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Chapter 1

Tasha
 
Why did my first sight have to be of Brent? I’d barely stepped out of the elevator and turned toward Freeman & James. I hadn’t made it down the hallway or through the large glass doors. Brent’s thick dark hair with a sexy hint of gray, sleeves rolled up exposing his toned forearms, and spectacular ass were defeating all of the prep work I’d done to be in his presence. I swallowed, inhaled deeply, and walked with my weight on my toes to keep my heels from clacking loudly against the marble floor despite being in the hallway while he was inside the office. Anything to keep from drawing his attention.
Brent was talking to the receptionist and I slowed my pace in hopes he’d walk away before I entered. Dang. The secretary stood, stepped away from her desk but continued to speak to him. My world morphed into slow motion as I stalled, praying I could get my bearing before standing face to face with the man I shouldn’t be lusting after.
I’d had a thing for Brent for as long as I could remember, the man who’d inspired me to be an architect. Also, the man who’d been the reason I spent summers volunteering in my dad’s office even though making copies, sorting mail, and running errands hadn’t given me much actual time with Brent.
Only two more steps. I spun my good luck ring then smoothed my slim black skirt before reaching for the door handle. Maybe the metal would cool me off.
The secretary disappeared down the hallway and Brent looked my direction as I stepped through the doorway. The man was magnetic. How had he remained single when I’d been ready to jump him for more years than would have been appropriate? But that wasn’t the focus. My first day at work couldn’t be spent drooling over him.
He smiled without any indication he’d recognized me.
I extended a hand in a classic show of professionalism. A business relationship. My fantasy that he’d convinced my dad to bring me on for any other reason had no place in the office.
We shook and the electricity disrupted my heartbeats. How could a simple touch fill me with such a spark?
His expression flickered with interest then quickly settled.
Had I read too much into him? Into the whole encounter.
“Hello, you must be Ms. Kasper. I’m Brent Freeman. Let’s head to my office.” Not only hadn’t he recognized me, he thought I was someone else.
An idea raced through me. I could be Ms. Kasper for a few minutes. A little white lie then I’d come clean. A simple joke. We would laugh about the craziness that a few years at college, bleached hair, and makeup could make me unrecognizable.
My stunned silence held on a touch too long as he glanced at our hands, smiled wider, and nodded to the hallway. I pursed my lips and committed.
Brent stepped to the side and motioned forward with one hand while his other gently touched my shoulder.
A wash of heat radiated from his hand. My skin tingled regardless of his touch being on my blouse. I struggled to get a handle on myself.
“No need to be nervous. I work with interns all the time. Consider working with me another step in your networking.” His calm, deep voice should have been soothing but it only incited more desire, although admittedly, my heart sank at his admission to working with interns. Was I one of many? All the ‘special’ flutters that typically stirred when he was on my mind were taking it down a notch.
The warmth of his words was quickly paralleled by the comfort of his office, the wooden desk, and the meticulous placement of every item. A contrast to the sterile glass and metal entry.
Only a few minutes of the ruse and I’d confess. But the flicker of attraction I’d seen when we shook hands had seemed so real. If there was something, it would be gone the second I told him who I was. Before my grumpy dad, who was opposed to hiring me, was in the mix.
Inside Brent’s office, he sat on the stool at his drafting table and offered me a more comfortable chair along the wall. His eyes darted nervously, catching my modest cleavage and my bare legs as my skirt hiked up a few inches when I sat. He settled for tapping his finger nervously on a set of plans and cleared his throat. His unease validated my suspicions.
If only the truth wouldn’t bring it all to a halt. A minute of banter. A chance to taste the forbidden fruit. Then we could have a laugh. How many people got that chance? Just one more minute. Although the longer I was in his presence, the more I was convinced my long-time crush wasn’t a light, silly girly thing. Heat was pooling between my legs for something far more intense and demanding. “Well Mr. Freeman, I’m relieved you’re used to working with interns. This is my first time with any architects other than my professors.”
His jaw flexed, arms crossed, and after a few attempts, he managed to land his gaze on mine. The fire burning behind his eyes contrasted their icy blue. The crossed arms highlighted the rise and fall of his deep, heavy breaths. It was entirely possible I could talk him into closing the office door for a private moment before I revealed myself, but that would be unforgivable. He studied me, potentially choosing his words, but they came out too gravelly to only refer to work. “I’ll be gentle.”
“Why waste time? Won’t I learn more if we go hard and fast?” Was I a terrible person for wanting my dad’s best friend who’d also been his decades-long business partner?
“When I’m teaching you, I don’t want you to miss anything. I’ll gauge what you respond best to.”
I tried to convince myself to stop but couldn’t pass up the opportunity. One more tit for tat. And if by any grace of god, I could entice him to forget about family relationships, a fling might get him out of my system. Or it would damn me to unrequited cravings. Standing, I approached his table and placed a hand over his. “I’m a real hands-on learner.”
His thumb brushed over my fingers and I grabbed the side of the table with my free hand to force myself not to go any further. I couldn’t pull away. He tried to cover his actions with words, “We should talk about the design. What the client wants versus what we think is best.”
My game had gone too far. Brent was a good man. I withdrew my hand. “This is kind of awkward, but I should—”
“Tasha. No one told me you were here.”
I caught the confusion quickly evolving to disbelief on Brent’s face as I spun toward my father.
He continued, unaware of my predicament. “Brent, you should have brought her by my office. When I said she wouldn’t get any slack just because she’s my daughter, I didn’t mean you had to put her to work the second she got here.” My dad had entered the office and rested a hand on Brent’s shoulder.
I couldn’t be sure if the lack of a hug was a sign of workplace etiquette or if I’d really done that much damage by finding a university as far away from home as possible, short of crossing the ocean, and never visiting. My gut twisted, “Hi, Dad.”
He held up a finger. “Call me Mr. James when we’re at work. Or Randall if no clients are around. I gave in to Brent’s insistence that we give you a shot. You’re lucky he has a sweet spot for interns. Always helping the up-and-comers, but you have to prove yourself.”
“I will. I ran into him in the entry and asked him to start the tour with his office. Yours was next. I wanted to see where the geniuses work.” I decided Dad wouldn’t be humored by me misleading Brent, and prayed Brent would go along with my cover.
He was staring at the floor but coughed as he lifted his gaze straight to my father. “We were on our way. You should have told me your daughter was coming today.”
My dad scrunched his mouth and ran a hand over it. “Personnel deals with hire dates. She hasn’t bothered to stop by since moving back to town, I can’t keep up with her.”
Direct jab. Damage was done. Not that he or my mom had extended an invitation to stop by. I had to do a lot more than prove my worth as an architectural intern. I had to find a balance between having my own life and navigating overbearing parents. And Brent. “Sorry Dad, I mean Randall. Seems we’ve both been too busy to connect.”
My dad’s mouth dropped open but the secretary knocked on the open door with a woman my age in tow. Brief introductions confirmed my suspicion that she was the Ms. Kasper who’d granted me a moment of fun.
Randall pointed to Brent. “Can you handle Tasha?”
Brent knocked a pencil and a small notebook off his table. I leaned to retrieve them but he slid off his stool, grabbing for them. We were too close. Hands bumping into each other. Zings of excitement shot through me with every contact despite the audience.
We tried not to make it weird but as I shuffled back into my chair, the weight of everyone observing our awkwardness became apparent.
After a brief pause, Dad’s eyes shifted between us. “Can you handle her? I want to reassign Ms. Kasper to John.”
“I’ll take good care of her.” Brent pursed his lips as if making himself stop talking and nodded.
Dad motioned for the secretary to take Ms. Kasper to her new boss then squinted at Brent. “I figure you’re the one person around here who can handle the added dynamic of an intern who’s also my daughter. You’ll keep a tight rein on her. It’s not only her name on the line, but mine.” He tapped his watch and explained he had to go.
Brent and I were alone again. The intensity of his stare deserved an answer. I said, “When you didn’t recognize me, I thought it would be funny, then—”
He held his hand up, his words were quiet enough only I could hear, and they melted me in the most mischievous way. “You’ve already lied and come on to me. How am I supposed to handle you?”
I bit my lower lip while struggling for a professional response. It wasn’t working. Leaning forward, I whispered, “You could always punish me if I misbehave.”




