tight line. A sharp breath pushed through his nose. "It doesn't matter. It won’t change anything. That bastard can rot in hell for all I care." 
 
    Jamie moved back as if Alex had slapped her hand. She couldn’t believe he meant it. “You don’t mean that." Mark wanted her to try to talk to him, she’d have to give it a shot. Shoot, she’d come this far now and she knew the emotions that had crossed his face before he tried to bury them behind anger. "Whatever happened isn’t important. Don’t let your anger or your pride keep you from seeing him. You’ll regret it, trust me." 
 
    "Trust you?” Alex scoffed. “Let me tell you this: reconciliation is impossible and my pride has nothing to do with it," he snarled. "You don't know what he did, what they did. What they put me through. You have no fuckin’ idea." 
 
    "Then why don't you tell me?" Jamie asked quietly. "Please. I want to help. Your father's dying and wants to see you again. Your brother’s trying to make amends as well.” She moved forward on her chair so her knees pressed against his. “I know you're not happy with things as they are. Maybe I can help figure this out, but I can't do anything unless you tell me." 
 
    Alex glared at her for a long moment. It took everything in her not to say anything and just let him be. He stared at the wall then, the muscles in his jaw working as he got his thoughts and emotions under control. "It's a long story," he said finally. 
 
    “I’m not in a rush,” she offered. 
 
    Alex stood and held out his hand to help Jamie up. "Let's get out of here. I need a drink." 
 
    “Sure.” She was terrified that once they got in a car he would change his mind. “You want to head back to your place?” 
 
    He shook his head. “There’s a bar not far from here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They ended up at a bar about halfway between work and home. An off the road place that Jamie would never have pictured Alex going in to. It was a local tavern kind of place with deer heads and other stuffed animals staring blatantly at you from the wall. Alex pointed at a table under a moose head with massive antlers and walked to the bar to grab drinks.  
 
    Cautiously, Jamie slid on the bench under the elk, eying it with mistrust. There was a reason nobody was sitting by this area, hopefully it wasn’t because of the beast above them. 
 
    Alex came over to her a few moments later, carrying two pint glasses. “I don’t…” His words drifted off as he glanced above her and then back down to her face. He smirked but didn’t say anything as he cautiously leaned over and set a pale amber-yellow bubbling looking pint in front of her before sitting down on the chair across the table. He eyed the moose once more. “It’s cider. I wasn’t sure if you liked beer. I actually don’t really know what you drink, except expensive whisky.” He grinned. “And if memory serves me correctly, you don’t drink a lot of it.” 
 
    She blushed as she picked up her glass and tried a tentative sip. It was bubbly but light, almost fruity. “Cider? A girl’s version of beer?” She kind of liked the aftertaste and took another sip. 
 
    He chuckled. “Sort of.” He took a long swig of his dark amber glass. 
 
    They sat quietly for a few moments, both angled so they could watch the other customers talking and laughing where they sat. 
 
    "My dad always favored Mark over me," Alex began as Jamie sipped her drink and then set it down to lean closer so she could hear him. "Mark’s a couple years younger than me. Dad was in the Navy and ran our house like he ran his ship. Mark was the golden boy. The captain of the football team and baseball team. Straight A's. Student body president. The works.” 
 
    Jamie watched him, unsure of what to say when he stopped talking. She decided waiting was her best option. Alex would speak when he was ready. 
 
    He played with the beer-advertising coaster under his glass, staring intently at it as he spun it. “I did all right academically, but just did what I needed to get by. Classes didn't interest me and the extra-curricular at the school sure as hell didn't interest me. I liked sports, but not the kind they played in school." He shrugged. "Dad hated that I wouldn’t apply myself. He was always telling me I should be more like Mark. That I would end up nowhere if I didn't shape up.” He glanced at her briefly before looking back down, lost in his own memories. "His words just pissed me off. I tried even less in school, hung out with the kids I knew he would hate. Smoked, did pot. Anything to annoy him. It worked, I guess. He started calling my school weekly to check on my grades, if I was skipping class, see if I had gotten into trouble. I swear, he called every single one of my teachers every Friday to see if there was any missing homework assignments, and if there were, I wasn't allowed to leave my room until they were done." Alex swallowed. “And if he thought I was lying, he made sure I did extra work.” 
 
    "That sounds rough," Jamie ventured. "Maybe he was doing it because he loved you. Wanted you to push yourself instead of get into trouble." 
 
    "Yeah, that's exactly what my sixteen-year-old self-thought,” he scoffed. “I did my best to keep my resentment for Mark in check. After all, it wasn't his fault that he was so damn perfect, right? I could deal with my dad calling me a bum, and making me do Mark's chores whenever Mark had a game, but I resented it. He fucking had to be so perfect, and had no problem reminding me how awesome he was. He was cocky, like any teenage kid who had everything, along with the school’s most popular girl.” He rolled his eyes, and Jamie had the feeling Mark took Alex’s girl without asking. Or the girl maybe switched brothers because of popularity. “I started getting in trouble at school more often. Fights, cheating on tests, whatever. Then I got expelled and my dad flipped. Of course, it just made my home life even worse, giving me more anger I didn’t know how to deal with. Then one day, it was too much." Alex paused again and stared into his empty glass. 
 
    Jamie watched him, feeling sorry for the teenage boy who never was accepted by his dad for who he was. Had his dad just… what? Sat silently behind a phone while their mother crowed on and on about how perfect one child was and how fat the other one was? She shook her head, understanding his adolescent feelings more than he knew. She had seen Alex angry and remorseful before, but this was different. It was… shame. A lot of it. She took another sip of her cider and waited for him to continue whenever he was ready.  
 
    "I got into a bad fight with a kid at school," Alex said finally. "He had been joking around with his buddies about how his girlfriend finally let him get laid. And I use the word ‘let’ incredibly loosely. I could tell from how he was describing it that things were not completely consensual, and I knew his girlfriend was crying in the girl's bathroom while he described to everyone in the middle of the hallway the sexual acts she had begged him to do. It set me off, shit like that especially. So, I waited after school for him to come to his car and then I started whaling on him as hard as I could. I took out sixteen years of anger on that poor kid and left him barely conscious next to his car. I told him if he so much as touched that girl again, I was going to come back and finish the job." 
 
    "Oh my goodness," Jamie whispered.  
 
    Alex couldn't even look at her and Jamie could see his hands tremble as he reached for her drink and gulped it down. "I'm a lot different now," he said weakly. "I don't lose my temper like that anymore."  
 
    Jamie realized he actually was pleading with her to agree. He needed her approval and he was scared that she wouldn't give it now that she knew what he had done. She reached out and touched his hand. "I understand why you did it," she said simply. "I'm not saying it was okay for you to lose it like that, but your intentions are completely admirable." 
 
    Alex looked up at her, surprised. "You really think so?"  
 
    "I do. I mean, I can hardly say it was wrong of you. Nobody else stood up for that poor girl. You did the same for me." 
 
    Alex breathed a sigh of relief and squeezed her fingers. "Thank you," he said. "I was sure you would think I was a monster." 
 
    "You’re not even close to being a monster," she chuckled. “Maybe a demon of a businessman, but that doesn’t make you a monster.”  
 
    He smiled weakly. “My father would disagree. He was furious when he found out. Except, instead of backing up his son, or even taking the fucking time to ask why I had done it, he just assumed I was guilty. When the weasel-shit called the cops and pressed charges, my father backed him up. The asshole raped his girlfriend and then I was the bad guy for taking action! You’d have thought my father would have been proud. He could be ticked for me beating the asshole up but he should have been proud I defended someone who was weaker and unable to defend themselves. Wasn’t that the whole friggin’ reason he was in the Navy. To serve justice and all that shit?” Alex stared at her, his eyes bright and angry. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Jamie tried to smile and felt her eyes sting with tears she didn’t want to fall. “You defended and protected me when Stephen came by drunk. I think that was pretty admirable of you.” 
 
    "Well, I spent three months in juvie. With no thanks to Naval Captain Reid." Alex played with Jamie's fingers, unwilling to let go of the comfort of her hand. "I was there three months and not once did my dad, or even fucking Mark, come visit me. It was like they were all embarrassed! My own family couldn't bear to look at me. When I came home, my father didn't speak or even make eye contact with me. He sent me off to boarding school as soon as I was out of juvie and then enrolled me in boot camps for the summer.” 
 
    Jamie stared at him, horrified at what he had gone through. Why would they do that to him? 
 
    “I was seventeen—almost eighteen—when I left. I graduated early, only because I was able to test out. I moved as far away as I could freakin’ get from where I came from. I got a job waiting tables to put myself through college. When I was nineteen I made my first investment and started researching the stock market, and Wall Street. By the time I graduated with a bachelor’s in business, I was already making enough off of my investments to live off of, quite well off, actually. I started my own stock broker company the week I graduated.” 
 
    “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “I was determinded to make something of myself and prove to that bastard he was wrong every time he called me a lazy-ass bum." 
 
    "That's why you work so hard?" Jamie asked. "Because you’re angry at your father?" 
 
    He shook his head and let go of her hand so he could motion to the bar to bring them another drink. "It started out that way," he admitted. "Then it became an obsession. The more money I made, the easier it was to pretend I was someone else. Someone who didn't have a screwed-up past and an asshole father. Or a brother that never once tried to back me up.” He paused when the bartender set two new glasses on the table. Alex took a swig and then cleared his throat. “Don’t get me wrong, I tried to keep a relationship with my brother and mother. After all, they were innocent in this. However, they let him stay mad at me and never tried to defend me. I refused to go home for Christmas, never called on birthdays, nothing. I stayed in touch briefly with Mark, but when he started pressuring me to make up with Dad, I pushed him away. He took my father's side, of course, and told me to apologize. The last time I saw Mark, it ended in a fistfight with him having a broken nose and me a black eye. That was ten years ago. The next time I saw him was when he walked into my office." 
 
    "I'm so sorry," Jamie said. "I had no idea." 
 
    He shrugged. "Now you do. So, don’t ask me to be sympathetic to my family. They are better off without me, and I’m better off without them.” He reached for his glass and pointed the rim in her direction. "It's similar to your family, in a way. Your sister’s a spoiled little bitch who your mother can’t stop trying to polish and shine. Only difference is that you handle it a lot better than me." 
 
    "Hardly," said Jamie and traced the wood grains on the table with her finger. "I've pretty much been a wet blanket all my life. I tried to bend to my family's wishes and whim. Heck, I even got fired from my sister’s maid of honor position. Not demoted to bridesmaid, but basically kicked out of the wedding." 
 
    Alex's head snapped up. "What?" he said. "Why didn't you tell me?" 
 
    "It only happened on Friday, not exactly news to share at a work brunch."  
 
    "Oh shit!" Alex ran his fingers through his hair. "I'm so sorry, Jamie. That's all my fault.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I didn’t do what they wanted and my sister freaked out. I’m finally getting some backbone. That’s because of my job. I should be thanking you.” She tried to smile, but the disappointment of not meeting her sister’s expectations hurt more than she thought it had. 
 
    “I was trying to make things better and instead I screwed it all up again." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Jamie had no idea what Alex was talking about.  
 
    "I couldn't get over how Stephen had assaulted you in the parking lot and I was worried he would do it again. Since he's marrying your sister, he'll always be in your life, and the last thing I want is for something like that to happen again when I'm not around to protect you." 
 
    "What did you do?" Jamie whispered. Her heart rate sputtered and belted out a rapid rhythm.  
 
    "I threatened Stephen." Alex looked at her, anger blazing in his eyes from the memory. "I told him that if he didn't stay away from you, or if he made you uncomfortable in any way, I was going to wreck his father's company. I could buy it way below its real value and then rip it apart and make sure no one would even know that it had existed. Not only would it destroy his father's lifework, but it would kick Stephen out of his easy and comfortable lifestyle effectively. I think he told your sister to kick you out of the wedding." He shook his head. "I’m so sorry, Jamie. I was trying to help. I'll fix it, okay? I'll explain it all to Christine and—" 
 
    "No." Jamie shook her head, smiling suddenly. She couldn't help but feel proud and oddly excited at the thought of Alex threatening Stephen to protect her. She knew a cold-hearted move like that could ruin his reputation if the press got the right spin on it. But he was willing to do it to protect her? "I didn't want the maid of honor job anyway. It was exhausting work and I had to deal with Christine's nagging, and for what? An ugly, size-six mermaid gown? It definitely isn't worth it.” She chuckled again. “Did you really threaten Stephen?” When he nodded, she continued, “It was really sweet that you did that on my behalf." 
 
    Alex smiled hesitantly. "Really sweet? I was kind of thinking it was barbaric and manly.” 
 
    "Yes," she laughed. "Very barbaric and tough and monster-like. You probably shouldn't have, but I appreciate you risking your reputation on your assistant." 
 
    Alex grabbed her hand and pressed his lips against her knuckle, which made Jamie's heart stutter again. "I would follow through, in a heartbeat," he said. "You matter more to me than just about anything else." 
 
    Jamie swallowed. They were crossing a line she wasn’t sure they should cross, or even sure if they’d already crossed it. 
 
    Alex seemed to realize it as well at the same time. He straightened suddenly and dropped her hand. “I mean, I’d be lost without you as my assistant. Nobody can do what you do. I’d never be able to hire someone else because they don’t exist. You’re like part superwoman or something.” He grinned, but it looked forced. 
 
    Maybe Mark had been right about his brother's feelings after all. But thinking about Mark reminded her why they were there. "What’re you planning to do about your family?" 
 
    He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as if he suddenly had a bad headache. "I'll go to see them," he said finally.  
 
    “You will?” She couldn’t hide the relief in her voice. 
 
    "But only if you come with me.” He shocked her with his words. “You’re the only person I trust with this information. We can continue to work and make sure the company runs smoothly." 
 
    He had somehow managed to turn this personal trip into something business related. She understood his reasoning, but was unsure if she could keep her feelings just business. However, he needed her. It terrified and exhilarated her at the same time. She would never understand why he had so much faith in her. "Okay." Jamie nodded slowly. "I'll go. Mark said they still were at the same address an—” 
 
    "I know the place." Alex reached for his beer and finished it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    They drove home in silence. As they pulled into the long drive to Alex’s house, he began to talk. “If you are uncomfortable coming…” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I can get things sorted in the office tomorrow, clear your schedule, and make sure there is a temp to cover for Gina if she’s still stick.” She pulled her phone out and saw she had missed a call from Nicholas and a message from Gina. “Looks like Gina’s back in business.”  
 
    “Good.” He pulled his car into the garage. “Are you sure you’re okay to come?” He turned the ignition off and turned to face her. 
 
    She hesitated, unsure if he was having second thoughts about inviting her along. Maybe it had been heat of the moment and now, having a chance to think about it, he probably wasn’t sure he wanted her around his family. He might be embarrassed. “It’s up to you, Alex. I can come with you or I can stay here and manage the office.” She bit her lip, hoping her reply would let him decide what he wanted and not force her to make the decision. 
 
    Alex opened his car door and got out. “Fine. I’ll let you know in the morning.” He walked toward the door leading to his house as Jamie got out. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Jamie. Thanks.” He disappeared behind the door, letting it automatically shut behind him. 
 
    Jamie stood in the garage alone and finally moved when the automatic garage door opener light shut off. She moved quickly then, feeling awkward. She headed out the side door and walked around to her suite. The sun had set and the automatic lights blinked on as she passed them. The night sky already had stars sprinkling across it like sparkly dust. She didn’t know what to think or how to stop her brain from thinking about Alex.  
 
    Maybe it would be better if she didn’t go. She was trying so hard to keep her heart out of her job, but her feelings kept jumping back in. She wanted Alex to see his family, to be able to say good-bye to his father, however, did she really need to be there? At times it felt like Alex was pulling her towards him and then it felt like he was pushing her away. He made it clear that he needed her as his PA, nothing more. He’d just gone away with some woman for shit’s sake! He didn’t want her in his bed. She’d keep everything professional. If he wanted her to come to—where were they going, anyway? She kicked a small stone on the sidewalk. If he needed her to come along, it would be completely business related. Nothing more. There would be no personal interruption on her part. She could keep it all professional. Again. 
 
    She unlocked her apartment door and slapped her forehead when she stepped inside. Shit! She was going to have to ask him for a ride into work tomorrow. She had left with him and her car was still in the parking garage at work. Again. 
 
    Her phone vibrated in her jacket pocket. She pulled it out and saw Nicholas’ name on the screen. “Not now,” she muttered, tempted to send her phone to call-answer. Instead, she shrugged out of her jacket as she swiped her phone. “Hey Nicholas.” She needed to tell him she wasn’t interested in dating. At least not now. 
 
    "Hello, Jamie," Nicholas replied, sounding cheerful. Jamie's stomach churned. Either she would lead him on or totally spoil his good mood. Then Nicholas surprised her. He cleared his throat. "You probably think I'm about to ask you to dinner, but I'm actually calling to give you an out." 
 
    "An out?" 
 
    “Yeah, you see, on my way home from work, I went to stop at my favorite watering hole for a drink. It’s a local dive. Great chicken wings.” He hesitated, as if waiting for her to say something. Jamie didn’t know what to say. “I noticed Mr. Alex Reid in the corner, by the moose. You were there. It looked like a pretty intense conversation, you didn’t even notice me.” 
 
    Jamie groaned. "It's not what you think," she said. "He's my boss. We were just having a quick business meeting. Nothing more." Lame. Real lame, Jamie. 
 
    "You don't have to explain yourself, Jamie," Nicholas said. "It really isn't any of my business. Whatever the meeting was about, I saw the way you looked at him and I know you’re not available for dinner." Jamie was silent, too embarrassed to say anything. Nicholas chuckled kindly. "Listen, no hard feelings, okay? I'm still happy to meet you for dinner if you want." 
 
    He wasn’t going to let her off that easy, was he? She was passing up on a real sweetie. Alex had mentioned Nicholas wasn’t poor and he didn’t trust the guy. He couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    "Alex and I aren’t dating."  
 
    “Yet.” He chuckled. “Don’t let him be an idiot and screw it up. Look, I’ve got to go. Keep my number, if things change.” 
 
    “I will. Sure. Thanks. Uh, see ya?” She knew she sounded like an idiot, but she didn’t know what else to say. After she hung up, Jamie threw herself down on her bed. Nicholas was right. She couldn't deny she had feelings for Alex that were far from professional, regardless of what his own feelings were. She was fooling herself if she thought she could keep it professional. It wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    She wanted to scream in her pillow.  
 
    Damn it! First, she fell in love with the boss' son and let that crash and burn. And now she was in love with her boss.  
 
    Her phone vibrated against her hand. She lifted it up to check who was calling. 
 
    It was a text from Alex: Flight booked. We leave at noon.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Even under the circumstances, Jamie couldn’t help but be excited about travelling first class. The seats were huge! People looked at you with envy as they headed into the sardine can behind them. They were the only two in first class. The stewardess kept coming by offering a beverage and Alex, looking like he could really use one, politely said no.  
 
    They had barely spoken at the office. Jamie had woken early, went for a workout on the treadmill and then packed her suitcase. She had been about to call for a taxi when Alex knocked on her door and said he was heading into work if she wanted a lift. She hadn’t argued and that was the last time they spoke, until he told her it was time to head to the airport. Incredibly awkward. She hated it. 
 
    “You still planning on going to the wedding?” Alex asked suddenly.  
 
    Jamie looked over at him from the book she held, but hadn’t been reading. “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I was kind of waiting to see if she would call me.” She set the book down. “She’d been calling and messaging me five to twenty times a day. Now it’s stopped completely. It feels weird.” 
 
    “You should go. It might be good to give her a good dose of feeling small,” Alex said, his face revealing nothing. “You look good. You’ve lost weight. You’re confident. You’ve got one hell of a job to brag about.” He winked at her. “You show up looking incredibly gorgeous and she’ll wish you were still her maid of honor, instead of whatever bony, bitter friend she chose.” 
 
    Jamie laughed. “That’s okay. I’m not into paybacks.” She smiled, glad he was talking to her again. “I don’t think I’ll have fun. Besides, she thinks bony is great.” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s another way to get back at her, then.” He tapped his finger against the leather arm of his chair. “You need a date. Someone to blow her mind, and everyone else’s. I should take you! Stephen told me, after I hired you, that Christine went on about how you were going to have the hots for me and would never stand a chance. I’d never be interested in a girl like you.” 
 
    Jamie flushed. “He told you that?”  
 
    “Multiple times. I’ve had way too many run-ins with your family than I care to count. I can’t stand mine, but yours… they’re crazy.” He chuckled. “She would hate it if we showed up together, I’m sure.” He held his hand up. “You’re coming along on this trip for me. Let me make it even, and help you with that.” 
 
    Her stomach dropped. He wasn’t offering to go because he wanted to, he was doing it to keep things fair. “You wouldn’t want to go to this wedding. You don’t even like the bride and groom.” 
 
    “No, but this is business.” Alex smiled grimly. “And I want to make Stephen realize he picked the wrong sister to mess with.” 
 
    Jamie shivered. Only Alex would consider a threat a business arrangement. “Trying to get back at Christine seems like way too much effort. I’d rather just let everything go and carry on with my life.” 
 
    “The decision is yours to make. Just know that the offer is there if you want to.” He straightened in his seat as the fasten seat belt sign lit up. “I don’t like owing people favors, but I always pay up.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment and then sighed. “It’s okay. You don’t owe me anything. I’m happy to help you out with this.” As a friend. 
 
    “Sorry I made you miss your date with Nicholas.” He cleared his throat. “I saw it in your schedule… our calendars are connected.” He looked away suddenly. 
 
    Jamie arched her eyebrow. “It’s okay,” she said. “The date got called off anyway. Nick saw us at that bar last night. I tried to explain but he…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, I guess.” 
 
    Alex winced and a look of regret passed over his face. “I’m sorry. I’ll talk to him when we get back and explain.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Jamie rested her head against the leather head cushion. “After thinking about it, I didn’t really want to go on the date after all. I’m not that attracted to him.” Had she said the last part out loud? Shit! 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” Dammit! 
 
    Alex grinned. “Good.” He instantly composed himself. “I mean, good to know. I don’t have to feel bad for ruining your plans.” 
 
    Jamie fought the urge to laugh. She almost never saw Alex lose his facade like he did right then. She would be an idiot to not enjoy the moment. She settled back to wait for the plane to land. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their destination was Philadelphia. Alex had grown up in the suburbs just outside the city in a middle-class neighborhood. “I can’t believe they haven’t moved,” Alex murmured as a limo took them to their hotel. “I’m a billionaire for shit’s sake. Just because I don’t want to spend time with them doesn’t mean I wouldn’t give them money.” 
 
    Jamie said nothing. She wondered if he’d ever offered, or was he embarrassed they hadn’t moved. Before she started working for him, she had Googled his name and found nothing on the Internet about his family. She had assumed back then that his money bought privacy. It could buy everything else, so why not? 
 
    Alex had reservations in a penthouse suite at The Rittenhouse Hotel. There were two bedrooms, but the thought of sleeping so close to Alex sent a thrill through Jamie. She set her bags down in her room and unpacked. The place was ridiculously lavish.  
 
    She walked around, viewing the expensive details and furniture. When she went into the large connecting parlor between the bedrooms, she found Alex on the couch, his head in his hands.  
 
    “I don’t know if we should do this.” He looked up, the fear evident in his eyes. He looked like a teenage boy, lost and afraid.  
 
    “You’ve come all this way,” Jamie murmured quietly, yearning to reach out and wrap her arms around him. She hugged herself instead. “You can do this.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “He’s your father and he’s dying. If you don’t, you’re going to regret it for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Alex nodded and stood. “Let’s get this over with then.” He straightened his tie and as he slipped his jacket on, his face grew unreadable again. 
 
    It tore Jamie to bits. She knew what he was feeling inside and wished she could take it away. She also knew she shouldn’t be here. This was going to ruin any chance of her ever having a relationship with anyone else ever again. 
 
    You didn’t fall for Alex Reid and pick up the pieces to move on. You left them scattered in the wind, your heart shattered and broken for the rest of your life.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The limo sat waiting outside when they stepped out of the Rittenhouse. Alex directed the driver to take them directly to the hospital. The ride grew long and silent. Alex kept his head down, texting on his phone and going through his messages. Jamie, on the other hand, stared out the window growing more and more nervous as the seconds ticked by. Images of Alex yelling at Mark, or freaking out beside his father’s bed flashed through her mind. What if this was a huge mistake? He would blame her if things went sour. She wouldn’t blame him, she was the one who pressured him to open the door to the past and go see his family. She crossed her fingers and hoped for the best. Deep down she knew this was the right thing to do and Alex needed this as much as his family did. Nerves were letting her worry. She bit her lip and continued to stare out the window as they pulled up to one of the entrances of the concrete, grey-stoned hospital. Ironically, clouds had filled the sky and it looked ready to rain.   
 
    Alex went to reception and asked for his father’s room. In the elevator, Alex reached for her hand and slipped his fingers between hers. He said nothing and neither did she. The lift's door opened, and Jamie saw Mark pacing in a waiting room on his father’s floor. He froze when he saw them. 
 
    Alex hesitated on the elevator, squeezing Jamie’s hand so hard it hurt. She made no attempt to pull away. 
 
    The two brothers stared at each other without speaking or moving. Jamie finally stepped forward, afraid the elevator door would shut and take them back down to the main floor. 
 
    “Hey, brother.” Mark spoke first and cleared his throat. He nodded at Jamie. “Hi Jamie. Nice to see you.”  
 
    “Mark.” That single word, full of emotion, and yet hard as stone. 
 
    “Dad’s waiting for you.” Mark stuffed his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “He can only have one visitor at a time. It’s 203.” 
 
    “I know the room.” Alex’s voice was stiff, hard as steel. He dropped Jamie’s hand like it burned him and headed down the hall, leaving Jamie alone with Mark.  
 
    Jamie sat down in one of the waiting room seats. She blew a long breath out of her mouth. The tension in the room could be cut with a knife, it was that thick. She’d heard that term before but never fully understood it until that moment. 
 
    “Thank you for getting him here,” Mark said as he sat down beside her.  
 
    Jamie nodded. She didn’t know what to say. Part of her was angry at the teenage Mark for not sticking up for his brother. 
 
    He watched her intently for a moment. “So, he told you about everything, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said finally. “It’s quite a story.” 
 
    “I’m glad he swallowed his pride and came. It wasn’t right for him to ignore Dad all these years, but at least he’s pulling through in the end.” 
 
    Jamie frowned. “That’s what you think? That this is Alex’s fault?” 
 
    Mark looked at her in surprise. 
 
    Jamie ignored the look. “If your father really wanted him around, then why didn’t he come and apologize? For a father who spent time in the military, why the hell did he play favorites? You’re the good son, right? Can do no wrong?” 
 
    Mark’s brows furrowed together. “What the hell are you talking about? There wasn’t any favoritism!” 
 
    Jamie glared at him. Of course he wouldn’t see it as favoritism. Her sister would react the same way. They were blind to the mistreatment. “Alex told me everything. I honestly don’t blame him for staying away when your father was so awful to him.” She shook her head, disgusted. “His own father! Testifying against his son at the trial.” 
 
    “Because Alex deserved it!” Mark’s voice rose. “He nearly killed a kid!” 
 
    “He fought someone his own age to protect an innocent girl! Regardless, your father shouldn’t have sided against him. You think he would’ve done the same if it was you?” 
 
    “Yes!” Mark shouted and then lowered his voice. “Because what Alex did was wrong! It wasn’t noble like he wants you to believe!” Mark shook his head, staring at her with angry, dark eyes. “You know what? You should stay out of our family business.” 
 
    “Why? Because you and your father have spent so many years believing the tale you’ve told you can’t see it any other way? You can’t admit that maybe you were wrong? Too proud to apologize super-boy?” She stood, annoyed she had thought he was a sweet person. He played the part to use her to get Alex here.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” He seized her arm and clasped it painfully.  
 
    Suddenly, Alex appeared out of nowhere. He grabbed Mark by the collar, his eyes blazing as he threw him against the wall. He was in Mark’s face instantly. “Don’t ever touch her again,” he hissed, his voice deadly quiet. “Or I’ll kill you, I fuckin’ swear it.” 
 
    Jamie glanced up to see the nurses at the nurse’s station stand up. One lifted a phone, probably to call security. “Alex, Mark, both of you, calm down.” She reached for their arms and tried to pull them apart. Mark shook her off with a snarl, which angered Alex even more.  
 
    “Alex? Mark?”  
 
    “What?” both men shouted at an older, pale-faced nurse.  
 
    “Your father doesn’t have much time,” she said quietly. “He asked to see both of you.” She looked at them sternly. “I suggest you behave yourselves for a few minutes.” 
 
    Mark took a deep breath and stepped away from his brother to follow the nurse.  
 
    Alex grabbed Jamie’s hand and pulled her with him. Jamie let out a shaky breath. Tempers were running high and this didn’t look like it was going to be the happy family reunion she had hoped for.  
 
    Alex’s father looked incredibly frail, but his eyes, the same bright blue as Alex and Mark’s, were still alert, just like his sons’. He stared tiredly at both of his sons and then slowly wandered over to Jamie. He managed a smile, but even that simple move seemed to exhaust him. “You must be Jamie,” he wheezed. “I’ve heard so much about you from… both of them.”  
 
    “Dad, rest,” Mark said. “Don’t strain yourself.” He moved forward and reached for his father’s hand. 
 
    “It’s too late for that, son.” He waved his hand away. “I don’t have much time now. But I needed both of you here.” He breathed shallowly as he gathered his strength. “I made my peace with Alex. But I need both of you to promise me now that any issues with me won’t stop the two of you from having a relationship in the future.” 
 
    The brothers glared at each other and for a second Jamie was sure they were going to start arguing.  
 
    “Promise.” Their father’s voice was so faint that it was barely audible. “Please.” 
 
    “Fine,” Alex said. At the same time Mark said, “I’ll try.”  
 
    “Good.” The man closed his eyes, his breathing erratic. “I’m tired now.” 
 
    “Dad…” Mark whispered. “Wait.” 
 
    The nurse stepped forward. “How about we let your dad rest now?” 
 
    Mark nodded and headed out of the room with the nurse. 
 
    “Dad?” Alex leaned close to his dad’s ear. “I—I’m sorry. For everything.” 
 
    His dad smiled weakly, the effects of the drugs and cancer taking its toll. “You’ve nothing to apologize for. You turned out better than I ever could have imagined.” 
 
    Alex sharply sucked in his breath and a tear ran down his face. Jamie touched his arm and he pulled her close to him, his shoulders shaking.  
 
    They sat at the hospital in the room with his father, not talking, but holding hands and watching the monitor and his father’s shallow breathing. The doctor had explained that his father would slip into a coma now and probably not wake again. Alex nodded and asked a few questions. He had gone to the nurse’s station to make sure the medical bills and everything were covered as well. Mark came in sporadically and returned later in the evening with his wife. They made brief introductions and sat silently.  
 
    Alex pulled Jamie out into the hall to go for a walk while Mark and his wife stayed with his father. “My father gave me a letter,” he said as they walked down the stairs to the main floor to grab a coffee. He stopped on the second to last step. They were alone in the stairwell. “My mother passed away a little over ten years ago,” his voice cracked as he spoke. “That’s the last time I saw them. I swore I’d never come back.” He covered his face with his hands. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and held him as he cried. She let her own tears fall silently down her own face. She wished she could take his pain.  
 
    Finally, Alex inhaled a long breath and stepped back. He wiped his face and smiled sadly at her. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” She used the back of her hand to erase her own tears. “It sucks. I get it.” 
 
    “Yeah. It sucks.” He frowned and reached for his phone in his pocket. He checked the messages. “It’s over.” He turned and headed back up the stairs to his father’s room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to stay here tonight?” Jamie asked. They were back at the hotel suite despite Mark’s half-effort invitation to join him at their childhood home.  
 
    “I’m sure.” Alex sat on the couch, his voice scratchy from crying. He was turning the envelope from his father over and over in his hands.  
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” The bar in the room was stocked. 
 
    Alex shook his head and motioned for her to sit by him. He pulled her close when she sat down and rested his head on her shoulder. “All I need right now is you.” 
 
    Jamie stroked his hair. “What did the letter say?” she asked gently. 
 
    “Everything.” He let out a shaky sigh. “He tried to apologize and explain everything. He was sorry things had turned out as they had. He pushed me too hard and wished he hadn’t, but he also said he was glad he did. He worried I had turned down a dark path I couldn’t leave. He thought pushing me hard would motivate more. He said his father had done the same to him. That’s why he joined the Navy and then moved up the ranks so fast.” His breath hitched, but he continued. “He agreed to testify against me so they wouldn’t try me as an adult. If they tried me as a minor, then my records would be sealed when I turned eighteen, and I could have a fresh start. Everything he did, he did for me, and I had no idea. And I ignored him.” Fresh tears burned Jamie’s shoulder.  
 
    “You had no way of knowing,” Jamie said. “You made your peace with him. It’s okay.” 
 
    Alex shook his head. “It’s not okay,” he moaned. “I could’ve had more time with him if I really tried, but I…” He groaned and sat up, burying his face in his hands. “Again, this is all my fault.” 
 
    She lifted his chin and forced him to look at her. “You can’t change the past, Alex. All you can do is help the present and the future. And the best way to do that is to get back in touch with your family. Re-establish your relationship with your brother.” 
 
    “I’m going to try. For my father.” Alex pressed his lips tightly. “You can be damn well sure of that.”  
 
    It was after three o’clock. Neither of them went to bed. They stayed sitting on the couch, waiting for the sun to rise. Alex put his arm over the back of the couch and Jamie settled in against his shoulder. Slowly she drifted off, listening to the strong, steady beat of Alex’s heart.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve already made arrangements with the crematorium,” Mark said stubbornly. “It’s all taken care of.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Nope. There’s a brief ceremony in a couple days at Spurr’s Funeral Home. Dad wanted closed casket. He’s going to be buried beside Mom.” 
 
    Alex nodded. He wore a golf shirt and dark blue jeans. He looked the rich businessman even without a suit. Mark, on the other hand, wore jeans and an old Queen t-shirt. They looked the same and so opposite at the same time.  
 
    Alex’s handsome face was pale and the dark circles were still in place from the night of restless minimal sleep. Jamie resisted the urge to put a comforting hand on his arm and instead tried to look busy with rearranging his work schedule so he could stay for a couple more days. However, she had actually sorted things an hour ago and really had nothing more to do than eavesdrop and field angry text messages from her family. They’d magically come out of the woodwork to complain that she wasn’t helping Christine anymore. Mainly her mother… and Christine. Jamie chose to ignore them for now. 
 
    “I’d like to pay for the funeral and burial,” Alex offered. “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “He never wanted a dime of your money before,” Mark snapped. “What makes you think I’d want it now?” 
 
    “I never said you did,” Alex said. There wasn’t any anger in his voice, just resignation. It was going to be a long time before the two brothers reconciled their differences, but at least Alex was trying to be civil. “It’s only fair since you made all of the arrangements.” 
 
    Mark hesitated and when his wife purposely coughed loudly, he rolled his eyes. “Fine. You can pay for half. Dad already had most of this taken care of when Mom died. Not that you’d remember,” he mumbled. He grabbed a beer out of the fridge. “Oh, and Dad wanted you to say the eulogy at the funeral.” 
 
    Jamie’s head popped up the same time Alex said, “What?!” 
 
    “His words, not mine.” Mark smirked and clapped Alex on the back. “It’s all yours, man.” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken to him in… what the hell am I supposed to say?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll think of something.” Mark’s tone sounded gruff, like he couldn’t quite muster sympathy. Jamie knew he was trying to stay civil as well, though. He had greeted them kindly when they came that morning and offered them coffee and breakfast. He clearly had a rough night as well and the strain from the past twenty-four hours was showing.  
 
    Alex rubbed his forehead. “Okay.” He sighed. “I’ll do the eulogy.” 
 
    “Good.” Mark moved around the small kitchen toward the back door. “I don’t know about you, but I need a break. I’m going to go and take a quick nap and then make the rest of the phone calls.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “If there’s anything you need me to do…” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that myself. If you get bored, there’s TV in the living room and there’s a bookshelf in Dad’s study. Feel free to help yourself to anything in the kitchen. We’ll be putting this place up for sale in the next few weeks, after the will’s read.” 
 
    “All right,” Alex said, forcing a smile. “We can stay here if anyone calls or shows up.” Flowers had already been delivered several times from local florists. “Jamie and I will be able to keep ourselves occupied for some time.” 
 
    Mark nodded before leaving with his wife. Alex waited until he was gone before he turned to Jamie. “I’m going to go for a drive.” 
 
    “You don’t have a car here.” Jamie wasn’t sure it was a good idea. He looked like he was about to fall over. 
 
    Alex opened a small wooden box hanging by the door and pulled out a set of keys. “Nothing ever changes here,” he muttered. 
 
    “Do you want me to come?” 
 
    “You do whatever you want.” He stepped outside, and then swore loudly. His head popped through the screen door a second later. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” She felt bad for him and knew whatever anger or frustration came out, it wasn’t because of anything she’d done. She’d be as patient as he needed. 
 
    “Want to come?” 
 
    She nodded and followed him out to the garage. Inside was an old F150 pickup truck. It had aged but the thing was in immaculate shape. Like the neatness inside the house. Navy neat. Soldier perfect. 
 
    Alex sat for a moment and stared straight ahead before he sighed deeply and started the truck. It came to life immediately and he pulled it out of the garage.  
 
    Jamie glanced up at the sky, which was covered in a heavy covering of dark clouds. “Are you sure you want to go for a drive?” 
 
    “Yes.” He slammed the garage door opener harder than he needed to shut the door. “I need to get out and clear my head. I can’t stay in that house staring at those same bloody walls. I feel like I’m in high school again.” 
 
    “It looks like it’s going to storm.” 
 
    He glanced at the clouds and shrugged. “It’s just rain.”  
 
    Jamie buckled up and stayed silent. The clouds looked dark and mean. It was going to do more than rain. At least she was with him if he had to stop. 
 
    They drove for fifteen minutes without talking. The farther they got from his family house, the more Alex relaxed. His expression didn’t change and he didn’t say anything, but Jamie could see some of the frown lines ease and his shoulders fall back into a more comfortable position. The rain started to fall and as they went on it grew heavier. Thunder rumbled loudly above and the lightning in the distance seemed to be trying to point a finger at them.  
 
    The rain turned into a torrential downpour. Jamie couldn’t see if they were still in the suburbs through the rain, much less ten feet in front of her. “Pull over,” she said. 
 
    Alex snorted but complied. He pulled onto the shoulder just under an overpass bridge. The wind that had come up threw rain in their direction but at least it wasn’t pounding as heavily as if they were parked directly in it. Not a car or animal was anywhere in sight. They all knew better than to chance weather like this. 
 
    He let the car idle and shoved it into park before turning to face her. Wordlessly, he reached out and pulled her to him. She undid her seat belt and slid over. She hated seeing him look so lost. She squeezed his hand. “What can I do to help?”  
 
