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        A southern stranger for one night? Yes please.

        Don’t have to see him in the morning? Even better.

      

        

      
        But what if he showed up again? I could deal with that.

        And if he showed up as my boss? Oh boy…

      

        

      
        I think this is one big joke.

        When I opened the door to his office and saw his face, I knew that my nightmare had come true.

        The same stranger who had kissed my curves so adoringly was now looking at me like I was a mistake.

        To be fair, I was looking at him the same way.

        He was a mistake.

        A delicious one.

        A grumpy one.

        This hot mistake came with consequences in the form of… rules.

        Look, I am okay doing hot men, but I don’t do rules.

        Not the ridiculous kind anyway.

        My boss is determined to make me obey.

        And I’m willing to let him try.

        Even if the end result is a secret baby that would turn my world upside down…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          NINA

        

      

    

    
      It's true what they say that time flies when you're having fun. Back home in Missouri, a week at my administrative assistant job was an eternity. But this week in San Diego, California, visiting my friend Jess, the week had flown by and tomorrow afternoon, I’d be on a plane heading home.

      I sat at a table in the large ballroom of the hotel where Jess's new family was hosting a celebration. I didn't know all the details, but apparently there had been an attempted takeover of Jess's husband's family’s company, and they had cleverly subverted it, and now their business was expanding through the world. Tonight, the family, which included Jess and her husband, his three brothers and their wives, and their father, and their grandmother, who started the company, were having a party for all the employees, as well as some of their contractors and vendors. Since I was visiting Jess, I was invited to go along.

      Growing up, me and Jess, and our other friend, Lizzie, used to dream about meeting our Prince charming's and living happily ever after. By the time we got into adulthood, we all knew that those were just stories. But as I watched Jess dance with her very handsome and rich husband, Carter, I knew that in her case, it was a reality. I was very happy for her, especially since I knew her story. I knew she'd found her Prince charming on a cruise, years ago, but they'd never exchanged their names, so when she'd come home from the trip pregnant, her life seemed far from a fairytale.

      But Jess being the strong woman that she was, plus having two great friends in me and Lizzie, she had her child, Tanner, and ultimately made the decision to leave Missouri to move out West to forge a new life. Lizzie and I were sad to see her go and yet at the same time happy that she was pushing forward by making her own destiny.

      A fairy godmother must've been watching down on her because it seemed to me that the odds that she would run into her baby's father were astronomically rare. But she did and they fell in love again. Today, she was happily married to her baby daddy and they were expecting another child soon. More than that, they looked blissfully happy, which made me happy even as I was envious. Jess might've gotten her fairytale come true, but I was certain in the knowledge that happily ever after was very rare indeed.

      So rare that I knew not to expect one or even look for one. I was happy to live my life the way I was. Well mostly. I had no love life, and my job was a bore, so I wasn't living my best life. But I was financially secure, and I had good friends in Jess and Lizzie, so I wasn't going to complain.

      "In the twenty-first century, if a woman wants to dance, she can go and ask a man herself."

      I turned to look at the man who was taking a seat next to me. Wow. He was nearly as good-looking as Jess's husband and his three other brothers. I wondered if he was a cousin or something because he had their same thick blond hair, and icy blue eyes. He wore his suit very well, tight over broad shoulders. The woman in me was intrigued that such a handsome man would come to talk with me, but the feminist in me didn't want to be swayed by his sex appeal.

      "As a twenty-first century woman, I am very secure in my ability to ask a man to dance but I'm also discriminating. In looking out over the sea of eligible men, I don't see anyone to ask."

      He flashed a grin and he seemed amused by my banter. He scanned the room, then pointed to a fairly good-looking man who appeared to be staring at the breasts of the woman he was talking to. “Well, there's that guy except he's married." He turned to look at me. "Unless you go for married men."

      I shook my head. "Men who cheat should be castrated."

      He winced and shifted uncomfortably. "So not that guy. Well, there's Carlton Willoughby," he said pointing over to an elderly gentleman.

      I frowned. "How old is he?"

      "I don't think anyone really knows. But he is single and rich. That makes him very appealing to a lot of women wanting to settle down."

      I looked at my uninvited guest with an arched brow. "You think I'm a gold digger?"

      "I don't know.”

      “I’m not. I’m not looking for a rich husband. Or a husband of any type. Or of a relationship. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      He nodded. “That just leaves one person left for you to dance with."

      I knew where this was going, and while I had left all my fanciful ideas of love and romance behind, I couldn't deny that there wasn't something exciting about being picked up by a stranger. "Well, you must point him out to me."

      He pressed his hand over his chest. "Me. I'm not married, and I'm not old. And while I have a few bucks, I'm not as rich as Willoughby. Plus, I'm not looking for a wife. It’s a perfect fit. So, are you going to ask me to dance?"

      This game was interesting, but I found it hard to believe that in a room filled with beautiful women, who I was sure their beauty was botoxed and implanted, that he’d single me out. I wasn’t ugly, but I was no supermodel either.