Chapter 2

Mr. Freeman
 
“I have to meet a client,” I said while chaining up my desire to shove Tasha against the wall and show her what she was doing to me. She’d be so full of my dick, she wouldn’t be able to play any more games. All she’d be capable of would be begging for an orgasm. But that was far from what her dad had meant when he asked if I could handle her.
“No, you don’t. You were expecting the other intern. I’d almost bet you’re worried about my dad.” She studied me, leaving the couple feet of space between us.
“With good reason. We’ve been partners thirty years. You had no right to trick me. It’s too dangerous.” I couldn’t believe I’d flirted with Randall’s daughter. Finding out who she was did little to quell my attraction. I had to get a handle on myself.
I tapped out a message to John letting him know he’d be giving two interns the grand tour and acquainting them with our office for the rest of the day. If John had been anything other than the most devoted husband, I couldn’t have trusted him with Tasha. A bombshell like her walking around the office was going to turn heads. I stuffed my laptop in my briefcase.
“Some people would say you had no right to look at an intern as a sex object. If you’d been able to see me as a colleague, maybe you would’ve waited for me to introduce myself and not made a mistake.”
“Don’t put this on me. You came on to me.”
“And you liked it.”
“Tomorrow, 8 am sharp for a fresh start, Ms. James.” The shakiness in my voice betrayed me as I stepped toward the door.
Tasha rose and stared me dead in the eye. “It’ll be fresh alright.” She beat me out the door while I failed to find words.
Studying the curves of her hips, ass, and calves was not the proper way to regroup. Nor was it doing anything to calm me after her fingers grazed over my hand. I forced my expression to be the calm façade for the storm brewing inside me.
Tasha was going to be mine. But not while she was my intern. Not until I figured out how to convince her father there were worse things in the world. Worse men for his daughter.
How could I convince him my attraction had nothing to do with why I insisted he give her a chance at the firm? I’d never been attracted to her before. Never put any issue between Randall and myself. And would never be able to move on without her in my life.
I grabbed take-out on my way home but the knot in my stomach stopped me from eating. Searching for a distraction, I switched into shorts and a tank top and fired up the lawnmower. I had to busy myself while brainstorming any loophole, any scenario where I could convince my best friend it was okay for me to be with his daughter. If nothing else, the tidiness of a well-groomed lawn would set my mind at ease. Something I could control.
Mowing a diagonal pattern since I’d gone back and forth over the length of the yard last time, I reviewed the facts.
There was bad blood between Tasha and her parents. A mom and dad who tried to craft a perfect world for their daughter, and a daughter who rebelled against the strict upbringing. Some kids could handle the straight and narrow, but not Tasha. It had practically choked the life out of her. I’d watched her lose her zeal. She’d devoted herself to wearing all black and heavy makeup by the end of high school. I’d been certain it was more to irritate them than from a preferred style choice, but the more concerning factor was the way she withdrew into complacency. Then she left for college, paid her own way, and never contacted them until her resume showed up at our office.
I’d witnessed the burden of having his only daughter rebel against him, so when he told me she was graduating in Architecture, I’d encouraged the internship. A way for him to show her he was willing to make amends even though I suspected she’d only applied so she could turn down his offer.
With the weed-whacker, I cut a straight line along the edge of the lawn and I relished the order. The reasoning behind Tasha taking the internship presented itself as more of a scribble. Had she taken it because of me? Her attraction to me? Or was I the gullible pawn who allowed her one more jab at her father? Not like I could expect a straight answer. She’d already proven her spark had reignited. Lively. Fun. Risk-taking. It had all come back. Every trait her father despised.
Vacuuming up the remnants of cut grass that hadn’t mulched into the lawn, I gave myself a second to survey the efforts of my physical labor. If only Randall put his controlling efforts into his lawn rather than hiring it out, would he have been able to relax about his daughter? I cracked up at the ludicrous comparison. More than likely, if I’d had kids, I would have been the same way. I already wanted to make Tasha mine, be her everything. But her life choices made it clear she wasn’t anybody’s… she was her own.
Spit-shining every appliance in the house, white-glove testing every surface, and forcing myself to eat did nothing to rid me of my newest obsession. Tasha.
She’d permeated my mind. My world. My being. Even my dreams as I woke up with my third hard-on of the night. Aware I would have to be on my A-game at work, with her by my side, there was only one option. Deal with the erection.
Efforts to replace my mental image of Tasha with anyone else failed. Did that constitute betrayal to my best friend? I never expected to keep something from him, but I sure as hell couldn’t tell him his daughter made my dick so hard, I came within five seconds of stroking myself. I wasn’t going to tell anyone I came that fast.
The rest of the night must have passed more peacefully because I awoke with renewed energy two minutes before my alarm was set to go off. No answers. No idea how I’d work next to someone who embraced life and kicked it into high gear. Playing it by ear wasn’t how I normally ran my life, but my failure to come up with a plan left it as the only option. The one element of certainty was that I would be Tasha’s mentor because I couldn’t handle anyone else working with her. She’d already spent too much time with John as far as I was concerned.
Through the swarm of people in the lobby, I spied Tasha at the elevator. There were plenty of other beautiful women in tidy business attire. Plenty of sculpted calves enhanced by high heels. Plenty of brainpower to prove women were more than sex objects, as she’d accused me of thinking.
Then there was Tasha. What was the unique quality that made her different? Why did I practically lose control of myself at the mere thought of her? Soulmate was too romantic of a notion for my concrete world. Was I lying? Could I be her mentor?
Positioning myself amongst the smattering of people behind her, I intended to remain unnoticed until the elevator doors opened and we entered. Her gaze shifted from the row of numbers above the closed doors. She glanced to the side, forward again, then farther over her shoulder. A grin spread and she offered a surprised, “Hello, Mr. Freeman.”
I could barely breathe. The ding of the elevator kept me from having to answer. The lie I’d told myself about maintaining control around her became readily apparent as I wanted to whisk her into the elevator, ban everyone else from entering, and show her what would happen if she teased me again. Let her feel my rapid heartbeat, the weight of my chest rising and falling, and the stiffness of my cock. And before we got to the twenty-sixth floor, I’d cover her lips with mine and let her experience the intensity of how badly I needed her.
Instead, we entered the elevator with three other people. My body tensed as I secured my spot in the back next to Tasha, forcing the other man away from her. Staring straight into his head, I tamped down my aggression. It was only an elevator ride. Full of people. Not like anything was going to happen.
Forcing myself to acknowledge there was no threat, I unclenched my fists and angled my head to meet Tasha’s demanding stare. Her fingers brushed the backs of mine as she smiled and raised her eyebrows.
I steeled myself, refusing a reaction. Pinning my attention back on the man’s head in front of me, I clasped my hands in front of myself. If it wouldn’t have been awkward, I would have moved my bag to my other shoulder, putting it between us. We were going to have a talk when we got to the office. How to keep our relationship professional, no matter how much I wanted more.
My peripheral vision gave a hint of relief when Tasha looked forward. Then a hand crept onto my ass and squeezed. Damn, my balls tightened with the way her fingernails bit into me.
Too young. Too much my intern. Too related to my best friend. I shifted my weight but all that did was make me sink into her hand. A low rumble in my chest surge with primal urges. A forced cough helped cover the reaction and I angled away, quickly realizing my mistake. That brought her hand around my hip, nearing the one place I couldn’t handle her touching me.
In a swift motion, my fingers wrapped around her wrist and pressed her hand away. The backs of my fingers rested against her thigh. Toned. Inappropriate. I unhanded her like she was on fire.
The sweet sound of her laughter heightened my craving.
The number twenty-five lit up and I was grateful to only be imprisoned for one more floor. Working side-by-side with Tasha would be its own issue, but there was something about being trapped in an elevator with her. Too many sexy ideas of what could happen.
The doors opened and Tasha excused herself, brushing between the two people in front. Breath filled my lungs. Had I not inhaled the entire way up? I had to get a grip. Force myself not to obsess.
She glanced over her shoulder in confusion as the doors closed and I dropped my head against the wall of the elevator.
I planned on riding it to the top and taking the stairs back down to my office for the sole purpose of figuring out how to focus on work when my new sole purpose in life revolved around making Tasha happy. I hadn’t planned on her perfume lingering. Each breath was a taunt that I couldn’t escape.
Having arrived at the top, I began my trek downward when my phone buzzed.
A text from John: What do you want me to do with Tasha?
The answers were too conflicted. Get her as far away as possible. Have her wait in my office--naked. Reassign her to another mentor. Convince her to marry me. Try not to embarrass myself and ruin my friendship with her dad. I texted: Haven’t decided.
The descent of nine flights of stairs helped me clear my mind. Remember my strengths. Get my priorities in order. Stepping inside the large glass doors, a tremor shook my resolve. Her perfume. Could I really pick up the sweet floral scent with hints of leather or did someone bring flowers to work and buy a new desk chair? Surely, I wasn’t that attuned already?
Heading down the hallway to my office, I rubbed a hand over my nose and mouth to clear the ridiculous notion. Re-fortifying myself, I reached for my door handle, anticipating the sanctity of my space.
The familiar click of my door, the scent of blueprints and coffee, although the latter permeated the entire floor. Everything was in its place. Order restored. The panic in my chest lifted.
“Mr. Freeman?” She called joyfully from the hallway. The tremor from seconds before must have been a warning because the sound of my name on her voice was enough to rattle my foundation.
“Have a seat.” I rushed inside while maintaining focus on my desktop. Setting my calculator, pencils, and notepad in their places, I sat, purposefully keeping my oak desk between us, one of the few wooden pieces of furniture in our company.
“I was just teasing in the elevator. Put me to work and I’ll prove I deserve to be here. But I’m not an all work, no play kind of girl.”
Having organized my desk, I surveyed the rest of the room then tried to force indifference into my gaze as it fell on her. If I played poker, I would have been proud of my stoic expression that hid the turmoil swirling below the surface. The bleak reality of my schedule weighed on me—all work. I didn’t want to lie, but the desire to be more consumed me. I wanted to be more for her. No amount of rifling through my brain came up with anything interesting. Being devoted to my job suddenly carried negativity. “It’s good to have a healthy balance.”
“And right now, we’re working. Tell me what to do.”
“Yes, let me get you up to speed on this project.” I slipped the roll of blueprints from their slot and flattened them on the expanse of wood between us. Motioning to the side of the desk opposite me, I said, “Scoot your chair over.”
Without any torturous innuendo, she did exactly as I asked. Her interest stayed squarely on the plans, her questions and comments on task, and maybe for a split second, somewhere in there, I forgot about the forbidden attraction. But only a second. The entire rest of the hour I’d grown more and more enamored.
Her grades and excellent letters of recommendation were testaments to her academic abilities. She backed them up with the confidence of someone who’d long passed their intern years. Was it a result of doing the entire college experience on her own, not relying on her parents for help?
She had a bright future. All I had to do was not interfere. Would getting intimately involved be interference? The longer I was in her presence, the more I was convinced it was going to happen. And if it didn’t ruin her future, would it ruin everything I’d created for mine? 