    “This.” He pulled her into his lap and kissed her hard.  
 
    Instant heat rushed through her at his touch. She kissed him back and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her skirt slid up as she straddled him. The truck had the perfect space between Alex and the steering wheel. He reached out to cup her ass, his hands pulling her skirt up higher. Jamie grated her hips against his thighs, her body having a mind of its own.  
 
    “Just keep me from thinking for a while,” he murmured as his lips traveled to her neck.  
 
    She could do that. Jamie reached down and started to unbutton his shirt. She arched her back slightly so she could see his body.  
 
    He groaned when her hand touched his bare chest. “You’re so fucking sexy,” he whispered. 
 
    Jamie gasped as his hand slid along her hipbone, over her skirt and then slipped inside it and rubbed his fingers over her thin panties. She responded by rubbing one of his nipples between her thumb and finger as she unbuttoned his pants with the other hand. Lust took over as heat coursed through her body and she grew wet from his touch. Her hair fell in her face as she leaned forward to taste the delicious tender part of his earlobe. She nipped gently at it, her breath coming out hot against his skin and warming her face.  
 
    Alex gasped. “How are you so good at this?” 
 
    Jamie didn’t respond. She couldn’t. One, because she didn’t know. Two, because she didn’t give a shit why at this moment. She could only think of one thing. Him inside of her. Instead, she grabbed hold of his cock and rubbed it as she went to kiss him and taste his tongue against hers. He groaned again and rubbed her breasts before unbuttoning her shirt, and in one motion undoing the front clip of her bra and catching her breasts with both hands as they fell free. Jamie cried out when his hand stopped its rubbing motion against her wet panties to touch her breast.  
 
    Alex blinked, coming partially out of his aroused daze. He looked at her with barely controlled hunger. “Did I hurt you?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    Jamie smiled at him with a confidence she didn’t know she possessed. “Hell no!” She bit into her lip as she lifted her hips and tried to force his cock against her panties. “Don’t stop. Please.” Her eyes closed as his tip pressed against her, sending a tremor through her that nearly sent her over the edge. 
 
    His mouth crushed hers and he reached down to move the seat back. “On your back,” he hissed, and in one motion he twisted and pushed her down on the truck seat. 
 
    His hand still cupped one of her breasts as she fell back, his fingers pinching her nipple hard. The pain brought a new wave of passion and she moaned at the pleasure. Alex was on top of her, kissing her jaw, her neck and then her breasts. Shivers raced up and down Jamie’s spine as he took one of her nipples in his mouth. He licked it and pleasure shot through her entire body. Alex groaned and bit the nipple while the palm of his hand trailed down her stomach. 
 
    He jerked her skirt up higher and reached into her panties to touch her bare pussy.  
 
    Jamie clenched her teeth together to stop herself from screaming out when his hand made contact. Alex smiled against her breast as he continued to suck it and rub her clit. Jamie’s hips bucked as pleasure spread through her like electricity. She could barely think let alone do anything else. She gripped his shoulder as he sank two fingers into her folds and started thrusting gently. “I can’t hold out any longer,” she burst out. “Please. Fuck me, Alex. Fuck me.” 
 
    He growled and then removed his hand from inside her panties.  
 
    The pleasure building in her slowly deflated. His mouth left her breast and he stared at her with his smoldering blue eyes. 
 
    “Not yet,” he teased. “You’ll need to beg harder than that.”  
 
    “Please,” she whispered.   
 
    He grabbed a hold of her panties and the sound of them ripping sent another ripple of pleasure and desire through her. His eyes trailed down her body as he ripped the other side and pulled the tattered remains off her. His hands gripped the sides of her hips and he lifted her so her head rested against the passenger door.  
 
    Jamie sighed in anticipation as she realized what he planned to do.  
 
    Alex lowered his head to her pussy and licked it. She almost screamed as his tongue began to explore her. Her hips lifted and he gripped them tighter to hold them still. “Don’t move.” He trailed kisses down one of her inner thighs and then moved up to torment the other one. He seemed to enjoy her sighs and quivering body because he continued the sweet torture by moving back up to her pussy.  
 
    “Alex,” she groaned. “Please.” 
 
    “Please what?” Alex said, biting into her hip. 
 
    “Please fuck me.” 
 
    He smiled, cocky and sure of himself. “No. Not yet. I want to taste you.” He dropped his head and his tongue found her clit and began to stroke it. Jamie’s back arched as she tried to get him inside of her. He slid two fingers into her as his tongue continued its sensual torture. 
 
    She came, exploding against his mouth and crying out as every muscle clenched and sent ripples of pleasure through her. It didn’t sate her the way her mind had wanted it to. “Please, Alex.” She lifted her head and watched him continue to lap her up. “If you don’t fuck me now, I’m going to fucking kill you!” 
 
    Alex lifted his head, an eyebrow raised in surprise. He slid up against her slowly so his shirt, belt, and pants all brushed up against her nub and teased her. He pulled down his pants and boxers in one swift movement, freeing his rock hard rock. He rubbed it against the inside of her thigh. 
 
    Jamie shivered, loving how exposed she felt. She watched in fascination as he slid into her and then slowly out. She wanted to close her eyes and take him all in but the look on his face stopped her. It was complete desire, lust, and something else she was too scared and unfamiliar with to identify.  
 
    Alex lowered himself so his forehead rested against Jamie’s and he braced himself on his arms, trapping Jamie under him. He buried himself in her again in one smooth stroke. He smothered her cries with his lips, kissing her as mercilessly as he thrust.  
 
    Pressure built inside of her and finally she couldn’t hold it back anymore. Her hips bucked and she came hard. Again. The force of it left her quivering and whimpering in Alex’s arms, which pushed him over the edge. His own hips rocked as he came with her. He collapsed on top of her, his head buried in her neck. 
 
    The raging storm outside had nothing against the one inside the cab of the truck.  
 
    Slowly, Alex pulled out of her, shivering and moaning as he did so. “You are incredible.” He shuddered again as he rested his weight on his knees and pulled his boxers and pants back on. He reached for her hands and pulled her into a sitting position. Her bare bottom moved against the leather of the seat. He rearranged them so he was on his back and Jamie resting her head on his chest. Jamie pulled her skirt down over her bareness, feeling modest for a split second. Not toward Alex, but in case someone happened to knock on the fogged truck window to make sure they were okay inside. 
 
    Alex stroked her hair gently. He chuckled, the sound vibrating against his chest. “You have skills, girl.” 
 
    Jamie smiled and kissed his chest. “You’re not so bad yourself.” 
 
    He laughed again. “You’re incredible, Jamie. You’ve no idea just how unbelievable you are.” 
 
    She shivered and his arms tightened around her. “You cold?” 
 
    “A little,” she lied. But that wasn’t why she shivered. She shivered because of the rush of pleasure she felt when he complimented her.  
 
    Alex wriggled out of his shirt and draped it around her shoulders. “There,” he said. “Is that better?” 
 
    “Much,” said Jamie. Especially since she could now run her hands all over his arms and torso. She trailed her fingers over his bicep slowly and carefully, enjoying the hitch in his breath as she did so.  
 
    Alex kissed her forehead. “You are so beautiful, Jamie. Completely and utterly beautiful. You have one freakin’ hot body. Crazy hot!” He cupped her face with his hands. “I mean that.” 
 
    I don’t. Jamie sighed thinking back to her sex dream and how perfect her body had been in it. “I wish I could believe you.” 
 
    “You should,” he said. “It’s the truth.” He ran his fingers through his hair, the tousled look only making him more incredibly sexy. 
 
    This wouldn’t last. She had fallen hopelessly for him, but he was only looking for an outlet of distraction. They would return back to work and she would just be his PA again, and him her boss. She sighed. “You want to know something?” She entwined her fingers together and rested her chin on her hands so she could watch his expression. She rolled so her tummy pressed against his hard, flat one. 
 
    “What?” he whispered. 
 
    “I had a sex dream about you the other night.” 
 
    His cock hardened against her thigh as his eyebrows rose. He grinned sexily at her. “Really?” 
 
    “I came in my sleep,” she told him in a breathy whisper. “Twice.” 
 
    “P-Pardon?” His cock understood what she had said, he just wanted to hear the words again. 
 
    “You’ve got skills, boy,” she teased and winked at him. 
 
    He groaned and cupped her derriere. “Is dream me better than the real thing?” 
 
    She tilted her head and pretended to think about it. “I’m not sure… Do you think you could show me again so I can compare?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” he growled before his lips smothered hers and he took her again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The storm had long since passed when they headed back to Alex’s father’s house. They drove with the sound of a radio station playing country music quietly in the background. Jamie dozed in the passenger seat, pleasantly exhausted and spent. 
 
    When Alex stopped the car Jamie realized they were back at the house. She sat up and blinked as she looked around. 
 
    “Jamie…” Alex stared straight ahead, his hands playing with the keys. He’d opened the garage door, but hadn’t driven the truck inside. “I want to apologize for what happened.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.” Jamie reached out to touch his hand. “I was clearly a willing participant.” She grinned happily. “Both times.” 
 
    He moved his hands to the steering wheel, avoiding hers. “It can’t happen again.” Alex shook his head. “It didn’t mean anything. With everything going on, I needed a distraction. That’s all it was. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it in the first place.” He refused to look her in the eye. 
 
    His confession hit like a punch in the gut. She swore under her breath. She should have known! All she would ever be for him was a good time on the side, a nice distraction from work. He wasn’t capable of caring for someone beyond that. He had probably opened up to her more than anyone else, so she should feel a sense of accomplishment in getting that from him. She had thought there had been more to it than sex when he had taken her under the bridge. It’s just wishful thinking. Stupid thinking. “Of course.” She swallowed. “I-I’m glad you told me. I’m not looking for anything. It won’t happen again.” And she’d freakin’ told him about her dream! She wanted to die of embarrassment. 
 
    He looked at her with what she could only see as pity. “Jamie—” 
 
    “Don’t. It’s fine.” She opened the truck door. “The neighbors are going to start wondering why we’re just sitting in the driveway.” She forced a half smile before getting out, leaving Alex sitting in the cab, staring at her with longing and regret. 
 
    The look on his face hurt her more than his words. She knew he’d never be interested in her. She was just a distraction. No one else was available and she was more than a willing participant. She had acted like a freakin’ dog in heat. And then asked for more! 
 
    What the hell was she thinking? 
 
    How in the world was she going to get through the next few days? 
 
    Jamie hurried into the house, thankful the door was unlocked. She raced up the stairs and to the bathroom. When she came out, she could hear Alex moving about in the kitchen and the clink of a glass on the counter. She lingered in the hallway, not eager to head back down to try and make small talk with Alex. She noticed only one of the doors on the landing was fully closed.  
 
    Curious, she moved to it and tried the door. It wasn’t locked so she opened it and looked inside.   
 
    It was covered with family pictures and posters of rockstars and baseball players. Jamie recognized a young Alex and Mark with their parents. Mark looked every bit the golden boy, while Alex always had a mischievous look to him. As the kids got older, the darker streak in Alex became much more evident. There weren’t any family photos after Alex’s mid-teens, but there were a couple more with just his parents and Mark as they got older. Jamie swallowed. Even though it had all been for Alex’s own good, she could understand his bitterness well. The photos reminded her of her own family photos. After she started gaining weight, her mother and sister had encouraged her to take the photo much more than be in the photo, so that their firstborn daughter disappeared after her twelfth birthday in the family photo album.   
 
    She knew this was Alex’s old room. Mark’s room across the hall and beside the bathroom had suitcases spread all over the floor with clothes neatly stacked and sorted in them from his many stays to take care of his father. All the other rooms in the house had been updated into the 21st century, but Alex’s room was like a time capsule.  
 
    There was no sign of the powerful businessman she knew.  
 
    All she saw was just a regular teenager who liked rock music, sports, and video games. The desk was messy and cluttered, and looked like it was never used for its intended purpose. His closet drawers were shut haphazardly with a part of a shirt hanging out of one and a sock out of another, as if the teenaged Alex was going to walk back in and grab them for a quick change of clothes.  
 
    Jamie sat down on the bed and leaned back. Something crinkled underneath and she pulled out two magazines from under the pillow. One was a well-worn copy of Playboy and the other a worn copy of Business Insider, which looked like it had been stolen from the local library twenty years ago. She smiled. That was the Alex Reid she knew.  
 
    “Jamie?” 
 
    She jumped off the bed like she’d been doing something wrong when she heard Alex call her name as he moved up the stairs. The slightly ajar door burst open. 
 
    Alex slowly looked around the room before his eyes settled on her. His face told her nothing. He’d managed to mask every emotion and vulnerability. “Why are you in here?”  
 
    There was no accusation in his voice, and no emotion. If he acted mad, she could retaliate but this… this she didn’t know how to respond to. “I didn’t… I thought…” She sighed. “I was just curious.” 
 
    “It’s none of your business.” 
 
    She blushed at his bluntness. “You’re right. Sorry.” She moved to go back into the hall but Alex didn’t move from the doorway. 
 
    “I apologized for what happened. What else do you want me to say?” 
 
    That you want me! That I’m the best freakin’ thing that’s ever happened to you? “Nothing. It’s fine. Don’t read into this. I just wanted to see why the door was closed.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” He shook his head and closed his eyes a moment, the strain of earlier returning. He flicked his hand. “Forget I asked. It doesn’t matter. Look, I just got a call from one of the investors on the new business deal. He’s going to pull out.” 
 
    Jamie listened to Alex talk but in the back of her mind she already knew what he was doing. He wanted to push her away, get her out of the picture so he didn’t have to feel guilty or awkward every time he looked at her while burying his father. 
 
    “… I need you to head back and take care of things. I obviously can’t. I don’t want to lose this guy. He’s one of the reasons the deal’s going to take off. You need to convince him to stay with us.” He checked his watch. “I’ll get you on the next flight. It’ll give you enough time to head back to the hotel and pack your things and then jet to the airport. Gina’s already booking your flight and setting up a limo to pick you up at the airport.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Sorry to send you off, after… well, you understand how important this is. And this is why I hired you, after all. So you could take care of things when I’m unable to. I’ve got the funeral. I need to write the eulogy. I can’t go back.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” She didn’t miss the relief that showed in his face when she agreed. “Just let me grab my purse and then you can drive me back to the hotel.” She would need to shower and pack, however, part of her was more than eager at the opportunity to run away from him and avoid dealing with what had happened in the truck cab. 
 
    “Mark’s on his way back here. So I can’t leave.” He checked his Rolex watch. “I’ve called you a taxi. It should be here any minute.” As if on cue, a horn beeped outside the house. “That must be it.” 
 
    “You’ll be all right, with the funeral and everything?” She closed her eyes. Why should she even care?  
 
    “I’ll be fine. Thanks.” He moved to the side to let her head downstairs. “Thanks again for coming. It was greatly appreciated.” 
 
    “Glad I could be here for you.” She brushed past him and pressed her lips tight together. The lump in her throat killed but she refused to let any tears fall. At least, not until she was back home in her own bed. 
 
    She was furious at Alex for basically tossing her out the door. However, she couldn’t argue because she was frantically running away as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
     Jamie arrived back at her apartment below Alex’s house late into the night. Exhausted, she crawled into bed with her clothes on and made sure to set her alarm so she would wake up on time. She needed to get off the emotional rollercoaster she had been on.  
 
    Too tired to even think anymore, she fell asleep and decided to deal with life in the morning. Alex, her family, the shambles of her personal life, could all wait. Nothing was going to change in the night so worrying wouldn’t fix anything. Sleep would. 
 
    The morning didn’t bring any added comfort but she did feel better. She dressed and headed into the office early. Ready to tackle work and lose herself in it.  
 
    If Alex needed her, it would only be work related from now on. 
 
    She scoffed. How many times had she told herself that already? 
 
    Gina came in and told her the investor was in Alex’s office. 
 
    She nodded and grabbed her file on the table. “Thanks, Gina.” She headed into Alex’s office and looked up in surprise. “Nicholas?” 
 
    “Hey, Jamie,” Nicholas said, just as surprised as she was. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Alex—Mr. Reid asked me to speak with an investor who wasn’t sure he was interested in the project. I was just going over the file.” She glanced down again. “I didn’t realize it was you.” 
 
    He harrumphed. “Where’s Alex?” 
 
    “In…” She hesitated, unsure if she should mention Alex’s father. “Mr. Reid’s away. He asked me to talk to you. What’s going on?” 
 
    He grinned at her as she walked around and leaned against the edge of Alex’s large desk. “I’m having second thoughts… on my second thoughts now.” 
 
    She smiled. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Over lunch?” He glanced around. “Things not working out between you and Mr. Reid?” 
 
    She felt her cheeks burn but she ignored it. “I told you Nicholas, I work for Mr. Reid. That’s it.” 
 
    He smiled. “A beautiful woman like you, and Alex hasn’t put the moves on you? That seems impossible.” 
 
    Jamie stared at him, wondering if he knew. She doubted Alex would say anything. Maybe it was obvious on her. She held his gaze, refusing to give away anything. 
 
    “Damn! You must be really good at your job for him not to risk losing you.” 
 
    Jamie chose to ignore his comment. “I thought you wanted to talk about the investment, not Mr. Reid’s, or my, personal business.” She kept her voice pleasant but there was no mistaking her tone. 
 
    Nicholas tugged at his earlobe. “My apologies. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “How about we talk about why you are having second thoughts. Why the hesitation to invest the money?” 
 
    The conversation continued and Jamie kept it completely professional. Nicholas commented on her knowledge and apologized again and again for his comment about Alex and her. As they wrapped up, he tried again, “Jamie, I want to apologize again for my earlier comment. It was completely unprofessional and I am not the jealous type. I don’t know why I said what I said and I hope you can forget it or let it go.” 
 
    “It’s on the verge of sexual harassment, Nicholas.” She took a moment to gloat when his eyes grew big. 
 
    “I know. I know. It was stupid. I didn’t mean it against you. Alex just has a history…” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows and he stopped. “I’m going to give you a ‘by’ on this one Nicholas. One time only. You keep your name on the contract and when the deal makes you a few extra million, you remember I gave you a second chance.” She wasn’t sure why she was saying it, but she was using his mistake as a means to force him to not break his contract. Business at this level was lethal and by any means necessary she figured. 
 
    Nicholas chuckled and handed her a check. “You got it. But not because of what I said to cover my ass, but because you’re one smart businesswo—person. Alex is an idiot, but I’m not complaining.” He shook her hand. “The dinner offer still stands, if you’re interested in talking business or ever decide you want to look at running your own company one day. I can make that happen.” He smiled and headed out of the office whistling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex flew back to New York a week after his father’s funeral. He looked exhausted and it didn’t seem to take much to tick him off, but he also seemed lighter now, as if a huge burden had been lifted off his shoulders. He asked Jamie to schedule plans to see Mark for dinner in New York in about a month, and to book a few days off over the fourth of July weekend to head back home. He told her nothing else, kept it professional, and Jamie decided she needed to do the same. Her heart disagreed but she tried her best to ignore it. 
 
    The incident in the truck was never brought up, and the awkwardness between her and Alex was less apparent as the days progressed. In private, they addressed each other casually and were cordial. Jamie hated that she couldn’t dismiss the feeling of longing she felt for him. No one made her feel as good as he did. Ever.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Gina asked Jamie after work one day. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, yeah, I am.” Jamie smiled at her weakly. “Sorry, I spaced out for a second. What were you saying?” 
 
    Gina shook her head. “You’ve been spaced out for way more than a second. You’ve hardly touched your drink.” 
 
    Jamie looked at the margarita on the bar top and realized that while Gina had already drank most of hers, Jamie had only taken a few sips.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Gina’s brow furrowed. “Is this about your sister’s wedding? Christine and your mother keep calling the front desk and I just take the message and then toss it in the bin.” She grinned, and then grew serious and tilted her head as she stared at Jamie. “Did something happen with Alex in Philadelphia? You’ve seemed off ever since you guys got back.” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to address our boss by his first name,” Jamie said automatically.  
 
    Gina rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. It’s after work, we’re at a bar, not the office, and I’m not talking about our boss. I’m talking about the man you have had sizzling sexual tension with ever since you started working there.” 
 
    Jamie flushed. “I wouldn’t say anything was sizzling between the two of us.” 
 
    “Then you are fooling yourself. And so is Alex.” She polished off her drink and looked around the bar. 
 
    “Look, even if there was anything between us, he’s my boss. I love my job too much to risk anything.” She held her hand up to stop Gina. “Nothing happened between us. And no, nothing is bothering me.” 
 
    “You’re delusional if you think there’s nothing between the two of you.” 
 
    Jamie sighed. “It’s not Alex, okay? Things are actually fine between us. It’s my sister’s wedding that I’m worried about.” She did feel guilty about the wedding and had spoken to her mother. She promised her mother that she would be there and wouldn’t cause a scene. “I don’t want to go. But at the same time, she’s my sister, you know?” 
 
    Gina nodded sympathetically. “Normally, I’d say you should go because it’s good to have a relationship with family. But in your case, I don’t know. Your family has done nothing to support you—hell, they have even tried to sabotage you—so why should you support them? You have a tough decision. I do think you have to go if you want to continue having a relationship with them, though. Show them you are better than what they think you are.” 
 
    Jamie could imagine her life without her family. They would no longer make her feel bad about her body. Christine couldn’t insult her anymore, and she would no longer have to see Stephen. She wouldn’t have to constantly witness her mother favoring Christine over her or her father favoring work over her. But she would miss other times as well. The times she and Christine used to gossip about boys and watch romantic comedies. Trying a new recipe with her mother, only for them to realize halfway through that they forgot a really important step and had to start all over again. Attending Broadway plays with her dad. Things had gotten really messed up with the wedding and the conflict about Stephen, but it hadn’t always been that bad. At least, she didn’t think so. “I don’t know,” she said finally. She sighed. Hiding wasn’t going to fix anything. Nor was not talking to her family. Look what that had done to Alex’s. “It’s so complicated.” 
 
    Gina nodded. “Family always is,” she said and grabbed Jamie’s drink to take a sip. “Except your family’s more complicated than most.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie was still thinking about her family situation when she got home. To try and clear her head, she changed into her swimsuit and dove into the water. She swam a few laps in the cooler water and then turned onto her back to float and stared a few moments at the last colors of the sky as the sun sunk low. She closed her eyes while she gently steered herself in the water. She let the thoughts drift through her mind, not even trying to sort them. She had no idea what she was going to do yet and she was too tired to even try and sort everything out. Instead, she just needed to relax.  
 
    “Careful. You might swim into the wall.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes flew open to see Alex standing at the pool’s edge. He was also in his swimsuit, and awkwardly holding a towel. Alex standing there reminded her of the sex dream she had a while back. She blushed and flipped over to tread water. “Thanks,” she murmured. “I didn’t know you were going to use the pool.” She moved toward the edge. 
 
    He smiled back, though it looked slightly forced. Since his return things had been strained outside of work. They tended to avoid each other at the house unless it was business related. “You don’t have to leave. It’s fine.”  
 
    “You sure?” She hesitated, not sure what to do. If she left it would look like she was running away, and if she stayed, she’d have to talk. 
 
    He put the towel on the back of one of the deck chairs and dove in. Perfect dive, no splash, excellent entry. He gasped when his head popped up. “That’s cold,” he said.  
 
    Jamie giggled. It was like eighty degrees, not that cold. “Just move around a little bit. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    He started swimming in a circle around her and Jamie couldn’t help but notice how gorgeous his body was. The water glistened on his skin, reflecting off the last bits of sun and the lights that had slowly come on. It just showed off his muscles even more, making him look like a Greek god. It was impossible not to admire his physique. She had never seen him up close when he was swimming and she had to resist the urge to scrutinize him now. Her stupid dream kept sending images to her brain that were X-rated. 
 
    “Aren’t you just going to get cold by standing there?” he asked, smirking.  
 
    Jamie flushed, knowing she had been caught. She started swimming, cutting him off before turning onto her back. “Just thinking,” she mumbled, doing a backstroke across the pool. She snuck a glance back at him and was very satisfied to see him studying her in a similar way she had studied him. She turned around at the pool’s end and swam back toward him. “Now look who’s going to get cold.”  
 
    He smirked. “Just thinking.” He swam up to her and his smile slowly faded. “Is everything okay? You seemed distracted today during work.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’ll try to be more attentive.” Her response was automatic. She refused to discuss her feelings for him.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” he said and cleared his throat. “I know things have been a bit awkward since… my father’s passing. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page.” 
 
    Jamie sighed. There were pros and cons about being around your boss, and having the hots for him all the time was definitely one of the cons. It was also next to impossible to lie to him. “Just the usual stuff,” she said. “Family stuff.” 
 
    He nodded, his face unreadable. He swam away from her and did a few laps. She watched and then held her breath when he stopped and swam back by her. “Have you talked to them lately?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not since my fight with Christine. I’ve been fielding calls from them and they just leave voicemails telling me how horrible I am.” She scoffed. “Yet, somehow, I still miss them.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. “You know I get that.” 
 
    She shrugged. “My family’s really not that bad. I mean, I know it’s awkward my ex is marrying my sister, but that’s not the most uncommon thing in the world. It’s just,” she sighed and continued, “complicated.” 
 
    He nodded. “I think I know what you mean. I realized things at home were not as bad as they appeared. Stubbornness kind of screwed things up for my family, not just my pig-headedness, all of ours.” He shook his head, droplets of water hit Jamie’s arm and sent a shiver through her. “Are you planning to go to the wedding? That could help with making amends, maybe not the way I suggested to you on the plane…” He hesitated, as if remembering what happened in Philadelphia. He swallowed hard and adverted his eyes. 
 
    “I d-don’t know,” Jamie said, pushing past her feelings and making herself keep the conversation focussed on their families, not the two of them. “Part of me wants to go. But at the same time, I’m tired of being taken for granted and mistreated – even if it’s done unintentionally. If I show up, it feels like defeat, I guess. And then they will just continue taking me for granted.” 
 
    Alex nodded thoughtfully. “I’m not sure they will. You’ve changed a lot since you started working for me. Not just physically, but you’ve gone and stood in front of a group of snobby, strong-willed investors and held your ground. You’ve proved to me time and time again that you’re an asset to this company. I wouldn’t cross you, nor would I want you working against me.” He grinned. “You’re not ruthless, but you are incredibly smart. You know how to work with people and you know how to not take no for an answer.” He cleared his throat. “Thanks for getting Nick back on board by the way. I appreciate that.” 
 
    Jamie smiled. “You’re welcome.” She thought about Nicholas’ job offer and what Alex had just said about not wanting her to work against him. It made her feel good. “I’ll think about the wedding. I can’t avoid them forever. It won’t fix anything.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    She realized he must have thought she was insinuating he had done that. She shivered, partially from cold, partially from embarrassment. She began treading water again. But as she started to move her leg cramped and she slipped.  
 
    Alex’s arms were around her within moments, crushing her to his chest. Desire spread through her as she was forced to hug him.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked hoarsely.  
 
    She looked up at him and saw desire light in his eyes right before he crushed it. She tried to get a hold of her own desire as well. “Yeah,” she said, pushing back away from him. “Just slipped.” She forced her legs to start treading water on their own, even though her left calf threatened to cramp again. “Think I’m just getting cold. I’m going to head in.” She moved to the stairs and climbed out, feeling Alex’s eyes follow her every movement. She grabbed her towel and wrapped it tightly around her. “Thanks for letting me talk.” 
 
    Alex swallowed and nodded. The desire in his eyes and the way his tongue darted across his upper lip tore through her like fire. 
 
    She turned and hurried away. While she couldn’t deny the sexual tension, she wished he wouldn’t look at her like that. It made her feel beyond sexy. Something she had never felt empowered with and it made her unable to think about anything except the way it felt when he touched her, slipped inside of her and made her beg him to do it again.  
 
    She closed her eyes as she leaned against her door after she stepped inside her apartment. Having him close during the workday was barely manageable, but sleeping under him in his house and being in constant close proximity was driving her sexual desires into overload. Maybe it would be better if she moved. 
 
    Ugh. She shook her head, causing her wet hair to stick to the sides of her face. She grimaced as she peeled the strands off and then went into the bathroom to dry off. She wasn’t moving. She didn’t want to. She would get over Alex eventually. Right? 
 
      
 
    The next day, she got a voicemail from her father. She hadn’t heard from him at all, even though she had heard plenty from her mother and sister. She figured it was going to be him pleading with her to make up with them because he couldn’t stand to be around his wife when she was angry about something. She decided to listen to the voicemail anyway.  
 
    “Hi, honey,” her father said gruffly. He sounded strange. “I, uh, was wondering if you would want to meet for lunch sometime this week. My treat, of course. Don’t worry, I don’t want to badger you about any problems you might be having with Christine. I just think it would be nice to catch up. Call me back. I love you.” 
 
    Jamie listened to it three more times, stunned. Her father wanted to see her? Why? He hadn’t taken her out to lunch for no apparent reason since she was still in high school. He always saved lunch for business meetings, not for something as frivolous and unproductive as a family get together. She sat and stared at her phone and decided to call him back, sort of relieved when it went to voicemail. She listed off the days she was available for lunch before turning back to her computer screen and burying herself deep into work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They ended up having lunch on Friday. They met at an Italian restaurant down the street from Jamie’s work. Her father was already there, looking awkward and uncomfortable when he rose to give her a hug. She realized he didn’t have his cell phone on him.  
 
    He smiled at her. “Hello, sweetie. You look nice.” 
 
    She looked down. She was wearing a new blouse and a pair of black pants. She had dropped even more weight since the time Alex bought her clothes and had to pick up a few more outfits as well as a sewing kit to take in the clothes she already had. Size eight clothes were starting to fit loosely. “You look good, too.” She leaned in for a quick hug. “You ready to order?” 
 
    He nodded. “Don’t have much time?” 
 
    “Not as much as I’d like.” She smiled and ordered chicken Marsala, one of the most fattening dishes on the menu. Her dad ordered the same thing. She didn’t care about ordering the high-calorie food with her dad because he was the only family member who hadn’t actually given her any grief about her weight. Besides, he was breaking his diet as well.  
 
    “How have you been?” he asked.  
 
    “I’ve been okay.” Jamie eyed him suspiciously. “What’s going on, Dad? We’ve never had lunch together, so we can’t exactly pretend this is a normal thing.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” He sighed. “I’ve missed you, Jamie. I know I’m not that family oriented and haven’t been the best father, but I really do love you, and I want to try to make things right.” He forced a smile. “Besides, sometimes I think you’re the only sane relation I have.” He grimaced slightly. 
 
    Jamie smiled. “Thanks, Dad, that really means a lot to me.”  
 
    “You are a good kid. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” He smiled. “Now, tell me how you’ve been? How’s work? So proud of you with your new job.” 
 
    “It’s been good. Mr. Reid’s given me a pay raise. Apparently, I’m doing a great job.” She laughed, loving that she could brag to him and he wouldn’t take it as she was being conceited. She was proud. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”  
 
    “Yes, it’s amazing! I took charge of a meeting when he had to call out of work and I was able to get twice the amount of money from the investors than what he asked for. Ever since then I’ve been in charge of some more things and he’s given me a pay raise.” 
 
    “That is amazing,” he said, clearly impressed. “Tell me more.” 
 
    They talked about her work and her dad’s work. They avoided the subject of Jamie’s mom and sister completely, much to Jamie’s relief. At the end of lunch, Jamie walked her dad to his car and hugged him. “Thank you for lunch,” she said. “I’m glad you called.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he said, and he sounded very sincere, which gave Jamie hope for the future. “We should do this again. Maybe next week?” 
 
    Jamie nodded, unable to hold back her joy. “I would like that.” She grinned. “Definitely.” 
 
    He smiled. “Good. Now, I know neither one of us really want to talk about the unpleasantness at home, but… You know I will still think the world of you even if you don’t go to your sister’s wedding tomorrow?” He shook his head. “She’s completely stressed but that doesn’t mean she should be taking it out on you. Not to mention the history between you and Stephen—” He held up his hand. “I don’t mean about you, I mean about that prick.” He grimaced. “Personally, I wish she would just call the whole thing off. Stephen’s an asshole, but I’m apparently the only one in the family aside from you who can see past his good looks and little bit of money.” 
 
    Jamie laughed. “Honestly, his looks aren’t that good.” 
 
    He chuckled and then grew serious again. “I want you to know I’m proud of you, Jamie. Very proud. You’re everything I ever could have wanted in a daughter and more.” 
 
    Jamie swallowed but she could feel the tears rising up anyway. Please don’t break down. Don’t break down. She wrapped her arms around him in a hug to hide her tears and compose herself. “I love you, Dad,” she whispered.  
 
    “I love you, too,” he said as they broke apart. “Don’t marry an asshole like Stephen. Please don’t make me walk you down the aisle to a prick like that. I won’t do it.” 
 
    She burst out laughing and held up her hand. “I promise you.” 
 
    He looked at his watch and winced.  
 
    “You need to get back to work,” Jamie said. “Before you’re late.” 
 
    “Actually, I was late twenty minutes ago.” He smiled sheepishly.  
 
    “Dad! Why didn’t you tell me? We could have cut this short.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I have been too wrapped up in work. It’s about time I make some time for my family. They can handle me being late now and then.” 
 
    Jamie shook her head and then smiled. “Thanks for taking me out. I’ll see you next week. My treat next time.” 
 
    Her dad chuckled. “Then I’m definitely ordering dessert.” 
 
    After they parted company, Jamie managed to hold it together until she got into the elevator in her office building. Then she started to cry. She loved her family. She cried harder than she had in a long time. She didn’t even know that the elevator doors had opened until she felt someone’s strong arms around her, comforting her, rubbing her back and holding her close. She buried her head in the stranger’s chest, just thankful someone was willing to hold her. It felt good, even though she knew she would be embarrassed soon enough. 
 
    “Tell me what’s wrong,” Alex murmured. 
 
    Her head shot up in surprise. She stepped back quickly. “Sorry, I didn’t realize—”  
 
    Alex pressed the emergency stop button. “Tell me what’s wrong so I can make it better. Is it Stephen?” 
 
    She wiped her eyes. “Nothing’s wrong,” she said. “Everything is perfectly right.”  
 
    “Then why are you crying?” He handed her a handkerchief from his suit pocket. 
 
    She accepted it and blew her nose. “My father’s proud of me,” she said, and then started crying again. He pulled her even tighter to his body and she breathed in the scent of him. He smelled like pine. “He actually said he was proud of me today. We went out for lunch. He’s not mad at me at all.” 
 
    He smiled and rested his chin on the top of her head. “Good,” he murmured. “I’m glad.” 
 
    She hiccupped. “It was so out of the blue that he asked me out for lunch. I still can’t believe he did. And then he said that he was proud of me.” She felt the tears welling up again.  
 
    “How could he not be?” He smiled at her. 
 
    She inhaled a deep breath and stared down at her hands. “Thanks. Sorry about the crying. I don’t usually do that.” She went to hand him his expensive handkerchief back.  
 
    “Keep it.” He laughed and scrunched his nose. It made his face look adorably cute. 
 
    Jamie giggled and stuffed it in her pocket. “I’ll buy you a new one.” 
 
    “I think I can afford to lose one.” He chuckled, probably happy to see she wasn’t crying anymore and then pressed the emergency stop button again for them to go up.  
 
    Jamie bit her lip when she realized that they had been stopped for over twenty minutes. “Oh no,” she said. “We stopped the elevator for that long?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Alex said. “It’s my private elevator to my office. Only you and I use it, remember?” 
 
    She nodded and smiled. “Right,” she said. “Still, wouldn’t people notice?” 
 
    “Maybe, but it doesn’t matter,” Alex said. “We weren’t doing anything indecent, and even if we were, it would be none of their business.” He hesitated momentarily when he said indecent. 
 
    Jamie felt her cheeks warm. “I can’t exactly blame them for thinking that we are sleeping together. I mean, we have in the past.” 
 
    “Yes. But it is still none of their business.” Alex frowned. “Anything I, or you, do outside of the office doesn’t affect our professional lives. We still work together well.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you want to have a real relationship with me?” Jamie blurted out. Then she flushed. “Sorry,” she said. “You don’t have to answer that.” 
 
    His cheeks reddened. “No, it’s okay,” he said. “I haven’t been fair to you, Jamie. I know that. You deserve an explanation.” 
 
    Jamie stared at the floor. She really wished she hadn’t said anything. She didn’t think she wanted to know. She didn’t want to hear him say that she wasn’t worth his time.  
 
    “I don’t deserve you,” he said. “Truly. Jamie, I’ve never been in a real relationship. Not one that was equal or committed. Emotional attachments are complicated for me…” He shook his head. “You deserve better than that, Jamie. You deserve so much better than a workaholic who can’t do much more than provide material goods. And it’s been incredibly wrong of me to play with your heart like I have been, and there truly is no excuse for it.” She saw the regret in his eyes as well as the longing and anguish. “You deserve someone who can actually take care of you.” 
 
    The elevator opened and Alex quickly turned and walked out before she could even say anything. She wanted to tell him he was wrong. He had done so much more for her than anyone else had and he sure as hell wasn’t a bad guy. She went to her desk, uncertain. It was so obvious to her that everything he had just said simply wasn’t true. He was making excuses. Would it kill him to be straightforward with me and tell me he just doesn’t like me that way? She turned to her work, slightly annoyed. More than anything, she wanted to believe Alex’s story, but she knew it was bullshit.  
 
    There was no way Alex Reid was unsure about himself. And there was no way in hell he couldn’t be a good partner to someone he really cared for.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    By the time she finished for the day, Jamie had worked herself into a rage thinking about Alex. Why the hell was he giving her bullshit excuses? Did he think she was too delicate to handle the truth? Screw him! She deserved to have something great and if he couldn’t see she was something amazing for him, he could kiss her arse! 
 
    She headed into the parking garage and stomped toward her car.  
 
    Alex was there, about to get into his. He looked up and his eyes widened when he saw her marching toward him.  
 
    Before he could say anything she slapped him across the face. “You son of a bitch!” She shook her hand from the sting vibrating off it. “How dare you make up a bullshit excuse like that! If you don’t want me, fine! Then say that! Don’t say that I deserve better and you’re not capable of love because we both know that’s not true. You seriously are a fucking asshole, you know that? You’re no better than Stephen.” She turned to walk away and spun around again. “You were right about one thing: you never should have played with my heart because now I’m in love with you and there’s nothing I can do about it! What is wrong with you? Do you get some kick out of ripping women’s hearts out and stomping on them? Damn it, Alex. I hate you!” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, which just angered her more. Alex lifted his hand to the cheek she slapped. Redness formed in the shape of angry fingers against his skin. He rubbed it tenderly. “So, which is it Jamie? Do you love me? Or do you hate me? Make up your mind.” 
 
    Jamie snorted in disgust. She crossed her arms, refusing to answer him. 
 
    “I never denied the fact that I’m an asshole,” Alex said. “But I am not as bad as Stephen. I never kicked you out of your home or belittled your body like he did, and I certainly didn’t assault you.” 
 
    “You belittled me in a different way, you let me beg you to touch me and then said it was wrong after the fact.” Her voice cracked, and much to her mortification a tear slid down her cheek. Alex stepped forward as if to comfort her but Jamie flinched back and he stopped suddenly, raw pain in his eyes.  
 
    “I never meant to hurt you,” he said hoarsely. “I never did. Hell, Jamie, I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone in my entire life.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “But I meant it when I said I don’t deserve you. I could never deserve someone as generous and as sweet as you.” 
 
    “Stop lying!” she shouted.  
 
    He shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes off her face. “I’m not,” he whispered. “I don’t know how to do a relationship. I’ve never been in love. I stopped myself from loving a long time ago so I wouldn’t get hurt. I don’t know if I’m even capable of starting again after all these years, and the last thing I want to do is hurt you, Jamie. I tried so hard,” his voice cracked. “You have to believe me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “How could I? All you’ve ever done is hurt me.” 
 
    “That was never my intention.” 
 
    She shook her head, tears streaming down her face, now. “It doesn’t matter, I don’t care what you say,” she said. “Not anymore. It’s all lies anyway.” 
 
    She turned to go but he grabbed her arm, pulling her back. “No,” he said harshly. “That’s not true. I never lied to you about anything. I care about you more than anything else. How can I prove that to you?” 
 
    “You can’t. Not anymore.” 
 
    Before she could resist, he pulled her close to him and gently wiped away her tears. He barely touched her skin as he did and he rested his other arm against his car instead of holding her tightly like he usually did, as if he was giving her every chance to escape. “There must be some way,” he said, pleading. “I wish more than anything I could promise you the world, but I can’t. I don’t want you thinking I used you and felt nothing for you because it’s not true. Please, Jamie. Tell me how I can make it up to you.” 
 
    She shook her head, trying to keep herself from crying out or reaching for him. If she touched him or moved slightly, her lips would be on his and her body would make her mind forget why it was hurting. She couldn’t do it, though. She would just be torturing herself more.  
 
    “I can’t do this, Alex.” She turned to leave, and then froze when she heard voices from around the corner. A group of employees were chatting and laughing. She recognized Gina’s voice among them.  
 
    Alex heard it as well. He opened the back door of his car. “Get in. My windows are tinted. They won’t even know we’re here.” 
 
    Jamie crawled in before she could think better and Alex slid in beside her. They slipped down so no one could see them through the back windshield and both held their breath as the group came closer. Alex took her hand and started stroking the back of her knuckles with his thumb. She hated the fact that it comforted her.  
 
    The group of people passed and both of them slowly sat up again. Alex didn’t let go of her hand. He stared down at the seat between them, looking more ashamed than she had ever seen him before. “I’m not letting you leave like this,” he whispered. “I need to show you how much you’ve affected me. How much you mean to me.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it gently and with all the tenderness in the world. There was nothing confident or smooth about his actions. He looked more vulnerable than Jamie had ever seen him before. He looked completely genuine.  
 
    She already felt her anger and resolve crumbling and she knew she was already set up for hurt again.  
 
    Alex turned toward her and leaned down to kiss her gently on the lips. His own lips trembled against hers. He didn’t pull her close or even touch her, giving her complete freedom to turn away or leave.  
 
    Jamie was rooted to her spot. Frozen. Every molecule of her body wanted to stay where she was, kissing him just like this. She felt as if she would die if she pulled away. So she didn’t.  
 
    Alex broke away first, reluctantly. “If I keep kissing you then I’ll be tempted to take you right now. But you deserve so much more than a fucking in a car, Jamie. You deserve someone who will love you and take care of you. Someone who will always be there for you in every way you need them to be. Someone who can make love to you with all of the patience and tenderness in the world. I wish more than anything that I could deserve you, but the truth is, I don’t. I’m not that guy. I don’t know how to truly love, Jamie. And you deserve an expert in it.” 
 
    Jamie shook her head. “Everyone knows how to love if they are with the right person, Alex.” She swallowed. “I guess I’m just not the type of girl that can inspire love in someone.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” he whispered hoarsely. “I’ve been trying to tell you that it’s me who’s to blame, not you. Any man who’s not in love with you is a fool.” 
 
    “Including you?” 
 
    “Worse,” he spat and covered his eyes as he pressed his fingers against his forehead. “Because you gave me your heart and I’m not worthy of it.” 
 
    Jamie swallowed, trying to clear the pain in her throat. Too bad she couldn’t take her heart back. “Then it’s not going to work, Alex. I can’t keep working for you with my heart shattered. I’m going to have to hand in my resignation. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a knock on Jamie’s door. She groaned and put a pillow over her head. Maybe if she just turned over and pretended she wasn’t there they would go away. Who the hell would visit her at seven in the morning? Then she remembered what day it was. Please don’t let it be Mom. Her dad might be cool with her not going to her sister’s wedding, but her mother would be another story, and since her sister was getting married in about five hours, then it was totally plausible that her mother had shown up on her doorstep to demand she go there. 
 
    If it was Alex knocking, then he would break down the door if she didn’t answer. She had spent half the night crying, then, when she had enough of her tears she let anger simmer through her. At least being angry was easier than being hurt and heart broken. She would talk to Alex on Monday about her job. She didn’t want to give it up, and the more she thought about things, the more confused she grew. She finally decided that if Alex wanted to keep her on, he would have to find her a place that was not at his house. She wouldn’t be at his beck and call, and when work finished at the end of the day, that would be the end until the next morning. She believed that if they set up boundaries, they would be fine. The only problem was that she wasn’t sure if it was Alex she needed to convince or herself. 
 
    She groaned and sat up as the door knocking continued. “I’m coming!” she shouted. She got up, groaning, and grabbed a light robe to put on over her nightie, which showed way more skin than she was comfortable with in front of other people. She cinched the belt tight and then stepped over the pile of books at the bottom of her bed, only to trip on her throw rug.  
 
    The knocking continued. Whoever you are, you’re dead to me! “Stop knocking!” she shouted as she tried to regain her balance. “I said I’m coming!”  
 
    The knocking promptly stopped. Okay, it’s not my mother. She wouldn’t have stopped knocking. If anything, she would have started shouting at her through the door. That meant it was either Alex or Murray. Please, let it be Murray.  
 
    She opened the door to find Alex standing on the other side wearing black trousers, a crisp, white button down shirt, and holding two travel mugs of coffee. He smiled apologetically at her. “Hey,” he said, handing her one. “It looks like you need this.” 
 
    Jamie took it, not in a position to turn down free coffee. She sipped it. Pumpkin spice latte, her favorite. He must have had Murray make it special because it was out of season. “What do you want?” she asked, sighing as she moved aside so he could come in.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” he said, sitting down on her couch, all confident and oozing sex appeal. “I think you should go to your sister’s wedding.” 
 
    “Alex, I’m not going.” She moved to stand in front of him after closing the door. “I don’t want to see them. And besides, I have nothing to wear.” That wasn’t exactly true, though. The red dress in the back of her closet tempted her every day. She was sure she could fit into it now.  
 
    “I know you don’t want to go right now,” Alex said. “But some things you just have to go to. I know you will regret it for the rest of your life if you don’t go. Just like I would have regretted it if I didn’t go see my father during those last few days. You helped me then and, despite my mistakes and you wanting to resign, I’m going to help you now.” The determination on his face told her he wasn’t going to accept no. 
 
    She smiled. He was playing her game. And she knew, deep down, that he was right. “You didn’t have to wake me up so early, you know,” she muttered. “It’s not for several more hours and there’s no way in hell I’m showing up early to help out.” 
 
    “No, of course not!” Alex grinned. “You want to re-establish relations with your family, not resume your role as their slave, Cinderella. How about your chariot driver takes you out for a nice breakfast before we go to the wedding?” 
 
    Driver? “You’re coming?” 
 
    He hesitated before answering. “I owe you. Big time. Plus, you need someone in your corner who isn’t scared of your mother.” 
 
    She smiled. “Thank you, Alex.”  
 
    He watched her and for a moment, he let down his guard completely, showing all of the desire and happiness in his expression as well as something else that Jamie wouldn’t let herself acknowledge. “I’m not perfect. I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you so many times, but I’m going to be there for you like you were for me.” 
 
    She blushed and sipped her coffee, not sure what to say.  
 
    Alex didn’t seem to mind. He drank his own as well, watching her. Studying her. She felt her body warm up to his gaze. She still had feelings for him. It was impossible not to. And suddenly, the wedding didn’t seem like the worst thing in the world if he was going with her. She had the weekend, on Monday they could talk business and her moving out, or moving on. 
 
    “So, when are we leaving for breakfast?” Jamie asked.  
 
    “Now? Whenever you want,” Alex said. “I didn’t make a reservation on purpose so you have plenty of time to get ready at your leisure.” 
 
    She giggled. “You don’t need reservations for breakfast. You hit a local dive and dig in.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “You choose the place.” 
 
    Her stomach growled, as if controlled by him. She ignored his cocky smile. “Give me five minutes.” 
 
    “Jamie?” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Maybe you should take your time getting ready and change for the wedding. I can just wait here for you.” 
 
    She pressed her eyebrows together. “Why?” She imagined bacon grease dripping on her dress, or egg yolk. 
 
    He cleared his throat and fiddled with the top button of his shirt. “I might have made reservations. Take your time.” 
 
    She hesitated and watched him. Alex was up to something. Instinct told her to do as he asked. She nodded slowly. “Okay.” 
 
    She left him in the living room and hopped into the bathroom for a shower. She took her time, shaving her legs and enjoying the hot water to wake her up. She blow dried her hair and styled it, debating if she should wear the red dress or just go in a work outfit. As she did her makeup, she put it on to go with the red dress. Then decided she would wear a plain yellow one she’d bought as a backup. Towel around her, she peeked out into the living room and saw the back of Alex’s head. She moved to her wardrobe and reached for the yellow cotton sundress before glancing at that red dress. It hung there, incredibly sexy and perfect for the wedding and warm weather. What did she have to lose wearing it? The little devil on her shoulder told her to do it. Even the little angel on the other side encouraged her. Screw it! I’m freakin’ wearing it! 
 
    She took it off the hanger and snipped off the tags before slipping it on. She sucked in her tummy and zipped it up. She turned to the full-length mirror and grinned. The dress wasn’t too snug. It fit her perfectly. She stared at herself in the mirror and twirled around. She looked like a sexy, badass princess. All she needed was the garter and a little gun. Damn, Jamie, you can clean up nicely! Show Alex what he’s missing out on! Do it! 
 
    Before losing her courage, she walked out into the living room to Alex. “I’m ready.”  
 
    His eyes widened when he stood and turned to her. His gaze darkened immediately with lust. His lips parted as he sharply took in air. “Jamie! You. Look. Amazing.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, staring down at the floor as heat spread all over her body from his look. She wondered if her own desire was as obvious as his. She was sure it was. Probably worse. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” Alex asked, his voice thick with desire.  
 
    She nodded. “Yes, let’s go before I change my mind. I think I’m going to need a mimosa.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’ve sworn off those things. They leave you with a bloody, terrible hangover.” 
 
    They walked out to a long, black limo waiting with a driver.  
 
    Her jaw dropped. “For us? For breakfast?” 
 
    “I knew you were going to hate going to your sister’s wedding, so I wanted to make it as pleasurable for you as I possibly could.” He grinned, happy to have surprised her. “I figured a limo and breakfast would be a good start. My plan is to try and make you forget you’re even going to the wedding.” 
 
    “Or we could just skip it.” 
 
    He laughed. “Nice try.” 
 
    “What about the coffee?” 
 
    “That was to get me through the door.” He grinned at her and Jamie couldn’t help but smile back. He broke his gaze away from hers, only to open the limo door for her. He helped her in by holding her hand as if he needed any excuse to touch her. She got in and relaxed against the plush seats. It was the most comfortable car seat she had ever sat on. He slid in beside her and grabbed her hand again. As soon as the door closed, the limo pulled out onto the long drive. 
 
    “Alex, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Anything,” he said, but his face grew guarded. 
 
    “Are you doing this just because I helped you through your father’s funeral?” 
 
    He hesitated, swallowed, and then shook his head. “No,” he said finally. “I have plenty of selfish reasons as well. Some include what you said to me that day we…” He squeezed her hand but didn’t finish the sentence. “It also has to do with what you said last night. I don’t want you to quit your job. I don’t want to lose you. I may have fucked up the chance to be with you, but you are the best damn personal assistant I ever had, and I’m a businessman. I’m not going to let you go that easily. I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    Was he talking about his heart or her job? She couldn’t seem to see the line between the two of them. Her heart rate stuttered as she forgot to breathe. She didn’t want to hope, but she couldn’t stop herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They ate breakfast in a lavish restaurant by an upscale local inn in the area. While they ate, they bantered and made lighter conversation, neither mentioning relationships, romance or business. Alex kept the conversation revolving around everything, from the weather, to style trends, and sports. He played his part perfectly, keeping Jamie distracted with thoughts of the wedding. 
 
    However, his eyes travelling down her body, hesitating over her cleavage, grew distracting, and despite keeping the conversation strictly platonic, Jamie couldn’t ignore the sexual tension between them. It grew so thick she was sure that if someone tried to cut it with a knife, the blade would break clean off.  She was sure he felt the same by the way his hand lingered whenever it accidentally brushed hers and the way he held her gaze with his own intense stare.  
 
    When he held open the car door for her, Jamie’s stomach clenched tight with nerves, not just because of the wedding, but also because Alex was so close to her. Not wanting him to know what he was doing to her, she babbled nervously, “My mother is going to have a coronary when she sees this dress. I’m not sure going to the wedding is a smart idea. It’s Christine’s day.” 
 
    “And she’d want you there.” He opened the limo door and reached for her hand again. “Relax,” Alex squeezed her hand gently, “it’s going to be okay. I’m going to be at your side the entire time. You also know your father’s also on your side, even though he might not show it.” 
 
    She nodded. She couldn’t blame her father. He had to live with his wife every day. “My mother is freakin’ scary.” When Alex’s eyebrows popped up, she laughed. “You know the evil stepmother in Cinderella?” 
 
    “Jamie!!” He tried to look horrified but the corners of his mouth curled up. He joked, “She’s not that mean.” 
 
    “No.” She squeezed Alex’s hand tightly. “I think she’s worse.” She laughed and winked at him. She straightened her shoulders and looked straight ahead, the fun of the moment fading. “Okay. Let’s get this thing over with.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    The limo drew plenty of stares when it pulled up in front of the little church. Almost immediately, guests from inside started meandering out to see if it was the bride. Jamie spotted her dad in the crowd and took a deep breath. Instead of letting Alex open the door, the driver went around to let them out.  
 
    “If we’re going to put on a show, we might as well do it right,” Alex murmured in her ear.  
 
    She giggled nervously. “We’re not supposed to show up the bride.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “Relax. You look incredible. Unbelievably, undeniably, hard core sexy.”  
 
    The door opened and he slid out first, smiling politely at the crowd with all the confidence of someone who had done this a million times already, or owned millions of dollars. He held out his hand and helped her out of the limo.  
 
    Jamie kept her eyes on the ground and focused on not doing something mortifying, like tripping or accidentally giving the crowd a peek of her undergarments. Shit! I’m not wearing any. Murmurs rippled through the small crowd as they stared at Jamie and her rich date.  
 
    That’s right. The prodigal daughter returns… without panties. She smiled defiantly back at all of Christine’s and Stephen’s friends. They could judge her all they wanted. She wasn’t going to care what they thought.  
 
    Her eyes rested on her father, who had a grin on his face, but he wasn’t looking at her at the moment. He was looking at Alex. She looked at her escort, who was smiling back at her father, and she immediately became suspicious. What the hell did they know that she didn’t? 
 
    Alex kept a firm grip on her hand as they approached the church. The onlookers parted, whispering behind their hands like middle schoolers.  
 
    “She actually had the nerve to show up her sister.” 
 
    “I heard she tried to seduce Stephen. It looks like the poor, desperate thing couldn’t contain herself.” 
 
    “It’s so sad that she had to hire an escort just so she would have a plus one. Is that an escort? He’s awful hot.” 
 
    “Idiot, that’s her boss,” some guy said loudly to his wife. “Why don’t you wear a dress like that?” 
 
    “Ignore them,” Alex whispered in her ear. “They’re all idiots. Except the guy muttering about the red dress. He’s right on that one.” 
 
    Jamie laughed and relaxed slightly. 
 
    Her father joined them on Jamie’s other side, acting as a shield between her and the other guests. “You look beautiful, Jamie,” he said, grinning at her. “I’m glad Alex could make it as well.” 
 
    “What are you two up to?” Jamie whispered. “Are you guys planning a robbery? You’re thick as thieves.” 
 
    “Your father and I have reached an understanding,” Alex said, a smile obvious in his voice.  
 
    Jamie stared hard at him. One thing for sure: she was not going to stop until she figured out what they were up to. When had her father and Alex started talking? And when had her father started liking Alex?  
 
    If her father noticed Jamie’s inner conflict, he didn’t let on. “The wedding is just about all set up. The wedding planner was very efficient with everything.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Jamie said. “They hired a wedding planner.” 
 
    “Yes,” the older man rolled his eyes, “apparently, Christine thought it would be less stressful on Scarlet, the new maid of honor, if a wedding planner took care of it all.” 
 
    It would be less stressful on Scarlet, who had been planning parties since she was twelve and didn’t have a job and all the time in the world with her workaholic husband constantly fleeing the country to avoid her, but heaven forbid Christine think about hiring a planner when her sister, with a full-time job, was the maid of honor. She took a deep breath. “That was nice of Christine to help Scarlet.” She tried to sound sincere and hoped it didn’t come out sarcastic. She hadn’t come here to get angry. Jamie and Christine would never see eye to eye on most things, but this wasn’t the day to argue about it. For better or worse she would support her sister today and not ruin anything. This wasn’t about her. “Where is Christine?” Jamie asked. “Is she still getting ready?” 
 
    Her father smiled. “Your mother’s in there with her now. Personally, I’d join the Marine Corps before walking into that room.” He shuddered.  
 
    Jamie smiled. “I know,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. “But I’m going to brave it. I want to wish her luck on her wedding day.” She left both men staring at her as she walked to the side room of the church meant for the bridal party.  
 
    “I will never fully understand her,” she heard her father say to Alex.  
 
    “I’ll spend the rest of my life trying.” 
 
    Alex’s words warmed her, but she pushed that aside and focused on the sound of sobbing coming from the other side of the door. “My wedding day’s ruined!” Christine wailed. “Completely ruined! How could this happen?” 
 
    “Shh, it’s okay sweetie,” her mother said soothingly. “Nothing’s ruined. It’s just a small rip.” 
 
    Jamie knocked on the door.  
 
    “Not now, Scarlet!” Christine hissed.  
 
    “It’s me, Jamie.”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    Jamie waited a couple of seconds and then sighed. “May I come in?” 
 
    “It’s a free country,” Christine growled.  
 
    “Come in, Jamie,” her mother called out. 
 
    Jamie cautiously opened the door, half expecting a bouquet of flowers to come flying in her direction. Christine sat on the floor in her gigantic wedding dress that looked like a cupcake at the moment. Her makeup was still perfect, even as tears coursed down her cheeks. On the side of her dress was a split seam that exposed part of Christine’s hip. It looks like her sister had succumbed to the thing she had always criticized Jamie for: stress eating. Jamie could see the roundness in her sister’s face from the weight gain. 
 
    Her sister and mother stared at her. She had no idea if it was because she was there or because of what she was wearing. 
 
    Her mother slowly came forward and threw her arms around her daughter. “It’s nice to see you,” she whispered.  
 
    Jamie smiled and savored the hug. She tried to swallow the lump in her throat as she looked at her misty-eyed mother. “It’s nice to see you too, Mom,” she said. “You look lovely.” 
 
    “Hello! I’m the one walking down the aisle in fifteen minutes and I’m about to cancel the freakin’ wedding,” Christine pouted at them, her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    She looked like a spoiled brat. “I can fix it,” Jamie offered. “It shouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes to stitch up and no one will even notice. But I’ll need a sewing kit.” 
 
    “I’ll get one,” her mother said. “There’s a craft store down the street. I’ll be back in five minutes.”  
 
    Jamie could have sworn she saw her mother breathe a sigh of relief as she raced out of the room. She took a deep breath and turned to her sister. Jamie grabbed the make-up kit off the dressing room table. “Let’s get you cleaned up,” she murmured and carefully started to touch up the few spots on Christine’s face. “It’s amazing how they do the mascara these days. Your eyes are perfect.” She started dabbing at her sister’s face.  
 
    Christine said nothing, she just watched Jamie with accusing eyes. 
 
    “Your dress is very pretty, Christine. Stephen’s only going to have eyes for you.” 
 
    Her sister scoffed as tears filled her eyes but didn’t fall. “Stephen told me everything,” she said. “About how he got drunk and then how Alex threatened him to protect you.” 
 
    Jamie smiled a few moments later. “I accept your apology.”  
 
    “I didn’t say I was sorry.” 
 
    “No, but that’s the closest you’re ever going to get to apologizing.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t tell anyone,” she said. “I mean, how embarrassing would that be? My fiancée went after my sister.” 
 
    “Oh gee, I can’t even imagine,” Jamie said dryly. “But I’m sure it would be very embarrassing.” 
 
    Christine winced. “I never meant to steal him, you know,” she said. “I just found him incredibly attractive from the first time you brought him home. And he was always so nice to me, you know? Like, he puts up with my bullshit. And when I found out that it was me he really liked… well, I just couldn’t resist, I guess. It was shitty of me, and I’m sorry I hurt you. I should have told you.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Sometimes stuff happens and we don’t realize what’s going on till it’s too late. Or, we try to deny it and then we are only fooling ourselves.” 
 
    Christine stared hard at her sister. “You talking about Alex?” 
 
    Jamie flushed. “Um…” 
 
    “He’s here with you right now, isn’t he? I was definitely wrong about him not ever liking you, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Because he threatened Stephen?” 
 
    “Not just that,” Christine said. Her eyes widened. “You have no idea, do you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, it’s just… mom told me, okay? And I guess you should probably know.” 
 
    Jamie’s stomach slowly started to clench again. “Tell me what, Christine?” 
 
    “The day before Dad called you, Alex showed up at his office. Dad didn’t want to see him, of course, but he also knew Alex Reid isn’t someone you ignore. So, he made Alex wait in the waiting room for a couple hours while he handled ‘pressing work’. He, apparently, didn’t even go to the bathroom in that time. When Dad finally couldn’t avoid it, he let Alex into his office. He wasn’t planning on actually listening to whatever Alex wanted to talk to him about, but Alex made him. I guess they talked well into the evening about how Dad needed to reconnect with you, and he refused to leave until Dad agreed to call and ask you out for lunch.” 
 
    “That was nice of him.” She smiled, not completely sure what to make of the situation. “Mr. Reid went through some personal family things and probably didn’t want us to go through the same thing.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Christine scoffed. “There’s no doubt Alex likes you. No, I take that back. I bet he’s completely in love with you.” 
 
    Jamie blushed and bit her lip. “I’m sure Alex didn’t go to see Dad. He probably bumped into Dad on the street and told him to call me.” 
 
    Christine nodded. “That’s not how Mom told me. We talked about it for hours one night.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Jamie smirked. “You had a wedding to plan and you had nothing better to talk about than me?”  
 
    “Mom and I still like a piece of hot gossip, even if it’s about your love life.” She grinned at her sister. “He really, really likes you. Doesn’t he?” 
 
    Jamie pressed her cool hands against her burning cheeks. “Hey, this day is supposed to be about you, remember?” She handed her sister a lipstick tube. “Fix the last bit of your face. As soon as Mom gets back, I’ll fix your dress.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, Jamie.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you made it through,” Alex said, pouring them both a glass of champagne. “How do you feel?”  
 
    “Relieved,” Jamie said honestly. “But it’s not over yet.” She looked around at everyone enjoying their meals and making polite chatter about the wedding ceremony. At the sweetheart table, Christine was leaning into a very uncomfortable Stephen, who kept looking fearfully at Alex and Jamie. Christine, however, looked more content than Jamie had seen her in a long time.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alex whispered to her. “Christine will whip him into husband material soon enough.” 
 
    “I think they look adorable together,” Jamie’s mom broke in. She and Jamie’s father were their only two dinner companions, much to Jamie’s relief. The last thing she wanted was to talk to any of Stephen’s or Christine’s shallow friends.  
 
    Jamie’s dad rolled his eyes. “I hope he knows that I can make it look like an accident if he hurts her.” He looked directly at Alex when he said it.  
 
    Alex gave such a slight nod that Jamie just caught.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Christine told me everything about what happened between the two of you.” She pointed at both men at the table who simultaneously groaned. 
 
    “I can’t believe you told Christine!” Alex pointed a fork at Jamie’s father and chuckled. “I told you I didn’t want Jamie to know and you told her sister!” 
 
    “I didn’t tell Christine, I told my wife!” The older man turned an accusing eye on his wife. “I didn’t know she’d blab it out.” 
 
    Jamie’s mom held up her hand in defense. “Look,” she said. “Nobody said anything about keeping it a secret from Christine. I’m so not to blame here.” 
 
    “Enough children!” Jamie laughed. “It’s water under the bridge. How about we all agree to let it go?” She elbowed Alex. “Cheeky bugger.” 
 
    “Jamie!” Her father cleared his throat. “I plan on continuing these lunch dates and please tell your mom, I’m not having an affair. That’s the whole reason I had to tell her.” 
 
    Jamie grinned and she felt the tension in her stomach go away. “Mom, I’m seeing your husband.” She beamed at her dad. “That’s all I wanted to hear, Dad.” 
 
    The band began playing as the meal finished up. The obligatory first dance, and then the father-daughter dance, followed by another slow song for couples to join the wedding couple.   
 
    “Dance with me, Jamie,” her father asked, and pulled her away from Alex before he could ask her.  
 
    “Of course,” Jamie said, flashing an apologetic smile to Alex, who nodded and went to sit back down.  
 
    “I’m glad you came,” her dad said. “And I’m happy you and Christine have made up. Truly.” 
 
    “So am I,” she said as her dad twirled her. “It’s nice being part of the family again.” 
 
    “You always were, Jamie,” he said, grinning. “We can just be assholes sometimes.” His face grew serious after they danced a bit. “What’s going on between you and Alex? Are the two of you dating?” 
 
    Jamie flushed. It didn’t matter how old she got. Her father asking her about her love life would always be awkward. “Dad.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said. “Are you dating?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Jamie said.  
 
    “I’d tell you not to let him go, but I doubt he would leave you even if you tried to pry him loose.” 
 
    Jamie raised an eyebrow. “What are you saying?”  
 
    He smiled. “I’m saying he loves you, Jamie. More than anything. He’s proved himself to be a good guy, and he deserves a chance with you.” He cleared his throat. “And you know I don’t say that lightly.” He tilted his head. “Are you not in love with him?” 
 
    Jamie shrugged. “I don’t know,” she lied. “I think Alex’s heart is in the right place, but I’m just not sure it’ll work out. I mean, he’s my boss, and he doesn’t really do committed relationships.” Her face burned with embarrassment. She needed to figure out a way to stop the constant blushing, it was getting ridiculous. 
 
    “He’s already committed to you, Jamie,” her father said. “He just hasn’t told you yet because he doesn’t want to scare you away.” 
 
    Jamie stared at her father. “How many times have you guys talked, exactly?” 
 
    He grinned. “Just once. After he told me to take you to lunch. He asked me what he should do to win you over. It’s a father’s job to scope out bullshit, and I know he’s being completely genuine. We’re not perfect, Jamie. We all make mistakes. Give him a chance to try and fix his.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he went to you for dating advice,” Jamie grumbled. Not only was her dad a terrible example when it came to romantic relationships, but it was so awkward.  
 
    “You’ll get over it,” he said bluntly. “I’m telling you, Jamie, he’s a good guy and I don’t think there’s a better fit for you out there.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” She still wasn’t convinced things would work out. It might take her leaving her job for them to have a relationship. Maybe talking to Nicholas wouldn’t be a bad idea. She loved her job, but she was pretty sure she was in love with Alex more. 
 
    The song ended and Alex came up to her. “May I have the next dance?”  
 
    Her father smiled and backed away. “Think about it, Jamie,” he said as he went to join his wife at the table. 
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow. “What was that about?”  
 
    Jamie flushed. “Nothing.” 
 
    The band started playing a slow dance and Alex smiled at her as he slipped his arm around her waist. “You look incredible. That dress is amazing. Remind me to not let you wear something like that to an office party. I might start a fight.” 
 
    She smiled back at him. She knew she was blushing more than anything and she looked down, wishing she could hide it. 
 
    “Hey, why are you looking at the floor?” Alex said. “Believe it or not, I do know how to dance. I won’t step on your feet.” 
 
    “The thought never even crossed my mind.” She smiled, thankful for his humor. “I just… I just can’t believe how much you’ve done for me today. Thank you.” She swallowed. “I want to thank you for everything. Not just today. For the job, for helping me find my confidence, for all of it. I—” 
 
    “You deserve every bit of it,” he said, cutting her off, as if afraid she might tell him she would miss him when she left. “I would do it all over again,” his whispered, voice thick with desire. “And more. I’ve screwed up more times than I can count, and yet, for some reason, you keep giving me chances.” 
 
    He twirled her around the floor, his ballroom dancing skills making it easy for Jamie to follow. Several other couples stopped to watch them move.  
 
    “I promise you I won’t screw it up this time, Jamie.” His hand pressed against the small of her back, sending thrills of desire in every direction starting from his touch. “It’s me who doesn’t deserve you, Jamie. But I want to spend the rest of my life trying.” He cupped her face with his free hand as her feet forgot to keep moving. He stopped with her. “I’m in love with you, Jamie. More than work, more than money, hell, even more than myself. If you decide to give me one last chance, I promise you I’ll give you everything I possibly can. I’ll do everything I possibly can to make you happy. I’ll never throw you away or treat you like crap because you deserve so much more than that.” 
 
    She bit her lip. “You really mean that?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him. Alex sighed and pulled her close, his hand sliding up her back to hold her neck and run his fingers into her hair. He kissed her gently.  
 
    She smiled and deepened the kiss, trying to express all of her feelings and all of her love with that simple contact.  
 
    They broke apart when the song ended. Alex rested his forehead against hers. “I’m yours,” he said. “Forever.” 
 
    Jamie grinned. “What do you say about getting out of this place and fooling around in that big limo of yours?” 
 
    A sexy smirk broke across Alex’s mouth. “Hell, yeah. You don’t have to ask me twice.” 
 
    She grabbed his hand and pulled him away from the dance floor. “Good. I’m dying here.” 
 
    “You are?” He followed closely behind her, his free hand reaching to caress her derriere. 
 
    “And I’m not wearing any panties!” 
 
    The growl that came out of his throat had them both running for the exit. 
 
      
 
    ~ THE END ~ 
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How close can you get to the fire and not get burned? 

Landing the dream job, working and dating her incredibly hot boss and at the same time gaining the confidence she never had, Jamie doesn't think live could get any better. 

She's helping to manage a multi-billion-dollar company. Her family issues seemed to be resolved and even though she and Alex have to figure out the wrinkles, it looks like they'll be able to be professional at work and romantic after. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    It had been a month since Christine's wedding. Business was booming for Alex; another large investor had joined his portfolio, which kept him and Jamie busy, but building the future took time, energy, and effort.  
 
    Jamie leaned back in her large leather chair and let out a sigh. It had been more than a week since they'd slept together and, honestly, she was diving deeper into a rather foul mood that seemed to have a hold of her. Sex was a part of who she was; a release that kept her balanced and on point in the other areas of her life. And after finding the perfect partner in Alex, she wasn't willing to let many more days go by before she reminded him of her need.  
 
    "Actually, right now would be good." She stood and smoothed her black skirt down over the curve of her rear before walking out into the hall.  
 
    Gina glanced up and smiled. "We still on for drinks tomorrow night?" 
 
    Alex’s secretary had become one of Jamie's favorite people. Their 'private happy hours' had become a staple in Jamie's life. After being raised in a home where she was never good enough, and nothing was right about her, Gina was become a welcome reprieve. The woman left Jamie feeling centered and good about herself.  
 
    "Absolutely." Jamie glanced toward Alex’s closed door. "He in a bad mood this morning? I haven't had the pleasure of seeing him just yet." 
 
    "He's a little edgy, but you know we have our investment conference coming up. He's always a little moody this time of the year." She stared at Jamie with a silly grin on her face. “Though he has been happier than normal lately.” 
 
    Jamie tried to ignore Gina’s comment and not blush at the same time. It was nearly impossible. "It has been busy. I've been working overtime for the last week, trying to get his speaking points and agenda notes together." She shrugged and walked to the door, pressing her ear to it. "Anyone in there, or is he on the phone?" She had checked his appointments that were linked to her tablet, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone in the office she hadn’t heard walk in. 
 
    "Nope and nope. Get on in there and see if you can't blast a ray of sunshine up his ass," Gina chuckled. 
 
    Jamie couldn't help but smile. "Here goes nothing." She knocked once and walked in.  
 
    Alex stood, his back to her, his hands pressed to the desk top space behind him. His shoulders stiffened, but he didn't move, which most likely meant he was reading. 
 
    "Just me," she whispered softly, not wanting to scare him. She locked the door behind her, which seemed to get his attention.  
 
    He turned and slipped his hands into his slacks pockets, which bunched his black jacket around his hips. "Morning. Don't you look good?" His dark eyebrow lifted as he pursed his lips.  
 
    The week had been hard on him, as had the last month. They'd been passing each other at the house more than anything. A few nights of quick love-making and they were back to running the race. He moved one hand to the front of his jacket, unbuttoning it and giving her a tight smile. "What can I do for you, Jamie? I have a meeting in forty-five minutes I need to prepare for." He turned back and picked up his notes, scanning them as he let out a long sigh. "I'm ready for this shit to be done." 
 
    "I know you are." She moved forward and stopped just before him. Timid, she hesitated a moment before need took over her shyness. She slid her hands around his waist and pressed her palms against his hard abs. "Just sit down and review your notes. I just want to see you." 
 
    He glanced up from the notes in his hands and then dropped them on the desk, slipping the fingers of one hand into her hair, pulling her toward him. Jamie closed her eyes, the image of his handsome face seared into her memory: Dark features and a perfectly trimmed goatee that left him with a bad-boy appeal.  
 
    His lips were soft, his tongue warm and wet as he pressed it against hers. She opened up for him and groaned at the taste of peppermint on his tongue.  
 
    Strong fingers pressed into her hip before sliding back to play with her curves. It had been too long, and the kiss quickly turned from 'good morning' into 'I need you so damn bad'.  
 
    He broke it, breathless and eyes wide. "Damn! I should cancel this meeting." 
 
    "You can't." She ran her fingers along his jaw line as his hand moved from her hair to her breast, squeezing softly.  
 
    "I need you." He moved down, pressing his lips to her neck and dragging them up until the delicious warmth of his breath hit her ear. "Tell me you need me too." 
 
    "So bad," she mumbled and pushed at his chest. "Ten minutes. Or five, I’ll take five. You read over your notes and let me take what I need from you.” 
 
    He nodded, grinning wickedly as he worked on his pants and watched her with interest. "You're so damn beautiful. Why haven't we slept in each other's arms this week?" He tugged his pants over his hips, his body already hardened and quite proud in its erect state. He dropped the expensive slacks onto his chair and stroked himself once as she tugged her panties down.  
 
    Warmth filled her at the thought of offering herself to him. There hadn't been a man in her past who thrilled her more, nor left her panting for another encounter. "I don't know, but it's not going to fly anymore. I'm so far beyond needy it's embarrassing." She turned and lifted her shirt as his hands clasped her thighs.  
 
    He lowered her onto him, taking time that they didn't have. The intense pressure of being impaled by a man of his size left her crying out.  
 
    "Fuck, Jamie," he growled and lifted his hips, pushing himself into her before she could sit back.  
 
    She cried out again and closed her eyes, leaning back and rolling her hips.  
 
    "Nothing to be embarrassed about. I'm your man. Take what you need when you need it, baby." He licked the side of her throat and brushed his fingers over her clit. "Rock against me. Come a few times and then I'll join you. Just work fast." 
 
    "Yeah," she mumbled and lifted her hips, her body fragmented over whether it was better to push forward against his fingers or back against his cock.  
 
    Alex's teeth pressed into the side of her neck as he growled low in his chest. Maybe waiting for a few days was better. It certainly made the sex more aggressive and carnal.  
 
    Heat burst from the center of her stomach, and she jerked up, not caring how she might look. Working him to work her was all that mattered. She slid her hands across his desk and bounced against him as his fingers dug into her hips, helping to lift her just before forcing her back down.  
 
    "Incredible," he panted and pushed her up, forcing her to stay bent over, but still standing. He leaned over the top of her and worked himself in and out with greater efficiency. She shuddered and bit her lip to keep from crying out as tremors of pleasure exploded inside of her. "That's one,” he huffed. “Give me another. I want it." 
 
    "Me too." She pressed her cheek to the cold marble desk top and lifted her ass a little higher to give him more room to play.  
 
    His deep grunts, mixed with the delicious smell of his cologne, had her spinning. Greedy hands raced across her clothed body, and she felt desired, beautiful, perfect. Only Alex could seem to do that for her. The desk moved beneath her due to his powerful thrusts, and she cried out, getting closer and closer to the edge of orgasm.  
 
    "So close," she mumbled against her hand.  
 
    "Good. This is just a precursor of what's to come. I'm going taste every inch of you and watch you enjoy every inch of me before I make love to your tight little body for hours. If not tonight... very soon. I need to hear you scream." His voice was low and gravelly.  
 
    That did it.  
 
    "Alex," she cried out and pushed back against him, rotating her hips as best she could as flames erupted from the center of her belly and spread down to her pleasure points, leaving her lost in the moment and not caring about anything but him.  
 
    "That's it, baby." He picked up his pace and leaned over, pressing his lips to the side of her face in sexy soft kisses. "I'm gonna join you. Would you like that?" 
 
    "Yes. Fuck yes." She turned as best she could and kissed him.  
 
    His strong fingers moved around to cup her chin as he deepened the kiss and groaned against her lips, losing himself inside of her.  
 
    Strong emotion swept over her and she forced back the burn of tears. He was everything she wanted and seemed to be right at the edge of being hers, but something held them back. He finished making love to her and stood, moving to clean himself up as he let out a long exhalation.  
 
    "I didn't realize how badly I needed you." He smiled as she stood and tugged her skirt back down.  
 
    "I did. I'm turning into a bitch and realized why this morning." She moved toward him, sliding her arms around his waist as he finished buttoning his slacks.  
 
    "Needed a good reminder that you’re every guy’s fantasy?" He wiggled his eyebrows and kissed her once more.  
 