Chapter 3

Tasha
 
I twirled my ring, somewhat relieved Brent was apparently having as much trouble focusing as I was. He’d been staring at my breasts for a few seconds and didn’t notice when I asked him a question.
Had I impressed him with my insights? The fact that my dad would have me under excess scrutiny was no secret. My professional skills had to surpass the other interns’. And if Brent and I caved in to the inferno raging between us, I’d have even more to prove. I was up for the challenge. I’d been top of my class. I’d fought every step of the way but my quest to be considered equal was far from over.
The crazy thing about being equal, it didn’t just mean equal pay for me. It meant getting what I wanted out of life without making sacrifices because I was a woman. I wanted Brent, and now that it was clear he wanted me too, it was game on.
“Brent?” I tried to verbally detour him from my chest.
His eyes popped upward, he pulled his hands from the desk, and his voice came out so weak he had to clear it and repeat himself before being audible. “Sorry. I was thinking about the project. Could you repeat your question?”
A fake smile crossed his face before giving way to pursed lips as he met my gaze then diverted his attention to the plans. He continued, “Were you asking about the heating system?”
Letting him flounder for a second had me wanting to crawl over the desk and put our charade to an end. I twirled my ring again then swapped it between fingers. Was it entirely a fantasy world to assume we could work side by side as lovers, or husband and wife? Did all the female interns evoke the same response from him? I cringed at the possibility.
His commanding demeanor had won me over long ago but the new side of him made me want him even more. Vulnerability. Insecurity. Ignitability. How could those make a man sexy? I guessed it was because I was the cause.
Time for a smidge more fun. “Actually, I wanted to know if you have this difficult of a break-in period with all of your interns?”
His stuttered attempts to answer were adorable before he gathered himself. “No, usually it’s pretty smooth. The interns are nervous, I assure them we’ll make a great team, and off we go.”
“Will we make a great team?”
His words rushed out. “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t we? I told Randall I could handle you and I meant it.”
“If we both think we’ll make a great team, why the hesitation?” I set my hand on the blueprints, seeking his touch, confirmation of our chemistry.
He watched my motion but startled.
I followed his gaze to my hand and realized I’d moved my ring to the ring finger on my left hand when I’d been dreaming of being married to him.
“Are you…?” His question was practically a growl.
“No.” Plenty was left unsaid and I forced myself to leave it that way.
Brent shifted in his chair then stood. “Let’s take a break. Meet back here in ten minutes.” He hustled out the door.
I grabbed his notebook to leave a silly note for him to find later, dispel the tension. It was pretty innocent compared to going through his stuff the way I wanted to. I flipped the top sheet that had a few phone numbers. The next page appeared to be brainstorming for a house. A rough sketch but clear. Heaven forbid I add a heart and call it our future home. What if he opened to it for a client? Better to use a new page and stick with a cute message that would be a lot less scary than a commitment of forever.
Footsteps in the hallway caught my attention and John stopped in the doorway. “Where’s Brent?”
“Taking a break.”
“He never takes breaks.”
I shrugged, secretly tickled to gain the insight.
“You two hitting it off okay? I’ll be happy to work with you if there’s a problem.” The innocent sincerity in John’s words said a lot about the people my dad hired. Good people. A good company.
And Hurricane Tasha blew in stirring everything up. If I caused strife, I’d prove my dad right. His catchphrases ran through my mind: tried and true, straight and narrow… His tidy approach to life worked a lot better for running a company than raising a kid. “Thanks, John. Once we work through the get-to-know-you phase. We’ll be fine.”
The fact that John didn’t freak out when I failed to use his last name reminded me that not everyone enjoyed the formalities my father insisted upon. John went on his way, leaving me alone in Brent’s office again.
I had to be true to myself but I could be a handful. Managing college entirely on my own had fortified my drive, my desire to get what I wanted out of life. And being out from under my parents’ control, I’d experienced the freedom to live, to make mistakes, and to learn I was more than a robot designed to crank out perfection.
Inspired, I planned to give Brent a Free-Me-From-Tasha card. If I was ever too much, too risky, he could give me the paper and I’d back off. Like a safe word but for everyday life. I flipped to the next page in the notebook.
In perfect architectural penmanship, Tasha Freeman was written in the center of the page. Staggered lines framed the name. My heart leaped into my throat. The chances he had a relative named Tasha were slim. The chances I’d plagued his thoughts even when he’d tried to get away the day before had me on cloud nine. And his last name… that meant marriage. It hadn’t been my imagination. Erratic heartbeats made me dizzy for a second.
He’d had the notebook on the desk the entire time we’d talked. Was the placement his effort to tempt fate, like me transferring my ring to my wedding finger? The notion of love at first sight fit tidily into my world but Brent was a by-the-book kind of guy.
His life was about order and control, things I excelled at destroying. If only there was some way to get him to trust me. He’d already stepped outside of what I’d known to be his norm with the way he reacted.
Unsure of when the ten-minute break began, I flipped to the next page and jotted down. If Tasha’s ever too (insert problem here), tear off the portion below and give it to her. I used his straight-edge to make sure the dashes I put across the page were perfect then quickly crafted the official card below the tear line. He’d appreciate the option to insert a word of his choice.
Placing the notebook back in its previous location, I practically radiated excitement. I tried to force my smile down but the thrill of his note with the rush of leaving my note had happiness plastered in place. Was I glowing, or did I just look maniacal?
One more gleeful glance at the notebook and I snatched it up, tore out the page that held my fated name, and carefully placed the promise in my purse.
Squaring the notepad to its original position, I balled my fists in a mini celebration then rushed to the break room to grab a snack.
I retrieved my pretzels from my section of the employees’ cabinet then got my chocolate sauce from my refrigerator space. The distinctions verged on excessive since most of the employees ate out and their spaces were largely unused, but that was one rule I wasn’t inspired to challenge.
Since I didn’t have a private office and didn’t want to eat at the drafting table I’d been assigned in the common area, I stayed in the break room. People were normally invigorating but my intoxication wasn’t exactly something I could share.
Making myself at home, as I’d been instructed to do, I helped myself to one of the cups and poured chocolate sauce in. The matched set of dishes cracked me up but it connotated order like everything else in the firm.
Out of the line of sight of the door, I picked a chair and leaned against the wall since there wasn’t a seating arrangement. That would have been too much. Smothering my pretzels in the dip, I ate more than enough to hold me until lunch but a little sauce remained. Dipping a finger in, I licked the sweetness and got caught with my finger in my mouth when Brent entered the room. A deliberate pause allowed me to capitalize on the action.
He’d halted two steps into the room, his intense gaze capturing the essence of what I wanted to do with him.
Slowly dragging my fingertip from my mouth, I let my tongue trail out with the tip, then licked my lips.
Brent glanced at the doorway before striding closer to me. He opened his mouth to speak but I cut him off by holding up the finger that had previously been in my mouth and whispered, shh.
A few feet from my table, he paused. Probably out of fear because I was standing and rounding the table, chocolate cup in hand.
“We’re both adults.” My heart raced. Dipping my finger into the cup, I maintained eye contact and closed the final distance between us.
His pupils dilated, breaths quickened, and the inches between us sizzled. I leaned closer and lifted my coated finger.
His mouth opened, ready for my naughty gesture, but I turned my hand and dabbed it on my lips. “All yours.”
A swift grab of my wrist and his mouth wrapped around my finger, sucking the chocolate but doing much more to my insides. Boundaries breached. Challenge accepted. Truths admitted.
For a brief moment, I’d gotten lost while I drifted through the fantasy until cool air enveloped my finger as he pulled it away and moved my hand to the side. His lips crashed onto mine taking everything I willingly offered. In an instant, our tongues explored new depths of our relationship. I managed to set the cup on the table before wrapping my free arm behind him.
His fingers remained around my other wrist, holding it by my shoulder, and I welcomed the restraint. His other hand had cupped my head drawing me into his kisses and I leaned in harder wanting more at any cost.
The chocolate transferred from me to him and the flavor lingered as he sucked my lips, nipped as if ready to eat me, and dove in for more kisses.
Then he retreated.
In the split second of confusion, I yearned for more of what I’d only gotten a sampling.
“We can’t do that ever again.” He stepped backward and rubbed a hand over his mouth.
I licked my lips, the faintest hint of chocolate making me wonder if he could still taste it too. But my heart sank. “There’s not a company policy about fraternization.”
“That’s not what I’m worried about.”
“My dad doesn’t control my life. I’ve supported myself for years.”
“I don’t want to fuck this up,” he said, his head hung low and voice full of worry.
“Your business relationship or your single status?”
Without raising his head, he studied me from under his lashes. The clench of his jaw replaced a response.
“All you do is work. If you’re not going to date employees, you’re never going to date.”
“Not everyone has to get married to be happy.”
“I didn’t say anything about becoming Mrs. Freeman.” I wanted him to admit his desire.
He flinched and cleared his throat, angling his face away. “I didn’t mean…”
“One night. If I don’t live up to your expectations, I’ll leave you alone.”
“And if you do?”
I suspected we both knew I would. “I could quit. Get an apprenticeship somewhere else. I had several other offers.”
He moved forward and grabbed my arm then quickly withdrew. “You have to stay. The company’s about to be featured in The Journal of Corporate Architecture and the article’s expected to help us land a huge contract. It could make your career.”
“I’d be more tempted to stay if it meant being part of your life. I didn’t ask for any favors.”
Brent ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean it like that. I want you here. By my side.”
“Then back to your question. What will we do if I meet your expectations?”
Pursed lips and pacing, eternal signs of difficult decision making. I handed him the answer. “We’ll lie. Like when I failed to correct you mistaking me for Ms. Kasper. We’ll simply not tell anyone we’re a thing. When my internship’s over we can figure the rest out.”
“You really think we can get away with this?” he asked while staring at the cabinets. His hand brushing over the front of his pants made my sex tingle.
I brushed a hand over his shoulder. “I can get away with anything for you.”




Chapter 4

Mr. Freeman
 
If there had been any way to skip out early a second day in a row, I would have done it, but since Tasha would be missing too, I couldn’t raise the red flags. Somehow the promise of getting her alone later had allowed me to harness my attention span for the afternoon. Her creativity and wisdom as we discussed the project she’d manage left me in awe of her skills.
The drive home was when I unraveled. She’d insisted we set up a meeting time for our trial. Seemed contrary to her personality, but it fed mine. Sitting in rush hour traffic with no pretenses to keep up, Tasha occupied my thoughts. Her tight skirts that offered proof of her curvy ass. Her business-appropriate tops that became inappropriate every single time she leaned forward. Her fearless seduction when she nearly let me lick her finger and angled it back toward herself, beckoning me to her lips.
Why did she have to be related to my business partner and best friend? And not a distant cousin or something, I’d be fucking his daughter. And even more confusing, how could she be related? He was rules, schedules, and expectations when she was freedom, fun, and impulse.
I white-knuckled the steering wheel. Agreeing to one night with her was the wildest, riskiest thing I’d ever done. I challenged myself not to call it off and stick with the familiar. Somehow those traits didn’t hold the appeal they always had. Was I wrapped around her little finger? I’d never believed that could happen.
A long, blaring honk sounded from behind me and I drove forward to close the gap I hadn’t noticed. The car behind me stayed on my bumper while we moved fifty feet closer to our destinations.
Nothing was lost with my temporary distraction but it alerted me to the bigger picture of the instability Tasha created in my life. I would have called it love at first sight except I’d seen her countless times before. Never as a woman though.
The swirl of emotions consuming me had me questioning if I’d ever been in love? None of my brief relationships had come close to the impact of Tasha. My brain scrambled to make sense of how none of them lasted or even remotely had me wishing they would last, yet they’d offered what I wanted, stability and predictability. How was it Tasha came from the exact opposite angle and had my full attention?
No amount of mind-fucking what Tasha had done to me produced an answer. Unless I was hitting a mid-life crisis, but I wasn’t ready to embrace the idea. Forty-seven wasn’t old.
Following the mindless drive into my neighborhood, clicking the garage door opener at precisely the earliest moment it would work, and rolling my car to the exact point that allowed room to walk in front of and behind it, the patterns of my life glared. I’d take off my shoes in the entry, loosen my tie as I carried my shoes to my closet, undress in the same position as always next to my laundry and dry-cleaning bins. Routines. Since when had logic overridden free will?
The mere thought of bringing Tasha into my bedroom had me considering my life in a new light. I’d gone into architecture to create, to innovate. Those jobs were scarce. The more common customers wanted standard buildings with standard amenities and a couple of signature details. Falling into the easy-money path was understandable in the early days. It had allowed my comfortable lifestyle. Somewhere along the way, it blinded me to my passions.
Tasha renewed my vision. That’s what I hadn’t been able to pinpoint when I’d admired her portfolio. There were no patterns or pre-sets to her designs. Each design was true to itself. Something I hadn’t been in a long time.
Browsing online menus for delivery as I’d promised to do, I chose Cajun. She’d expressly told me she wanted to be surprised. With the order placed two hours in advance, I had time to make sure everything else was in order, changed my sheets, and cleaned myself up before slipping on jeans and a t-shirt.
The taste of the chocolate had long since disappeared but her demanding kisses and the way my fingers wrapped around her slender wrist were forever imprinted. The near-miss in the elevator when she almost touched my cock continued to elevate my heart rate. I would have been mortified for her to find out my dick had already gotten hard. Which brought me to the cursed decision of tugging one out in the shower or dealing with my blue balls until I could show her the full force of what she’d done to me the entire day.
I opted for the latter.
Craving a connection to Tasha, I grabbed my briefcase, sat at the table, and plucked out the drawing she’d done partway through the afternoon when I’d been on the phone. She’d been occupied with the design then drew something on a loose piece of paper and tucked it into the plans, I’d assumed it was related to the project. It hadn’t been until an hour later when I flipped the blueprints open, I saw that she’d drawn a rough representation of the entire firm and put two stick figures in my office. One was kneeling in front of the other with motion marks behind the kneeling one’s head. My balls tightened so hard when I saw it, I almost shot a load.
Fun. When had I last drawn something for fun? Secretly giving her my last name was the most spontaneous thing I’d done in a long time and that had been followed up by the break room. I was ready to marry her. The universe must have faltered on its axis.
Ten more minutes before she’d show up. I doodled on a blank page, tapping into my long-lost skill of letting my mind and my pencil be free. The sense of calm had to be from revisiting my roots, my love of drawing. Amazingly it complemented the intense need to get my hands on Tasha.
A flash of rationality hit me. Why was I trusting a twenty-something who decidedly had beef with my best friend, to risk a relationship? Or a fling? They both held risks.
Accepting the lie we could hook up once then wait, I resumed my doodle which resembled Tasha’s curvy silhouette. I hadn’t let foolishness overtake me since sometime in college. Would I regret it?
The buzz of the doorbell jolted me back to reality. Five minutes early? I rushed to put my pencil back in my bag but didn’t want the drawing to end up at work so I tucked it between two books on my bookshelf.
Another buzz.
I wasn’t the only impatient one. Opening the door, my carefully crafted evening fell apart. Tasha’s sweatpants sat low on her hips and her t-shirt was knotted at the waist on one side exposing a hint of her stomach. When she’d asked that our date be relaxed and casual, it hadn’t occurred to me that could also be seductive from the second I set eyes on her. I should have known better.
Unable to speak, I motioned for her to enter. In honoring my request, she’d shown up with nothing but herself. More than enough.
Was it possible to be shell-shocked from having the dangerous woman of my dreams in my foyer?
She pushed the door shut and smiled while staring at me. “Should we do formal introductions or something? I’m Tasha, here to rock your world.”
My fingers ached to touch her. My heartbeat was nearly forceful enough to break free from my chest. I wasn’t going to be able to listen to the hint of reason telling me to call it off. “I’m Brent, here to admit I lied when I said I could handle you.”
I reached for her hands, planning on giving her a chaste, greeting-style kiss. I’d been an absolute moron. My hands slid right past hers, to her hips and tugged her close. Was I subconsciously pulling her sex to mine? No telling. Didn’t matter. My erection pressed into her, no shame, no hiding, no stopping.
Her moan as I landed my lips on hers was the most sensual sound I’d ever heard. There was no way I could limit it to a single evening no matter how many times I planned on making her revisit the moan. It would be impossible to keep us a secret for the full four years of her internship. And there was no way I could let her work with anyone else. I’d have to figure out how to have it all: the perfect job, the near-perfect business partner, and the perfect woman by my side.
I trailed kisses onto her neck and planted my hands over the firm round cheeks of her ass. It took a solid second to believe she was really in my arms. “You’re a dream come true.”
She was unfastening my pants, rubbing her hand over my straining erection. “A wet one I hope.”
“I have a feeling you’re a very wet one.”
“Only for you.” Her comment nearly drove me over the edge.
Should have taken the other option in the shower. I lifted her and headed to the bedroom before she got my jeans any lower. A quick mental check confirmed we had enough time before dinner. “Hope you don’t mind if we do things out of order.”
She’d wrapped her arms around my neck and tangled her fingers in my hair as I carried her. Her words were a whisper in my ear. “Not to be crass, but I’m here to fuck you. Looks like we’re in order.”
Was I old school? Since when did women talk like that? Or even think like that? I set her on my bed. “I’ll have to wine and dine you afterward.”
“I might let you come up for air long enough to eat.” Her gaze traveled around the room.
Dark and comfortable was how I liked to describe it. A contrast to my days of fluorescent lighting and white walls.
I tucked my fingers into the waistband of her sweatpants and tugged them down with her help. The scent of her perfume in the elevator and when I’d worked next to her all day had etched itself in my brain as distinctly hers. The scent of chocolate had forever taken on new meaning. But the scent of her sex from her wet panties was the most divine of all time. Simple and sweet yet it created a primal urge, a call I couldn’t resist. The way my body reacted to her had to mean she was meant to be mine.
I remained standing by the side of the bed in front of her. She’d drawn her feet onto the mattress and kept them spread when I’d slipped her pants off, exposing herself to me. Intimate, trusting, and inviting. Did she know she was soaked all the way through? I dragged the back of a finger over the stain. Her heat teased me. “Deviating from the plan isn’t a bad thing. I wouldn’t want to keep you waiting.”
“How noble of you? If you’re lucky, I’ll suck you off and get rid of those blue balls you’ve been trying to ignore since this morning.”
“Was it obvious?”
“When you kick off the day with an erection in the elevator, then stir it up again at least twice midday, you’ve got to be ready.”
A laugh helped me avoid the embarrassment of her insight. I slipped her panties off and tossed them to the side in hopes I could convince her to leave the souvenir. “I’m not sure how we’re going to work together when all I can think about is making love to you.”
Crap, I’d meant to say sex or some other non-committal slang. The scary hints of truth were chipping their way out.
“We could close your office door any time.”
“Does that mean you’re good at being quiet?” I caressed a finger up and down her thigh, teasing into her wet curls and chuckling when her hips bucked and breath hitched.
“I’m quiet when my mouth is full.” She swiveled around ending up on all fours, ass in the air, resting on her elbows while I pushed my jeans to the ground and sprang my thickness free from my underwear.
The wet path of her tongue along my length and the warm suction of her mouth over my tip had me gripping her head. A few deep-throats. Good lord, she knew how to suck cock. But I didn’t want to be the asshole who put himself first. And I was dying to get my mouth on her pussy. Plus, I didn’t want her to be quiet.
I stifled the natural inclination to encourage her to blow me. I shifted slightly, wrapped her long blonde hair around my fist, and held her head back while I guided myself out of her mouth. “Scoot back. Let me do the work.”
Her sly smile gave me a split second of worry she’d object but she spun around, ass pointed at me, and crawled further onto my king-sized bed. Aside from watching as she took her time situating herself, I stripped naked. There was a power-play going on but hell if I could tell who was winning.
When she rolled onto her back and eased her legs open, I was ready to pounce like a wild animal seizing its opportunity. But I resisted. “I want you naked.”
“I thought you were going to do the work.” She faked a pout.
“Strip.” My body was on edge. I fisted my erection to give myself a tiny bit of relief but even sitting on the bed, Tasha managed to make undressing sultry as fuck.
She dangled her bra from a fingertip. “You made me stop so you could play with yourself?”
Hooking my hand under the bra strap, I let my fingers brush over the silky fabric before dropping it to the side. “Deciding which part of you to ravish first.”
“I see you like as much control in the bedroom as you do at work.”
I could banter with her all day, but not when she had her legs wide open. Forgetting to work my way down slowly, my mouth went straight to her juices. I lapped at her entrance considering if it was safer to stick my dick in her before rubbing it against the bed proved to be too much. Then I flicked my tongue over her clit.
Her body shook.
I licked, finding the magic rhythm that made her writhe. The whimpers, the fingers in my hair. Nailed it. I lifted my eyes to witness her orgasm.