    "I don't care about every guy. Just you." She nipped at his lips before moving back and bending over to pick up her panties. She wasn’t every guy’s fantasy, but he was every girl’s. She slid her panties into the small pocket of her skirt and walked to the door. "You have ten minutes. Good luck today." 
 
    "Thanks, Jamie. I'll see you in a bit. I feel incredible now." 
 
    "You should. You are incredible." She paused by the door, watching him as he rushed around to gather his notes and check his hair in the mirror. She'd lost him again, but it was alright. Having him hold her and remind her that they were still very much together as best they could be was enough.  
 
    Gina glanced up as Jamie walked out. "He ready to go? The meeting is in ten minutes." 
 
    "Yep. He's got his notes and he's fully prepared. Should be a win for us." Jamie moved toward the desk, pressing her arms against it and trying to act far more calm and collected than she was. A visit to the ladies’ room was in order, as well as a tall glass of ice water. For someone who had grown used to multiple love-making sessions in a day, her body was just getting warmed up for the long haul that wasn't happening.  
 
    "Great. I love that you can always cheer him up. We need to send your smiling face into all of the executives’ offices." 
 
    "Um, no." Jamie laughed and turned as Alex rushed out.  
 
    "I'll be back in two hours. Tell Mr. Barnes I'm running a bit late if I happen to," he barked out his commands to Gina and walked out the door, never giving Jamie another glance.  
 
    She understood the need to be discrete, but not acknowledging her at all left her feeling a little cold. She usually went to the meetings with him; now he preferred for her to stay at the office or manage something else. How long did he expect her to be his woman and yet not let anyone know about it? If she was good enough to flaunt in front of his family and hers as his girl, then why not do so at work? 
 
    "Will do," Gina responded to Alex before tapping the desk in front of Jamie. "You okay?" 
 
    "Just thinking about how crazy life can be at times." 
 
    "Yes, it can. I want to hear all about it tomorrow night over liquor. Especially the juicy parts." 
 
    Jamie chuckled and walked down the hall, calling over her shoulder. "I wish I had more of those to share." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure you do, girl."  
 
    Between Gina's laughter and Alex's loving, the day was sure to be good. Needing more of both, but settling for what she got, Jamie turned on her laptop and dove into her to-do's.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Alex had to work late and suggested she head home early, saying there was no use for both of them to be in the office. Still trying to adjust to this new work situation and how they were supposed to act, Jamie just nodded and headed back. She took a long swim in the pool, then ate the incredible dinner Murray had prepared before settling down with a romance novel she had in one of the boxes still unpacked in her bedroom closet. Funny how reading about love made it seem all the more possible to have.  
 
    She woke the next morning, disappointed to be on her own. She checked her phone but there were no messages from Alex. She hoped to see him in the main house, but doubted it seriously. His promise of a long night of teasing and love-making obviously had to be put on hold. The poor guy had probably bitten off almost more than he could chew at the office. If he wasn't finding time to eat, sleep, or exercise, he certainly didn't have time for her.  
 
    Some part of knowing that if they did get together, her life would resemble a lot of lonely nights, left her wondering if she was making the right decision. Maybe she should just let him go and find someone better-suited for his needs and she could find someone better suited for hers.  
 
    "Good luck with that," she mumbled under her breath as she walked out in the cool spring day. Summer was nearly here, and they lived in the perfect neighborhood for jogging. She'd have to see if Alex could spare an hour in the morning or late at night to join her. Exercise wasn't just to lose weight anymore, but more for an outlet for stress. She felt the need to still lose a few pounds, but between her job, her oddball relationship with Alex, and her family still nagging her when they promised not to, losing weight came in dead last for her attention. She shuddered at the thought of running with Alex. It would be a waste of his time. She’d never move fast enough for him. 
 
    She drove the long way to the office, not really having anything to do until nine that morning. Surely there would be a pile of messages to return and a few notes from Alex on items he wanted her to research or dig into, but her first meeting wasn't until later.  
 
    She swung into the local coffee shop and picked up something for herself, Alex, and Gina. The hope was to brighten everyone's day, and where Gina would enjoy the coffee, Alex was sure to be too busy to stop and have it while it was hot. Regardless, it didn’t stop her from getting him something.  
 
    The office was quiet when she walked in, which was a bit surprising. She set the coffee for Alex and Gina on their respective desks, and made her way to her own office.  
 
    A chorus of ‘Happy birthday’ caught her by surprise. Whose birthday was it? 
 
    She took a tentative sip of her drink, finding it perfect after the twenty-minute drive into the office. She hadn't remembered seeing anyone's name on the birthday list, but, knowing that she was the face of their CEO, she walked down the hall and moved into the breakroom.  
 
    "Jamie! This is Paul. He's going to be interning with us this summer. It's his first day, but it's also his birthday." Gina beamed as she touched the shoulder of the handsome young guy next to her.  
 
    "Fantastic!" Jamie walked toward him, extending her hand. "Nice to meet you, Paul. I'm Mr. Reid's PA, Jamie Connors." 
 
    "Lucky Mr. Reid." The intern smiled and shook her hand with a firm handshake.  
 
    "Yep. I work hard for my pay." She gave him a professional smile and moved back to stand beside Gina as the rest of the staff cut the cake and served it up. She held up her hand, refusing. Too much sugar in the morning would leave her feeling like shit for the rest of the day.  
 
    "He's insanely cute, right?" Gina whispered just beside her. Her dark hair brushed Jamie's shoulder, tickling her skin.  
 
    "Yeah, he's a looker, but blond hair and green eyes always seem a combination that grabs attention, especially here in New York where the Italians rule." 
 
    "Yes we do, girlie." Gina laughed and pushed her shoulder against Jamie's. "And don't you forget it." 
 
    "Never." Jamie stood in the kitchenette for a few more minutes before taking her leave. Paul seemed like a good guy, young and a little ballsy, but nice nonetheless. He had to be utterly brilliant at finance, or he would not have been given the intern position. Alex only brought in one each semester, from what Jamie understood. Thousands applied for the one position, which made for an interesting interview process. The poor kids outdid themselves trying to get their foot in the door.  
 
    "Kid?" she mumbled to herself. She wasn't but four or five years older than Paul, which left her with the realization that calling him a kid didn't fly.  
 
    Her phone rang as she approached her office, and she picked up her speed, grateful that she'd chosen to wear flats with her sleeveless blue dress that day.  
 
    "Alex Reid’s office. This is Jamie." She sat down and moved up, pressing her arms to the desk as she put the person on speaker.  
 
    "Jamie. Do you have a minute?" Her mother's voice was pinched, as if bad news was coming. 
 
    She reached up and picked up the receiver, pressing her ear to it as her thoughts moved from bad to worse. "Hey, Mom. What's going on?" 
 
    "Well, you know your dad and I both love you, right?" 
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes and stifled the need to groan. Why couldn't her mother just get to the point? She wasn't a ten-year-old kid anymore.  
 
    "Of course, Mom. What's going on?" 
 
    A sniffle caught her attention, and her shoulders stiffened.  
 
    "Your father has decided he wants a divorce." Another sniffle.  
 
    "Oh, Mom. Why? What happened?" Jamie leaned back in her chair as ice cold realization ran down the center of her. If her parents, who seemed to love each other, could get divorced after forty years of marriage, what chance did she have? 
 
    "He just came in last week and said that he was tired of feeling nothing. I have no clue what he means, seeing as how I still love him very much. I'm simply the victim here." Her mom let out an ugly sob as she started to cry.  
 
    Victim? Her mother was aggressive, mouthy, and mean. Victim wasn't at all a label she would associate with the woman. She'd been the attacker many times in Jamie's life, but never ever had she been the victim.  
 
    "I'm sure you guys are going to work it out." Jamie pressed her fingers to her mouth, catching a part of the conversation in retrospect. "Did you say last week?" 
 
    "Yes. It was last Tuesday." Her mother cried a bit more. "I've asked him to think about things again before he files for the divorce, but he sounds so cold when we talk. I'm sure there's someone else involved." 
 
    Her father had left her mother over a week ago, and no one thought to call her then? Even in the midst of wanting to comfort a woman who had never tried to comfort her, she was stunned into silence. The pain of realizing that nothing had changed between her and her mother filled her heart. She didn't matter to them. If she did, her mom would have called her immediately.  
 
    Would you call her if Alex broke your heart? 
 
    Hell no.  
 
    "I doubt Dad has another woman in his life, Mom. He works himself silly." Jamie tried hard to push her own issues back and remain in the moment. "Have you spoken to Christine?" 
 
    "Yes. I called her when it happened." More crying.  
 
    Of course you did. Who wouldn't call their favorite first? 
 
    "And what did she say, Mom?" Jamie spoke through clenched teeth, hating how badly the situation was upsetting her, and for all of the wrong reasons.  
 
    "She said that I needed to give him a little bit of space, and then play hard to get."  
 
    "Hard to get?" Jamie's voice rose. "That's ridiculous, Mom!" 
 
    "Jamie. I'm not asking for your advice,” her mother snapped. “You've never been in a long-term relationship, nor have you ever been married!” she scoffed, as if believing that was never going to happen. “I'm simply telling you what the situation is. If you're too busy to talk about it, fine. I just didn't want your dad to call you and make it sound like I was the monster. He is." Her voice went from tearful to angry faster than a race car could go from zero to one hundred. 
 
    "Right. Well, I'll be thinking about you guys. Let me know if there is anything I can do that Christine already hasn't." Jamie hung up the phone and leaned back, closing her eyes. It was amazing how quickly her mother could turn both her and her father into monsters.  
 
    And what the hell, Christine? Play hard to get? What good would that do? The man already left. There's nothing he's interested in getting or getting back.  
 
    "Incredible." She shook her head, let out a long sigh, and prayed the day would be beyond busy. A perfect distraction. Alex was out of the office, and she had plenty to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Wait, now, what happened?" Gina lifted her martini to her pretty red lips.  
 
    "My father finally had his balls drop." Jamie shrugged. "He packed up his shit and left my mother. I feel bad for her, and a little traumatized by the fact the divorce is actually real, but he deserves a better life. Hell, we all do where she's concerned." 
 
    The bar was packed with people, but it always was during Friday afternoon happy hour. Sometimes the rest of the office would join then, but today they'd found a quiet table in the corner to sneak away to. Jamie wanted time with just Gina.  
 
    "My parents have always been in love and really good to each other, so I can't imagine, but kudos for your day, I think." She laughed and nodded to Jamie's glass. "Drink up. You haven't touched that Mai Tai yet. It ain't gonna drink itself." 
 
    "True." Jamie picked it up and took a long drink as her eyes scanned the crowd. "So tell me more about this new guy." 
 
    "Who? The intern?" 
 
    "Yeah. Paul, right?" Jamie turned her attention back on Gina. "What school is he from and how did he win the big prize of working with us?" 
 
    "He's from the University of Michigan, and he just impressed Alex and some of the investors he met with. The kid’s brilliant. Effin’ hot too," she giggled. 
 
    "The kid? I was thinking earlier that we really can't call him that. He's not far from our age." Jamie shrugged and took another sip of her drink. The only thing that would make the night better would be the promise of getting to spend time with Alex later, but that wasn't going to happen.  
 
    "He's twenty-three, I think. He's a total kid. I'll be thirty-eight this year. I'm getting old." Gina winked, teasing Jamie.  
 
    "You're just getting near your prime. I’m running hard behind you, but just not able to catch up just yet." She gave a cheeky grin.  
 
    "Why the interest in the kid?" Gina lifted her perfectly-shaped eyebrow.  
 
    "Just wondering what his story was. Is his office ready? I thought it was still under construction."  
 
    "No, it's not ready. I was going to see if you might be okay with me setting up a temporary desk for him in that far corner of your office. I was going to ask around to see if anyone might have space before bothering you, but I'm pretty sure everyone is filled up because of the rest of the construction." Gina rolled her eyes and finished her martini before working to stab the olive with her straw.  
 
    "That's fine. As long as he knows that I'm not interested in chatting all day, I'll be good. I have a million things on my ever-growing list from Alex." 
 
    "Just sit him down and tell him what you expect of him as an office mate. Besides, it'll give you something yummy to look at when you need a mental break." Gina bit her lip seductively.  
 
    "Not interested. Only one man has my attention, and he's stolen far too much of it as it is." Jamie laughed, finally allowing the liquor and good company to help her settle into the evening.  
 
    "Oh, nice. Do tell..." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Jamie woke the next morning to the soft touch of finger rubbing her thigh. She jerked up to find Alex in the bed behind her.  
 
    "Sorry. I was going to knock, and then I realized how nice it would be to just come in and snuggle up behind you." He gave her a naughty grin and continued to drag his fingers along her skin.  
 
    "What if I'd had a lover in here?" She couldn’t help but tease him as she dropped back down onto her bed. Her tank top and panties left too much skin on display, but there was little she could do about it without looking self-conscious.  
 
    Alex had given her enough compliments about her body to shut her up for a lifetime. No need to appear as though she was fishing for more due to modesty.  
 
    "Then I would beat him terribly, throw him out, and remind you why you belong to me." He moved closer, pressing the thickness of his erection against the curve of her butt.  
 
    Her nipples budded and desire burst through her. She whimpered and pressed back, rubbing against him as his hand moved up her leg, over her hip, and into her thin top. He dragged his fingers back and forth over her breasts, teasing her as his lips pressed to the side of her neck.  
 
    "Someone's needy." He licked at her ear, and she shivered and rolled her hips, unashamed by the truth of his words.  
 
    Maybe if he weren't so damn busy all the time, she wouldn't be so needy. Nah, she’d always be needy with the image of him in her head. "I've missed you. That's all." She cupped his hand over her breast and entwined her legs with his. He was in jeans and a t-shirt from what she could tell, but his feet were bare. Rubbing hers against the soft skin of his forced a yelp from him.  
 
    "Damn, woman. My feet are ticklish." He moved back and rolled her over, smiling down at her. "I have a surprise for you." 
 
    "Oh yeah?" She reached down and ran her fingers through his thick brown hair.  
 
    "Yeah, but first... breakfast." He growled and pushed at her shirt, sliding it over her tummy and above her breasts. He moved down and ran his tongue over her nipples one at a time, taking his time to bathe her.  
 
    "What’re we having?" she said breathlessly and opened her legs, making room for him.  
 
    "Not sure what you're having, but I'm having you." He glanced up and smiled seductively. His crystal blue eyes bore into her and the heat she saw in them left her wanting to melt into a puddle. "Stretch your arms above your head and hold onto your headboard for me. I don't want your greedy little hands getting in my way." 
 
    She laughed, but did as he asked, never tearing her gaze away from him. "I like this kind of surprise." 
 
    "No, baby. This is breakfast. The surprise is afterward, and it's not what you're thinking." He nipped at her belly as he moved to his hands and knees and shifted down the line of her body. "Such a naughty girl." 
 
    "Only for you." She lifted her hips, pressing her sex against him as he opened his mouth and pressed his teeth over her panties. "Fuck." 
 
    He growled and released her, moving to lick around the edges of her panties until she cried out with angst.  
 
    "Take them off, dammit." She lifted her head and gave him a frustrated look.  
 
    "Say please." He lifted his eyebrow and rolled his tongue up the front of her wet panties.  
 
    Her head hit the pillow as she jerked from his touch. "Please." 
 
    "Anything for you." He shifted a little and dragged her panties down her legs slowly. It was agony, the waiting, the teasing, but she knew he would make it all worth it within a few minutes.  
 
    His fingers drug through her wetness and she dropped her hands from the headboard, gripping the sheets on either side of her thighs instead. She cried out and he chuckled.  
 
    The bastard chuckled.  
 
    "So fucking sexy." He moved down and lapped at her, lifting her hips, his fingernails digging into her ass. "Open your legs wider, Jamie. Let me in." 
 
    She forced her thighs open more, her position a little unconventional, and yet watching him eat at the center of her with gusto, combined with his deep groans, left her body rocking toward release faster than she could ever remember doing before.  
 
    His hands gripped her tightly, and he began to use his hold on her to rock her back and forth. The sharpness of his teeth grazed over her clit, and she bucked, her body slamming back down on the bed.  
 
    Alex dropped with her, pressing his mouth to her again and sliding his fingers deep into her body to coax her through the first orgasm and push her into the next. She worked hard to not scare him with the long moans that turned into screams as pleasure rocked her to the center of her being.  
 
    "Stop. Stop, baby." She pressed her foot against him, but he growled 'no' and enjoyed himself for a while longer. She was a sloppy mess and beyond sated by the time he lifted his head and smiled.  
 
    "I love your body. You’re so fucking hot, and taste like heaven. I want more." He glanced down as he slid his fingers down her slit. "Tell me you need another hour or more." 
 
    "No." She kicked at him playfully and rolled over, moving to sit up on the side of the bed. "Where’s my surprise?" 
 
    He laughed deep in his chest and got up, walking around to her side of the bed and pulling her up by the hand. His strong arms wrapped around her as he leaned down and pressed his lips to her shoulder.  
 
    "Get dressed in something comfortable, but warm, and meet me in front of the house in twenty minutes. I'll take you to it." He kissed her nose.  
 
    "Sounds divine. I need breakfast, too, though." She slid her hands down his chest and cupped his arousal with both hands. The fact that she needed both to hold him left her chest tightening and a fresh wave of desire pumping through her.  
 
    He chuckled and stepped back, tugging her hands from himself. "Later you can have all of me that you can handle. Get dressed and let's go. I want to spend the day with you." 
 
    She watched him leave and dropped back on the bed. He was going to have to deal with her being late. She needed a moment to catch her breath, a shower, and a cup of coffee. It was already starting out to be the best morning she'd had in a long while. It promised to only get better.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, where are we going?" Jamie asked, and reached over for Alex's hand as they drove through the city. Hopefully her surprise had little to do with the office or work, and more to do with them. So much of Alex's persona was created due to his success, and a lot of their relationship was based on their work lives. Hopefully today was a different area of interest.  
 
    "To the harbor; I thought it might be nice to have a day out on the water. Spring’s almost gone and summer’s headed this way. It's supposed to be beautiful today, and I want time with my arms around you." He squeezed her hand. "I got a private chef to join us on the boat.” He laughed. “Yeah, it’s Murray. He’s available to cook for us.” He winked. “What do you think? Food, great company, and a little dancing if you feel up to it." 
 
    "The horizontal mambo?" She gave him a cheeky grin and loved the sound of his laugh. He was breathtakingly gorgeous, but his personality only made him more attractive. He had every reason to be a jerk, as most men in his position were, and yet he held himself to a higher standard most days. He was giving, and had been so good to her through her situation with her family over the last few months.  
 
    "I'm always down for making love to the most beautiful woman in New York." He tugged his hand from hers and parked the car. "You ready for a day of relaxation?" 
 
    "Yes. We both need this." She got out and walked around the car.  
 
    Alex was in the backseat, getting a basket and a few other things out. She took the basket and held it up.  
 
    "What's in here?" 
 
    "Your favorite wine, some fruits that I know you like, and..." he took the basket and opened it, tugging a handful of white tulips from it, "...your favorite flowers." 
 
    "Oh, Alex, I love them." She took them and lifted them to her face as her heart lit on fire. "You didn't have to do all of this. Lying by the pool with you would have been enough." 
 
    "I wanted to. We've had a long couple of weeks since the wedding. Getting away from the house and everyone seemed like a great way to focus a little more on each other." He walked onto the small yacht and set the basket down before turning and offering her a hand.  
 
    Murray must have been below deck, because Alex started the boat and pulled them out while Jamie lounged just beside him. Between the sun and the wind, everything that was bothering her dissipated for the time being.  
 
    "So have you met our summer intern?" His deep voice called her from her reverie, and she nodded.  
 
    "Yes. I haven't had the chance to talk to him much, but I think he's going to be sharing my office until the construction is all done."  
 
    "Hmmm... not sure I'm okay with that." He smirked and tugged one of the sails free before sitting down next to her. He slid his strong arm behind her and pulled her close, kissing the side of her face before touching her cheek and pulling her in for a long kiss.  
 
    She broke it a moment later. "Why? Seems like the sensible option. I'm rarely in my office anyway. I'll just make sure to lock up any sensitive information." 
 
    "It's not the information I'm worried about, silly woman. It's you. Any man with a working libido would want to wine and dine you. You're beautiful." He kissed her once more.  
 
    "He's a kid, Alex, and I'm not interested in anyone but you." 
 
    "If he's a kid, then you are, too," he chuckled. "Besides, the guy reminds me far too much of myself when I was his age." 
 
    "He's got blond hair and green eyes. He looks nothing like you." Jamie bit her lip seductively. "You've got the tall, dark, and handsome stereotype down perfectly." 
 
    "Not my looks; my attitude, my cockiness. He knows what he wants and he goes after it. He did a great job all throughout the interview process this past spring. I'm excited to have him on board, but I'd almost rather have him with me than you." He rubbed her shoulder as he studied her. "One more thing, but don't get upset." 
 
    She stiffened at his words. Why did people always preface something that was utterly upsetting by asking the one getting the information to not get upset? It was like it was destined to happen now.  
 
    "I'll try. What's up?" She turned a little, pressing her knees against his thigh and sliding her hand onto his leg.  
 
    "I'm only seeing you, and I want us to be exclusive..." 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "But, I don't want us to come out at the office just yet. I know it's ridiculous, but I read somewhere that younger, single CEOs have more respect and earning potential. Let's just keep us on the down-low until we're sure that we're ready to make the step of declaring ourselves to be a couple. That sound okay?" 
 
    A fiery arrow of rejection shot through her. Had he really just said that?  
 
    "Um... yeah, I guess." She shrugged and got up, moving to the back of the ship to look out at the water. Crying was out.  
 
    "Great. I knew you would understand." He wrapped his arms around her from behind and pressed his lips to the side of her neck.  
 
    Understand?  
 
    Not in the slightest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Jamie wanted to cry, or maybe tear Alex’s head off and toss it in the water rushing past them. He assumed she would be okay with keeping their relationship a secret? Part of her understood the impact around the office and the talk around the water cooler would be about them, but still…  
 
    A part of her—a big part—felt that he was simply too embarrassed to show her off in public. Just like her parents, just like Stephen, Alex didn’t want the stigma associated with dating someone slightly bigger. She was what? A size eight now? Maybe a six in some clothing lines. It didn’t matter that she’d gone down a few sizes. Alex was embarrassed, and he couldn’t admit it out loud. 
 
    The boat ride wasn’t something quiet and romantic. It was something sneaky and hidden. No one was around to see them. He could get his fill of her and not have to admit it to anyone.  
 
    Around mid-afternoon, she faked a stomach ache, and they went back to the dock. Alex tried to care for her, but she would have none of it. He wanted to keep them a secret, which felt wrong. Jamie couldn’t shake the thought that, after so many years of having her mother leave her at home because she didn't want to be seen with an 'overweight' kid, she was right back where she started.  
 
    She spent Sunday in the bed, wondering what the fuck she was doing with her life, and indulging in ice cream and vodka to soothe her sad soul. Alex stopped by in the morning, looking ready for a game of golf. He offered to make her something to eat, but she ejected him from the room, using the excuse that she didn’t want to make him sick, too. 
 
    How something so great as him taking her out on the boat had turned into such a nightmare was beyond her. Why the hell couldn't he have just wanted to tell her that she was good enough in the bed but not in public, later that day? He could have told her on the way home and left the boat ride fun and uncomplicated, but no.  
 
    "Asshole," she murmured against her pillow as the sun rose on Monday morning. She wasn't sure at all what she was going to do about him, but rolling around with him in the sheets was out for the next day or two. She needed to first convince herself that she wasn't a nasty blob that no one wanted to be seen with. Alex was right about one thing... she had lost some weight, and because of it felt a hundred times better.  
 
    Maybe his request was just selfish or out of ignorance, but, either way, it stung in places that she was working to heal. He could take a backseat for the rest of the week. She ignored the inner voice that said she was being silly and she should consider his position. His position? Didn’t the guy have enough money and respect? Sheesh!  
 
    After lamenting about life for far too long, Jamie finally dragged herself from bed and got dressed for work. Needing to look extra pretty, she took her time straightening her long blonde hair and putting on her makeup to go from okay to bombshell. Her white blouse was silky and accented her large breasts and thinning waist. A slimming black shirt and red heels made the outfit perfect. She sprayed on Alex's favorite perfume and walked to the car with very little drive to go into the office for the day.  
 
    Maybe turning her attention to both the investor conference and the cute intern in the office would help. She wasn't interested in the slightest, but making a new friend with someone who appeared to want the world and be actively going after it was never a bad bet.   
 
    Her cell phone rang as she approached the office, and, after seeing that it was her father, she parked and pressed the speaker phone button.  
 
    "Dad?" 
 
    "Hi, pumpkin. I figured I needed to call, though I'm not really even sure what to say. I assume your mother called you?" 
 
    "Yes. She called yesterday." Jamie slowly released the breath she was holding. She was much closer to her father than her mother. Then again, who wouldn't be? Her dad was the only one in their house who ever gave her positive feedback or seemed to care about her feelings.  
 
    "I should have called last week. I just... I don't know." 
 
    "It's okay, Dad. Where are you now?" 
 
    "I'm at work." 
 
    "No, where are you staying? I assume you left the house?" 
 
    "Yeah. I'm staying with your Uncle Billy. He's got a guest room that Martha was using for her crafts. They’ve two dogs, which you know tear my allergies up. I'll be looking for a place this week." His tone was neither sad nor happy. It was the sound of numbness that led to resolution.  
 
    Jamie had been there many times herself. "You can stay with me if you need to." 
 
    "I appreciate the offer, but I'm good. I’m not going to burden my kids. I just wanted to let you know that there isn't another woman, nor has there ever been. Your mother and I just don't see eye to eye at all anymore. I'm tired. So tired, Jamie." 
 
    "I know, Daddy." Her eyes filled with tears over the weariness that began to slip into his voice. She knew that type of tired.  
 
    "Never stay with someone who doesn't appreciate you, who doesn't cherish you just the way you are. You're a great woman, and you deserve only the best. I should’ve told you that a long time ago." 
 
    "Thanks, Dad." She sniffled. "So this is it? No chance of you guys getting back together?" 
 
    "Not in my mind, but you never know. I think separating for a while will be good for us no matter what the future holds. Your mother's nitpicking has moved from cute, to annoying, to downright dreadful. I'm done walking out of every conversation with her and being nothing but bones. She picks the flesh and meat right off of me. Best weight-loss plan I know." He laughed, but the sound fell flat.  
 
    "I love you. I'm here if you need me." 
 
    "Same here, kiddo. We'll do lunch soon. Okay?" 
 
    "Alright." Jamie hung up and leaned back, forcing herself not to cry. She had a lot on her plate, but it would seem her mom and dad had more.  
 
    After a few minutes of breathing deeply and calming herself, she got out of the car and walked into the office. A stop by the kitchenette had her grabbing a large cup of coffee and snagging a donut from the unholy, large box of them.  
 
    She hadn't had anything that sugary-sweet in months, except for maybe the ice cream and vodka. However, the occasion called for something to help her take her mind off of it. Food always worked well.  
 
    Alex walked out of his office and down the hall, stopping in front of her as she glanced up.  
 
    "Oh, hi, Mr. Reid." Jamie lifted the donut. "Someone brought breakfast in the kitchenette." 
 
    "You don't need that sugary shit, Jamie. It’ll make your stomach hurt worse. Go chuck it and get a yogurt or a banana." The concern on his face was apparent, but his words drove remembrance into her. How many times had her mother forced her to forgo a simple treat because she was too fat to indulge... even a little.  
 
    "Right," she whispered and walked into her office, closing the door behind her and jumping as someone spoke.  
 
    "Eat the donut. Eat two if it’ll make you feel better." Paul grinned as he stood in the middle of the room. 
 
    "Oh, damn. You scared me." She chuckled and took a bit bite of the treat. "I plan on eating it. I'll eat the whole box if I please." She glanced at the door connecting her office to Alex’s. It was closed. 
 
    "There you go. Tell them who’s boss," he laughed and turned back to setting up his laptop.  
 
    Her office was big enough to hold another temporary desk besides his if they wanted, which meant there was plenty of space for the two of them.  
 
    The door opened behind her, and Gina smiled. "I'm going to leave this door open, if you're okay. Mr. Reid has some weird policy insisting the door be open when two people work in the same room." 
 
    Jamie lifted her eyebrow at her friend. "When did that start? I've never heard of it." 
 
    "About three minutes ago." Gina shook her head, winked, and walked out.  
 
    "Interesting," Paul mumbled, but continued to focus on his computer.  
 
    She probably needed to have that 'good officemate' conversation with Paul, but she wasn’t in the mood right now. She would look like the crappy workmate if she told him to not chat her ear off when she was working.  
 
    Handsome Paul could have the benefit of the doubt until it appeared she needed to say something.  
 
    "Ms. Connors,” Alex poked his head in the room. “I’ve a trip tomorrow morning that you're going to need to come on with me. You feeling better?" 
 
    "Morning, Mr. Reid." Paul turned, stood up, and walked across the room to shake Alex’s hand.  
 
    "Good morning, Paul. I hope your new accommodations will work for the next while." Alex glanced around the room, his eyes landing on Jamie.  
 
    "Yes, sir; Jamie's been great to me. She's a keeper for sure." Paul glanced over at her, too.  
 
    "I'm right here." She lifted her eyebrows as Paul chuckled. Alex, on the other hand, didn't.  
 
    "Good. Just make sure you keep to yourself. She's my PA, and I keep her insanely busy. If you need something, find a senior investor to help you. She's not your go-to in any sense of the word." Alex had turned his attention on the younger man. His expression had darkened quite a bit, too.  
 
    He should just whip out his penis and urinate all over the place. That would be more effective than this long, drawn-out conversation. Jamie clenched her hands into tight fists. For someone not wanting to share their relationship, this was highly annoying. 
 
    Alex glanced toward Jamie. "Gina has our tickets. We leave tomorrow just before lunch. We can work in the morning if you have things that need to get done." 
 
    "I'm sorry. Where are we going?" She pressed her hands to her hips.  
 
    "We're headed to Philadelphia." His lips pursed, which meant he wasn't willing to talk about it. "I'll give you the details later. We’ve a long day ahead of us. You're meeting with our investors from Smith and Co. at eleven for me?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." She let her hand slide down her thigh, not caring too much for his eyes following her every move. She was supposed to be angry with him, but seeing him in that navy blue suit and white tie against his dark skin left her hungry for the high only he could provide. She needed medication. One minute she wanted him, and the next moment, killing him seemed to be the right answer.  
 
    Must be love. Sounds like love.  
 
    "Good. Call if you need me." He glanced over at Paul. "You find someone down the hall if you need help." 
 
    Paul nodded as a smirk lifted his lip. "I understand, Mr. Reid. I'll not bother Jamie. I promise."  
 
    "Good." Alex lingered in the doorway for a minute more before turning and walking out.  
 
    Jamie let out a growl and dropped down in her chair. He could have just cut across the room to his office. That obviously was going to be a no-go while Paul was in here. She had a feeling Alex was going to be pushing the construction to get done faster now. She worked to get her computer on as Paul moved to stand in front of her desk. His hands were in his pockets, his boyish good looks accented by the cute smile on his face.  
 
    "How long have you guys been dating?" He lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    "What? We're not dating." She shrugged and glanced down at the floor, trying to find the on button for her power cord.  
 
    "Right. Keeping it on the down-low, I take it." He chuckled and walked back to his desk. "I might be young, but you learn guy code as a boy if you’re raised right." 
 
    "Guy code?" She sat back up and glanced over at him. "I'm a girl, so clue me in." 
 
    "You're a woman, and the boss man just put me in my place because, whether you know it or not... you're his woman." He shrugged and shot her a sexy grin. "I'm jealous already." 
 
    "Stop it. You're incorrigible," she laughed as her cheeks heated.  
 
    "Just have eyes to see." He glanced over and winked.  
 
    Was this guy for real? Jamie shook her head and dove into her list of things that had to be done that day. Alex wanted to her to go home with him? It wasn't something she expected to do, but whatever he had in mind, she was all in. It's not like she had much choice in the matter anyway. Besides, seeing Alex's brother Mark would be good. They'd had a rough start, but after getting to know each other a little better, a friendship had begun. Alex might not like his brother, but maybe that would change over time.  
 
    It better. He promised his dying father that it would.  
 
    Not following through on the promise wasn't something she would want to live with. She couldn't imagine Alex wanting to either.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jamie drove home in silence after work, not wanting the radio to interrupt her internal meanderings. She wanted a long workout session and maybe a swim before having to meet up with Alex. His text from earlier that day said that he wanted to get together for dinner up at his house. She figured they would be cooking together, which she felt would lead to the feeling of intimacy. 
 
    They would make love half the night if she left things up to him, but she had some decisions to make. The conversation with her father that morning had re-solidified in her mind that where she didn't feel deserving of a good man, she was. Was Alex that guy? 
 
    He certainly seemed like it, and yet his wanting to hide their relationship left her questioning everything. A night of making love with him would only complicate things farther, and yet she needed time in his arms. It was the desire to be loved, to be wanted, to finally be accepted by someone who appeared to be great.  
 
    She growled at her indecision, and parked the car before moving quickly into her small space and changing into her workout clothes. Walking back toward the gym, she thought back on the conversation with Paul.  
 
    It was nice to know Alex had deemed her his own, and had forced that thought on the new intern, who was a little too friendly and confidently ballsy. But why make it known and yet not allow anyone to know? It made no damn sense at all.  
 
    She walked into the gym and started to work through the various machines that would give her a full-body workout. Turning up her music, she lost herself in the moment, not thinking about Alex or her family. For the upcoming hour, it was just about her.  
 
    By the time she was done, she was drenched in sweat and gasping for air. It felt incredible; a high like sex with Alex felt.  
 
    "Speaking of," she grumbled and walked into the elaborate shower in the locker room. She wanted a night with her man, and if having to talk him through her feelings being hurt, or prove to him why he was being an ass without having to actually come out and say it was the charge, she was all for it.  
 
    Dinner, a movie, and sex sounded like a great night. Going back to Philadelphia not so much, but she could take the good with the bad.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had just finished braiding her long wet hair when her phone buzzed. She hit the talk button and leaned over, spreading a light coating of pink lip gloss on her lips.  
 
    "Hey."  
 
    "Hey, baby. When are you coming up here?" 
 
    "Ten minutes. I just got out of the shower." 
 
    "And you didn't think to invite me?" The pout in his voice was almost cute. Almost.  
 
    "Nope. I worked out and tried to decide if I wanted to spend the night curled up with a good book about a man who showed off his woman, or have dinner with a handsome bachelor." 
 
    "Jamie," his voice softened.  
 
    "I'll be up shortly." She pressed the button to end the call.  
 
    A growl left her as she turned her head slightly, studying herself in the mirror. The weight loss had been good for her face, having slimmed it down nicely, but, like most women, another flaw popped up in its place. "I thought you weren't going to say anything. Needy bitch." She shook her head and walked to the bedroom to get dressed.  
 
    A simple white dress with sandals, sexy lace panties, and a bracelet or two and she was out the door. It was a beautiful evening, the sun having just begun its descent at the far end of the sky.  
 
    She couldn't help but stop and enjoy the majesty of it as it sank down lower and lower. The large wrap-around porch on the back of Alex's mansion was her favorite part of the whole place. It reminded her of something out of the Victorian era; entrancing and filled with beauty.  
 
    The door opened behind her and she glanced back, giving Alex a warm smile.  
 
    "Were you waiting for an invitation? You're cordially invited to come in and make my night exceedingly better than it could ever be without you." He wrapped his arms around her and pressed a soft kiss just below her ear.  
 
    "I was coming in. I just love it out here. It feels great, and the sun almost looks close enough to reach from up here." She smiled and leaned against him, loving the feel of his strong arms locked around her.  
 
    "I upset you. Forgive me." He brushed his nose up the column of her neck. "We can tell the world about us if you want to. I'm just trying to figure everything out from a personal and business perspective. Life gets a little complicated when the spotlight shines on you. I hate it." 
 
    "It's okay.” She’d stressed about it for a couple of days and now she was telling him it was fine? Idiot. “Just old demons I'm going to fight my whole life, I guess." She turned in his arms and slid her hands up his chest. His cream-colored Oxford sweater looked damn good on him. She knew it would look better off. 
 
    "I never want to be a part of making you feel like you aren't everything that you are." He leaned down and brushed his lips over hers. "You're far beyond anything I deserve. I'm thrilled that you even decided to give me a chance, Jamie." 
 
    She lifted to her toes and pressed her lips tightly to his. Her tongue slid past the opening of his lips and dove into his mouth. He groaned low in his chest, and sucked on her offering as his hands moved down to her lower back, squeezing tightly.  
 
    "Let's make dinner before we decide to just eat each other," she mumbled against his lips as she kissed him in between the words.  
 
    "Not sure I agree with that. To hell with dinner," he smiled and kissed her again.  
 
    Jamie moved back and turned, walking to the back door and pausing. "What’re we having? Do we need to run out and pick up a few things?" 
 
    "No. I had the pantry stocked earlier today. I was thinking seafood linguine. I know how to make a killer butter sauce if you're up for it." He moved in behind her and ran his fingers over the curve of her rear.  
 
    "I thought you were just lecturing me about a donut earlier. Was that you or someone else?" 
 
    "I was just worried about your tummy from you being sick." He patted her butt. "Don't turn me into the villain. I'll never be that to you." 
 
    "Then, yes, I'm down for pasta. Do you have the stuff to make a big green salad?" 
 
    "Sure do. You get started on that, and I'll work on the pasta. We’ll show Murray we know how to cook." He winked and pushed the door open beside her and walked in. The large expanse of his living room was welcoming, and smelled of leather and cologne.  
 
    She breathed deeply and walked toward the kitchen, stopping just outside of it to slip her sandals off.  
 
    "You want red or white wine?" he asked, moving up behind her and rubbing his erection against her rear. "Or are we still thinking to hell with dinner?" 
 
    She chuckled before reaching back and popping him softly in the chest. "White wine, and behave. There's lots of time to enjoy each other after we fill our bellies." 
 
    "So many naughty things I could say." He slipped his hand under her dress and brushed a warm finger along the inside of her, though, before walking past her into the kitchen.  
 
    A shiver of anticipation raced down the center of her body and urged her toward tugging him into the bedroom. Or the living room couch. Or a table. Or the kitchen countertop. She didn’t care where. She pushed the thought away, knowing that cooking together, talking, and then snuggling would only lead to better sex as it were. Being with him was a complete turn on. The love-making was just an extension of the attraction.  
 
    "Did Paul behave himself?" Alex pulled various items out of the fridge as he spoke over his shoulder.  
 
    "Of course he did, Alex. He's a professional." She worked on getting the wine bottle open, but handed it over to him as he reached for it.  
 
    "Professional woman-stealer. I saw the way he watched you today. I don't like it." He popped the top and poured them a glass as she extended empty glasses toward him.  
 