Chapter 5

Tasha
 
I’d heard women got blue balls too. Was the tension I’d built over the entire day the reason I was wound so tightly? Or was Brent far more skilled at eating pussy than any guy my age had been? Or was it from the thickness he hadn’t let me suck on?
Consciousness derailed as an orgasm ripped through my body. Blinding me, leaving me floating in some euphoric plane, Brent licked in a perfect rhythm I’d only ever experienced on my own. The incredible combination of being expertly released while being completely free.
When I finally sank back into my body, I realized Brent was crawling over me. His shaft pressed into my thigh.
“That was amazing,” I said then immediately wondered if it sounded stupid.
“That was the point. But don’t fall asleep.”
I dragged my eyelids open and smiled as he held himself over me. “Not a chance. I’ve been waiting for this.”
We’d briefly discussed birth control and STI’s at work, establishing that no one had to stop for condoms because I was on the pill. That meant no hesitation before he shoved his cock into me.
My body shook as he seated himself fully. We drew breaths in sync. Tension readied me for another release, this one with a much-anticipated erection inside of me.
Caressing my hands over his back, our bodies moved with the expert flow of long-time lovers. The girth of his shaft repeatedly entering inched me closer and closer to my next climax. The all-consuming desire to stay lost forever battled with the craving to come undone on his shaft while he pumped me full.
He stilled but I couldn’t stop. I rocked my hips to continue building the climax. His hands gripped my shoulders and he muttered something before thrusting into me in fast firm strokes.
The swell of his erection filled me in so many ways. Physically but also emotionally. We were taking the biggest risks. Coming together. Letting his seed fill me when I secretly wished I could get pregnant. I wanted his baby. We had too many issues to sort out. I let go of every worry and plunged over the edge with him while he continued stroking.
I drifted back and savored the weight of his body doing the same.
He rolled off and we repositioned to spoon.
Euphoria cloaked us for several minutes before he spoke. “You’re incredible.”
I told myself to take the comment as post-coital bliss speaking. Not as thanks for a cheap thrill, but worry settled through me. Was I a conquest? I shouldn’t have presented it as a one-time trial. It had been magical and I wanted it to stay that way. I rolled out from under his arm and headed to the bathroom. “It was. I better go, but we should do it again sometime.”
“What about dinner?”
“I need to get home.”
***
Brent messaged early the next morning. He asked me to run by the client’s office and talk through some revisions. He’d warned me about the client’s arrogance and that all I had to do was listen then bring notes back and we’d go over them together.
I’d made sex weird by rushing out. Of course, he wasn’t going to say anything. Before I replied, he sent another text: If we take this day by day, does that mean we can get together again tonight?
Happiness fluttered through me. Anytime, I responded to the second text then agreed to visit the client on the way to the office.
Playing it day by day was only a stopgap measure. Day by day for four years wasn’t possible, but it bought us time to figure out what we had. My mind was pretty clear but Brent might require more processing time.
The client was indeed a windbag, but he also had deep pockets, making him somewhat more tolerable. When I got to the office, Brent was hard at work at his desk. With no one in the hallway, I stole a second watching him. Focused. Controlled. Structured. A different man than in the bedroom.
He must have sensed me standing there and swiveled his chair. “Hey, you don’t have to wait for an invite. Come on in.”
“Enjoying the view,” I said discreetly as I entered.
“The view. Ha. Nothing compares to last night’s view.”
Too quickly for comfort, a voice from the doorway said, “Tasha?”
Brent jerked straight in his chair.
I whipped around, worried someone had heard the comment. Ms. Kasper, the other intern was extending a piece of paper to me. Shuffling the set of blueprints I’d picked up to the same hand as my purse, I took her paper. “What’s this?”
“Photo release granting the journalists permission to include your picture in the article, just in case.” She didn’t give any indication of catching what Brent said. Relief swept through me.
I set it on Brent’s desk, unloaded my other handful, and scribbled my signature on the line before handing it back.
Preferring Brent’s office to the common work area, I organized my purse onto a chair and unrolled the marked-up blueprints from the client.
“What do we have here?” He rounded the desk, stepping behind me, the length of our bodies touching. His strong hands gripped my shoulders elevating my body temperature. I could have bent over and nestled my rear into his crotch to see if he was getting hard, but I’d promised to lay low.
Perhaps catching my resistance, he shifted to my left and I was able to draw in a breath. How did he set me on edge every time we were together? A happy medium was necessary if we were going to manage a clandestine relationship.
He’d placed his hand on top of mine and brushed his fingers over the back of my hand.
I glanced at the doorway and positioned my body so our contact wouldn’t be visible if someone walked by.
With his free hand, he reached for a small piece of paper and set it on the plans in front of us. “What’s this?”
A giggle escaped me. He’d found my note, which also meant he was aware I’d seen and taken his paper with my new name. “Consider it a get out of jail free card, except you get to use it if I’m overwhelming.”
“I’ve done a pretty good job of handling you so far.” He cupped his hand around mine.
“It’s my way of meeting you halfway instead of steamrolling through your world.” I tilted my face toward him, studying his rugged jawline, clean shave, and perfectly knotted tie. A fancy knot rather than the standard Windsor. “Your world has always been precise. I tend to get crazy ideas and get all wound up. Use this if I’m too much. Or just tell me.”
He dragged his hand up my arm and let it rest on my shoulder, reaching a finger out to brush my chin. “Aside from your brains, it’s the spark that I most love about you. If I ask you to calm down, I’m not the right guy for you.”
“Oh,” I grabbed the paper, holding it between us as a taunt. “Are you sure?”
His hand trailed downward, stopping on my waist. “I’d be a fool to tell you not to be yourself.”
“I’ll stick this in the shredder then.” Heat pooled in my sex. It crossed my mind to close the door and jump him, but I wanted to make good on my promise to tone it down at work. An effort even he currently seemed to be failing.
“Use the shredder in the copy room.”
“Why?”
“So I can watch your ass when you walk out of here.” He slid a hand onto my skirt, slapped my butt cheek, then squeezed.
The distinct clicks of a camera at the exact seconds of his taunt turned my wantonness to panic.
We both jerked our heads to the doorway.
“Sorry,” somebody called out but rushed away before I got a visual.
“Who was that?” I asked.
“Didn’t recognize the voice.” Brent rushed to the doorway then vanished down the hallway.
I opted to stay in his office to avoid making the problem worse. I’d read in the mass of introductory company memos I’d been forwarded that the journalists for the magazine were going to be in the office this week catching natural work shots as well as staged ones. How natural could you get than a good old ass grab? Brent could get them to delete the photo. Besides, the magazine was far too uppity to use a salacious picture. We were safe.




Chapter 6

Mr. Freeman
 
I rushed around the corner practically bumping into the guy who’d taken our inopportune photo. He’d rounded the corner seconds before and must have bumped into Randall because the two were stepping backward and Randall was asking why the hurry.
“Don’t want to miss any photo ops.”
“That’s the spirit. Let’s see what you’ve got.” Randall assured him and reached for the camera.
Ballsy move, but assuming he had a right to see pictures taken in his company was one hundred percent in line with Randall’s personality. I said, “I’m sure there’s a lot of culling to be done.”
The poor young photographer glanced between the two of us.
“He’ll take care of that in due time. I want to see my company through his lens. What goes on when I’m not around.” Randall nodded to an empty drafting table. “Let’s take a look.”
The journalist let Randall lead him the couple steps to the stools and shot a nervous look my way.
I ground my teeth and avoided ripping the camera out of Randall’s hands as the photographer grimaced and opened the preview screen.
Couldn’t he at least take a second to clear the photo? Had he already? He’d have to grow a lot bigger spine if he was going to make it in journalism. I stormed away to warn Tasha.
My plan hadn’t involved revealing our relationship so soon. I wasn’t even sure what to disclose. And apparently lying to myself had become the norm. There wasn’t a chance in hell Randall was going to keep his cool when he saw my hand on his daughter’s ass. I’d been worried she’d do something to expose our relationship but I’d been the one to mess it up. The least I could do was get her out of the way while I defused Randall. Talk some sense in him man to man. Save Tasha from some of the drama.
She was diligently studying the plans when I got back to my office.
My heart was in my throat. The last thing I wanted to do was lie to her, but if she knew her dad was looking at the pictures she wouldn’t leave. I yanked a roll of plans out. “Hey, can you run these plans to the jobsite. The address is on them.”
“Uh, are we forgetting someone took a picture of you behaving inappropriately. Are you okay?” She studied my expression as if preparing to call bullshit.
“I didn’t find the photographer, but the contractors are expecting these today. I almost forgot. If you’ll take care of them, I’ll poke around the office and figure out who took the picture.”
“How hard can it be to track down a guy with a camera?” She headed toward the door and I stepped in her way.
“You’re right. It won’t be. Just take care of these plans please.”
She gave me an eye-roll, grabbed her purse and the plans, and left.
I wasn’t even sure she’d made it to the elevators when Randall loomed in my doorway.
“What the hell is this?” He waved a paper in the air. It threw me for a second because he was loud and mad about whatever was on the paper. For a split second, I’d hoped I’d made an error in a memo, then I saw the paper was a photo.
He slapped it on my drafting table. A photo of my hand on the shapeliest ass I’d ever had my hands on. How had he printed it already? And why? Physical proof?
I held my hands up and skirted the office to close my door. No reason to attract excess attention. “I can explain.”
“Don’t patronize me. When I asked you to take care of my daughter, I expected more. I’ve spent my whole life trying to protect her, worried when she cut off all communication at college, wondered who she could go to for help? Little did I know, the predator I should have worried about was my own best friend. I should have suspected something when you were adamant about bringing her on as an intern.”
“Have a seat.” Fighting back the bile, I sat at my desk and motioned for him to take a chair. Sitting might deescalate the situation. It might also offer an epiphany for me. No such luck. “I hadn’t seen your daughter in years. When I suggested you bring her on as an apprentice, it was for your own good. I had no idea…”
“My good?” He ripped the photo off the table and thrust it at me.
I diverted my gaze. “Let me explain what happened—”
He cut me off. “You sexually harassed my daughter. Does that help you put words to your explanation?”
Bowing my head, I was grateful Tasha was gone. I wanted to solve this for her, but I also needed a second before she heard what I was going to have to say. “Randall, I’d never do anything to hurt your family, especially Tasha. I can’t explain how, but when she walked into the office, I fell for her. And the feeling’s mutual. I’d never touch her if it wasn’t.”
Randall rolled his neck side to side. “Jesus Christ, Brent. Were there others? How many interns have you seduced? Is that why you’re single, you like the rotating stock of young interns who treat you like a god?”
I ran my hand through my hair and sat back in my chair. “How can you say that?”
“Evidence.”
“Cut the bullshit, Randall. You ran your daughter off by managing every aspect of her life. She gave up having you pay for her entire college so she could get out from under your control. Did you notice she’s an adult now? Not a little girl anymore. And if you give her space, you might be able to see how capable she is.”
“Don’t tell me how to take care of my daughter. You can’t even land a wife. I’ll have papers drawn up to remove you from the company.”
The door flew open and Tasha stormed in. “Could you be any louder Dad, I’m not sure everyone on the floors below and above us heard.”
“I’m firing Brent.”
My stomach sank. I wasn’t sure if Tasha and her dad were more like oil and water or gas and fire. I set my hand on the picture to block it but she saw.
Swiping it from under my hand, she laughed. “Well, now that the cat’s out of the bag, yeah dad, I’m fucking your best friend.”
Gas and fire for the win. I couldn’t respond except for the nervous laugh that betrayed any composure I’d tried to maintain.
Her dad’s blood pressure must have shot through the roof. His face burned red as he stuttered incomprehensibly.
Denying it didn’t seem right. Not denying it carried its own repercussions. I hadn’t been ready to bare the depths of my feelings to Tasha much less anyone else but I wasn’t coming up with any alternatives. “I love Tasha.”
Somehow the revelation didn’t push Randall straight into a heart attack. Tasha’s eyes darted from the photo to me, offering a wicked wink. Not sure what I’d expected, but mischief wasn’t it.
“Yeah, and I love Brent. We’re engaged.”
Another shade of red washed over Randall’s face and his fingers threatened to break off the arms of the chair. “Don’t make up lies for him.”
My mouth dropped open but I didn’t have a clue what to say. The whole picture thing had exploded before I had a chance to talk to her about the paper she’d obviously found where I’d given her my last name.
Tasha shoved the photo toward her dad, crumpling the edge as she wrapped her fingers around it, pointing to something. “Did you study the picture closely enough to notice?”
Randall ripped the paper from her. “You can’t be engaged. It’s impossible.”
The ring. Was it in the photo? I’d been caught up with the part of the image where my fingers dug into her ass. I hadn’t noticed anything else. I glanced at her hand. The ring was still in place. Where had she gotten it? I hadn’t given it to her.
Jealousy rose through me even though she was claiming to be mine. I had to put a ring on her finger.
She flashed her hand at him. “It’s not impossible, and no one asked your opinion.”
What the hell was happening? I’d planned how to break it to him. How to soften the blow so he wouldn’t be trapped into choosing between Tasha or me. Or worse, neither.
The truth was Tasha could do whatever she wanted, and she would. But Randall had the controlling share of the company. He could fire me. He could fire Tasha. And worse, he could end up cutting her out of his life forever.
What was the right thing to say? Randall’s gaze bore into me. Then he bolted.
I rose and started after him but Tasha grabbed my arm. “Don’t.”
“You’re right. We all need to cool off.”
She reached to my desk, grabbing my notepad, and handed me the little paper. “So, this is one of those times you might want to give me the Free-Me-From-Tasha card.”
I cupped her head in my hands and leaned in to kiss her forehead. My heart pounded as I dreamed up the perfect way to make our engagement more official. “Still not giving you the paper, but there is something else I have to do.”
“What’s that? Address the fact I said we’re engaged?”
“We’ll do that later if you’re not busy tonight.” I was already grabbing a pencil and paper.
“I’m free.”
“Then meet me here at six.” I finished a quick sketch with crude blocks representing stores near a clearly labeled intersection.
She scrunched her face up when I handed her the paper. “Most people use the name of a restaurant.”
“Most people didn’t just find out they’re engaged to you.”