    "You're making this up. He's a perfect gentleman, and besides... he knows we're together." She handed him his glass and took a sip of hers, enjoying the bitterness of the grapes as it raced across her tongue.  
 
    "Oh, yeah? Did you say something to him?" Alex lifted his eyebrow.  
 
    "No, Mr. Reid. You were like a Pitbull in my office this morning, spraying your scent everywhere." She slid up against him. "It was almost hot." She ran her tongue over her lower lip, enjoying his eyes follow it. “I almost had to go into your office to cool my libido down. I managed to take care of that on my own.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes grew big. “Really?” He cleared his throat. "Good! So Paul got the hint to back the fuck off." He shrugged, kissed her once, and moved to the counter. "I still want him out of your office. Give him Jerry's office, and put that old fart in there with you." 
 
    "I think Jerry’s handsome." Jamie suppressed a smile and started to work on tearing lettuce.  
 
    "Well, damn... Jerry's out, too." They laughed together, enjoying the silly banter that moved between them.  
 
    She finished the salad, and Alex had the pasta done and ready as well.  
 
    "Let's eat outside." Jamie turned to face him, falling more in love with him as he moved around the kitchen with skill. A man who could cook was rare, and yet one who could do it and do it well stood in front of her.  
 
    "Sounds great. Grab the wine and lead the way." He picked up the tray with their salads, two empty bowls, and a huge bowl of seafood linguine. The smell was divine, and her tummy rumbled in anticipation of what was to come.  
 
    Jamie picked up the wine and their glasses and walked back through the living room, making sure to breathe deeply as she stopped at the back door. They worked together to get it open, chuckling at their own inabilities and stopping to smile at each other shyly.  
 
    "Alex. Why’re we going back to Philadelphia? What's going on that you need to be there?" She sat down and rearranged the bowls for them.  
 
    "The estate sale. You really don't have to go if you're too busy or don't feel up to it. I just don't want to go without you." He shrugged and poured his salad dressing. "I'm sure I'm going to run into a few old memories, and maybe I'm just being a wimp, but I want you there to help me process anything that happens." 
 
    Warmth flooded her system and she reached out, touching his hand. "I wouldn't be anywhere else." 
 
    He captured her hand and moved it to his lips, kissing her palm softly. "Good. Mark’ll be there, so promise you'll be the softness between us." 
 
    "I'll do my best." She touched his face gingerly before slipping out of his grasp and eating her dinner. The meal was exquisite, each bite better than the last.  
 
    The cleaned everything up and moved to the couch, snuggling up and watching an old black and white movie until late into the night. Alex loved the damn things, though she could do without ever having to see another one; for him... she would do just about anything.  
 
    She turned as the credits rolled and snuggled down against his chest, wrapping her arms around him tightly.  
 
    "Why don't we do this every night?" he asked, brushing his lips on her forehead. "It feels so right. So good." 
 
    "Because you're busy, and, like you said," she said as she yawned, "until we decide we're headed into the next phase of our relationship, we're really just dating on and off." 
 
    He touched her chin, forcing her to look up. "Then let's start talking about what the next phase looks like. I want you in my arms at night." 
 
    "Me too." She scooted up and pressed her lips to his, starting the fire that would lead to a long night of moaning his name.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Alex wasn't in the bed beside her when she woke, but the smell of his soap lingered in the air. Jamie rolled onto her back and tugged the covers up to her nose, breathing deeply and groaning. The man could be a pain in the butt, but he was a god in bed and smelled like heaven itself.  
 
    She laid there a moment more before getting up and checking her phone. There was a text from Gina that Nicholas, one of their investors who had vied for Jamie’s attention and then effed that up royally, had called and was stopping by at nine to talk with Jamie.  
 
    "Nine?" She glanced at the clock and let out a yelp. She had fifty minutes to get ready and get to the office. There was no way. It took that long to get into work. 
 
    She texted Gina back as she tried to get her dress back on. It would have to be nine-thirty. Gina seemed more than willing to keep the handsome investor busy. Jamie couldn't help but roll her eyes at the saucy Italian woman. She was too much for her own good.  
 
    After slipping her feet into her sandals, she half ran- half jogged back to her place and worked as fast as possible to get a pair of black slacks and grey button-down on. Her breasts were a little big for the shirt, but she could suck in each time someone came in. She was used to doing it for most of her life anyway.  
 
    Her stomach growled angrily as she climbed into her car and sped off toward the office, but she ignored it. Nicholas. The man had confused her with some of the stuff he had pulled over the last few months, but something told her that they were headed toward better days. It was hard fending off a love interest, and a handsome wealthy one, when no one could know about her and Alex actually being together.  
 
    Nicholas seemed to know, but perhaps that was because of her not correcting him when he saw her and Alex together in a restaurant not too long ago. The fact that he was interested in her was charming, but he was a good ten years older, if not more. Secondly, whether anyone really knew it or not - she was taken. Plus, wasn’t it bad business to date your competitor’s staff? Investor or partner or whatever? 
 
    Her phone rang, pulling her from her internal meanderings. Christine.  
 
    "Ugh," Jamie grumbled before hitting the speaker button. "This is Jamie." 
 
    "Hey. It's me. Do you have a minute?" Her sister's voice was chipper, with an edge of entitlement to it.  
 
    "I'm driving to work. I can talk while I'm o—" 
 
    Christine cut her off. "Right. So I need to talk to you about something. It's extremely personal. You're the only one in the car, right?" 
 
    "Mom already called me. I know about her and Dad." Jamie turned onto the main freeway as traffic came to a dead stop. Excellent. Nothing like being late for one of the largest investors in the company.  
 
    "It's not about Mom and Dad. That's old news." Her sister made a sound like she was sucking something out of her teeth. "I need your advice." 
 
    Jamie cringed at the nasty sound coming from the phone. "On what?" 
 
    "On my sex life." There was an odd pause, and Jamie sure as hell wasn't filling it. "I can tell that caught you a little by surprise." 
 
    "Just a bit."  
 
    "So Stephen and I are doing good, but he's been complaining a lot about our sexy time." 
 
    "Sexy time?" Jamie rolled her eyes and prayed for the earth to split open and suck her into its center to be burned alive. Was she really about to talk to her sister about 'sexy time' with her ex? Was it not enough that Stephen was now married to her sister? She wasn't at all interested in the bastard any more, but it did happen to leave things quite awkward between her and all of them.  
 
    "Yep. So he was telling me the other day that you happen to be the best lay of his life." She huffed. "I was a little surprised. Most girls with a little extra in the middle won't get naked to save their life. I'm actually proud of you." 
 
    "A little extra in the middle?" Heat rose up the center of Jamie's chest. "Right. I'll have to call you back, Christine. Wreck up here and I need to pay attention. Best of luck on your issues. Bye, now!" She used a sugary-sweet voice and growled loudly after hitting the ‘end call’ button.  
 
    "That sorry bitch." Jamie hit the steering wheel. She had been working so hard to lose weight and feel better about herself, and she'd done it. How in the world did it only take mere minutes for her shitty sister to pull her back down to feeling horrible about herself? Not everyone had bones protruding from their hips and cheeks. Not all guys in the universe wanted a woman like that anyway.  
 
    "Sexy time," she mumbled and turned in to the parking garage. Having to talk with her mother and father about their failing marriage was more than enough drama for her. Having to help her sister with her sex life now, too? Hell no. That was completely out. She felt like she might soon end up on the Oprah show. The series would be called 'Keeping it in the family'.  
 
    Jamie parked and got out, still grumbling under her breath by the time she arrived in the office. She glanced toward Gina and then to Nicholas.  
 
    "Morning. Traffic was a bear. Just give me a minute and we can meet in my office, Nicholas." 
 
    "Of course. Good to see you, Jamie." He smiled and glanced back down at his phone.  
 
    "Morning. I put a cup of coffee on your desk just to save you the time." Gina winked.  
 
    "Thank you." Jamie walked into her office and realized she wouldn't be meeting with anyone in there. She had an officemate.  
 
    "Morning." Paul turned and let his gaze roam over her. "You look great today. There's a nice healthy glow about you." 
 
    "It's called starvation." Jamie gave a cheeky grin.  
 
    "I saw that someone was waiting for you out there. How about I go downstairs and grab us both something to eat? I'll take my time and wait in the breakroom if I get back early. That should give you time with him and something to eat when you're done." He stood and ran his fingers through his thick blond hair.  
 
    "Yeah. Wow. That would actually be amazing." Jamie dug in her purse as she continued, "Let me just get you some money." 
 
    "No. My treat. You want something healthy or something delicious?" The smirk that lifted his mouth caused her to chuckle.  
 
    "They have to be mutually exclusive? No good-tasting healthy stuff?" 
 
    "Not in my opinion." He shrugged. He was similar to Alex; a younger version with the same confidence. 
 
    She smiled. "Let's go healthy. I’ve a plane to catch in a few hours. I'd rather not feel too bad for the flight." 
 
    "Good call." He walked to the door. "Good luck with your meeting." 
 
    "Right. Tell Gina to send him in for me." Jamie moved to take a seat at the small round table by the window as Paul nodded and walked out.  
 
    Moments later Nicholas knocked on the doorframe and stuck his head in.  
 
    His dark hair was starting to turn gray, though he couldn't be more than forty. He was distinguished-looking, handsome, and beyond wealthy. Where Alex had made every penny he had, it would appear after looking through his portfolio that Nicholas had inherited most of his money and made more of it. The man knew how to invest it, which caused his wealth to expand far beyond anything he might have done otherwise.  
 
    "Now a good time?" He walked in and unbuttoned his suit jacket. He was tall and built like a basketball player, but what she liked most about him was the warmth of his smile. He might be a snake behind the kindness he exuded, but, if so, he hid it well.  
 
    "It sure is. Please come sit down and tell me what I can do for you." She motioned for him to take the seat near her.  
 
    "Thanks. I won't take much of your time." He sat down and leaned back, his eyes remaining on her face, which left her feeling respected – empowered.  
 
    "Take as long as you need. We appreciate you believing enough in what Mr. Reid is doing to invest with us. I'm here to make you comfortable and help address any questions or concerns you might have." 
 
    He nodded. "I'm thrilled with the company's performance over the last month… hell, the last year. I'm here on a more personal note." 
 
    "Oh." Jamie stiffened, but forced herself to remain open to whatever he was going to say, or offer.  
 
    "I owe you a more in-depth apology. Last time we spoke, perhaps I was a little too forward. Alex's personal business is just that. I'm not too fond of some of the things I've seen in the past with him and other women, but that gives me no right to judge. Heaven forbid someone decides to judge me based on my past." His eyes grew wide, and Jamie chuckled.  
 
    "Right? I'd not survive that either." She crossed her legs and kept her hands in her lap. "Apology accepted. I wasn't too offended, though I might have stated that I was." 
 
    "Yes, well. I was downright inappropriate. I haven't found a woman who caused my heart to flutter quite the way you did... the way you do." A blush warmed his cheeks, and she was a little surprised at how flattered she felt over the situation.  
 
    "I'm not sure how to respond to that." She pressed her hand to her chest as her heart began to beat faster.  
 
    "There's no need to. I was coming through town for an eleven o'clock meeting and figured now was as good a time as any to tell you once again that I'm sorry, and if you ever find yourself needing a dinner date... I'm your guy." He stood and offered his hand. "And if you decide that you're ready to start your own firm or want another place to work... call me for that reason as well. That job offer is always available." 
 
    She stood and shook his hand, offering him a warm smile. "Well, thank you on all three accounts. I have your number on speed dial." 
 
    "I like the sound of that." He winked and turned, walking toward the door before pausing and looking back over his shoulder. "Gray looks look good on you; brings out your eyes."  
 
    "Thanks." She felt a little overwhelmed with his attention locked onto her, but she held his gaze nevertheless.  
 
    He walked out and Jamie stood there, trying to sort through her feelings about the older man. No one but Alex held the keys to her heart, but it was insanely warming to think that perhaps she wasn't as revolting or unwanted as she’d believed herself to be only a few months ago.  
 
    "Here we go, pretty woman." Paul walked in and set down her cup of oatmeal. He glanced up at her and chuckled. "Damn. What did the old guy say?" 
 
    She blinked a few times and smiled. "What? Why?" 
 
    "Because that look on your face is dreamy. I want to learn from the best. You seem like a hard cookie to break. If he's got you looking like you’re lost in a daydream, I want in." 
 
    Jamie laughed louder. "You're incorrigible." 
 
    "You have no idea." He winked and walked to his desk, sitting down and pulling the wrapper off of his sandwich. "If you decide you want something that tastes good, I got an extra bacon, egg, and cheese." 
 
    Jamie took one look at her oatmeal and shook her head before walking toward him. "Yeah, to hell with it. I'm starving. I'll just eat a light lunch." 
 
    "You’re kidding, right? You’ve got nothing to worry about, weight-wise.” He shook his head. “You women are silly with your body-complexes.” He handed the extra sandwich to her over his shoulder, never looking away from his computer.  
 
    She was starting to like him. He could stay – for now.  
 
      
 
    Jamie was still thinking about the conversation with Nicholas when she reached the hanger for Alex's private jet. She walked on to the aircraft and nestled into a large leather chair as Alex glanced up from his across the aisle.  
 
    "Hey, beautiful. Sleep good last night?" He turned his full attention on her.  
 
    "Sure did. I'm a little sleepy now, too. Mind if I take a nap while we fly?"  
 
    "Not at all. I have several things I need to review before we get there. I assume we'll be going through the rest of the house and working out the documents for the estate to sell. Long two days coming up, with little time for work." 
 
    "Which is a blessing in disguise, I'm sure." She smiled at him and reached for a blue blanket that lay in a cubbyhole beside her. She wrapped herself up and closed her eyes, leaning back and drifting off as the plane took off, her thoughts on Alex but her dreams mixed with three men’s faces. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    "Hey. We're here. Let's go." Alex's voice was cold, and not at all what she wanted pulling her from the restful nap she got to take.  
 
    "Alright," she mumbled sleepily and got up, following him down the steps and waiting beside him for their luggage.  
 
    He took his and turned, walking toward a waiting limo, with stiff shoulders and an angry disposition. She grabbed her own bag and walked behind him, stifling a yawn. They got their luggage in the back and got into the car. Jamie moved closer to him and slid her hand along his thigh.  
 
    He looked down at his leg, up at her, and back out the window. No smile. No encouragement to touch him. The last time they'd been in a limo together, all hell broke loose and pleasure was king for the long ride.  
 
    "What's wrong?" she asked, squeezing his leg and pressing her lips to his shoulder.  
 
    "I don't want to do this shit. I don't want to see Mark, and honestly there's nothing here that I need to take care of." 
 
    Whoa! Talk about a one-eighty. "You promised your dad you would work on your relationship with your brother. This is just part of that promise." She moved back as his head whipped around.  
 
    "I realize that, Jamie!” he barked. “It's the only reason I'm doing it. I just don't want to. There are too many fucked up memories here. Always second-best, always first doubted." He shrugged and let out a long sigh before leaning his head back and turning away from her.  
 
    "I understand." She moved her hand and wrapped her arms around herself. "Just let me know where I can help and what I can do." 
 
    "I brought you for two reasons: One, to help me keep everything straight from a legal perspective, and the other, to simply lean on. I swear I feel like a complete failure every time I come here." He let out a long breath through his nose.  
 
    "Well. I'm here for that and anything else you need." She slipped her hand into his. "Where is our first stop?" 
 
    "We're having drinks and an early dinner with my brother and his wife." Alex held her hand loosely, which was so different from the emotion he'd shown just the night before.  
 
    "What's her name again?" 
 
    "Paula." He closed his eyes, and Jamie realized that the conversation was over for the time being. It was probably best, seeing as how the only news she had about her own day was regarding two guys who Alex would want to hear nothing about. The way he was acting the day before, he would most likely get jealous over nothing and blow up.  
 
    She leaned her head against his arm and watched the world go by until the car stopped. The antiquated restaurant that sat just outside the window was beautiful, and sparked her interest.  
 
    "This looks nice." She got out of the car behind him, taking his hand as he offered it.  
 
    "I'm dreading this shit." He kept his hand in hers. "Tell me it's going to be over soon." 
 
    "It is, and I would be asking for the same pep talk if this was my family and we were here to see them." Jamie smiled as she caught sight of the slight lifting of his lips. Maybe she’d need to offer a prize if he kept it together over dinner. She understood his stress, and sympathized with him. He didn’t mean to take it out on her; he just needed an outlet. I’m rubber, you’re glue... She could be his rubber for now. 
 
    "Just keep the liquor coming and talk Mark's ear off. I have very little to say to my brother." He shrugged and held the door open for her.  
 
    Jamie smiled as Mark stood beside a dark-haired woman, a huge smile sliding across his handsome face. "There you guys are. I was getting worried." 
 
    "We're not even late," Alex grumbled as Jamie let his younger brother pull her into a friendly hug.  
 
    "True." Mark motioned for the woman to stand. "Jamie, this is my wife, Paula." 
 
    The woman tilted her head and lifted her lips in a less-than-pleasant smirk. "Hmmm. Nice to meet you. Not the woman I would expect Alex to date, but still very pretty." 
 
    Jamie wasn't sure how to respond. The comment would be more appropriate had Jamie not been in front of her. And they had met at the house after Alex’s dad had passed. It had been brief, but still. 
 
    "She's a good friend." Alex touched Jamie's back and extended his hand. "Nice to see you again, Paula. Mark." 
 
    "Right." Mark lifted his eyebrows and turned to the hostess. "We're ready to be seated." 
 
    "Bring a huge bottle of wine, please." Jamie moved up next to Mark and smiled, leaving the other two behind them. She would catch hell from Alex over it later, but she didn't mind so much. She would make it up to him.  
 
    They worked through casual conversation as best they could as they ate their salads and shared a bottle of wine. Alex had a call come in as the food was being delivered, and excused himself.  
 
    Paula sat there for a minute longer and got up to go to the bathroom, leaving Jamie to wonder how the night had gotten so off.  
 
    "Wow. This is fucking uncomfortable. You would think you and I were old lovers and now you're with my brother, or he and Paula were and now we’re together. The damn tension is so thick I couldn't cut it with my knife," he chuckled.  
 
    Jamie relaxed immediately and sank back into her seat. "My sister actually married my ex-boyfriend. Talk about odd family gatherings." 
 
    Mark laughed. "No way. Seriously?" 
 
    "Yeah, but it's all good. I honestly never know what in the world I saw in him." She picked up her wine glass. "However, nothing is as tense as this has been." 
 
    "It's my fault. Alex and I have no relationship at all. It doesn’t help that Paula and I are struggling as well. I'm the common denominator, but I'm more content with myself than I’ve ever been." He shrugged, and finished his wine before pouring himself another glass. He tilted the bottle toward her. "More?" 
 
    "Hell, yes." She lifted her glass. "So tomorrow we’ll just be going through the house and then you and Alex will meet with the lawyers?" 
 
    "Just the house. I'll do all the legal work in a few days by myself. If Alex is needed, I'll call him and pull him in. I'll probably bring a handful of papers with me back up to New York to get his signature on. I'll just work through you. I'd hate to take up any more of his time." He sighed and glanced toward the front door. "Dad wants us to work on this, but I honestly don't know how." 
 
    "Yeah. I wish I could help. I can't stand my own family, so giving advice to you and yours would be ridiculous." Jamie took another sip of her wine. "I think you should just keep trying and push the best parts of your personality toward him. Tell him how much you care, how much you notice him, and how you’re proud of him. It's all the things he's been missing in his life." 
 
    "That's good. I like it." Mark glanced back toward her. "Here they come. Ready for round two?" 
 
    "Nope. Order more liquor." 
 
    Mark chuckled. "I like you." 
 
    Alex sat down and glanced between the two of them. "My brother hitting on my girl?" 
 
    "I thought she was just a friend," Mark said, and chuckled as Jamie gave him a look. "Alright... no, I'm not hitting on her, though you should watch yourself. I don't know many men who wouldn't try, especially with you playing her up as nothing more than a friend." 
 
    Jamie pressed her fingers to her forehead, wanting to disappear. While she was thrilled that Mark was willing to take up for her, it only seemed to start up the tension once again. There was nothing to do but focus on the liquor. Somehow it seemed to numb her senses. It was the only way she was going to get through the visit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They slept turned away from each other that night, Alex having been in a particularly horrid mood by the time they made it back to the hotel. Jamie wasn't willing to put up with anything from him, due to the liquor giving her more attitude than she was used to having. After a small argument, she laid her head on the pillow and was out.  
 
    The next morning, Alex was already up and dressed by the time she got up.  
 
    "Morning," he grumbled, sipping a cup of coffee as he stood by the window, gazing out.  
 
    "Morning." She pressed her fingers to her head and groaned. "Remind me next time you ask me to come with you back here to tell you to fuck off. I can't stand the tension between you and Mark. The wine helped, but today is going to be rough." 
 
    He moved toward her and touched the side of her face. "I'm sorry. I was a royal ass last night to you and him. I just feel the need to protect myself when he's around. I'm waiting for the first punch to land." 
 
    "I know, but I hate it." She got up, kissing him once, and walked to the bathroom. "Are we leaving after the estate sale today?" 
 
    "Yes. There will be people all over the property today. Let's grab a bagel on the way over and then we will just do as we're asked, and then leave. I'm not interested in hanging out with Mark or the witch he married any longer than necessary." 
 
    Jamie couldn't agree more, though she didn't respond. A quick fix with her hair in a ponytail and a little bit of makeup on, and she was ready to go. Her slacks and white cotton sweater was business casual and looked good enough against Alex's slacks and button-down.  
 
    He held her hand on the way over and she ordered a couple of extra bagels at the store for Mark and anyone else who might be there. Alex saw no point in being overly nice, but she ignored the comment.  
 
    "Ready for this?" He looked out the window as the car stopped. 
 
    "Yes. Are you ready, is the question." She squeezed his hand.  
 
    "Not really, but if it means that I never have to come back, then, yes, I can't fucking wait." He got out and held the door for her.  
 
    Mark was the first one to approach them, his suit looking good on him, but the dark circles under his eyes had grown larger. "Alright. We're to mingle with people, answer questions about any of the trinkets in the house, and kiss ass. Just lie if you don't know the answer to anything, and smile a lot." He turned from Alex to Jamie. "It’ll be over soon and we can all go home." 
 
    "Sounds great." Jamie nodded toward Alex. "Let's go hang out in the back bedroom and make ghost sounds." 
 
    Mark laughed and turned, walking back to the house. "Hey, if things don't work out with you guys..." 
 
    He was totally teasing, but it was stupid nonetheless.  
 
    "Don't," Alex warned, and gripped her hand even tighter.  
 
    "Hey. Part of working on a relationship is letting some things just slide off your back. Your brother’s just kidding." She snuggled into his side and moved toward the kitchen. "Let me get something to drink and then we'll take up our post." 
 
    He ignored her first comment and simply nodded. "Sounds good," he huffed. “I don’t know why we couldn’t just give all this shit to charity. It’s not like I need the money or to be here. I should be working, not dealing with this shit.” 
 
    Jamie smiled. “It’s called closure. You need to be here.” She got a quick drink and turned to find Alex bending over in the pantry just inside the kitchen. "What’re you looking at?" 
 
    He glanced up and smiled, his lips tight. "These markings are from when we were little. On our birthdays every year, our dad would bring us in here and get our height. Funny how much we grew in tandem until Mark hit a huge growth spurt in eighth grade. I thought I would never hear the end of it." 
 
    Jamie moved into the pantry with him and wrapped him in a hug. "You okay?" 
 
    "Not really. I just want this to be over with." He glanced down at her and touched the side of her face.  
 
    The aggressive man she was used to was nowhere to be found. A scared boy stood in his place. She needed to remind him who he was.  
 
    "Does this door shut?" She pushed it closed and reached up, turning on the light and smiling. "Do you know how much trouble we would have gotten in if we’d met when we were younger?” 
 
    "I can only imagine." A smile lifted his lips as his eyes narrowed. "I like your tactics for distraction. How did I get so lucky?" 
 
    "You haven't gotten lucky yet today, but let’s change that." She reached out and unzipped his slacks before moving to his knees. "No moaning too loud. They'll think we have a ghost for real." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The need in his voice seared her, and there wasn't anything that she wouldn't have done for him.  
 
    "Are you serious?" he whispered, and slipped his fingers into her hair.  
 
    She smiled up at him and stroked his cock a few times, coaxing it to grow and harden for her. "Yeah, as a heart attack." 
 
    Jamie leaned forward, and brushed the side of her face along his erection as he growled low in his chest. "Besides... I owe you a good chewing."  
 
    He chuckled and leaned back against the wall of cans, tugging her a little closer as she took him in her mouth. The musky taste of his lust rolled over her tongue, and she lost herself in needing him. Sucking and licking, pulling, and stroking his thickness became her desire, and she did it with fervor.  
 
    His hips bucked a few minutes into the sex, and he closed his eyes, lifting his head up and groaning. "Fuck, I'm gonna come. Move back." 
 
    "No. I wanna taste you." She moved back up and picked up her pace, working him until his entire body stiffened and his breath caught in his chest.  
 
    She drank him down and licked him clean as he watched, breathing like he'd run around the block a few times.  
 
    "That was insane, Jamie." He stroked her face before helping her up. She worked his cock back into his slacks and leaned against him, lifting on her toes to kiss him softly a few times.  
 
    "I needed to taste you anyway. I've missed being close." She licked at his mouth as someone pulled on the pantry door.  
 
    Alex opened the door, and pushed her in front of him as an older couple moved back, their eyes a little wide.  
 
    "Yep. It's got plenty of space for us to hide from the kids, dear." Alex wrapped an arm around Jamie's shoulders as they moved down the hall. 
 
    She chuckled unable to help herself. "You're so bad." 
 
    "Me? You just did the dirty with me in the pantry at my father's estate sale. There are freaking people everywhere." He moved into the largest bedroom and glanced around.  
 
    "The dirty?" she laughed. "We're resorting to being teens. I can see it now." 
 
    "I like the idea. I'm gonna pop your cherry on the plane." He wagged his eyebrows and moved up to wrap her in a tight hug before consuming her mouth.  
 
    Someone cleared their throat, and they pulled apart as Mark walked in with a pretty middle-aged woman. "This is Sarah. She's one of the attorneys who's helping with the closing on the estate." 
 
    "I'm Alex Reid. This is my personal assistant, Jamie Connors." He shook the woman's hand and moved back, touching the small of Jamie's back.  
 
    She shook the woman's hand, but as soon as Alex started talked to the attorney, Jamie made a beeline for the door. It was crazy how they could be wrapped up tightly with one another one minute and the next he was introducing her as his PA. She was, in fact, his personal assistant, but after hugging and kissing at her in front of the woman, to introduce her as such left her looking like a slutty secretary. It was disturbing on many levels.   
 
    After pushing through the hordes of people, Jamie finally made it outside and moved to the side of the porch to lean against one of the railings. Alex had to know that things like that affected her. How could he not? No one was that insensitive. 
 
    "Hey. You okay?" Mark moved up beside her, pressing his shoulder against hers.  
 
    "I've been better." She rolled her eyes and turned to watch people continue to stream in from the streets toward the house. "I just don't understand what's so damn bad about letting people know that we're together. I'm good enough behind closed doors, but..."  
 
    Tears burned her eyes and she realized how stupid she was being. The hurt from her past was pushing her toward feeling like shit, when she knew that Alex didn't feel that way about her at all. He cared for her and thought she hung the moon.  
 
    Then why hide me? 
 
    "He's an idiot, but most men are. He's just not used to having someone he plans on keeping for a while. Tell him that it hurts you, and once you've been crystal clear about it, you can get defensive and hurt if he does it again." He smiled. "You're beautiful, and he's a lucky man. Period." 
 
    "Thanks." She wiped at her tears, feeling childish. "It's fine. I need to just be clear with him about it. I'm letting my past haunt my future."  
 
    He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "We all do. It's going to be fine." 
 
    "Thanks, Mark." 
 
    "Me, on the other hand... I'm thinking about filing for divorce. I'm so tired of not being loved." He squeezed her once and let her go. "I keep thinking it's going to get better, but it just doesn't. She wasn't cold or borderline cruel when we met. I don't know what the fuck changed inside of her, but it's like night and day. I'm almost at my breaking point." 
 
    It was her turn to comfort him. She reached out and rubbed his back as he leaned over the rail in front of them.  
 
    "You need to do what you think is best, but exhaust all other options first. Divorce sucks." She glanced up as Alex walked out onto the porch. He turned to look at her and lifted his eyebrow as his gaze moved down to her rubbing Mark's back.  
 
    She jerked her hand back like she was being burnt.  
 
    "What's going on?" Alex asked and moved toward them.  
 
    "We're just talking about shit. You wanna join us?" Mark stood up and moved back, making room for Alex to slip past him.  
 
    "Not really. I'm ready to go." Alex reached for her hand. "Come on. Flight’s in thirty minutes." 
 
    "Oh, really?" Mark glanced from Alex back to her. "I was hoping that you guys were staying for another night. I wanted to bring you out to the house." 
 
    "Sorry to once again disappoint you." Alex tugged Jamie past his brother and wrapped a possessive arm around her. "Call if you need anything." 
 
    "Right. See you later, Jamie." Mark waved and moved to lean against the railing again. 
 
    She followed Alex, but made the mistake of glancing back. "He looks miserable." 
 
    "Not sure why that would be. He has a beautiful wife and, it would seem, the attention of my girlfriend far more than he should. Nothing to be sad about at all." Alex dropped her hand and opened the door. His expression was tight with anger.  
 
    "Right." She got into the car and turned to face him. "I'm your girlfriend now? I thought I was just your PA. Remind me of the on and off times again. I'm getting a little confused." 
 
    "Is that what this is all about?" He turned to her and narrowed his beautiful blue eyes. "You're pissed that I told the lawyer you work for me, so you come out on the porch and love on my heartbroken younger brother? That how it's going to work?" 
 
    "Are you fucking kidding me right now?" she huffed, and crossed her arms over her chest, moving to the other side of the car. "Take me home and don't say another word to me." 
 
    "Jamie. You have to see it from my point of view. You were rubbing his back, and have been basically cuddled up to him since we got here." 
 
    "You're out of your mind." She wiped at her tears as they started to drip onto her cheeks. He was the ass she imagined him to be. "Remind me the next time I want to make you feel better not to hit my knees for you. Nothing like sucking a man's dick, and then have him call you his secretary instead of his woman; extreme confidence-builder there." 
 
    He touched her leg and scooted closer. "Stop it. That's horrible. You know how I feel about you." 
 
    "Yep. I sure do." She didn't say another word, but watched the world go by outside the window. He was an asshole, and she didn't want to clear things up about what she and Mark had been doing. The fact that his world was falling apart was enough to glean him a friendly hand on his shoulder from anyone. It should have been Alex who did it, but Heaven forbid he act out of character around his brother. Heaven forbid he care. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They flew home in silence, the hot love-making session having been put on hold. Their relationship was a freakin’ yo-yo. It did feel like they were teenagers again. She didn't have much to say as they sat in the back of the car, either, though Alex reached out and took her hand about halfway home. She didn't push him away, but she didn't give much thought to making things right either.  
 
    His phone buzzed and accidentally connected to the car stereo as the message from his caller was recorded.  
 
      
 
    "This is Alex Reid. I'm away from my phone. Leave your name and a short message and I'll return the call when I can." 
 
    A loud beep sounded.  
 
    "Alex," the voice was sexy and a little too familiar. "It's Annette. I need you to call me when you get this, baby. It's really important okay? No ignoring me to make me jealous or sad. I need to talk with you. Its business-related and I know how much you love business." 
 
      
 
    The message ended and Jamie's stomach tightened. He was worried about her and Mark? That was the most ridiculous thing she'd ever heard. She only saw Mark when she was with Alex, and that had been a total of three times, maybe four with all they had going on over his father. She jerked her hand out of his. 
 
    Annette, on the other hand, was an old lover who just wouldn't drop out of Alex's life. The thought of him calling the red-headed minx back left Jamie broken even more.  
 
    “That was nothing.” Alex reached for her hand again. "Hey. Talk to me." 
 
    "Really? What do you want me to say?" her voice was soft and laced with pain.  
 
    "Tell me that nothing is going on with you and Mark." 
 
    She snapped her attention toward him. "Is that a joke? Of course nothing’s going on! He's your brother, Alex. He's filing for divorce and having money problems. He wants a relationship with you and misses your father. I was just telling him that we were here for him. Excuse me for fucking caring for him. I'll make sure to steer clear in the future."  
 
    Alex sat quiet for a long moment. He sighed and spoke quietly, "I didn't know that, Jamie. I'm sorry. I was in the wrong."  
 
    The car stopped and she opened the door, moving away from him. "Yeah. You were. Have a great evening, Mr. Reid. Your PA will see you in the office tomorrow." 
 
    "Don't do this," he called after her, but she slammed the door regardless. All she wanted was to comfort him, to offer her a piece of her heart and all of her shoulder to lean against. Some good it did...  
 
    They were not meant to be together. That much was clear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    She was still angry the next morning when she got up, but she tried to ignore it. They were meant to be together. They would just have to work things through; there was no other option. She wasn't interested in working for anyone else, and she certainly didn't want anyone else in her bed or in her life.  
 
    Her father sent her a text to see if she would be able to join him for breakfast. She agreed, though the thought of any more drama was a bit overwhelming.  
 
    She drove to the small diner he loved best as bitterness over the business trip with Alex tore at her. They were supposed to have spent quality time together the weekend before and again in Philadelphia, but they hadn't. Something always had to come up and, as of late, it was him and his shitty attitude.  
 
    Getting out of her car, she slammed the door a little too hard, which got her a look from a young couple standing beside a nearby car.  
 
    "Sorry. Door sticks." She shrugged sheepishly and moved into the rich smells of maple syrup and coffee.  
 
    Her father stood and waved; the smile on his face was a delight after the shitty night.  
 
    "Hey, pumpkin." He moved toward her and pulled her into a warm hug. "Why are your eyes puffy?" 
 
    "Can you tell? I tried hard to get them to go back down, but I guess a long night will always show up in one way or another." She sat down and turned the coffee mug over in front of her. A waitress stopped by almost immediately. Jamie ordered chocolate chips pancakes with pecans and extra butter and her father got the same.  
 
    "Something’s wrong. Talk to me." Her father reached across the table and touched the side of her arm. "Guy troubles?" 
 
    "Always guy troubles." She fixed her coffee and let out a long sigh. "Let's not talk about me. Let's talk about you." 
 
    "Okay. Well, I wanted to see you to let you know that I'm filing for divorce. I'll be getting a place in the city, and it has two bedrooms, so if you need a place to stay there is always room for you with me." He smiled warmly.  
 
    Jamie glanced up and really studied him, finding his complexion clearer and healthier than she had seen it in years. His time with her mother had been good for a long time, but the last five or six years, he'd starting looking worse and worse.  
 
    "I'm glad. I’m sorry things aren’t working between you and mom, but to be honest, you look really good, Dad." 
 
    "I feel good." He lifted his arms in the air and stretched. "I'm sick of being beaten down and kicked around. I'm going to spend the rest of my days with someone who really cherishes me, or alone. I'm happy going at life by myself."  
 
    "Me too, actually." She admitted.  
 
    "You're too young to be cynical," he laughed, and moved back as the food was delivered. "Wow, that was fast."  
 
    "This place is always good about getting the food out quickly. It's one of the reasons I love it so much." Jamie dragged her finger through the syrup on her pancakes and licked at it. "This homemade syrup is the other." 
 
    The laughed and talked through her father's next steps as they ate breakfast together. By the time they were done, she felt better; more centered and grounded. She was a good woman, and the issue didn't rest with her worth, but with Alex's understanding of how to really treat a woman, and accept a good one in his life.  
 
    She was ready to have a sit-down meeting with him to really lay things out on the table. He'd spoken several times of taking their relationship to the next level. She was more than ready to make it happen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie was surprised to see Paul gone for the day, and a note that Mark had left her a message. He seemed in good spirits, and calling him back would be rude, even if Alex wouldn't approve. There was nothing but a comfortable budding friendship starting between them. If things worked out with her and Alex, Mark would be her future brother-in-law. An already established relationship with him was smart.  
 
    She got up to close her door before calling him back. Alex was out, so there was no concern about him walking in on her, but Mark wouldn't be calling about anything that wasn't confidential or personal in nature.  
 
    "This is Mark." 
 
    "Hey. It's Jamie Connors."  
 
    "Hey, Jamie. You guys made it back safe and sound then?" 
 
    "We sure did. I just walked in from having breakfast with my dad. Crazy times." 
 
    "Oh, yeah? What's going on?" He coughed softly.  
 
    "My father is finally fed up with my mom. He's filing for divorce. It's a good and bad thing, I guess, but don't let me bore you. Tell me why you called." 
 
    "Divorce seems to be in the damn water. I'm sorry to hear that. You know I'm here if you need someone to talk to, though I bet my brother would be a strong shoulder to lean against too." 
 
    It warmed her to hear Mark push her toward Alex. He really was a really good guy. Too bad Alex hadn't figured that out, though she understood the tune of past hurts all too well herself.  
 
    "So what's going on?" Jamie asked.  
 
    "I wrapped up the estate sale yesterday, and everything went well. We sold a lot of the larger items, which helps with cleaning up the place and finally closing everything down." 
 
    "That's great news. Do you want me to talk with Alex about him coming back up to help with the final clean up?" She pressed her pen to her lips and sunk back into her chair.  
 
    "No. I can get it. I'm thinking I'll come in on Saturday to have those papers signed in the next few days. I would have told Alex just to hang out if I'd known how fast they wanted to move with everything." 
 
    "I wish we had known. I hate for you to make a trip up here." 
 
    "It's all good. I could probably use an excuse to get the fuck out of here for a while anyway. It's less than amicable at home right now." He snorted. "I'd be searching for a reason to visit if this hadn't come up." 
 
    "I'm sorry about that." She shook her head as sadness rushed through her. "I'll talk with Alex about the papers and seeing if you can just stay at the house with him. I live on the property, so we'll have dinner or something while you're in as well." 
 
    "I'd love that. With money kinda tight at the moment, I'm not sure if I can afford a hotel."  
 
    "Don't worry about that. We'll work it out." 
 
    "Well, I appreciate that. Listen, please don’t say anything to Alex about the money. I don’t want him to know my situation." He coughed again. "I'm gonna let you go. Call me soon and let me know what Alex thinks about me coming up. Thanks again for being so great. I'm blessed to have met you, Jamie."  
 
    "Me, too. Take care." She hung the phone up and leaned back in her chair. Alex had to figure out how to make up with his brother. She wasn't even in the family, and yet had to play the middle man like a sister or wife might.  
 
    It was ridiculous and she didn't get paid near enough for the level of drama Alex was bringing to the table.  
 
    Enough! It was time to work and focus on that. Before her sister’s wedding, Jamie had spent night and day working. Now she was being lax, and focusing too much on making her relationship work and shoving food in her mouth. It was time to get back to the pattern she’d had when she started her job here.  
 
    She worked through a few new projects she had on her desk for the rest of the morning. It was almost unnerving to realize how much easier it was to work without Paul there. It wasn't that he was chatty, but something about having another person in the room just left her inefficient.  
 
    "Speaking of." Jamie got up and walked out into the hall as her stomach growled. She needed to talk with Gina about getting her officemate an office, and then lunch could be up next on the agenda.  
 
    "Hey." Gina glanced up.  
 
    "Hey. I just wanted to check in on Paul's office. I know we still have a few weeks, but I wanted to see if the contractors had a date in mind for getting him out of my office. I mean, finishing the rebuilding." She brushed her fingers by her chin and glanced over to see Alex walk into his office, head down.  
 
    "It should be two weeks from today. Why?” Gina leaned forward. “Is he being a pain? I can replant him now with another analyst if I need to. You know I don't mind doing it for you, girl." She stood up and stretched.  
 
    "No. Two weeks is good." Jamie turned back to the other woman. "Can you do me a favor? Check if Alex has anything on his calendar? I thought it was clear but now I’m wondering if I mixed it up." 
 
    Gina moved the mouse for her computer and clicked it a few time. "Not for the next hour. Have at him. Let's grab some lunch when you get done." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan." She turned and walked through Alex’s main office door, knocking softly on the door frame. "Do you have a minute?" 
 
    He glanced up and gave her a curt nod. "Yeah. Shut the door and come on in." 
 
    Something told her that having the door closed wasn't going to be as fun as it was a few days ago. Her stomach growled again and she rubbed her tummy absently.  
 
    Alex sat down in his chair and leaned back. "You still pissed at me?" 
 
    "I'm getting over it." She shrugged. "I need to run a few things by you." 
 
    "Go for it." Dark circles sat under his beautiful blue eyes, much like his brother Mark seemed to be sporting every time they saw him.  
 
    "Mark called and will be coming up on Saturday with all of the paperwork from the estate sale." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    "He wants to know if he can stay at your place. He's having a few financial difficulties." 
 
    "No." Alex kept his steely gaze on her.  
 
    "Alright. He can stay with me." She crossed her arms over her chest. "Next topic is your notes for the meeting on Tuesday." 
 
    "Wait. What the fuck? My brother’s not staying with you. That's not happening." He sat up in his chair and leaned toward her. The aggressive look on his face would have been sexy if he didn't mean it in a negative manner. 
 
    "Then he's staying with you. There’s plenty of room at your house. You're being an ass about this." She moved to the edge of her chair, ready to challenge him. Their 'moving to the next level' would definitely include her holding her own in a fight with him.  
 
    "Fine. I don't give a shit. Whatever." He stood and threw his hands in the air, which was too dramatic for even him.  
 
    "Alex? What the hell’s going on? Is this,” she gestured back and forth between the two of them, “too much? What’s the problem? Because it feels like one moment you can’t keep your hands off me, and then next my touch burns you. If we have to work together and live almost on top of each other… I just don’t get it.” She stood up and walked toward him. He was passionate, but overly emotional? No, that was not his style. 
 
    "Fuck." He turned to face her, the color having drained from his face.  
 
    Her heart almost stopped from the look on his face. Something was wrong. Extremely wrong.  
 
    "What’s going on?" She reached out for him, but he pulled back.  
 
    "I just met with Annette." He ran his fingers through his hair.  
 
    "Oh..." Sickness rolled through her. Were they getting back together? Had he slept with her? 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted them.  
 
    Gina stuck her head in. "Sorry; Mr. Billmore’s on the phone. He's in no mood to call back." 
 
    "I'll get it. Thanks, Gina." Alex moved toward Jamie and waited for Gina to close the door. When she did, he touched the side of Jamie’s face. "We'll talk tonight." 
 
    "Alright." She turned, wanting to push farther, but there was no reason to. He needed to answer the phone, and she needed something cheesy or greasy to make life seem better.  
 
    Jamie walked out of the office, and quietly closed the door to find Gina watching her.  
 
    "Food?" Gina picked up her purse. 
 
    "Sounds good." Her angst would have to be properly put away. If Alex was going to break her heart, she needed something comforting. Food.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Jamie finished up her day and spent the evening waiting for Alex to finish. She gave up and headed back to her apartment after nine. A salad dinner and then a long swim left her bored and cranky. She’d eaten enough crap food and her body was starting to tell her.  
 
    She threw a movie in the DVD player and sat on the couch, waiting for Alex to knock on her door. She dozed off, and around two in the morning she finally texted him, only to get a short reply that they would talk soon. Images of him and Annette wouldn’t leave her head, or her dreams. Why in the world hadn't he just brought the pile of work home with him? Unless he was out with her.  
 
    Something flared up inside of Jamie. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it made her irritable and possessive. 
 
    Morning took forever to come and was there too soon. "Why are men such a pain in the ass?" She sat up on the couch and stretched, aching everywhere.  
 
    She dressed in a simple green dress and flats, pulled her hair into a messy bun and put on a little bit of lipstick. The weekend was upon them again, which meant that she might get some time with Alex one way or the other.  
 
    After fighting through traffic, she made her way into the office and walked through the lobby to see Nicholas waiting and chatting with Gina.  
 
    "Hi, Nicholas. Are you here to see Alex?" She stopped in front of him, and couldn't help but appreciate how nice he looked in his pinstriped suit. The man might be a little older than her, but he was intensely handsome.  
 
    "You, actually." He stood and picked up his briefcase. "I was hoping I could talk you into having lunch with me. All business, I promise."  
 
    She couldn't help but smile in response to the warm smile that slipped onto his handsome face.  
 
    "Business? What business do you and I have to discuss? I've sent out all of the current literature on your investments, and the financials aren't due until mid-summer." She reached out and pushed her door open, a little concerned at not seeing Paul there again.  
 
    She made a quick mental note to call him later that day to make sure he was really okay.  
 
    Nicholas followed her into her office, but stopped at the door. "I have a few buddies that I play golf with who are looking for new investments. I've been bragging about you and Alex, and I believe two of them are almost interested in meeting with you. I was going to visit with them next week. I'd love to have a few portfolio packets and a little bit of history on the firm. I figured I'd take you to lunch so we could take our time walking through everything." 
 
    "Let me get this straight." Jamie set her bags down and turned to face him. "You want to have lunch so that I can train you to sell our investment products?" 
 
    He laughed, "Something like that. Would you be willing?" 
 
    "Yes, but when are you looking to meet with your buddies?" 
 
    "Well, it’s short notice, but I'd love to have lunch with you today. Are you free?" 
 
    "No, but I can squeeze in a late dinner I think." She moved to her desk and leaned over to review her calendar: Drinks with Gina at five and nothing else. "Yeah; let's do seven thirty." 
 
    "Good. I'll meet you at Champion Grille?"  
 
    "I love that place. I'll bring a lot of goodies for us to look over." She ran her hands over her hips, smoothing her skirt absently. His eyes followed her movements, which made her feel a little more exposed than it should have.  
 
    "Good. I'll see you then, and I'll follow up with Alex next week on setting up the meetings."  
 
    They spoke for a moment more before he finally made his exit. Going to lunch with him would have been a better call, but she had far too much to get through before the weekend.  
 
    She checked the clock, groaning at the fact that it was already ten. She needed to start setting her alarm and getting in earlier again. If nothing else, maybe she could tell Alex that he needed to be stricter on her arrival time. The only way she could get up with the sun was to have him push the importance of being at the office by eight or so.  
 
    After puttering around her desk for a few minutes, she realized that she wanted to see Alex, wanted to feel his arms around her. He hadn't come home the night before, which meant that he was knee-deep in something. She moved to the door that separated her office from his and knocked twice before slipping inside. She glanced to the main office door, glad it was closed. 
 
    Alex glanced up, his expression weary. "Jamie. I'm sorry about last night. I got caught up in the drama of this place." 
 
    "Well, not sleeping is going to leave you sick, grumpy, and ineffective." She walked around his desk and pushed at his shoulder, forcing him to turn toward her. "Besides, I missed you." 
 
    "Not still mad?" He turned and reached up, sliding his hands over her hips and tugging her closer.  
 
    "No, this isn’t about being mad. Not everything is about ticking me off. I don’t understand why you think that way.” 
 
    “Every woman I’ve dated is always mad. It’s a man’s job to make them happy.” 
 
    She laughed. Was he being serious? She pressed her lips together when she realized he was. He had told her once that he didn’t know how to love, that he wasn’t meant for a relationship. She was beginning to understand why. “I'm here to help, but you're pushing me away. I’m not mad, nor am I the bad guy." She pressed her fingers into the tight muscles of his shoulders, and melted a little when he moved closer and wrapped his arms around her, pressing the side of his face to her center.  
 
    "Me, too, but I think it's only going to get worse. I have so much shit I'm dealing with. I would love help, but, honestly, I don't even know where to start."  
 
    “You hired me to help with the business. I’ve proven I’m capable. Put more stuff on me. If you’re here late, I can be, too.” 
 
    “I hate to do that to you. I’ve been trying not to.” 
 
    “But I want to help.” 
 
    He sighed. “I may take you up on that.” 
 
    "Good, but first, let’s start with us." She brushed her fingers through his hair and leaned over, kissing the top of his head. "Make love to me." 
 
    He chuckled before pulling back and slumping into chair. "Not right now, baby. I'm not in the mood for anything but a dark hole to hide in." 
 
    "Alex..." She bent down, squatting in front of him. Anytime she was near him, her body wanted sex. She pushed the thought aside and focused on what it would take to get him wanting sex too. “Talk to me about what's going on." 
 
    "You're not interested in Mark, right? I keep telling myself that I'm being a jealous ass, but the minute I feel better about it... something else happens." 
 
    "What? Didn’t we clear this all up already?" She sat back on her heels as confusion rolled through her. "Why in the world would you think that I'd be at all interested in your brother?" 
 
    "You seem to get along with him really well. He likes you a lot, obviously. I mean, hell, he's calling you to see about staying with me." 
 
    "I'm your personal assistant, Alex. Of course he's calling me to get to you. Everyone does." 
 
    "You haven't answered my question." His expression darkened.  
 
    "No. I'm not interested in your brother. He’s having a hard time; he didn’t even want me to tell you about his financial issues but I did anyway, because I'm interested in you. However, you're doing a great job of making me question why the fuck I bother." She stood and walked to the window, hating how quickly the moment turned from a warm embrace to him accusing her of something so ridiculous that it pissed her off.  
 
    "I'm not sure why you're so upset about me calling you my PA. You are," he chuckled.  
 
    Jamie turned to pin him with a hard stare over her shoulder. "What the heck happened? Why would you go from being so sweet to being so uncaring and callous?" 
 
    "What happened in general, or today?" 
 
    Oh, she’d drop-kick him out the window if she knew how. "Both! Either! Hell, I don't care. Just tell me what the fuck is going on!"  
 
    "Mark called this morning to talk to me about coming into town tomorrow because he couldn't get a hold of you. Then the asshole told me to lay off of you because your parents are going through a divorce and you have a lot of shit on your plate." Alex stood and took a few steps toward her, his voice rising. "Why the hell does my brother, who lives a thousand miles away, know this, and I don't?" 
 
    "Because he's going through a divorce, too, so I shared some of my shit with him. You've been a little busy lately, and instead of bombarding you with my problems, I've been trying to help alleviate yours. That's what people who care about each other do." The burn of tears shouldn't have surprised her, but it did. She was tired of feeling like shit for no real reason. Maybe all of her internal struggles from the past were silly and unmerited, but they taunted her nonetheless. They both had these insecurity issues. Why didn’t he understand? 
 
    "He's getting divorced from Paula? Why the hell didn't I know this?" He stuffed his hands into his pockets and began to pace.  
 
    She stared at him in surprise. She’d told him he was having problems. She knew she had. It only made her more frustrated to know he hadn’t been listening to her. "Because you didn't care to say more than five words to him. He's your brother." She moved toward the door, done with the argument. "I'm out. I'll finish up what I have going on, and then I'm going to get a drink with Gina. Nicholas and I are having dinner to discuss some new investors for your portfolio. You're fucking welcome." 
 
    "I don't want you going to dinner with Nicholas. I don't like him." His voice was commanding.  
 
    Jamie spun around. "It's part of my job, and he's a client. The sooner you get it through your head that I'm not interested in anyone but you, the better it will be for us from a personal and business standpoint." She reached for the door back to her office. 
 
    "Jamie. Wait." He let out a long growl. "I met with Annette yesterday and... and..." 
 
    Jamie whipped around and pressed her hands to her hips. "And what? I'm tired of trying to figure you out. You communicate beautifully here. Communicate with me, damn it!" 
 
    "Right." He glanced down at his desk and took a shaky breath. "She's pregnant, and she says it's mine." 
 
    "What?" Ice-cold horror rolled through her. No, no, no, no!! 
 
    "I’m sorry. I have no clue what the fuck to do about it. I don't want anything to do with her, but if she's carrying my child…" 
 
    "Then she has the baby and you help her with it." Jamie walked across the room, trying to push away the idea that Alex might actually try to work things out with Annette. The beautiful redhead was a total witch, who treated everyone like trash. That woman wasn’t meant to be a mother, except maybe to a clutch of vipers. 
 
    "I know… I just..."  
 
    "What other options are there?" Jamie swallowed hard and wrapped her arms around herself.  
 
    "Many, okay? There are many options. I had what I thought was a shitty father, and I just remember growing up thinking that if I ever had a kid, that I would love him with an intensity that left him breathless; that above all he would know that his dad loved him and supported him."  
 
    The tears in Alex's eyes were almost too much, but the thought of him leaving her in order to suffer alongside Annette was soul-shattering.  
 
    "I understand that more than you know." She reached up and brushed away a tear. "That’s a decision you need to make. With or without me." It broke her heart to say that. She would step aside if she had to. She didn’t want to think about it, but she knew she would. 
 
    "Just give me time to think through this, okay?" 
 
    She didn't trust herself to do anything more than nod and leave.  
 
    How in the world was she going to deal with seeing Alex with Annette? He would go back to her. He wouldn’t let his own child grow up without a father. Jamie could see that in his eyes, and the way he so fiercely protected the thought of being a dad. Why would Annette want a baby? The toothpick did not seem the type to want children, let alone carry one. How would Jamie deal with Annette? Deal with her and Alex together? 
 
    The answer was simple. She wouldn't.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    "You ready?" Gina's voice pulled Jamie from the report she was trying to edit. She couldn't seem to concentrate on anything for more than a few minutes, but who would be able to? Alex was in the next office, probably trying to decide if their relationship was over due to knocking up his ex. Could things get any worse? 
 
    "Yeah," Jamie mumbled and picked up her purse. "I need something strong." 
 
    "Like a man, or are we talking good liquor?" Gina smiled and walked out into the hall.  
 
    "Both, maybe. Who knows?"  
 
    "Sounds like you got a new story to tell me." Gina pressed her shoulder against Jamie's. 
 
    "Only if you want to be depressed with me." Jamie gave her friend a tight smile and held the door for her.  
 
    "That's not good. Spill."  
 
    They got into the elevator with a crowd of people from the office, and Jamie simply gave her a look. "At the bar." 
 
    After making their way through the large crowd of suits trying to get out to the street, they decided on trying a new bar. It was just a block from the office, and lots of the staff had been talking about it all week. The drinks were cheap, strong, and delicious.  
 
    "So talk to me. The anticipation is likely to kill me. You know my life has little to no drama in it." Gina messed with her long dark hair as it blew around them.  
 
    "It's highly confidential. Good?" 
 
    "Of course. You know that I would never spill your secrets." Gina tugged the door to the bar and smiled at the host. "Two, please." 
 
    "Right this way, ladies." The younger male gave Gina the once-over and smiled before turning to walk them to their seats. 
 
    Gina wagged her eyebrows at Jamie and they both chuckled. The guy could be a kid brother or someone either of them babysat, but a love interest? Never.  
 
    Jamie pulled the drink menu out and scanned it as she dove right into the heart of the issue. "So, let's see... Alex thinks I have feelings for his brother Mark, my parents are getting divorced, and one of Alex's old girlfriends popped up pregnant earlier this week and says it’s his." 
 
    Gina sat there, her eyes wide and mouth open.  
 
    Jamie couldn't help but laugh at the expression on her friend’s face. "Right? I told you it was depressing." 
 
    "Wow. You can't make up that kind of shit." She shook her head slowly and glanced down, as if she were trying to comprehend all of the issues presented. "The pregnant girlfriend is a bit too much. So help me, it better not be fucking Annette. I hate that bitch. The other things suck, but your parents haven't gotten along in years. Kudos to your dad for leaving your mother. Sorry." 
 
    "No, you're right." On my dad, and on Annette. Jamie glanced up at the waitress. "I'll take a double shot of Jack with a spritz of Coke." 
 
    "Apple Martini for me, please." Gina turned her attention back on Jamie. "And the situation with Mark... please. That's easy to clean up and most likely just Alex having issues with his past. But the pregnant chick? Damn." 
 
    "Right? I think the worst part about all of it is that I think we were just starting to move toward being in a solid relationship." She glanced down, focusing on the straw that she rolled between her fingers. "That’s not going to happen now." 
 
    "What?” 
 
    “There is way too much baggage here.” 
 
    “Did Alex say who it was?” 
 
    “You guessed it before. Annette.” 
 
    “Fuck! She is such a skank bitch!” Gina punched the table. “Alex needs to make sure the bitch is actually pregnant with his baby.” 
 
    Jamie stared at her friend. “Why would someone make that up?” That was beyond crazy. 
 
    “To try to keep billionaire Alex Reid in her clutches!”  
 
    “I don’t think she’d lie about that.” 
 
    Gina shook her head. “Fine. Then she’s pregnant. Don't tell me that a tough girl like you is scared of kids." She reached out and squeezed Jamie's arm.  
 
    "This isn’t about me. It's about Alex." Jamie sighed. "He's trying to decide if he needs to get back with Annette and work things out. I don’t think he wants to be a dad from afar." 
 
    "What? Oh, hell no. Annette is the worst thing in the world. She's a man-eater. A rich bitch with three chips on her shoulder." Gina's voice grew loud as she let her emotions fly.  
 
    "It’s not for me to decide. If Alex wants to try to make things work out with her for the sake of the kid, then what say do I really have? I can’t stop a man from stepping up to the plate and being responsible." Jamie pulled the snack menu toward her, but decided against it seeing as how her dinner with Nicholas was only a few hours away.  
 
    "He's making a mistake if he comes to that conclusion. Being with her would be so much worse for the kid than being raised in two households, Jamie. They did nothing but fight when they were together. I don't even think Alex has a clue as to what a good, wholesome relationship looks like." She moved back as the drinks were delivered, taking hers and tasting it.  
 
    It seemed to Jamie that since she and Alex had been together, all they did was argue as well. She defended him, though; the fault was not all his. She was equally responsible. "He's been pissy lately due to the stuff with Mark, which isn't really stuff at all, but this thing with Annette has him over the edge. I keep trying to figure out what my part is in the drama. I want to support him and help however he'll let me, but I'm almost positive he's going to slam the door shut." 
 
    "He's a damn idiot if he does. You're the best thing that’ll ever happen to a man like him. You're his humility, his reminder to be authentic. Alex is a good man, but he has the potential to be a great man. A really great one. He just needs the right woman with him." 
 
    "I hope that's me." Jamie took a long drink of her liquor and sank down into the idea of him turning his back on her. What would she do? Move? Quit her job? 
 
    It wasn't just a relationship that would be lost. All of it belonged to Alex, and where he would be benevolent in the event of them breaking up, she wasn't sure she would be. Making a clean break would be her only option.  
 
    Please don't let it come down to that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Jamie; thanks for meeting me." Nicholas stood as she approached his table, his attire completely different from the morning. He had on a pair of khaki slacks and a green polo shirt, which brought out the hint of green in his steely grey eyes.  
 
    "Of course. I'm appreciative of all you’re doing for the firm. Alex is as well. He sends his thanks." She blushed as he moved behind her, pulling out her chair and helping her get seated.  
 
    "Does he?" Nicholas laughed, and subsequently held up his hands. "Okay. I'll behave. I'm glad he's okay with us having dinner. He's got a great product, and he needs to start looking for a partner. I'm not interested, but a couple of these financial moguls I'm golfing with next week might be. They're all multi-billionaires and incredibly smart where finances and investments are concerned."  
 
    "Make sure you bring that up with him next week. I've no intention of sharing Alex's future plans today, but I'm sure he would be thrilled to work through any opportunity." She moved down to pull out a few files. "I brought some of the investor information you asked for. The rest we had to order, but I have a few packets coming overnight to your office. They should be there on Monday." 
 
    "Jamie." He sat back and smiled comfortably. "What did you want to be when you were a girl? When money and advancement were of no interest, what was your dream job?" 
 
    His question caught her off-guard, but she found her footing quickly. She laughed, the double shot of a drink with Gina giving her that slightly giggly liquid courage she needed. "I wanted to be a dancer, but I gained a bit of weight as a teenager and dance became a thing of the past." She shrugged, not quite sure why she shared the truth with him. She could have pulled from the hundreds of lies she'd used in the past to save herself the humiliation of reliving her childhood.  
 
    "I can’t picture you heavy. I’m sure you were very cute.” He tilted his head and smiled warmly. “What caused you to gain weight? Some teenage boy break your heart?" 
 
    "Donuts and Cheetos. They are the devil. I'm convinced." She gave him a cheeky grin and turned to the waitress, ordering a glass of red wine.  
 
    He ordered and turned his attention back toward her. "And I assume you lost the weight during college?" 
 
    "Lost the weight? No." She let out a short chuckle. "I'm still trying to lose the weight, which is another topic you and I are not going to traverse together tonight." 
 
    "Well, let me just say this... you don't need to change at all. You're beautiful and intensely feminine. Where young women got off track, thinking that they should have bones protruding from their collarbones and hips is beyond me. Girls might be incredibly thin, but women are not. At least the type of woman who makes most men's blood run hot." 
 
    Heat rushed up her chest and bled up to cover her throat and cheeks. "Thank you." 
 
    "Of course. Now... tell me when you're going to start taking dance lessons again." 
 
    She smirked and picked up her wine, taking a small sip before shaking her head. "No dance lessons for me. I have enough to keep my plate full, and none of the items are donuts or chips nowadays." 
 
    It was his turn to chuckle. The deep timbre of his laughter was enjoyable, and she found herself relaxing even more in his presence. Maybe he wasn't such a bad guy. The mixed vibes that she'd gotten from him were frustrating. Alex couldn't stand him, but it would seem that her illustrious boss wasn't too fond of too many people.  
 
    "Well, I wanted to be a fireman when I was a boy. My parents weren't too thrilled by my decision, and pulled the rug out from under me when I was five years. They made sure I went to college, which I’ve told you about, and what I forgot to mention was that if I wanted to inherit their wealth, I needed to put my dreams on the shelf and start focusing on investments and business." 
 
    The information was a bit of a shock. Nicholas a fireman? No wonder he appeared to be in such great shape. 
 
    "And you gave it all up?" Jamie asked. “Those five-year-old fireman dreams?” 
 
    He chuckled. "Kind of. I volunteer at a firehouse, but I'm an only child. My parents needed to know that I supported the continuation of their investment firm. I get the best of both worlds now, but it’s rather time-consuming, which leaves me where I am now." 
 
    "Which is?"  
 
    "Alone." He gave her a sad smile. "It's a choice I made by putting my career in front of the possibility of family, but now I'm wishing I had chosen differently."  
 
    The server arrived with perfect timing to take their order. Jamie had no clue what she was going to say to him. He should have been married and a father by now, or so society would say, but he wasn't. Dating sucked royally, and she wasn't sure if she even knew of anyone she could set him up with. Was that what he really wanted? Help finding someone? Surely not.  
 
    "Anyway," he started again, “I’m going to shift my focus completely now. It's time to find someone to share all of this stuff with." 
 
    "I'm not sure it's your stuff that a woman would be interested in," Jamie offered.  
 
    "No? What would a woman be interested in? If you were the center of my attention, and I was hell-bent on getting you to say yes to a life with me, what would you want?" 
 
    Her shoulders tightened at the turn in the conversation. "Hypothetically?" 
 
    "Of course. I know you're with Alex." 
 
    Was she? Not really. 
 
    "I would want someone to love me, to accept me, hold me accountable, and support me in the different areas of life that we would walk through together." She pursed her lips and glanced down at her hands. "I think having a partner in all things is at the top of my list." And sex. I would like a fucking lot of it. 
 
    "I couldn't have said it better myself. You sure Alex is the one for you?" He winked as they shared a laugh.  
 
    Nicholas was nice, handsome, and incredibly charming. If things didn't work out with Alex, she wasn't quite so sure that another date wouldn't be in order.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Her alarm woke her the next day, which was a bit of a downer seeing as how it was the weekend. With only two days to sleep in, she was annoyed she had lost one. Good thing she liked Alex’s brother, Mark. The e-mail from Alex late last night had been quick and informal: ‘Pick Mark up for me? I'm tied up in the morning.’ 
 
    He better have meant tied up due to business and not something sexual with Annette. The thought caused her stomach to turn. She had to have resolution soon on things with him or she might go bat-shit crazy. It was starting to feel more and more probable. She had hoped it was all a bad dream and she’d wake in morning and have a laugh over it. Guess that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    The drive to the airport went quick, and she found Mark standing with his bag just outside the departures pickup for his airline. She waved, and he smiled, getting in and slipping his bag between his legs in the front seat.  
 
    "I wasn't sure if you or Alex were coming, but if I was a betting man..." 
 
    "Right? It's far too early to get up on a weekend, though. Next time I won’t pick you up unless you get a mid-day flight." She frowned, trying to sound grumpy, but it wasn’t working very well. 
 
    "And miss lunch in New York? You crazy?" he chuckled and leaned back. "I love this place. It's so full of life." 
 
    "Then move here after the divorce is over. I'm sure there are plenty of job opportunities here." She glanced over at him and gave him a smile. He was a handsome guy, with welcoming features and a great smile. Where he was cute, Alex was gorgeous. Some of the jealousy in their younger years had to come from that if nothing else.  
 
    "I might actually." He glanced out the window. "When is Alex going to be free?" 
 
    "Later this afternoon, I believe." She honked as someone pulled out in front of her, but stopped herself from yelling something highly inappropriate.  
 
    "No worries. If you're busy, then I can just hang out in the city and get a cab back to Alex's place. I really want a slice of pizza at the little deli on Fifth Avenue." 
 
    "Oh, I love that place." She turned the radio down, trying to think through the agenda for the day. Realistically, she didn’t have anything mandatory. "Do you want to walk around the shopping district and then grab lunch?" 
 
    "That works for me, but please don't let me take your day away from you. I know you’ve very little time off, or so I assume. My brother works himself into a coma. I hope he doesn't expect that of you." Mark turned his attention on to her.  
 
    "Not really. I love my job. Your brother’s a good boss, very encouraging, and has no trouble covering overtime." She grinned. Her version of overtime was probably different than Gina’s or Paul’s. 
 
    "Too bad he sucks ass as a boyfriend." He lifted his hand to point out to the left. "Right over there. I see a parking spot. I've got a bunch of quarters we can use." 
 
    "Excellent." Jamie pulled in to the spot, and failed to comment on Alex's effectiveness as a boyfriend. He was an incredible lover, but sharing that with Mark felt a little too private. Hell, she wouldn't share that with Gina… or anyone else for that matter.  
 
    They got out and Mark pulled his light jacket off.  
 
    "Late spring, early summer is so fantastic here! Chilly enough to stay cool, and yet warm enough to not have to bundle up." He breathed deeply as a large smile lifted his lips. "Paula hates New York. She says it's too busy." 
 
    "She's right, but I love the craziness. You can get lost in the busy, and eventually find yourself somewhere along the way. It's the right place for me." She pointed to a small coffee shop. "Let's stop there for a minute. I haven't had my caffeine fix for the day yet." 
 
    "That's a travesty. Let's get you a cup." Mark held the door as she walked in beside him.  
 
    Jamie breathed deeply as memories of enjoying cups of overly-creamed cups of coffee with her dad swept through her head.  
 
    "My family never really got into coffee. I enjoy a good cup every so often, but I'm glad I don't have an addiction to the stuff like some people do. Alex probably loves it." Mark moved up to the counter and tilted his head, as if studying the menu.  
 
    "I adore it. I'm definitely one of the addicts." They chuckled and then Jamie ordered and moved to find a small two-person table.  
 
    Mark brought the drinks over and sat across from her. "I should apologize." 
 
    The earnest look on his face gave her pause. "For what?" 
 
    "My brother was always really possessive over his girlfriends in high school. In the past, I tried hard not to be seen with them or really interact too much at all. It just saved us a handful of fights, and with a million other things to fight about, girls didn't need to be added to the list." 
 
    "Oh, shit." Jamie pressed her hand to her forehead. "Did he get all over you about us talking?" 
 
    "Yeah, but I should have known better." He shrugged and took a sip of his coffee.  
 
    "I wish I could say that I understand, but I don't. My sister married my ex, and even though it's weird as all get out, I still wouldn't chew her out for talking to Alex. It's a trust issue more than anything else." Jamie sat back and crossed her legs. "I'm not sure it's going to matter for much longer anyway." 
 
    "What? Why is that?" True concern brushed across Mark's features, making her like him all the more.  
 
    "Because he has some shit going on in his life, and I guess he thinks that pushing me away is the best choice right now." She shrugged, and forced down the hard emotions that accompanied the conversation. "I'm just going to be as supportive as I can until he figures out what he wants." 
 
    "You're being horribly cryptic," he smirked.  
 
    "I know, right? I just feel like it should be his news to share with you. Hopefully that's okay."  
 
    "Yeah. Just shows what a classy lady you are. I hope you guys move past this. I know Alex and I have our differences and a bit of a bumpy past, but he's still my older brother. I want what's best for him, and I'm pretty damn sure that that's you." 
 
    "I hope so too." She took a long drink of her coffee as her heart contracted painfully. She could come up with a plan for what life needed to look like if Alex turned away, but it was just a plan. It wasn't the reality she wanted for them. They hadn't professed their love for each other, but it was on the tip of her tongue.  
 
    Whether she would get a chance to ever tell him or not was another story.  
 
    “How about we walk?” 
 
    He nodded, and stood without saying a word. 
 
    They walked around chatting about life in general as they walked the streets of New York, and then enjoyed causal conversation and two slices of pizza at the little parlor Mark was dying to go to. After forcing an ice cream down, they drove back to Alex's house. Mark turned the radio station to country music and started belting out the melody in an extremely decent singing voice.   
 
    Alex's Mercedes was in the driveway as they pulled up.  
 
    "This guy has more vehicles than a car lot. I have no clue what you do with that many cars." Mark rolled his eyes and got out of Jamie’s little beater.  
 
    "No clue, but I know he loves them. I guess if you find a few things you truly enjoy, and you work hard for your money, then you should be able to spend it as you see fit." She moved up beside Mark as nervousness swelled in her belly.  
 
    Things hadn't ended too well with Alex the day before, which left her at a disadvantage as far as knowing what to expect. As long as he didn't blow up on Mark, they would be good. He had a tendency to be a total ass to those he was closest to when something was wrong.  
 
    Good thing to remember. You really want a man who blows up on you because he's upset with someone else? 
 
    She discarded the thought as soon as she had it. Everyone did that, including her.  
 
    "Alex?" Mark called out as they walked through the front door.  
 
    "In the back."  
 
    "He's on the patio. I'm going to use the powder room and then I'll join you guys." 
 
    "Alright. I'll get him to sign this shit so that we have it out of the way." Mark smiled at her, pausing. "Hey... thanks for today. Best fun I've had in years. Just felt good." 
 
    She nodded. "It was fun. Thanks for letting me tag along." 
 
    He laughed. “I think I was the one tagging along. 
 
    Turning, she walked to her apartment and tried to shake off the feeling that her time with Mark would come back to bite her. Alex was the jealous type, which was perfectly fine and even a little flattering, but he was the one who’d sent her to get Mark. It wasn't fair for him to set up the encounter and then get raging pissed because she and Mark had fun in each other's company.  
 
    She washed her hands and checked herself in the mirror, noticing that her face looked a little fuller than it should.  
 
    "Probably the ice cream, donuts, and pizza. Life's not been too kind lately," she growled and turned the light off, not wanting to add any more issues for the moment. Hanging out with Alex and Mark would be enough for the night.  
 
    She walked out onto the patio, in the middle of the guys talking about Annette from what Jamie could tell. She took the seat closest to Alex and smiled kindly as he glanced over at her.  
 
    "Right, so why she decided to wait this long to say something just seems ridiculous. I've been with Jamie for six or seven weeks now. The bitch had to know that she was pregnant before now. Why wait?" The vein in the side of Alex’s neck was bulging.  
 
    "Because she's lying, or it's not yours. There would be no other reason for it. Is she in love with you?" Mark asked just before his eyes shifted to Jamie. There was a hint of sympathy in his gaze, and she was grateful for it.  
 
    "I don't know if she loves me. I don't care." He ran his fingers through his hair. "I just want to do what’s right. You know?" 
 
    Alex glanced at her, as if trying to get her to agree with his stance on the situation. The neediness in his gaze sliced through her, and the heavy emotion that she'd pushed down began to bubble up. She didn't mind the child being part of the scenario, but losing someone who felt very much like her forever was too much.  
 
    "Get her to take a pregnancy test, Alex. With who you are, I’d demand a pregnancy and paternity test. The whole thing. Don’t change your whole fucking life over this chick if you don't even know that the baby is yours. Be smart about this. It's not just you involved." Mark sat forward, the intensity on his face almost scary.  
 
    It was nice to see someone fight part of the fight for her, but why wasn't Alex doing it? Why wasn't she considered in his decision? He seemed to have put her on a shelf and moved forward, trying to figure out what to do as if it were just him. Jamie inhaled deeply. Why was she blaming him? The guy was trying to step up to the plate. She had to respect that. 
 
    "I realize that, but this is my life. It's my decision, and being a good dad is more important than anything to me. You have to understand that." Alex turned his attention back to his brother.  
 
    Jamie stood and walked toward the edge of the patio. "I'll see you guys later. I'm going for a run and all that good stuff." 
 
    "Jamie... stay with us." Alex stood.  
 
    "Yeah. Let's make dinner and hang out." Mark turned. The sympathy in his gaze was too much.  
 
    "No thanks. I'll see you both tomorrow." She turned and jogged toward her place as tears slid over the rims of her eyelids, burning a trail down her cheeks.  
 
    Alex's decision not only changed their relationship, but everything in her life. It annoyed her that she wasn't even asked her opinion in the matter. It was his future and possibly his choice. He claimed he wanted to love her, but, realistically, she worked for him and they’d only been seeing each other for about a month, with another month of random sex acts. Commitment wasn’t required. His excluding her now hurt, but it might make it easier in the long run. Maybe they weren’t meant to be together. 
 
    They had a crazy-strong sexual attraction, but was that all there was to it? If the layers were stripped away, Jamie was afraid of what she might find. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13
  
 
    She ran hard, pushing herself and cranking her iPod to drown out her thoughts. The run did her good, and by the time she settled on to her couch, her worries were tucked away behind weariness. She’d showered and just put on stuff to sleep in.  
 
    A knock at the door interrupted her aimless channel-surfing through the Apple TV for a movie. 
 
    Alex. She checked the keyhole to make sure Mark wasn’t with him. He was alone. She opened the door. “Hey.” 
 
    "You got a few minutes?" His eyes moved down the length of her, leaving chill bumps in their wake. He was in a t-shirt and jeans that fit almost too well. His hair was a bit of a mess from running his fingers through it. He was beautiful. Breathtaking.  
 
    Her nipples budded immediately and her body tightened with the promise of what he was capable of, but by the look on his face, 'talking' didn't mean 'making out'. She almost wished sex would obliterate her thoughts and the ache in her heart. 
 
    "Yeah, sure." She turned and walked back into the living room as he closed the door. A large blanket was on the edge of the couch, and she pulled it over her as she sat down. Her white tank top and boy shorts showed a little too much skin for the conversation that was apparently headed her way.  
 
    He sat down in the chair next to the couch and pressed his forearms to his legs. "Firstly, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have called you my PA back at my dad's place. I was caught off-guard, and I want you to know that I meant nothing negative about it at all. I'm an idiot like most guys at times. Forgive me." 
 
    "Already done." She shrugged and pulled her knees up, tucking the blanket around her as she watched him closely.  
 
    "The situation with Annette is fucking me up." 
 
    She pressed her lips together. Should she say what she really thought, or sugarcoat it for him? Fuck it. "I get that, but what I don't see is why it has to tear the two of us apart. You don’t have to marry Annette or be with her to be a father. That’s the feeling I’m getting from you, and that’s what I'm wrestling with. Why tell me, but not ask how I feel? I feel like we’re going somewhere but then I feel like I’m just the girl you’re fucking who happens to work for you." Jamie swallowed the hot ball of anger that rose inside of her. She wanted to keep things calm between them.  
 
    "It's not a fling. We are not a fling or just a casual fuck. Jamie, I care about you. I'm completely lost to you, but I need to figure this shit out. You have to understand that. Respect that. I'm not used to having to consult anyone on anything. I've been alone for a long time." He closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair.  
 
    "Do you still have feelings for Annette?" She wished she could take the words back as soon as she said them. What if he said he did? 
 
    "No, but I want to do right by this kid." 
 
    "If there is a kid. If it’s yours. That's a lot of ifs to be putting us in this awkward situation. Let's not even throw in the fact that you've accused me multiple times of having feelings for your younger brother." She lifted her eyebrow sharply. "I've been nice to him to make up for you not being kind at all." 
 
    "I have reasons for that, Jamie; stop bringing it up like I'm the villain. I'm not." 
 
    "I'm aware of that, but…” She blew out a hot breath and forced herself to calm down. “How about instead of jumping to another topic that's slowly strangling out our relationship, we stick to the one that’s destroying it. Both of us." 
 
    "Fine." He lifted his eyes and pinned her with a hard stare. "What would you do if you were me?" 
 
    "I would get her to take a test to make sure she’s pregnant. Then I would have the DNA testing done. If you think for a moment this kid might not be yours, you need to watch yourself. She could be playing a game. I don’t know her, though. You dated her, so you know how she is. It might all be the truth and it might make you look like an ass, but better an ass having to apologize than an idiot roped into a lie.” She swallowed. “From what I’ve seen of Annette, my opinion is that there’s no way to assume she's only been with you and that the baby is yours." Jamie moved to the edge of the couch. "After that I would make some decisions, but not before." 
 
    The pain in Alex’s eyes made her want to help. She knew she loved him, and, whatever he had to go through, she would be there for him. 
 