Chapter 7

Tasha
 
The photographer from the magazine was nowhere to be seen. Everyone else pretended to be working but whispers and judgmental glances made it clear that was a farce. I informed Brent I would deliver the plans he’d asked me to handle then I was going to head home before our date.
If my dad decided to explain why I should run my life the way he wanted, I wasn’t going to be at work when he did it. And I’d give him the respect of not crapping him out in front of his employees. He’d already made a big enough fool of himself, and if anyone hadn’t heard I was his daughter, that bit of privacy was now gone.
Let the gossip make its way through, die down overnight, and start fresh in the morning. The only real question left for the day was whether I’d be having my engagement dinner first or talking my dad off the edge.
Plus, I had to get ready for my dinner date with Brent. Or at least that’s what I thought it was based on the street names and basic number of boxes he’d drawn to represent stores. I wasn’t totally familiar with the area but it had a bunch of nice restaurants. Guess I’d find out which one we were headed to when I got there and could count out the stores.
Amidst the chaos, the world lightened as I ran my fingers over the simple drawing. The rest of my day crawled at a snail’s pace as the adrenaline from arguing with my dad wore off and I checked my phone every few minutes to see if it was time to head to see Brent yet.
He’d conveniently avoided the engagement issue. My stomach was a tad fluttery at the possibility he would run with it. Where would that leave us in a week? A month? An engagement was a far cry from secretly dating. And if it went wrong, it would require a breakup which would add fuel to my father’s fire. But I couldn’t imagine breaking up with Brent. I’d dreamt of a life with him. Could I remotely trust he felt the same?
Fiddling away some of the rest of the afternoon, I caved in early and took a rideshare to the designated intersection. I thanked the driver and left him a big tip for letting me talk his ear off about my engagement. If only telling strangers made it real.
My plan had been to figure out which restaurant we were going to then take my time window shopping and enjoy the pedestrian mall. I could get a walk in before dinner, or if it was somewhere with excellent desserts, I might focus more on walking than gawking and burn a few extra calories before granting myself the luxury of a slice of cheesecake or something equally delicious.
Counting down to the fourth business, it was a jewelry store, not a restaurant. There were restaurants on either side, although technically one was a bar. Blinking didn’t correct my vision or help me to breathe. I played with the ring I’d allowed to stay on my fantasy finger. Was he buying me a real ring?
A passer-by bumped into me, plunging me back to reality.
I counted the stores again. Without a doubt, the fourth store was jewelry. Before I got too excited, I glanced the other direction, curious if I’d headed the wrong way at the intersection. An upscale fast-food joint. Resigning myself to the possibility, I pursed my lips and retrieved the map from my purse. Were we going all out on our fake engagement or talking it out over mediocre food?
The sinking in the pit of my stomach cautioned me I’d let my fantasies over Brent run wild. Even if he was into younger women, he’d been around them for years and managed to stay single.
Stepping out of the flow of people, I leaned against a planter and oriented the map with a couple of landmarks Brent labeled. Had I been right? I considered asking the lady sitting next to me to verify but decided my triple-check was plenty.
I twirled my lucky ring. Was it lucky enough to land me an engagement with a guy I’d admired and lusted over for years? I swallowed. If Brent was getting me a real engagement ring, I’d have to take my lucky ring off. Was that safe? Hell, finding out would be fun. I was too giddy to focus.
One problem was solved. I figured out where we were headed. Two problems surfaced. One, I couldn’t convince myself to move from the planter because I wanted to be there the second Brent showed up, so no walk. Two, I’d been certain we were meeting at a restaurant and I was starving. A hungry growl issued confirmation of the latter.
With fifteen minutes to spare, I could have gotten a drink at the bar and snagged a handful of peanuts to tide me over, but that brought me back to problem one. I couldn’t move. If Brent Freeman wanted to take me into a jewelry store, I wasn’t going to keep him waiting.
Thankfully, he didn’t keep me waiting either. I glanced down the sidewalk and spied him approaching. His expression was serious, studying the immediate space in front of him like he was nervous. What did he have to be nervous about? Unless we were really getting engaged.
Denying the possibility was pointless.
From two stores away, his head tilted toward the fronts of the businesses and stopped on our meeting place as he continued walking toward it. He was mumbling something, and I was dying to find out if he was rehearsing a proposal.
A small celebration shot through my heart. I couldn’t stop myself from staring as he made his way straight to the door and pulled it open. Then he paused, glanced my direction, and our eyes met. Not for the romantic love-at-first-sight kind, but with the weight of two people embarking on something dangerous. Diving into an idea we’d yet to fully discuss.
He raised a finger. “You aren’t supposed to be here yet.”
“I was eager to see where we were going for dinner. Imagine my surprise when I found out our date isn’t about dinner.”
“I’m taking you to dinner too.” He nodded toward the restaurant next door.
Way too pricey for my budget but then again so was the jewelry store he’d chosen. The entire part of town was out of my price range. “Good because I’m embarrassingly hungry.”
“Can we go in here first? They might close if we eat first.”
The stupidity of my admission hit me and I forced a grin. Was he as surprised by the day’s events as I was? Was he hoping for a way to back out? I stood and walked to him, stopping within touching distance but not reaching out. “We can skip to dinner, talk about it. The store will be here tomorrow if we decide to go through with it. Besides, I didn’t mean to rush things earlier. It was supposed to be a joke, a jab at my dad for being a control freak, but the second it was out of my mouth, I—”
“Is that all this is to you, a joke?” Brent let the door swing shut and nudged me to the side.
His grip was confident, reassuring, and a touch shaky if I wasn’t mistaken, but it could have been my shakiness making him shake. Hard to tell. Time to stop overanalyzing. Admitting what I wanted was scarier than I’d expected. My voice came out weak, “No.”
“Tasha, if this is too fast, say the word and I’ll back off. We’ll stick with the charade. But when you said we were engaged, everything in my world clicked into place.”
While his eyes pressed shut, I stared, drinking in the fact that this handsome man was spilling his heart. I tried to process the depth of him wanting to spend the rest of his life with me. He was perfect. He could have anyone. He wanted me.
Straightening his spine, he said, “Tasha, you found the paper where I gave you my last name. I didn’t ask if you wanted it, I just did it. I shouldn’t be afraid to tell you anything, bare my soul. Maybe it’ll help you understand how I can be certain. As much as I respect my working relationship with your father, I never agreed with how he treated you. He didn’t listen to me though because I was a bachelor. I thought highly of you, the way you chose your battles, stood up to your parents, and carved your own path. You were an amazing person and my gut always told me you’d be fine. Going to college completely on your own was heartbreaking to me but perfect at the same time. I honestly expected I’d never see you again. Then life handed me a shock when he sent your application for an apprenticeship to me. I even questioned my judgment for considering putting you anywhere near him, but I told myself it was your choice. And for crying out loud, my world turned upside down when you walked in the door. I had no idea it was you but something in my core told me—”
I rushed my hand to his mouth to make him shut up. “Stop. I didn’t exactly have pillars of love and emotion guiding my upbringing. This is a bit much, but I applied because of you. I’ve always wanted you. It’s not too fast, it’s been years.”
“I should do this right. Instead of giving you my name. I should ask if you want it. Will you marry me?”
Struggling to restrain myself from jumping into his arms, and potential embarrassment or injury if I made us fall into the glass storefront or onto the concrete, I planted a huge public kiss on his lips. My patience had finally led to something more. The sex had fueled my fire but when I cut off his monologue and let it sink in that he’d said he wanted to marry me, tears streamed down my face. Then my stomach growled, adding mortification to my mix of emotions.
Brent leaned away and ran his thumbs over my cheeks. “I’m getting my chance to take care of you and you’re hungry and crying. I’m going to have to up my game.”
“There’s nothing you can ever do to top this moment,” I said through hysterical laughter.
He held me against his chest. “I feel like I have nowhere to go but up. Should I feed you or put a ring on your finger first?”
I met his giant bear hug with one of my own then studied him. “Definitely the ring.”
“Alright.” He opened the door and ushered me into the jewelry store.
I caught a glimpse of my smeared mascara and wished I would have opted for the elegant restaurant that would most likely have dim lighting and a bathroom. Fishing a tissue from my purse, I dabbed my face while studying the disaster of my reflection. “You should have warned me.”
A sharp-dressed employee headed our way and I motioned for him to stop.
Brent sounded worried. “You would have rushed to the bathroom and I’m not ready to let you go.”
I pointed at him. “First rule of taking care of me is that I can take care of myself.”
I pointed at my face with both hands. “Second rule of taking care of me is that sometimes I don’t do a very good job at rule number one and you should never let me go in public like this.”
“Got it.” His chest pulsed as he laughed at my contradiction. Licking his thumb, he dragged it across my cheekbone.
I stumbled backward. “Third rule, save that move for our kids.”
He froze as I bit my lips and hoped I hadn’t revealed too much of the fantasy world I’d built. The second of panic was wiped away by his smile. He took my hands in his. “A minute ago, I would have agreed getting officially engaged to you was a moment that couldn’t be topped, minus the obvious imperfections, but kids topped it. I wasn’t sure you’d want any.”
“I want yours.”
“How soon can we get married because that ensured I’m going to knock you up.”
I laughed at him and resumed my mascara damage control. “I need a minute.”
A large huff came from Brent.
“Hold your horses.”
“Are you sure rule number two is that important? The ring goes on your finger, not your face.”
“Rule two is firm.” I nearly had my face cleaned up and Brent studied the jewelry case he was standing in front of.
He tapped roughly on the glass and motioned for one of the workers to help him.
I leaned over to see what he was interested in but he blocked my view. “Your sole job is to get your face cleaned up so I can put this ring on your finger.”
“I want to see—”
Grabbing my hand, he lifted the tissue back to my face. “If I have to follow your rules, so do you.”
My stomach growled again and I busted out laughing. “I’ll hurry.”