    "I don't want to hurt you in this, Jamie. I don't know what the outcome will be, and I feel like I'm dragging you through the mud with me." He shook his head. "I care too much about you to hurt you at all. I need to figure this out and, then, if you're still willing, we can move forward." 
 
    Pain laced the center of her chest as she tilted her head, her eyes widening. "And until then?" she whispered. She didn’t want this. Please don’t say it. Please don’t say it. 
 
    "I think we should take a break. I need to clear the air of all of this shit. I've worked my whole life to make something of myself. If anyone was to find out about…about… Annette, I would be toast. People don't look too kindly at investing in someone who seems to lie to and cheat people in life. The media would make me out to be the bad guy. They’d have a field day rummaging through my life. I don’t want that. Not for you, Mark, or the people who work for me. I made this mess." He let out a long breath. "We'll — I’ll figure this out." 
 
    She’d heard what he had said but none of it sank in… just the part about breaking up. "Explain what taking a break means." 
 
    He nodded, licking at his lips quickly. "I think we should just try to remain good friends. Keep things platonic. And of course still work together. The minute I clear this up, and if you're still into me, I want you to be at my side; my girlfriend or whatever you want to call it. We'll come out and tell everyone. I want you beside me.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I just need a break from the pressure of figuring us out until I can get this shit behind me." 
 
    "‘The pressure of figuring us out’? I didn't realize it was keeping you up at night." Anger tore through her and she clenched her jaw. She was hurt; acting out in anger seemed the safest response. Hating him seemed better than loving him and letting him break her heart. Why was nothing in her life ever easy? 
 
    "It's just been a lot." He pulled his phone from his pocket and glanced down at it. "Mark wants to go for beers. You want to come with us?" 
 
    "No. Thanks, though." She turned and stretched out on the couch. "So we're on a break." 
 
    "Yeah, if you're okay with that." 
 
    "Yep. That means that if something were to happen between me and some guy at the bar I'm going to this week, that you don't care. You’re not allowed to care. I'm not having anything held against me, right?" She glanced up from watching the TV, as if he didn't matter. She could play it cool.  
 
    Whatever. 
 
    She could so NOT play it cool. 
 
    Devastation swirled in the pit of her stomach, and nothing seemed right all of a sudden. She was in complete defense mode, where her only recourse was to attack and draw blood as she did it.  
 
    "What? No, I'm not okay with that." He swallowed hard and shook his head. "I don't mean a break like that. If you need me, come to me and I'll give you anything you need. I don't want anyone touching you." 
 
    "Oh. That's usually what a break is." She turned back to the TV. "So if I need to be fucked, you're up for just being my meat?" She couldn’t believe she could act this callous. Maybe she would be a good CEO, like Nicholas said. 
 
    He stood and crossed his arms over his chest. "I'm not too fond of the term, but I guess if that's what you want to call it." 
 
    "Can't be much more when you don't let your heart get involved." She glanced over at him. "Tell Mark hi for me. I'll think about your offer. I'm not too sure that I don't agree with the idea of a break." 
 
    "Then what offer are you referring to?" He spoke through clenched teeth.  
 
    "The one where you'll take care of my needs. I'm a pretty sexual creature, Alex. I like to feel a man's hands on my body, to hear him grunting my name in my ear, to feel the pressure of being laid open for him. I like to be fucked. I get cranky when I don’t get some." She shrugged and tugged the covers up, trying to show him that her body wasn’t for him. "Thanks for the offer." 
 
    "Jamie. Stop. I already have enough shit on my plate. Don't put this on me too." 
 
    "The door's over there. Lock it when you leave." She yawned and continued to ignore him. Things would work out with them, or they wouldn't. She would be beyond devastated over losing him, but he was making decisions without her, and she wasn't going to beg for anything. If the last six months of her life had taught her anything, it was that she was worth more than that. She deserved something great. 
 
    His phone vibrated again. 
 
    “Mark’s waiting for you.” 
 
    Alex stared at her, obviously torn about what to do. He inhaled and let it out slowly. "I'll see you tomorrow then." He turned and walked to the door, pausing as if he expected her to reply.  
 
    She had nothing else to say.  
 
    She waited until the door closed to turn into her blanket and press her face into the waiting softness. Her sobs wracked her body as she let all of the pain and disappointment pour out of her. How did it manage to work out that, just when she found the perfect person, job, and house, she had to lose them all?  
 
    Her phone buzzed but she ignored it, not giving a damn about who wanted to talk. It continued to buzz over and over until she jerked the covers from her face and picked it up.  
 
    "What?" Her voice was thick with emotion. 
 
    "Hey. It's Christine. Come over to Mom’s. We're making margaritas and lamenting over life. We want you with us."  
 
    Really? Of all people? Her sister and her mother wanted to spend time with her? Hell had to be freezing over.  
 
    "You guys need someone to make you feel better? Is that it?" She hated how harsh her tone was.  
 
    "No, Jamie. I've been trying to talk to you about me and Stephen for a damn week now, and Mom's just walking around mumbling about missing Dad. Look, if you don't want to come, I get it. You're the best lay and have a great job, and have a super fine man loving on you. It's fine. Forget I called." 
 
    "Wait. Where are you? Mom’s?" Jamie got up and let the blanket drop at her feet.  
 
    "Yeah. We'd love your company." 
 
    "I’m on my way. I’ve got tequila.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie walked into the front door of her mom's, after coaching herself how to act and not act all the way over. If they said one thing that hurt her feelings, she was out. She couldn't take much more in the way of being beaten down.  
 
    Alex had done enough damage in his desire to take a fuckin’ break.  
 
    "You guys in here?" Jamie called out, and walked into the kitchen to find them leaning on each other, laughing loudly. She couldn't help but smile at their silliness.  
 
    "There she is!" Christine smiled and walked over to pull Jamie into a sloppy hug. Her sister had put on a few pounds, but it actually made her look better, healthier.  
 
    "How are you, Jamie?" Her mom handed her a drink and tilted her head to the side. "Have you lost weight? You're looking good. Better. Damn fine!" 
 
    It was a compliment. She could take it at face value and move on. It was the swearing from mother’s lips that made her want to laugh. "Good. Thanks." She took the drink and leaned against the counter before tasting it. "So everyone’s lamenting over their problems, hmm?" 
 
    "Yep. Stephen has been on me to get help for my lack of creativity in the bedroom." Christine shrugged and hiccupped loudly, which caused their mom to laugh and snort.  
 
    Jamie chuckled, not used to seeing the two of them drunk as skunks.  
 
    "Tell him to stop complaining about it and show you a few things. He can be inventive. He's a complete whore." Jamie took a long drink of the beverage as she watched her sister digest the information. 
 
    "That's true. Okay. I'll try it. What about you? Any problems or everything hunky-dory great?" 
 
    "Alex wants to take a break because he has some stuff going on in his personal life." 
 
    "Oh, that's not good. Hurry and drink up. You have some catching up to do with us." Her mom moved up beside her and slid her arm over Jamie's shoulders.  
 
    "Yeah, but he wants us to still sleep together.” Was she really telling her mother this? “I told him I’d think about it. Sleeping with him isn't like sleeping with someone I just met. I love him." Jamie's eyes filled with tears, much against her will.  
 
    "Oh, don't cry." Christine walked toward her. "Just use him for sex and remind him of what he's missing. You're the best lay in New York, right?" 
 
    "What? I do not need to hear this." Their mother stumbled from the kitchen, laughing again.  
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes, but took her sister's advice to heart. "Yeah, maybe you're right." 
 
    “My sister’s got a hot-ass body now.” Christine raised her glass, sloshing her drink on the floor. “Damn you, Alex Reid, for thinking you can have your cake and eat it too. Damn you!” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    If anyone had told her that she was going to spend a night getting drunk with her mother and sister, she never would have believed them. Somehow, by the end of the evening she felt better... more solidified in her decisions where Alex was concerned. She had never been one to give up on anything too easily. If it required her to be a little more aggressive in the bedroom to remind him of what he was considering giving up in the name of chivalry, then so be it. She could play Annette's game.  
 
    "Bitch probably isn't even pregnant." Jamie worked on whipping up a quick breakfast of eggs and toast in her kitchenette. Sundays were usually spent lounging around or trying to get a bit of Alex's time, but today she felt the need to burn up some energy.  
 
    She took her plate and sat down at the table, letting out a long breath and forcing herself to smile. They would get through this, and be stronger because of it. She just had to keep in mind that Alex wasn't going to be too pleasant until they did. He was the type of man who could roll with the punches in the business environment, but in his personal life, he was as big a mess as anyone.  
 
    Her phone buzzed and she answered it, seeing Mark's number on the screen. "Hey. How are you?" She put her fork down and licked at her lips.  
 
    "Good. You up for a jog, and maybe some football in the park a few miles from here? I want to get out in this weather and could use a partner to come with me." He sounded ten times better than he had just yesterday. His heart was growing lighter.  
 
    "That actually sounds great. I was just thinking I needed to get out for a jog this morning. I'll change and meet you in front of the house. Not sure on the football thing, though." A thought crossed her mind. “Is it just you?” 
 
    "Yes. The insufferable fool had to rush out this morning to work on something for the investors’ conference you guys have coming up." 
 
    "Why am I not surprised? I'll be up shortly." 
 
    "I look forward to it."  
 
    They hung up, and Jamie got up, cleaned up her breakfast, and changed into a pair of tight spandex pants, a running shirt, and her favorite running shoes. She stretched just before walking out into the beautiful morning.  
 
    She could see Mark as she walked around to the front of the house. He was a little bigger than Alex, more the football-playing type than a swimmer. He was attractive, but for some reason she couldn't see herself with anyone but her illustrious boss. It was a beautiful tragedy in the making.  
 
    "Hey, there. We missed you last night. The beer was good, but the wings were better." He gave her a goofy grin, and she couldn't help but smile back.  
 
    "And the cute waitresses had nothing to do with it?" 
 
    "Nope. Neither was it at all classy that half their asses were hanging out the bottom of their shorts." He pressed his hand to his mouth and widened his eyes.  
 
    Jamie chuckled and popped him in the chest. "Men. Come on before I change my mind." 
 
    "What? We were blessed with an exorbitant amount of hormones. They have to come out somewhere. Better here than church or parent-teacher conferences." 
 
    She shook her head as they started to jog toward the park. "I have no comment for that." 
 
    "Wise girl," he chuckled.  
 
    Jamie let the conversation drop between them, wanting to ask about his evening with his brother and yet not wanting to appear nearly as needy as she was for information on Alex.  
 
    "What're you thinking about?" Mark asked as they reached the park. He tossed her the football that sat snug under his thick arm.  
 
    "Alex." She caught it, jogged down the field in front of them, and turned. "I love him. I wish I didn't this morning, but I do." 
 
    She shocked herself by the confession, but Mark had quickly put himself in her path as a trusted and decent friend. He'd been so open and forthcoming about his divorce and financial struggles. Plus, if she were going to convince Alex that he belonged with her, she would need some help.  
 
    "I think the feeling is mutual. He didn't shut up about you all night last night. He probably mentioned you another thirty times in the hour we were together this morning." He lifted his hands. "Give me your best throw. Let's see what I'm up against." 
 
    “I have no idea how to throw this thing.” 
 
    “Put you hand near the end and line your fingers up between the laces. Just drill it and let your wrist flick. It’ll do it naturally. A few tries and you’ll get some spin on the ball.” 
 
    She chucked the ball hard. It looked perfect as it flew. It sailed above Mark's head, but he jumped and caught it in midair. He laughed and threw it back.  
 
    "Wow. For a girl, you've got a great arm." 
 
    "For a girl?" She lifted her eyebrow in challenge. 
 
    "If you weren't my brother's, I'd probably tackle you just for the look on your pretty face." He slapped his hands together. "Again." 
 
    "I'm not your brother’s, but I want to be. I'm just not sure how to go about getting him. It seemed like everything was fine until this shit with Annette came up." 
 
    "Was it? Seemed to me like you guys were struggling out at Dad's house last week. Did he know about the possible baby then?" 
 
    "No. I guess not." She shrugged and chucked the ball back. "New subject: What's going on with you and the divorce?" 
 
    "Oh, I see how it is. We're moving from your heartbreak to mine?" 
 
    "Much safer for me. I'm a good comforter, but sufferer? I suck at that job." She turned at her middle, stretching her back and loosening up.  
 
    "I'm meeting with my attorney on Tuesday. I leave tonight so that I can get all my ducks in a row." He shrugged and tossed the ball back. "I'll just be glad when it's over." 
 
    "And you're sure this is what you want?" 
 
    "Yes. My relationship with Paula has gotten so far off the course we first charted that we're just hurting each other now." 
 
    "Dump the old bitch." Alex walked up, surprising them both.  
 
    "What the hell?” Marked grinned, clearly happy to see his brother. “You done already?" Mark drilled the ball to Alex, catching him off-guard.  
 
     A single hand reached out and caught the ball like it was nothing. "Yeah." Alex glanced at Jamie, his eyes running down the length of her. "I take one morning off from watching you two, and you're out here playing with each other. Unbelievable." His words were condemning, but, by the look on his handsome face, he was just kidding.  
 
    "Gotta fill my days with someone's company, Mr. Work-a-holic." Jamie winked and lifted her hands to show him she wanted the ball. "Let's see if you have stamina like your brother." 
 
    "Oh, no, she didn't," Mark laughed loudly as Alex's eyes narrowed.  
 
    He drilled the ball at her, causing her to have to turn and run to try to catch up with it. She jumped and barely wrapped her hands around it before rolling onto the ground. Alex was on top of her the minute she hit the ground, his landing a little rough, but worth the pain.  
 
    "Fill your day with someone's company?" He held her tightly as she laid on her side, laughing.  
 
    "Yes. You're far too busy with drama." She grinned up at him as his body hardened against her hip. "No sex for you, by the way. I've decided that I'll go with your need to be on a break, and use you when I'm needy, but no sex until I feel the need." She spoke only loud enough so he could hear. 
 
    His eyebrow lifted sharply. "Why do I feel like this is about to turn into the most seductive game of my life?" 
 
    "Because it is." She moved up and brushed her lips by his. "I hate that you're going through this crap. I'm going to teach you a valuable lesson, though." 
 
    He moved up and tagged her shoulder, forcing her onto her back as he pressed himself against the front of her.  
 
    She wiggled a little to see over him. Mark was gone. Smart man.  
 
    "What's that, Jamie?" He moved down and brushed his nose up the line of her jaw, and she took quick breaths.  
 
    "That, if we're going to be together, then I'm your partner. You don't drop me like a sack of rocks when something hard comes up. If that's the kind of woman you're looking for, then you belong to Annette." She dropped the ball and pushed into the ground with her heel, forcing them to roll over. Sitting up, she straddled his waist and ground into him one good time. The thick press of his hardness between her thighs caused her to yearn for staunch carnality, but it would be there in the park. She was a little too classy for that. Yeah, like fucking in the back of a limo. 
 
    "You're right.” He reached up to touch her breasts, but she swatted him away. 
 
    "Oh, no; no touching when you want to, mister. I'm only available to you when I want something. That's the way booty-calls work. You’re my bitch." She grinned wickedly, the feeling of empowerment a little too much to her liking. 
 
    "I’d never use you for a booty-call, Jamie." He slid his hands over her thighs, squeezing softly. "Though the way you look in these pants has me lamenting my words last night." 
 
    "I'm using you, baby. Not the other way around." She leaned down and pressed a kiss to his lips, groaning against them as his tongue pressed into her mouth. They could both stick to the illusion that she was in charge, but the truth came calling the minute he touched her. She melted into a puddle, and they were both aware of it.  
 
    He explored her mouth as his hands squeezed her butt in a massaging manner.  
 
    Jamie broke the kiss, breathless, and sat up. "Enjoy your day." 
 
    "What? Where are you going? I thought we—you weren’t finished here." 
 
    "Sorry. I have other things to do. If I was your girlfriend, then I'd move stuff around, but you're just the 'meat,' remember?" She winked and climbed off of him. "Don't forget to take the ball back to Mark. Tell him to call me later if he's hungry, and we'll grab dinner." 
 
    "No the fuck you won't." Alex stood up as his expression darkened. 
 
    "See you tomorrow, boss." She turned and walked toward the house, running her hands over her hips and squeezing her own ass.  
 
    "That's not fair," he yelled behind her.  
 
    Oh, but it is so incredibly fair, sweetie. She waved a hand at him without turning around. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Monday came too quickly. 
 
    Mark went back home, and had already texted to check on her. They didn't get a chance to see each other on Sunday afternoon, but she had a few errands that needed running, and Alex was right about them being friends, but not too close of friends. It would just cause the awkwardness between her and Alex to rear its ugly head again. If he was going to work through the situation with Annette, then she could clean up the extra little things around the edges of their relationship as best she could. Playing the sex card wasn’t exactly fair. He needed a clear head to deal with Annette. She’d give him a few days and try to stay professional. That was the plan… for now. 
 
    Paul glanced up as she walked into the office an hour later. His complexion was a little paler than she was used to seeing, but he was back.  
 
    "Hey, you." She dropped her stuff in a chair beside her desk. "I was starting to worry that the zombies got you." 
 
    He turned and smiled. "Nah. Gotta have brains for that. I only play smart here. Outside of work... I'm no zombie-bait. Let's just put it that way." 
 
    "I see. You feeling better or should I spray you down with disinfectant?" 
 
    "Please don't." He held up his hands in surrender. "I'm good. Just a chest infection, but I seem to have gotten over it with a few shots and loads of sleep. How’re you?" 
 
    "I'm great. I got outside several times this weekend, which always helps. It's so beautiful out right now." 
 
    "I couldn't agree more. Did we just start talking about the weather like two little old men?" He lifted an eyebrow and smirked.  
 
    "My fault," she laughed just before walking out to grab a cup of coffee.  
 
    Alex was in the kitchenette with his back to her, working on a cup for himself, it would seem.  
 
    "Morning, boss." She grabbed a cup and admired the perfect swell of his derrière in his slacks. He was so far beyond sexy.  
 
    "Hi, Jamie. I’ve some errands we need to run this morning. I'll have a car waiting for us in thirty minutes. Meet me at the elevator and move your appointments to after lunch." His tone was professional, but commanding. It sent tendrils of desire through the center of her.  
 
    "Of course." She finished making her coffee and walked past him, brushing her hip against his rear and ignoring his quick intake of breath.  
 
    "Tease," he whispered.  
 
    She did as he asked and moved all of her appointments to the afternoon, bid Paul goodbye, and walked to the elevator a few minutes later. He glanced up from reading an investment portfolio.  
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "Just a few stops around town to look at some buildings I'm considering buying." He held the elevator door open and let his gaze drag across her. "You look good." 
 
    "Good enough to eat?" She walked into the empty elevator, keeping her voice low, but ready to tease the hell out of him. He should definitely suffer like she was.  
 
    What had happened to her plan? Out the window, like everything else when Alex was around.  
 
    "Yeah. That what you want? My mouth pressed to the center of you? The wet sensation of my tongue lapping at you?" He waited until the door closed to crowd her space, pressing himself to the front of her tightly. "I've miss you in my bed. I need to see you naked and squirming beneath me." 
 
    She slid her hands around his waist and squeezed the tight muscles of his ass. "Clean up your shit and I'll make your head spin... both of them."  
 
    Jamie slipped out of his hold as the door slid open. She walked from the elevator like she owned the place. Her pinstriped skirt fit tight around her waist, but flared out at her thighs. The white button-down shirt she wore was snug across her ample breasts, and the heels made the outfit. She wasn't used to being too flashy, but today she'd gone all out in order to grab Alex's attention and remind him of her sensual nature.  
 
    He jogged up beside her and growled. "Fuck, you look good! I think your meat wants you to consider spending some time wrapped around it." 
 
    She laughed and glanced at him. "You're corrupt." 
 
    "No, just fucking needy, and you’re the only woman I’d ever consider taking to my bed." He held the car door open for her.  
 
    Jamie got in, noticing that there was enough room to play around a little if Alex was up to it. The memory of the limo rolled over her, and she realized that wearing underwear around this man was a waste of time. She'd have them off in ten seconds flat if they had a long drive ahead of them. The darkened window between them and the driver caused her heart to flutter.  
 
    Alex got in on the opposite side and glanced over at her. "Did you hear me?" 
 
    "How long is the drive?" She ignored his question. 
 
    "As long as you want it to be." He reached for her, his eyes going a little wide as she turned and slipped into his lap. "Fuck." 
 
    "Shut up." She rolled her hips, rubbing herself against the large bulge in his slacks as she pressed her chest against his. "Tell the driver to take us an hour from here. I'm going to take my time with you. I fucking need it." 
 
    "Anything you want," he whispered, and pressed the button to talk with the driver. Jamie pressed her tongue to the side of his neck, dragging it up slowly as she undulated in a slow, sensual rhythm.  
 
    She pressed her lips to his ear and exhaled a moan, "I need to be fucked. Hard." 
 
    "Yes, you do, bad girl." He squeezed her butt once before sliding his hands under her skirt, rubbing his fingers over her softness. "No panties?" 
 
    "They're there." She rocked against him and sucked his ear into her mouth. 
 
    He groaned and lifted his hips, pressing against her with force. "You smell good. I can almost taste you." 
 
    "So hot," she murmured and sat up, working on his tie.  
 
    He reached up and helped her tug it off of him before unbuttoning his shirt with fervor. "I need you so bad." 
 
    Her fingers spayed across his firm chest as a groan left her. The silkiness of his skin was almost overwhelming and she realized how badly she needed for them to be in a bed. The ability to stretch out and make love to each other was what she craved.  
 
    "Tell him to take us home. We're only fifteen minutes away." 
 
    "Yeah," he muttered against the side of her neck as he pulled her down.  
 
    The driver was informed, and ten minutes later they were home, panting and needy with just having each other's touch and the hungry brush of lips against one another.  
 
    Alex got out, his shirt half hanging from his pants, and tugged her out roughly. Somewhere during the make-out session, she lost control and he assumed it. It was one of the reasons she would be his forever.  
 
    He opened the front door to the house and turned as she closed the door. He wrapped his arms wrapped around her and consumed her mouth. His strong fingers bit into the backs of her thighs as he murmured, “Up.”  
 
    She jumped, a little worried about being too big for him to carry, but he easily caught her, wrapped her legs around him, and seemed to have little trouble moving them to his bedroom. He stopped in the hall and pressed her tightly to the wall, grinding against her as she moaned against his throat.  
 
    "So fucking wet, Jamie. I can feel your heat through my slacks." 
 
    "Get them off. Now." She bit at the side of his neck and tugged the flesh gently. 
 
    He let out a guttural sound that shot right to the center of her. She was close to coming just from the smell of him, in combination with his strong thrusts against the center of her need.  
 
    Letting her slide down the length of him, Alex moved back and worked himself out of his clothes before grabbing her and tearing at her clothes as well. When she stood in nothing but her heels, he stepped up and wrapped himself around her, forcing her to stumble with him into the bedroom.  
 
    Jamie pushed at his chest hard when they reached the bed, forcing him onto his back. He started to protest, but she crawled up the length of his body and spread herself over the top of him. His hands clamped down on her ass painfully, and he jerked her up before pressing back hard - impaling her on his thickness. 
 
    She cried out at the pleasure that burst through her.  
 
    He gripped her hips and smiled cockily. "Sit up and work me. I want to see your body. It's the biggest turn-on I've had in my life." 
 
    Sitting up, she began to rock her hips, not caring about anything but the pleasure he offered. It had been too long, and her body knew it. With fingers digging into the thick muscles of his chest, she lifted up and worked herself right over the edge.  
 
    Her arms shook from the intensity of the orgasm, but he held on tightly, fucking her from underneath. The moment she stilled, he flipped them, forcing her to press her front against the cold sheets. He mounted her from behind and slid back into her, gripping her ass for leverage as he began his assault.  
 
    "How the hell can I live without you? What was I thinking? You're the only warmth in my life, Jamie." He plunged into her in deep, strong strokes.  
 
    She closed her eyes as his words and the feel of him taking her consumed her. There were no words with which to respond. The situation between them was something he was going to have to work out. She would be there as long as she could, without having her heart stomped on.  
 
    "You look so good, baby. So beautiful and sexy." He leaned down and pressed his chest to her back; his angle shifted and she cried out. The spot he rubbed against was almost too much as he continued to fuck her in a steady rhythm.  
 
    "I'm going to come," she whispered roughly against the sheet. 
 
    He stretched her arms above her head with his; the strength he applied as he held her down was over the top.  
 
    Heat spread from her center, and she bucked against him as she came harder than she remembered doing in a long time. The sound of his pleasure prolonged hers. He might not be able to live without her, but she would surely die without him. There could be no other choice but one where they were together. Accepting anything less wasn't a possibility.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    As they looked at the building Alex was interested in purchasing, he promised Jamie that he would talk with Annette about taking a pregnancy test. He even spoke of getting his lawyer involved now. It was the only way to see if the bitch was telling the truth, or pulling their strings, which wouldn't have surprised Jamie at all. Something about the situation was off: Namely, the timing.  
 
    The large investor meeting was the next morning, and, after parting ways, Jamie got busy working on her part of the presentation and left Alex alone to work on his. He wouldn't be available that night, but she was sated for the first time in weeks, and was glad to give him the time to pull his last- minute adjustments together. He hadn't told her that he loved her after their love-making session, but she could see it all over his face.  
 
    Things would be okay.  
 
    She woke early the next morning and dressed in a nice black skirt-suit, pulling her hair into a bun and making sure she looked incredibly professional. The handful of investors that would be at the conference was her charge. Lots of people would come for the training that Alex would give out on making wise investments and reading financial markets, but she was to keep their most invested members happy.  
 
    Nicholas would be among them, and the thought made her a little leery. He was such a nice guy, and the type of man who would not only promise her the world, but deliver on it too. There had to be a way to let him down easily; yet the selfish side of her didn't want to. If things didn't work out with Alex, she'd be furious with herself for giving up the opportunity to be with someone like Nicholas.  
 
    You're in love with Alex. It's part of the risk. 
 
    She walked into the office, still thinking through the most prudent way to push the handsome older man back. Paul walked in behind her, toting two cups of coffee.  
 
    "Hey, you. I got you this. I'm looking forward to the conference today. Aren't you speaking?" He handed her one.  
 
    "Thanks. How sweet of you, and, yeah, I'm giving a training on the new Blackberry and Apple applications that have just rolled out; mostly on organization and time management. Just extras that Alex thought would be good additions to the conference." 
 
    She took a tentative sip of her drink before walking into their shared office.  
 
    "Are you nervous?" Paul asked, and dropped his stuff on the floor beside his desk.  
 
    "No. Maybe I should be, but I've been dealing with so much real-life crap that work is almost a break." 
 
    He chuckled. "Man, don't I understand that. I started dating this new girl and she's so high- maintenance. I'm thinking we're just about at the end of this ride." 
 
    "Don't like crazy?" Jamie asked cheekily.  
 
    "Um... no."  
 
    Alex poked his head into the room, his eyes a little wild. "Hey. I need you in the conference room with me stat."  
 
    "Alright; let me grab my stuff, and I'll meet you there." Jamie moved to her desk and started shuffling through the stacks of papers.  
 
    "Better you than me. I'd be a basket case if Mr. Reid was standing over the top of me all the time. Dude's intimidating." 
 
    "Yeah, but it's because he knows his stuff and he's incredibly confident." She walked to the door. "You will be one day too." 
 
    "You think?" He wagged his eyebrows.  
 
    "Maybe not. No." She laughed and walked out, ready to take on the day ahead of them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The conference went exceedingly well for the morning session, but Alex not having the time to take anyone to lunch was a little aggravating. Whatever he had to do couldn't wait, which left Jamie with taking a group of stiff old men to lunch.  
 
    Nicholas was with her, which made things better, but still... she was Alex's PA and knew enough to keep the conversation going, but not anything close to what he would have been able to do.  
 
    They got through the last course, and she waited for the bill by the bar. Nicholas moved up beside her and leaned against the bar.  
 
    "Great job today." He smiled warmly.  
 
    "Thanks. I'm not sure what the hell Alex had to do that was so important." 
 
    "I saw him come in a little while back, but I didn't want to disturb the flow of the lunch. He was with a pretty redhead. Guess the old boy had a meeting that was more important than the whole lot of us." He shrugged, looking rather sheepish.  
 
    Sickness rolled through her stomach. "What? He's here?" 
 
    "Yeah. Over there." Nicholas moved to the other side of her, close to her back, and pointed toward him.  
 
    Annette.  
 
    Jamie wasn't sure whether to feel good about the fact that Alex was obviously taking the situation seriously enough to push the wayward bitch to provide proof, or if she should be pissed. The conference was a two-day event that happened once a year. He couldn't have scheduled the lunch later in the week? 
 
    Alex glanced up and looked toward them, as if he knew they were watching him. The look on his face said that he wasn't too thrilled to have them spying on him.  
 
    Jamie jerked around, not realizing how close Nicholas was. She let out a soft yelp as a blush covered her cheeks.  
 
    He reached out and touched her arm, squeezing it and moving back a step or two. "Sorry. I didn't mean to crowd you. You stepped back and I thought you were going to fall." 
 
    She shook her head. "It's—I’m fine. Really." 
 
    "Is he dating that woman? They look awfully cozy." Nicholas glanced over toward Alex again. "I thought you guys were together." 
 
    "No, we're not. I told you that." She let out a shaky breath and turned to pay the bill.  
 
    "Right. He's coming this way. I'm sure this is going to be fun. He's not with you, and yet he's going to be furious with me for being near you. This is why I'm not particularly fond of your boss." 
 
    Jamie turned as Alex stopped in front of her. "A word with you." 
 
    "Yeah, sure. Just let me finish paying for the investor lunch that you should have been at," she bit out at him and turned back to the bartender.  
 
    "We did miss you, old boy." Nicholas touched Jamie's shoulder. "I'll meet you in the car." 
 
    "Sounds good; thanks for helping me today." She glanced over at him as her skin pinpricked with angst. It should have been Alex at the lunch with them. It was his deal, and yet he was more concerned with working through his personal shit than making sure she was comfortable in front of his investors. How she got herself in situations like the one she was facing, she would never know.  
 
    Alex's wrapped his fingers tightly around her arm. "I told you I had an important meeting today. You're more than capable of handling a group of men. I pay you quite well to make sure of that." 
 
    She turned. "Let go of my arm, Mr. Reid." 
 
    He dropped his hand from her and slipped his hands into his pockets as she signed the credit card receipt. "You know I don't like you hanging out with Nick." 
 
    "He's one of your investors. I'm not sure what you want me to do." She glanced back to see Annette smiling in their direction. The saucy witch lifted her hand and waved as if they were friends. "And I hate the fact that, instead of talking with Annette at the office, you have her on a lunch date. Your timing couldn't be worse." She leaned forward. “Why the hell would you come here? Of all places?” 
 
    "I’m trying to figure this out." Alex got in her face, his jaw clenching as anger race over his handsome face.  
 
    She poked her finger into his chest. "Then do it later this week. The problem isn't going anywhere, but these investors will. And use your brain. Showing her off here is just trying to hurt me." 
 
    “I didn’t know you would take them to lunch here.” His jaw muscles twitched as he spoke. 
 
    “Really?” She checked her watch. “I have to get back to my job.” 
 
    "You're not riding back with Nick. It's not happening." He pushed her finger away from his chest. "You work for me, and you're on my time right now." 
 
    She let out a hard laugh. "Are you fucking kidding me?" 
 
    "Not at all. You're my PA. You're riding back with me. Give me ten minutes to get Annette a cab, and we'll leave." The tone of his voice and demeaning look in his eye caused her anger to roar to life as well.  
 
    "A cab? Did you ride over here with her?" Her heart contracted in her chest.  
 
    "Yes. It's nothing like what you think." 
 
    "No? You're maybe having a kid with her, Alex. Why would it be anything like I would think? Your slutty PA likes to think about sex in a car. So typical of dim-witted bimbos." She tucked the card back in her purse. "I'll see you at the office. Don't tell me who I can or cannot ride with. I obviously have no say over you doing so." 
 
    "I'm not kidding about you riding with Nick, Jamie. I'll not have it." He popped his hand on the bar, causing the bartender to glance up.  
 
    "You okay, miss?" The rough-looking barkeep asked.  
 
    "Yes. Thank you." She looked at Alex incredulously. "Are you seriously doing this right now?" 
 
    "I am. I'm tired of letting people think they can run all over me." He closed his eyes and took a slow breath, as if trying to rein in his emotions.  
 
    "Alex?" Annette had moved up behind him without either of them noticing. "And Janine, right?” She flashed a fake smile, purposely getting Jamie’s name wrong. “I’d say that it's nice to see you again, but I'm on a time table today. You're taking up a chunk of the best part of it, so would you move along? Help everyone out." 
 
    "Excuse me?" Jamie stiffened not only at the sound of the other woman's voice, but at her callous words as well.  
 
    "We're leaving. I'll see you later this week, Annette. Have the test and the doctor information with you, or fuck off. I'm not interested in anything else you have to offer." Alex’s tone was steady and left no room for discussion.  
 
    Jamie tugged her purse back onto her shoulder as Annette mumbled something under her breath and turned to go. "I hate that bitch." 
 
    "And I hate Nicholas. Let's go." 
 
    "No. I'm not leaving Nicholas to ride back to the office without one of us. It's inappropriate, Alex. You go ride with him and I'll take your car back. You're being ridiculous about this." She gave him a warning look.  
 
    "Am I? He's completely taken by you, and you don't seem too put off by him. He's too old for you, and yet he seems to be wheedling his way into your life." 
 
    "I'm not doing this. You're upset about Annette and making everything else suffer because of it. Your notes are on your desk for this afternoon. I had Gina retype them for you." She reached out and pressed her hands to the lapel of his jacket. "I'll see you back at the office. Good luck today." 
 
    "You work for me, Jamie. If you ride with him, I'll write you up. Three write-ups and you're gone." 
 
    Did he just say that? 
 
    He was grasping at straws, and had obviously lost his damn mind. She chuckled, not quite sure what else to do but play hardball with him. "Do what you need to do, but if you write me up... find a new PA. I'm not a child, and you're not my keeper. Everything I've done has been for the good of your company. Your words cut deep, but that was your intent. We. Are. On. A. Break. You’re just my boss; I’m just your PA who is doing everything she can for the company while the boss acts like a lunatic." She turned and walked to the door, smiling at Nicholas as he held the car door open for her.  
 
    "Everything okay?"  
 
    "As good as can be expected." She got in the car and let out a shaky breath.  
 
    Alex was everything she wanted in a man, when he was acting like a man. Too bad right now he was being a spoiled ass.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    They didn't talk for the rest of the afternoon, which was probably a good thing. She didn't quit, but she was ready to if he thought to press the damn write-up thing. What a silly, asinine thing to try to pull on her. Just because he couldn't control the situation with Annette didn't mean he had to try to control everything else in his life to the smallest detail. He was beyond being ridiculous.  
 
    The next day grew insanely intense as they worked together, communicating only when they had to. How they'd once again gone from mind-blowing sex to being stiff and angry with each other was beyond her. Alex needed to get the situation with Annette put behind them. It was messing up everything in his life. Some of the investors had even been talking quietly about him losing his edge. She wanted to pull him aside, but instead went on damage control.  
 
    After finally wrapping things up, she let Gina work with him on the closing ceremony for the event. Her mom had called earlier that day, but she had to ignore her due to the lack of free time in her day.  
 
    Not quite ready to go home, Jamie turned the car toward her mother's house and rolled the windows down. She felt a little better by the time she reached the house, and didn't think twice about knocking as she let herself in the front door. Why would she need to? 
 
    A loud male grunt sounded from the couch in front of her, accompanied by a sharp cry from her mother.  
 
    "Oh, shit," Jamie muttered and backed up toward the door.  
 
    "Jamie?" Her father lifted his head from the couch, his eyes wide and chest bare.  
 
    "Um. Sorry?" She rushed to the door and started to open it. Shit! Shit! Shit! That’s one image I’m never going to be able to sear from my brain! 
 
    "It's alright. Just give us a few minutes," her mom called out.  
 
    "I'm gonna be sick." She opened the door and walked to her car, pressing her hands to her forehead. She felt elation from knowing that her parents were actually talking... intimately, but walking in on it? She hadn't experienced that type of embarrassment since she was in junior high.  
 
    Note to self. Knock next time. Every time. 
 
    By the time she decided that it would be better to just get in her car and go home, the front door opened.  
 
    Her mom smiled sheepishly. "Sorry. I didn't know you were coming over." 
 
    "I can totally come back. I..." What was there to say? Anything would sound weird and leave her more embarrassed than she was.  
 
    "No. Come on in. Your father and I were trying to work through some of our differences, and things just went… you know." She shrugged and moved back. "I'm thinking it's for the better, though. Remembering how good we are together in bed was nice." 
 
    "Mom. Really?" Jamie walked in and glanced around, half afraid of what she might find. "Don't ever tell Christine that I walked in on you guys. I'll never hear the end of it." 
 
    Her father chuckled as he walked out of the kitchen. He pulled her into a tight hug.  
 
    "I won't tell her, but you know your mother and she are like besties." 
 
    "What?" her mom balked. "She gets me." 
 
    "I get you too." Her father popped her mom's butt while still holding Jamie.  
 
    "Okay. I'm leaving." Jamie pulled from him and lifted her eyebrow.  
 
    "We're just thinking that maybe the grass isn't greener on the other side of the fence." Her dad moved to the couch and patted it. "Come sit beside me." 
 
    "You guys want something to eat?" her mother called from the kitchen.  
 
    "No, honey. Jamie?"  
 
    "No. I'm sick to my stomach." Jamie leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. "I'm glad to see you and Mom together, but this can't just be about physical attraction, Dad. You guys border-line hate each other." 
 
    "That's not true. We just have grown too comfortable with each other. So when I'm angry or hurt, I take it out on her, whether it’s her fault or not. She does the same to me. It's okay to lean on someone and let them help you work through life's difficulties. It's not okay to attack them and make them suffer alongside you." He reached over and tucked a strand of Jamie's dark hair behind her ear. "That make sense?" 
 
    "Yeah. I just wish I could figure out how to make it work in my own life." She leaned back, feeling comfortable about being around her father, but not so much her mom. They'd all promised each other that they would move toward a healthier relationship, and, for the most part, her mother was sticking to the promise. Maybe it was time to start trying more than waiting for something to just happen. 
 
    Maybe the same was true in her relationship with Alex.  
 
    "Still having trouble with that impossibly handsome boss of yours?" Her mom walked in and handed her a glass of tea.  
 
    "Yeah. I'm totally in love with him, but all the stuff in his life has him either attacking me with words or passion. It's been anger and indecision as of late." She took a long drink of the tea, enjoying the rush of sugar that brushed over her tongue.  
 
    "Then sit him down and be straightforward about what you want, Jamie." Her father took her free hand. "I didn’t like the guy at first, but now I sort of respect him. However, men are dense at times. Just lay it all out, and then if he isn't receptive, you can start to pull back or play games. I'm not sure if you're like your mother in this sense, but when I attack her, she doesn't look to calm me..." 
 
    "Nope. I attack back just as hard. It's one of the things we're going to try to start working through." Her mom shrugged, looking more peaceful than Jamie could remember seeing in years.  
 
    "I just feel the need to prove to him that I'm more than enough for him. That I'm all he needs, and if he gives me up..." Tears burned her eyes and lodged a frog in her throat.  
 
    "It's okay, baby. You are more than enough for any man. He's damn lucky to have you in any capacity." Her father moved closer, wrapping his arm around her. "Maybe he's not the right guy for you." 
 
    "No," her mother interrupted, "I think he's exactly the guy for her. He's ballsy and strong, loving and dominant, from what I gather. She just needs to fight for him. Whatever is going on in his personal life should include you. Go get up beside him, and don't worry about reminding him of anything. If he's worth your time, he already knows what kind of woman you are. Fight for him. If it's against another woman, hurt the bitch. If it's for his time, wiggle your way into his day. If it's for something else, figure it out. You're smart, Jamie. Don't let this get you down. If you want him, go get him, and don't take no for an answer." 
 
    "Damn, that's hot." Her father pulled from her and moved toward her mom, wrapping the pretty older woman in a hug and growling.  
 
    Jamie chuckled through her tears, got up, and walked toward the door. "Yeah, that's my cue to leave. I'll try to fight for him. I want him in my life more than anything else. I guess I'm just waiting for him to not want me anymore. Like Stephen did." 
 
    "Stephen’s an idiot," her father turned and barked his response. "You're better than that. Your sister is, too, and you can tell her I said that." 
 
    "Okay, Daddy. I love you guys. I'll see you soon." She walked out as her phone buzzed against her leg. She pulled it from her pocket and smiled.  
 
    Mark.  
 
    "Hey, you. How are you?" Jamie got in the car and buckled up while trying to balance the small contraption.  
 
    "Good. Just met with my attorney." He let out a long sigh. "I think I'm ready for this next step, but it's so fucking scary, you know?" 
 
    "I actually don't know, but I can imagine. My folks are going to try to work things out." She started the car and turned out onto the sleepy street she grew up on. "Is there anything worth trying to work out between you and Paula?" 
 
    "No. I wish there was, but she's a completely different woman from the one I married. We're doing far more harm to each other than good nowadays." 
 
    "Sounds like me and Alex." She let out a painful sigh.  
 
    "Yeah, but there’s a lot left to fight for with the two of you. Life's coming in between you, nothing else. You need to kick it back and reclaim your man. He's too lost in the fear that he's going to lose his company or the reputation that he's built to see a solution to anything right now. He's somewhat defined by his success; you know?" 
 
    "No, not really. Explain." She pulled onto the freeway and forced herself to relax. She was going to have a heart attack over the combination of worry and stress if she didn't start forcing it away. 
 
    "With the situation he had with dad when he was a kid, he was never good enough. You know he was the rowdy one out of the two of us, always going against the grain and doing his own thing. My father hated that shit, and wanted conformity. With words, he beat Alex into believing that he wasn't the man he should be, though he was deep down inside. His success rebuilt the loss he suffered at my father's parenting style. It gave Alex a new identity, a new face; one he could be proud of. He's done incredible things, but now that it's being threatened, he's falling apart." 
 
    "But it's not being threatened." Jamie took her exit and honked as a guy almost hit the side of her car.  
 
    "No? You don't think him having an illegitimate kid with some chick isn't going to stir up talk and leave him looking less responsible than he wants?" 
 
    "I guess it could, but why in the world would anyone have to know?" 
 
    "You're being naive, which isn't at all like the girl I've come to know. Stop trying to dismantle my explanation, and think through whether your relationship with my brother is worth fighting for." 
 
    "Of course it is. He's all I think about, Mark, but he's being an ass on multiple levels right now. If I keep bowing down and forgiving his actions, doesn't that just validate that I'm fine with him acting like that?" 
 
    "No, it means that you love him. You're not validating anything. You have to explain to him, just like you do a child, that he can't treat you like he's been treating you, but that you're willing to forgive him. Have you told him that you love him?" 
 
    "No." She pulled up the driveway and turned the car off, suddenly feeling so heavy.  
 
    "Why not?"  
 
    "I don't know. I'm scared." Tears burned her gaze again.  
 
    "Well, if you love him, then he should know that. It's silly to hold that inside. You're already vulnerable because of the feeling. Share it, and I bet it changes things." 
 
    "Maybe you're right." 
 
    "I'm always right, silly girl," he laughed, and Jamie forced out a tight chuckle.  
 
    "Thanks for the talk." 
 
    "Any time. Go win my brother back. I want him with the best, and, for him, that will always be you." 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Jamie changed into a blue cotton dress and pulled her hair down, brushing through it a few times before slipping on a pair of pretty sandals and heading up to Alex's. She pulled the key out from under the potted plant on the deck, wondering if he would ever give her one of her own. Maybe having a key to his place was too much, too intimate for him.  
 
    She turned the alarm off inside the house and went through the living room and kitchen, opening windows to let in the fresh air. It was far too gorgeous outside not to invite it in. She needed an ambiance of serenity around them for the discussion that was headed their way. She wasn't leaving without full resolution of everything facing them. He was too important to put it off and act as if it didn't matter.  
 
    Murray, Alex’s chef, had made a meal that was in the fridge. Jamie checked the pantry and inside the refrigerator. She needed something to do. Murray’s food could be eaten tomorrow. She could make dinner now. Something simple, yet elegant. Jamie started a pot of rice and worked to sauté mushrooms and onions before slipping the chicken into the oven. She put some soft jazz music on her phone and danced around the kitchen, feeling better all of a sudden.  
 
    The fact that her parents were going to try to work through things was a huge weight off her shoulders she didn't even realize she was carrying. The idea of them being apart was, funnily enough, a good thing, but maybe that was just what she wanted to believe. After so many years of them being together and most of them being decently happy years, there was something there to save.  
 
    The door closed in the front foyer, and she paused from cutting tomatoes for the salad. Her heart started to race as butterflies danced in her stomach. She needed to tread carefully. Their parting words were quite terse and hateful to one another.  
 
    "Jamie?" His voice was deep, but somehow soft.  
 
    "In the kitchen." She wiped her hands and set the towel down before walking toward the living room. She stopped in the doorway as he held up a bottle of wine and a bouquet of red roses.  
 
    "Great minds think alike?" 
 
    She laughed as tears blurred her vision. "I'm sorry. For everything." 
 
    The plan was to let him apologize first, but seeing him standing there, with flowers in his hands, looking sexy in his slacks and button-down shirt with the look of a thousand apologies on his face broke her in two.  
 
    "Me, too, baby." He moved toward her and wrapped his arms around her, his hands still full.  
 
    Her fingers tugged at the roughness on his cheeks as she pulled him in for a long kiss. She breathed deeply and opened herself up, wanting him to penetrate her deeply with his warm tongue. She groaned at the taste of need she found on his tongue.  
 
    The firm press of his body to hers was almost too good, and though breaking the kiss seemed a tragedy, she pulled back and smiled. "I'm tying you up and spanking you if you actually write me up at work." She moved back and took the flowers before walking into the kitchen and searching for a vase.  
 
    "I wrote you up. Spank me?" He stopped behind her, set the wine down on the counter, and slid his arms over her hips. His large hands cupped her sex and he ground himself against her rear, whispering softly in her ear. "I'm an asshole, but I wanna be your asshole. Forgive me. Please. I got scared and, honestly, I'm still shaken." 
 
    She forgot her task of getting the roses set up and turned in his arms, snaking hers around his neck and lifting to her toes to pepper him with kisses. "I'm scared, too, but you and I have to stop beating each other up. If we're going to move forward together, then know that, no matter what... I'm here for you. I'm going to be beside you to help with the Annette situation, to raise the baby with you, to take care of you and anything else you need. That's me, Alex." 
 
    He pressed his forehead to hers, closed his eyes, and took a shaky breath. "And I want that to be me for you. Not a shell. Not half-assed. I want to be everything to you." 
 
    "Good." She pressed against him. "Let's eat dinner and figure out a few things, and then we're getting in the shower. I need someone to wash my back." 
 
    "And your butt?" He opened his eyes and smiled wickedly.  
 
    "You have a tool that can do that?" 
 
    "Oh, hell, I’ve so many tools that’re waiting to drill into you." He wagged his eyebrows and chuckled.  
 
    "I want all of them. All of you." She nipped at his lips and turned to focus on the task of the roses. She set them in the sink when she couldn’t find a vase. "Open the wine for us and let's have salads first." 
 
    "Okay. Smells delicious in here." He walked to the stove and took a few minutes to taste everything. The small sounds he made while burning his tongue or fingertips caused her lips to turn up in a smile. She watched him over her shoulder, falling more in love with him by the minute.  
 
    Everyone went through shit. They would, too, but it would be their willingness to come back together, to ask for forgiveness and to love each other past the storms that would sustain them. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and smirked. "I knew you were checking me out." 
 
    "I'm always checking you out. I have the image of you above me, your face contorted in the throes of passion, locked in my mind's eye.” She blinked in surprise. She hadn’t really said that out loud, right? 
 
    "Fuck. That's hot." He licked his lips. "I'm going to change. You need me to help with anything first?" 
 
    "Nope. I'll meet you at the table." 
 
    He took a few steps toward the living room and stopped. "Thank you, Jamie. For this... for all of it." He brushed his fingers by his lips as his expression softened. He was impossibly beautiful.  
 
    "You're welcome." She turned back, trying hard not to choke on the emotion that sat inside of her. To know he was going to try to reconcile things with her if she hadn't made the first move was warming, but even if he hadn't, she felt really good about showing him how much he mattered. They would do that. Then have sex. A lot of it. 
 
    After finishing the salad, she moved everything to the table and plated dinner as well. She'd just finished pouring the wine when he walked back in. His jeans were low on his hips, and he didn't have his shirt or shoes on.  
 
    The beautiful swell of his chest and abdomen caught her attention, forcing her to pause to enjoy the very sight of him.  
 
    "Damn, you're so hot," she mumbled and reached out, brushing her fingertips down his stomach as he moved to sit beside her.  
 
    He caught her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing each finger softly as he watched her from underneath hooded eyes. "I have great, and yet disturbing, news." He reached for the wine, taking a quick sip before speaking. "Annette isn't pregnant, but she was paid to pretend that she is." 
 
    Relief flooded Jamie like she'd never experienced before. "Seriously?" She pressed her eyebrows together. “Wait. What? She was paid?” 
 
    "I'm still at a loss as to who would do something like that, but she's not budging on the name." He shrugged and leaned back, his body language showing that he was relieved.  
 
    She whirled around and threw her hands in the air as she spun. “She’s not pregnant. She’s not pregnant!” She kissed him. “Yeah.” 
 
    He chuckled. “A simply quiet yeah? That’s it? I threw a chair when I found out.” 
 
    Jamie laughed, giddy with relief. She pointed to a chair and sat down in the opposite one. She picked up her fork. "Eat, Mr. Reid. I have plans for you. You're gonna need your strength." 
 
    He chuckled and picked up his glass of wine. "Would you really have helped me raise the baby?" 
 
    "Yes." She glanced up and locked eyes with him. She clinked her wine glass against his. 
 
    "I'm sorry about giving you shit about Mark. He and I spoke on my way home today. I was being a total dick about that, too. I just hate the idea of you liking him more than you like me. My dad had such a love for him, and, honestly, I love him too. I'm still trying to separate being so angry at him from the fact that he's my brother and really a great guy. It's just going to take time." He shrugged. "But... I shouldn't be giving you hell for caring for him. You're doing it as an extension of caring for me." 
 
    "He's a good man, but I wouldn't have turned my head to speak to him if he wasn't your brother. I'm a one-man woman, Alex. There is no one else for me. Ever." She took a bite of her salad, enjoying the calmness that sat between them. And the relief. Instant, gratifying, relief.  
 
    "Forgive me about the situation at my father's house. I was out of sorts, and just being stupid. I honestly didn't mean to make you feel trashy or slutty, or anything. I just responded in the moment, and it was stupid. My reputation at the firm isn't going to change because of you or anyone else. It's going to get better or worse because of me. You make me a better man. I hate that I've hurt you."  
 
    "People have to learn each other, and we both have to change a little to make us work." She reached over and slid her hand over the top of his. "I'm good with us being in the open or not. I want to be seen as your woman just because it's the natural inclination, I guess." 
 
    "And you will. I’ll declare to the world that we're a couple. I'm tired of my investors hitting on you, and that damn intern watching you like you're a hot piece of ass. I want him out of your office." His tone shifted to something more demanding. 
 
    Jamie lifted her eyebrow and tilted her head. "Then get the construction done. I want him out, too, but not for the same reason as you. He's a great guy and has been nothing but appropriate. Don't start making things up in your head. He's all for you and supporting the firm." 
 
    He glanced down at his plate and back up. "You're right. Keep me in check. Please. I'm so fucking jealous of anyone getting close to you. I need to figure out how to balance that." 
 
    “You don’t have to worry. I want him out so I can go into your office through my private door, for my own personal reasons.” She grinned slyly when his eyes sent her a smoldering stare. “The silly jealousy thing will fade. I’m yours. You have to believe me.” 
 
    "I'm starting to." He moved his chair closer and slid his hand down her thigh. "So we're good? You're okay?" 
 
    "Yes. We're good." She turned and ran her fingers down the side of his face. "The food is going to get cold, isn't it?" 
 
    Hunger burned in his gaze, and he nodded before pulling her in for a passionate kiss. Why she even bothered to cook was beyond her. She crawled into his lap, straddling him as he pushed her skirt up over her thighs. His thumbs grazed the thin strap of her thong panties as she moaned into the kiss, her body beyond ready for carnality with the man she loved.  
 
    He broke the kiss and took her face into both hands. "I love you. So much, Jamie. I want you to be mine. Just mine. I’ve no interest in anyone else." 
 
    "I love you too, Alex." She pressed against him, his words blasting passion through her entire body.  
 
    He loved her.  
 
    Finally.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The passion that started in the dining quickly moved to the bathroom as Alex pushed his chair back and held onto her tightly. Jamie clung to him, making love to his mouth as his strong hands pressed into her rear. He walked them through the living room into the large master bathroom.  
 
    "Bath or shower?" He helped her slide down the front of his body.  
 
    "Shower." She stepped back and pulled her dress over her head.  
 
    His eyes widened and he tugged her back against him, consuming her mouth again as he worked on her bra and then her thong.  
 
    "Damn, I need you," he mumbled against her neck, just before moving down to fondle and lick at her breasts. His fingers brushed over the tight skin of her stomach before teasing the top of her sex.  
 
    "Yes. I was going to rape you today, either way." She slid her fingers into his hair as he moved to his knees and reached around her, massaging her ass.  
 
    He glanced up and smiled. "Oh, you were? Why is that likely the hottest thing I've ever heard?"  
 
    "Because you're a bad boy." She bit at her bottom lip and continued to run her fingers through his hair. His eyes moved across her, leaving her exposed, but more than ready for anything he wanted.  
 
    "You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen." He moved forward, sliding his tongue down the front of her wet skin.  
 
    She groaned and pulled at his head a little, showing him without too much force how much she needed him.  
 
    "Back up to the wall and lean back. Put your leg over my shoulder. Just one of them." He grinned as she moved back. Slowly he crawled toward her, with the look of a predator on his handsome face. By the time he made it to her, her legs were shaking slightly.  
 
    "Good girl." He turned his head and pressed his teeth into her thigh as her leg rested on his shoulder. "I'm going to fuck you all night. It's long overdue." 
 
    "Please?" she whimpered as he turned and pressed his open mouth to her sex, sucking and licking in a rhythmic fashion. There was no shame in her desire to roll her hips, forcing herself more tightly against his face. The deep growls and moans that left him rolled over her exposed skin and left her covered in chill bumps.  
 
    The sight of him on his knees, lapping her, combined with the pressure of his fingers playing with the tight opening of her body, left her dangling over the edge of explosion. He pressed a finger into her, and her body tightened. Heat burst from her stomach and she lifted her chin toward the ceiling and cried out, thrusting against his attack.  
 
    "Mmm hmm... give it to me, Jamie." He continued to fuck her fast and expertly, giving her another orgasm within seconds.  
 
    "Please," she begged as she breathed out and pushed at his shoulder before sliding out of his grasp. Her hands pressed to the wall opposite of them as she leaned her head against it, gasping for air. "That… was… amazing. So damn... Fuck!" she gasped, trying to still her racing heart and throbbing center. 
 
    "I want more. You know I'm greedy." His voice sounded so good, so filled with masculinity. So demanding.  
 
    She turned and pressed her back to the wall as he moved to the shower, turning the water on and setting the temperature. He made sure to turn back around and face her as he unzipped his jeans and slipped out of them. His cock stood thick and proud, commanding her attention.  
 
    "My turn." She moved toward him and reached for him, sliding her hand down his erection. It never failed to thrill her completely that he was hers for the night, if nothing else. But this time... he loved her.  
 
    "Not now. Another time. I need to be inside of you, baby." He ran his fingers through her hair and tightened his grasp as his other hand moved down her side and over her hip, petting her firmly. He pulled her into a kiss that filled her senses with her own lust. It tasted good on him, and the idea of his mouth being filled with the most intimate parts of her set her blood on fire.  
 
    "I need that too," she whispered against his mouth as she glanced up, playing the sexy minx that she was quite well.  
 
    "Get in the shower and press your hands to the front wall."  
 
    She didn't speak a word, but did as he commanded and stepped into the shower and moved her long blonde hair to drape in front of her left shoulder. There was a need to have his mouth on her back and shoulders, and to do so, her hair had to be moved out of the way.  
 
    Jamie slid her hands up the cold shower wall before pressing herself against it and shivering.  
 
    "Here. Let me warm you up, baby." He slid his hands over her back, up her arms, and cupped her fingers in his as he pressed his hard body against hers.  
 
    She couldn't help but sway a little, needing to feel the thick press of his erection against her ass. The spray of warm water teased her as it wet the space between them, allowing the friction of his body grinding against hers to be so much better. Lubricated.  
 
    "I love the way you feel against me." She turned her head to the side.  
 
    He leaned in and kissed the side of her mouth as he repositioned himself to enter her.  
 
    "How about inside of you?" He pressed in a little and she groaned loudly. "More, Jamie?" 
 
    "Fuck, yes." She pushed back as aggression ran through her. "Lots more." 
 
    He chuckled darkly and kissed the side of her mouth once more. "What my woman wants... she gets." 
 
    Alex moved back and ran his hands over her hips and the top curve of her ass once more, before gripping her tightly and forcing himself the rest of the way inside of her.  
 
    They joined each other in a series of moans as he began to work her slow and hard. The deep thrusts jolted her senses and released warm fingers of pleasure that stretched from head to toe.  
 
    He leaned against her again and slipped his hands around to the front of her body, grabbing her breasts and playing with her nipples as he pressed his teeth to her back.  
 
    "Bite me, but don't hurt me." Jamie shivered and pressed back, rocking against his offering.  
 
    His teeth pressed against her skin and she cried out in pleasure as another orgasm took her. Soft kisses took the place of his teeth, and his fingers slipped into her sex, rubbing back and forth against her clit as she rode the high.  
 
    Their love-making lasted for what felt like forever, but she didn't want it to end. He finally joined her in a long, drawn-out orgasm and they collapsed against the side of the shower, holding each other and panting against each other’s skin.  
 
    "I love you so much." Alex pulled back and turned her around before enveloping her in his arms. He kissed her hard and took most of her weight as her legs were shaking something horrible.  
 
    "I love you, too, Alex. Take me to bed." She leaned against him, tucking her face against his neck and relaxing into him.  
 
    There was nothing like being held by him. His strong arms were a perfect reminder that he would always hold her up.  
 
    "You want more, sexy minx?" he chuckled and turned the shower off.  
 
    "Always." She smiled and moved back, reaching to hold onto the faucet as he handed her a towel. "I don't think I could ever get enough of you." 
 
    "The feeling is quite mutual." He opened the door and got out before offering her a hand.  
 
    Jamie wrapped the large blue towel around her body, took his hand, and got out of the shower. They moved into the bedroom, and he tugged her towel from her before she crawled up in the bed.  
 
    "Damn... that's so nice." He stood at the bottom of the bed, watching her.  
 
    Jamie turned and lay on her back, extending her hand toward him. "Come up here and hold me." 
 
    "How about I make love to you and then hold you?" He lifted his eyebrow and crawled up the bed slowly, taking time to drag his nose and lips against her flesh as he did.  
 
    "You're insatiable." She ran her fingers down his shoulders and over his back as he reached her and pressed against her.  
 
    "Only with you." He moved up to gaze down at her. With his elbows pressed to the bed on either side of her head, he brushed her hair back lovingly and let his eyes move across her. "I thought I'd lost you. I still want to apologize a million times. To make things perfectly right between us." 
 
    "They already are." She shifted before wrapping her legs around him. "The slate is wiped clean. We can start, not over, but from where we left off." 
 
    "I want you with me every night." He leaned down and brushed his lips by hers. 
 
    "That can be arranged. I'll talk with your PA." She smiled and pressed her legs against his perfect rear, groaning as he entered her again.  
 
    "She's a bit of a tiger. Watch out for her. She bites." He tensed and rocked against her before tucking his face against her neck and sucking at her flesh.  
 
    "I hear there’s only one man she's willing to put her mouth on," Jamie groaned loudly and lifted her hips, wanting more of him.  
 
    "That’s me." He moved up to her ear. "Right?" 
 
    She laughed and rolled them over, sitting up and pressing herself down the length of him. "Yes. You're the only ‘he’ in my life." 
 
    "Good. Show me what you're capable of, lover." 
 
    "You asked for it." She leaned forward, dug her nails into his tight chest, and let her inhibitions fly out the window.  
 
    It was a night she wanted him to remember.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Waking up the next morning with Alex beside her was a dream come true. His dark brown hair was tousled from rolling around all night. Her heart fluttered in her chest as she carefully turned on her side and tucked her hands under her face.  
 
    There would never be another man who was capable of stealing her heart the way this one had. He was willing to believe in her when no one else would, and fight for her when she wasn't willing to fight for herself. That Stephen set them up to be nothing more than co-workers was almost ironic.  
 
    She reached out and brushed his hair back as his eyes opened. The deep blue of them stole her breath, and she tried hard to memorize every detail of his handsome face.  
 
    "Are you watching me sleep?" he asked in a gravelly voice.  
 
    "Is it creepy if the answer is yes?" She smiled and brushed her fingers down the side of his face. His stubble tickled her fingers in a way that caused her to stifle a groan.  
 
    "Not at all. It's flattering." He moved closer, repositioning himself against the front of her as they lay on their sides together. "I haven't slept this well in ages." 
 
    "Must be a good sign, hmmm?" She smiled and moved forward, softly pressing her lips to his. Something about being warm and cozy in the morning turned her on, though it wasn't at all the morning for going another round in the sheet. It was the final day of their investment conference. She was grateful it was almost over… Too much stress and time involvement for little return.  
 
    "It's a great sign. I have something for you. I'll give it to you at dinner tonight." He smiled, and she couldn't help but return the gesture.  
 
    "What is it?"  
 
    "I'm not telling you. Let's ride to the office together today. I'll do opening remarks first and then we'll move into the rest of the day where we barely see each other. Sucks, but it’ll be done soon." He leaned in, kissing her more fully once more.  
 
    "I'm getting the gift at dinner tonight?" She lifted to her elbow, pressing the side of her head against her hand as he got out of the bed, naked as the day he was born.  
 
    "Yep, and it has to do with our next steps. I'm ready to take a big jump." He walked to his closet, his ass beautiful to watch in motion. "You ready?" 
 
    "I'm up for anything if it involves getting to see you naked more often." She rolled onto her back and chuckled as he shook his ass before disappearing into his closet.  
 
    "Get up and get dressed. I'll meet you out front in thirty minutes." 
 
    "I'm hungry." She let out a quick huff and got up, wishing like hell that it was Saturday and they could spend the day in bed just playing with each other.  
 
    "We can grab a muffin downstairs," his voice was muffled, but she got the gist of his comment.  
 
    Getting up, she slipped her dress over her head and stopped by the closet to squeeze his butt with both of her hands.  
 
    "Watch it, nymph, or we'll be looking for a new job together." He glanced over his shoulder and gave her a smile that would melt her panties if she could find them.  
 
    "Yum. I'm almost tempted to put you to the test." 
 
    "I wish you would." He pulled a dark blue shirt from the rack above him. "Go get ready, beautiful. I love you." 
 
    "Me too." She popped his butt once more and turned, lamenting over not being able to watch him finish getting ready.  
 
    The idea of riding with him to work made her feel almost giddy, like a child who'd been given a new toy. It was silly and oversimplified, but meant a lot to her. It was the little things she was looking to start exploring with him.  
 
    It was almost like they needed a bit of drama to shake them up and help them realize that they were perfect for one another.  
 
    "Enough drama, though. I'm good for a long while." She laughed and walked down toward her place with a smile on her face.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You grab the muffins, and I'll do the opening remarks. Good?" Alex brushed his hand down her back as they walked into the large downtown office building where they worked.  
 
    "Yes. Hurry. You're going to be late." She moved from his touch and walked toward the cafeteria, almost feeling bad about making them late. Getting ready in thirty minutes might be fine for him, but after a night of sex, she needed a shower and time to do something with her hair. She must have told him ten times to just go without her, but he would have none of it. Their meeting out front turned into him sitting on her couch, growling softly at her as she raced about.  
 
    "Morning, Jamie." Paul walked up beside her and nodded toward the cafeteria. "Breakfast of champions? Good or healthy?" 
 
    She smiled. "Can't it be both?" 
 
    "No, ma'am. Not in my experience, but if you ever find the right balance of each... I'm gonna need the recipe." He stopped by the front counter to talk with the lady checking people out. "I'll see you upstairs." 
 
    "Sounds good." She walked quickly toward the breads, and grabbed four muffins, one of each kind. She couldn't remember if Alex liked chocolate or blueberry. Better to have too many than not enough. They had a long day ahead of them, and after their all-night love-making festival, she knew he was weary. She was, too.  
 
    She looked for Paul, but didn't see him anywhere. Figuring he must be up in the office, she paid and hurried back up. After dropping the pastries off at the back of the large conference room, she moved to stand beside Gina near the back wall. The room was packed with people, who seemed lost to Alex's message.  
 
    He spoke with such confidence and intelligence, that it was no wonder he was a billionaire at his young age. It wasn't about making a ton of money, but simply coming into being the man he was meant to be.  
 
    "Hey, girl." Gina nudged her with a soft poke of her elbow. "You missed it." 
 
    "Missed what?" Jamie leaned over and whispered softly, gaining herself a few looks from others around the room.  
 
    "Alex just told everyone that if they had additional questions, you were more than capable of answering them. He called you his Senior Advisor." She lifted her eyebrow. "Congrats on one hell of a promotion." 
 
    Electricity shot through Jamie as her mouth dropped open. Was that the next step he was referring to? She imagined maybe he was going to ask her to be his forever, to give her a ring. It was silly and maybe a bit much, but what next step was there that would have her next to him every day all day?  
 
    Being his Senior Advisor. 
 
    "It's great. Interesting. I had no clue." Jamie wrapped her arms around herself, a little disappointed that it was something to do with the company and not their relationship.  
 
    "You both seem in a better mood. Are things looking up?" Gina spoke softly.  
 
    Jamie nodded and let a big smile spread across her lips. "We said that we loved each other last night." 
 
    "Oh!" Gina exclaimed loudly, and Alex paused, giving them a warning look accompanied by a smile.  
 
    "The S&P is up this morning," Jamie informed the room and shrugged. "We're easily excitable." 
 
    Everyone chuckled, and Alex picked back up.  
 
    Jamie leaned against the wall and watched him in his element, letting out a soft sigh and trying to still her racing heart. She couldn't help but wonder if they wouldn't always be crazy about each other. Likely they would be the old couple that no one wanted to be around because they couldn't keep their hands off each other.  
 
    She chuckled softly and got another elbow from Gina.  
 
    "Shh... I'm not sleeping with him. I'll get fired." 
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes and gave her friend a look. "You better not be, or getting fired is the least of your worries." 
 
    Alex's voice caught her attention. "So, we appreciate you joining us for this last day. I'll be moving to room 26A. Ms. Connors will be here if you have questions about the investment packets you received last night. We'll join for a luncheon downstairs and conclude around two today." 
 
    Jamie winked at Gina. "That's my cue." 
 
    "Get 'em, girl. Not like you got Alex, but you know..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the day went off without much of a hitch; a few shortages of packets and papers, but nothing that couldn't be fixed quickly. Jamie wrapped up her duties as host of the event and moved to Gina's desk.  
 
    "Done. Finally." Jamie pressed her forearms to the front of the desk and smiled. "That was quite a ride." 
 
    "It is every year. You want to go out for a drink?" Gina sat back in her chair and let out a long sigh.  
 
    Alex's voice rose up behind her just before his hand slid over her lower back. "She's not free. I’ve a special night planned for the hardest working Senior Advisor in my firm." 
 
    Jamie turned and smiled up at him. "I thought the promotion was the gift." 
 
    "What? No. You earned that, silly woman. I’ve something far more personal for the gift." He bent down and kissed her nose. "You women have been talking far too much, haven't you?" 
 
    Gina snorted. "Why would you say that, boss?" 
 
    Jamie slid an arm around his waist and snuggled into the side of him, grateful that it seemed their days of hiding their relationship at the office was over.  
 
    "Because you're quite cordial with me when Jamie isn't upset, but if I've done something to hurt her or piss her off, I can always tell. You're not very nice or helpful in those times," he chuckled as he directed his comments to Gina. 
 
    "She's my girl." Jamie squeezed Alex. "She’s got my back." 
 
    "Then she needs a raise, too, I would think. With as much of an ass as I've been lately, she's got to be as exhausted as we are." He turned his attention to Jamie and smiled down at her. "You ready to get out of here?" 
 
    "Yes." She turned back to Gina as Alex released her.  
 
    "I'm going back to my office for five minutes. I'll meet you at the elevator." He turned and walked off, leaving them alone.  
 
    "Wow. That's a huge change." Gina lifted her eyebrow and gave Jamie a cocky smile. "I love it. This is going to be so much better now that you guys aren't hiding anything anymore." 
 
    "Tell me about it." Jamie turned to watch him go. "What do you think he has for me tonight? He said it was a gift." 
 
    "My boyfriend used to always say he was going to get me the best present ever. Maybe it's that." 
 
    "What?" Jamie glanced over her shoulder.  
 
    "A dick in a box."  
 
    They both cut up laughing as Gina repeated it a few times to stoke the laugher into something even louder and more involved.  
 
    Alex walked back out and took Jamie's hand. "You guys are going to get a conduct slip for being unruly." 
 
    "Please. We should be reprimanded. We have far too much fun together." Gina laughed again as she hit her legs with her palms. "Have fun tonight, guys." 
 
    "We will." Alex nodded toward the door. "Ready?" 
 
    "Are we going like this?" Jamie waved at Gina before walking with Alex to the elevator.  
 
    "We sure are. It's just the two of us. I thought it would be fun to be relatively casual about it." He held the elevator door as she walked past him.  
 
    "I'm a little nervous about this. Where are we going?" 
 
    "Oh you'll see," he chuckled, which only made her question his motives all the more.  
 
    They walked in silence, out of the building, where a long stretch limo sat.  
 
    "Your chariot awaits, my lady." He opened the door.  
 
    Warmth rushed through her at the memory of their last time in a limo. Surely he wasn't thinking to recreate it. Was tonight the night? Did he have a ring? Surely not. She couldn't help but hope, but it seemed like something that would be done in a restaurant or something of that nature.  
 
    She climbed into the back and sat down next to a long spread of cheese, meats, crackers, and fruit. A bottle of champagne was housed in ice and two fluted glasses sat just beside it.  
 
    Alex climbed in after her and smiled. "You like it?" 
 
    "I love it." 
 
    He closed the door and turned to her as the vehicle started to pull out.  
 
    "I know I told you that I wanted to take the next step with you, and I do. I want to take them all. It would seem only natural that we enjoy each one by going through them slowly and thoughtfully." 
 
    "Okay. I want that." She moved closer, pressing her knee to his as her heart raced. It was suddenly so hard to breathe. 
 
    He pulled a small blue box from his inner jacket pocket and handed it to her. "I hope you say yes to it." 
 
    This is it! Oh my goodness! He’s asking me to marry him. That’s a ring box! A million thoughts and comments raced through her head. Was this what she wanted? Hell, yeah! She loved him. Waking up beside him for the rest of her life was fine by her. She was so going to rape him tonight. Rape and pillage. Again and again. 
 
    With a slightly shaky hand she reached for the expensive box. Was it a Tiffany box? How long had he been holding it? Her heart raced with excitement. She ran her tongue over her lips and slowly opened it, not sure what kind of ring to expect.  
 
    She blinked and stared inside the box. 
 
    An ornate golden key sat on blue silk, looking almost ethereal. 
 
    No ring. Dammit! "What's the key for?" she asked softly as she glanced up, half expecting some silly answer like the key was to his heart.  
 
    "The house. I want you to move in with me. We'll turn your place into an office or spa or anything you want. I want you in my bed at night and in the morning, at my dinner table each evening, and in my arms every moment we can steal together. Come move in with me?" 
 
    Tear filled her eyes and she nodded. It wasn’t a ring, but it was damn near close. "Yes. Of course. I would love to." 
 
    He pulled her in tightly and devoured her mouth as his fingers tugged at the edge of her tight black skirt. "Good. Now that all of that is settled, let's do what we do best in a limo." 
 
    "But the food’ll get cold," she teased.  
 
    "It always will around us, baby. It always will."  
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Sometimes the heart needs a different kind of saving... find out if Charity Thompson will find a way of saving forever in this hospital setting Best-Selling Romance by Lexy Timms 

Charity Thompson wants to save the world, one hospital at a time. Instead of finishing med school to become a doctor, she chooses a different path and raises money for hospitals – new wings, equipment, whatever they need. Except there is one hospital she would be happy to never set foot in again--her fathers. So of course he hires her to create a gala for his sixty-fifth birthday. Charity can’t say no. Now she is working in the one place she doesn’t want to be. Except she’s attracted to Dr. Elijah Bennet, the handsome playboy chief. 
Will she ever prove to her father that’s she’s more than a med school dropout? Or will her attraction to Elijah keep her from repairing the one thing she desperately wants to fix? 

** This is NOT Erotica. It's Romance and a love story. ** 
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    In a world plagued with darkness, she would be his salvation. 

No one gave Erik a choice as to whether he would fight or not. Duty to the crown belonged to him, his father's legacy remaining beyond the grave. 

Taken by the beauty of the countryside surrounding her, Linzi would do anything to protect her father's land. Britain is under attack and Scotland is next. At a time she should be focused on suitors, the men of her country have gone to war and she's left to stand alone. 

Love will become available, but will passion at the touch of the enemy unravel her strong hold first? 

Fall in love with this Historical Celtic Viking Romance. 
* There are 3 books in this series. Book 1 will end on a cliff hanger. 
*Note: this is NOT erotica. It is a romance and a love story. 
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    Knox Township, August 1863. 
Little Love Affair, Book 1 in the Southern Romance series, by bestselling author Lexy Timms 

Sentiments are running high following the battle of Gettysburg, and although the draft has not yet come to Knox, “Bloody Knox” will claim lives the next year as citizens attempt to avoid the Union draft. Clara’s brother Solomon is missing, and Clara has been left to manage the family’s farm, caring for her mother and her younger sister, Cecelia. 

Meanwhile, wounded at the battle of Monterey Pass but still able to escape Union forces, Jasper and his friend Horace are lost and starving. Jasper wants to find his way back to the Confederacy, but feels honor-bound to bring Horace back to his family, though the man seems reluctant. 

NOTE: This is romance series, book 1 of 3. All your questions will not be answered in the first book. 
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    The Recruiting Trip 
 
    Book Description: 
 
    Aspiring college athlete Aileen Nessa is finding the recruiting process beyond daunting. Being ranked #10 in the world for the 100m hurdles at the age of eighteen is not a fluke, even though she believes that one race, where everything clinked magically together, might be. American universities don’t seem to think so. Letters are pouring in from all over the country. 
 
    As she faces the challenge of differentiating between a college’s genuine commitment to her or just empty promises from talent-seeking coaches, Aileen heads to the University of Gatica, a Division One school, on a recruiting trip. Her best friend dares who to go just to see the cute guys on the school’s brochure. 
 
    The university’s athletic program boasts one of the top hurdlers in the country. Tyler Jensen is the school’s NCAA champion in the hurdles and Jim Thorpe recipient for top defensive back in football. His incredible blue-green eyes, confident smile and rock hard six pack abs mess with Aileen’s concentration.  
 
    His offer to take her under his wing, should she choose to come to Gatica, is a temping proposition that has her wondering if she might be with an angel or making a deal with the devil himself. 
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    THE ONE YOU CAN’T FORGET 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/One-You-Cant-Forget-Motorcycle-ebook/dp/B012HPAFQE 
 
    From Best Selling Author, Lexy Timms, comes a motorcycle club romance that'll make you want to buy a Harley and fall in love all over again. 

Emily Rose Dougherty is a good Catholic girl from mythical Walkerville, CT. She had somehow managed to get herself into a heap trouble with the law, all because an ex-boyfriend has decided to make things difficult. 

Luke “Spade” Wade owns a Motorcycle repair shop and is the Road Captain for Hades' Spawn MC. He’s shocked when he reads in the paper that his old high school flame has been arrested. She’s always been the one he couldn’t forget. 

Will destiny let them find each other again? Or what happens in the past, best left for the history books? 

** This is book 1 of the Hades' Spawn MC Series. All your questions may not be answered in the first book.  
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 Managing the Bosses Series 
 
    The Boss 
 
    US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B012CBKNC4 
 
    UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B012CBKNC4 
 
    The Boss Too 
 
    US: http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B016LS6EDQ 
 
    UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/ B016LS6EDQ 
 
    Who’s The Boss Now 
 
    US: http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B017TRA2RW 
 
    UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B017TRA2RW 
 
    Love The Boss 
 
    US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B018TBAAVU 
 
    UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B018TBAAVU 
 
    I Do The Boss 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01ASAJ3G8 
 
    Wife of the Boss 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01CKOE400 
 
    Employed to the Boss 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01E1W1CU4 
 
    Brother to the Boss 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01FFZO5J6 
 
    Senior Advisor to the Boss 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01GP52F6A 
 
    Forever the Boss 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01I2D6LK4 
 
    Christmas with the Boss 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01MYNNJ5E 
 
      
 
      
 
    GIFT FOR THE BOSS 
 
    Christmas Novella (3.5) 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B018YFLX76 
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