Chapter 8

Mr. Freeman
 
A couple of hours later, I was nearly in a food coma, a gorgeous ring encircled my fiancée’s finger, and we were on our way to meet with her dad. He’d been trying to get hold of us the entire time but we’d silenced our phones while we celebrated.
I was redeeming myself from the completely botched engagement scene in front of the jewelry store and wanted to take it one step further. “You can wait at my house while I talk to your dad.”
Tasha sleepily rolled her head against the headrest to face me. “Don’t worry. I can handle it.”
“Let me do this, Tasha. How am I supposed to take care of you if you’re so independent?”
She reached over and patted my leg. “Aw Brent, your old school mentality is cute but we’re deferring to rule number one for how to handle my dad.”
My fingers clenched around the steering wheel while I reminded myself how much I loved Tasha’s independence. I couldn’t make assumptions that she needed me. She’d proven she could take care of herself. “I have some rules too.”
Her laugh filled the car. “I can’t wait to hear them.”
“Rule number one, when we disagree, we have to negotiate.”
She sat up and tapped a finger on her lips. “In other words, your rule number one overrides my rule number one?”
“It’s supposed to be my sly way of being able to take care of you despite your rules.”
“You’re in luck, letting you dote on me feels pretty good.”
“Fine, you can come with me but I’ll talk to your dad.”
“Nice negotiation.” Her snicker could have been because of the comment, but I sensed she doubted my ability to sway her father.
I had to try. Keeping the peace between the two most important people in my world was vital.
Sitting on her mom and dad’s couch, I was taken back to all the couches I’d sat on opposite of my girlfriends’ parents as a teen. All the same don’t-ruin-my-daughter’s-life comments, but from such a different angle. And Tasha wasn’t at all cowering in humiliation at her mom and dad’s words, if anything they were stoking her fire.
She patted my leg. “You done, honey?”
I growled on the inside and wanted to take her right there on their couch. Not helpful. Her spectacularly mischievous smile hinted I should sit back and watch.
Deliberately facing her parents, she said, “This is mainly directed at Dad, but speak your mind, Mom. Here’s the deal. Dad, you can try to control me or you can work with me. I mean that literally. I would love to be a part of the firm. But if you think you can dictate how I live my life, you’re sadly mistaken because I won’t stick around for anyone who doesn’t respect my talents. I’m not a kid who can be controlled or a robot who can be programmed. I got through college without you and I’ll get through the rest of my life without you if I have to. The tough thing is I’ll be doing it married to your best friend. It’s up to you to decide how miserable you want to make him, and how much shit you think he’ll put up with. The simplest request I can make is that you not fire him because that would be downright petty. If it’s a problem, I’ll find somewhere else to work. What do you say?”
Silence whipped through the room with ferocity as she caught her breath. Her dad’s anger, mom’s worry, and my frustration all bolstered it. Enough issues to deal with, we might have already flown past the tipping point.
She broke the standstill. “I don’t expect your blessing tonight, or ever, but I’ll be at work right on time tomorrow.” Immediately rising, she took my hand and led me out the door.
I tried to comfort her on the way home but she asked for silence and turned the radio up. Tasha wasn’t the kind of person to destroy herself with second-guesses so I trusted her request and used the time to process how I would handle the possible scenarios.
Tense and uncertain had never been adjectives I would have chosen for my engagement night, but a heaviness hung over Tasha. I poured wine and met her in the bedroom where I’d shown her the controls to adjust the bed, raising the head or feet, and the massager function. She’d chosen to raise the head and use the massage function but turned it off to accept the wine.
After a sip, she set the glass on the nightstand and rested her head against the elevated pillow. She’d stripped off her clothes and donned one of my white tank tops. Presumably, she had no idea what seeing her tits straining against the fabric did to me. The hint of her rosy nipples was another level of distraction. But the biggest draw of my attention was her fingers playing with the engagement ring I’d given her.
For all of her bravado, she was struggling. Had anyone seen this vulnerable side? Had anyone helped her with the tough decisions? I didn’t want to ask because I couldn’t bear the thought of another man, a college boy, pretending to be enough for her. I stripped down and took my spot under the covers next to her.
Snaking an arm behind her neck, I tugged her into me. My world got inexplicably perfect once again as she curled up beside me, bringing her knees onto my hips and her hand onto my chest.
“Will they ever figure out they can’t control another human being? Did all of my suffering in college have any impact?”
“I don’t know, baby, but it made you one hell of a woman.”
“Thanks.”
I stroked her bare arm. “The other side of being strong is understanding when to let your guard down. I’m here for you.”
She lifted her head, pecked my cheek, then nestled into my chest.
I couldn’t fix her problems. Couldn’t tell her with honesty that it would all be okay in the morning. Couldn’t even be sure I’d have a job. We’d get through it.
I tucked a finger underneath her chin and brought her lips to mine. The intensity of our previous kisses was replaced by something more fragile. Slow, tender kisses spelled out the flip side of what we’d experienced our first time together.
Some moments in life required combustion and provocation, others required caresses and trust. Our slow dance left each move deliberate and vulnerable. Nothing to hide what was given or taken. We were exposed.
Tasha climbed onto me, her legs straddling my hips and I let her have it despite wanting to make the entire moment about pleasing her. I’d already figured out there was a part of her that enjoyed control but I’d learned the other part liked being taken care of no matter what she’d grown accustomed to saying.
The rocking of her hips was making my erection harder to ignore and the slow exploration of her body I’d done with my hands had assured me she was ready as well. Holding her close, I shifted us so that I was on top. Our kisses never missed a beat and my cock didn’t waste a second landing against her wetness.
I eased my tip inside and waited for her pleasured moans to settle before entering further. The rock of her pelvis resumed and fell into the rhythm of my hips while I made love to her. The slow pace allowed me to memorize every curve of her body, every lick her tongue made on her lips, and every wisp of hair fanned over the pillow.
Once again, I found another instance to top all of the previous moments we’d shared. Maybe just because we were in the heat of passion, but our lives were readily filling with unforgettable moments.
I increased my pace when her body demanded more, sliding in and out of her, wishing it could last forever, but knowing our climaxes would surpass every incredible sensation leading up to them.
When her fingernails dug into my back, I slammed hard and allowed myself to rocket towards my own climax. The contractions of her slick walls drew me through the longest most blinding orgasm ever. I’d lost physical sight of her while white heat shot through my body, stripping me of all senses except touch. Our union was the only thing remaining in existence for some abstract amount of time until her breaths warmed my neck.
“I love you, Mr. Freeman. No one’s ever taken such good care of me.”
Lowering myself, I brushed the stray hairs off her face and kissed the tip of her nose. “I love you too, Mrs. Freeman. I’ve never had such a strong sense of purpose. If you’ll let me, I’ll take care of you forever.”
Her smile melted my heart and after a small, thoughtful pause, she said, “I could get used to that.”




Epilogue

Nine Years Later
Tasha
 
I stepped out of the elevator and caught sight of Brent and the secretary talking at the front desk. It was my last day of work and it was only a half-day at that. Morning sickness was making life difficult so I chose to show up the latter half of the workday.
Anemia, high blood pressure, and gestational diabetes were further problems leading us to decide I’d stop working and fill my life with as much low-stress living as possible. We hadn’t soldiered through three rounds of fertility treatments to take any chances when a baby finally decided to call my uterus home.
The secretary stepped away leaving Brent alone as I approached the glass doors to our family firm. I twirled my wedding ring and wondered how often I’d show up just to be with him because that’s what truly reduced my stress.
Up through the beginning of my internship, there were exactly zero days of my life where I would have believed the possibility of working beside Mr. Freeman as my husband with my dad as our partner, even if he stayed a controlling partner. Times had changed.
Brent caught sight of me as I approached and he rushed to the door, trying to get it for me. “You don’t have to be here today.”
“I want to.” More words I could barely imagine being true.
He kissed me and took my purse while we headed to our shared office. “Your color’s better than it was this morning.”
“Makeup does wonders.”
We stood next to my drafting table and Brent cupped his hands over mine. “What am I going to do in this big office when you’re not here?”
“Probably get more work done. And the intern will be excited to have his own drafting table.”
“I’ll have to remember not to grab his ass.”
My dad’s voice broke into our conversation. “Hold on. Dad’s here.”
“Ass-grabbing is on hold. You’re safe to enter,” I said. Adjusting to me working with him and being married to his best friend had been a huge step but short of a nervous breakdown, Dad relaxed and dropped some of the old school formalities. Mom welcomed the change and adapted quickly to our new dynamic.
Dad was shaking his head in mock frustration when I spun around. “I heard you came in. You really don’t have to be here. Take care of yourself and my grandchild, it’s only going to get more difficult.”
“Thanks for the reminder, Dad, but not all kids will be as difficult as me. Although, three months in and this one’s giving me a run for my money.” I patted my fairly flat stomach.
“I’m teasing. Brent won’t try to make everything perfect like I did. Less reason for rebellion. He tried to warn me multiple times.”
Brent added, “I don’t know Randall, this kid’s already cost us a small fortune. And no matter what I whisper into Tasha’s belly, the little monster keeps making her sick. The rebellion may have already started.”
“All right guys, I’m only here for a few hours, let’s save baby talk for the family dinner this weekend. What questions do you have before I officially sign off my projects?”
“Will you come back to work after the baby arrives?” Dad asked.
“Mr. James, we’re not pressuring her, remember.” Brent wrapped his arm around me, and the salutation and mock tension gave me pause to remember how far we’d come.
My dad pretended to salute Brent. “Yes sir, I’ll be on my best behavior from here on out. But if there’s any way you could stay home with the kid and let her come to work, I’m putting my two cents in to make that happen.”
Brent started to respond but my dad winked and left.
I offered a reserved smile. “Don’t let him fool you. He loves you too.”
“Not the same. You’ll always be his favorite.”
“Until the baby arrives.” I wasn’t sure how my dad would react but Brent and I suspected he would be very involved.
“That’s probably true.” Brent unpinned a paper from his corkboard, the silly Free-Me-From-Tasha ticket I’d made him years before. He teased me by keeping it on his board even when we remodeled to join our offices. A few times he took it down, set it on his desk, and pretended to be ready to use it, but he’d never once asked me to be anything less than myself.
Holding the brittle paper between us, he said, “Should we make one of these for your dad?”
“If he gets out of hand, I’ll craft it myself.”
Brent hugged and kissed me, slowly working his hand down from a sweet embrace to my ass.
“And if you don’t give me a break, I’ll be making a card for you too!”
“You think a piece of paper’s going to make me keep my hands off you?”
“You’re right. A piece of paper won’t, but my big belly might.” I scooted my hips backward pretending a baby belly was between us, and Brent’s hands slid onto my hips.
He rubbed his fingers over my stomach then pulled me tight again for a kiss. “I can’t wait.”
THE END
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