      "Were you put up to a dare or something? If I ask you to dance, are you going laugh in my face and say, ‘not with a woman like you.’"

      The amusement in his face fell into a look of bafflement. "Why would I joke about something like that?"

      I rolled my eyes and used my hand to gesture out to the sea of beautiful women in the room. "Because there are many more sexy women here. The one you picked is the overweight one sitting in the corner."

      "You’re overweight?” His eyes scanned my body, and I cursed my nipples for tightening at the heat in his gaze as he did. Finally, he looked in my face. “You don't strike me as a woman who is concerned about that kind of stuff."

      “I'm not." At least not anymore, I wasn't. For many years I had struggled with my weight. Today, I was comfortable in my skin. I enjoyed dressing up and wearing makeup, but I wasn’t going to starve myself or run myself ragged just to have a pretty boy lust after me.

      But I also knew that most men, particularly the Southern California sun-kissed man sitting next to me, went for skinny women.

      "I've never had a thigh gap and I know that's what men like you like."

      He stared at me blank faced. "I don't even know what a thigh gap is." He reached out and took my hand pulling me up. "But maybe you can tell me all about it while we dance."

      Why the hell not, I thought. I would be going home tomorrow afternoon, so what would it hurt to let loose with a sexy man who, pretending or not, was willing to dance with me.

      The band played Sinatra standards, apparently, at the request of the company's matriarch.

      My sexy stranger pulled me into the standard dance pose where he had one hand on my lower back and his other was holding my hand up. He tugged me in a little bit closer than I might have to dance with him, but again I allowed it because how often was I going to be at a rich shindig with a handsome man?

      His mouth was a whisper away from my ear. "Now tell me, what is a thigh gap."

      "It's the space between a skinny woman's thighs," I said, trying to ignore his manly scent as it filled my nostrils and started to make me feel intoxicated.

      "I see. Don’t all women have space between their thighs?”

      Seriously? “When they’re standing regularly, they have space. Someone like me, doesn’t. My thighs touch.”

      He thought for a moment. “And apparently this thigh gap is something that I'm supposed to be attracted to, right?"

      I rolled my eyes, which effectively broke the spell he was starting to cast over me. "It's common knowledge that men prefer skin and bones model-like women."

      "Was there some sort of poll or survey of men to determine this belief?"

      I pulled back to look in his eyes because while I didn't mind banter and flirting, I didn't want to be the butt of a joke. I felt like he was yanking my chain. I was still waiting for him to signal his group of buddies and they’d all have a laugh at the mid-western woman who thought a rich southern Californian guy would be interested in her.

      "Every fashion magazine and other media is a testament to that fact,” I said.

      "Well, I would challenge that. Men are conditioned to be attracted to curves. They want to be able to have a firm grip on a woman when they thrust inside her." His hand slid down lower, his fingers rubbing just over the curve of my ass.

      I wasn’t sure if it was that move or the way he all of a sudden began talking about sex that made me gasp.

      "We want to be able to bury our faces in a woman’s tits." His hand then slid up and his thumb ever so lightly caressed under the swell of my breast. I was shocked at his brazenness, but not enough so to push him away. In fact, it was the opposite. All my girly bits flared to life. My nipples hardened and distended, and there was no doubt in my mind that he knew it.

      Even so, I wasn't going to let myself be carried away by sexy talk from a sexy man. "So, you're telling me that you're much more attracted to my body, than say that woman over there." I nodded towards a very attractive blonde-haired woman dancing with another man a few feet away from us. She was a little too curvy for the point I was trying to make, but with the long blonde hair and the blue eyes, she definitely was more of the ideal woman than I was with average brown hair and eyes.

      He looked over where I gestured and immediately shook his head. "Definitely not her." He said in a way like maybe he knew her. Before I could ask him, his hand was back just above my ass and pulling me closer against him. So close, I could feel the hard length of him pressed against my belly. "Now do you believe I’m attracted to you?"

      This was definitely different than anything I'd ever experienced at home in Missouri. Not that men weren’t ever bold and brazen there, but to be picked up like this and within a few minutes, feeling a man's erection against my belly, that was different.

      "Do you do this often?" I’d heard lots of stories about debauchery in Southern California, but I’d always thought they were more folklore than truth.

      He let out a hearty laugh. "I'm not a virgin. If that's what you're asking."

      I shook my head. "No, I mean do you go to parties, and within 10 minutes have a hard on while dancing with a woman you don’t know?"

      He looked at me with amusement. "Actually, I really did just want to ask you to dance. Then you started talking about thigh gaps and well, being a man thinking about thighs and then dancing with you…there's just some things I don't have control over. My dick is one of them." He stepped back slightly, and we continued to dance.

      "Maybe we could talk about something else. He hates that," he said.

      "Who hates it?" I asked looking around. Was someone watching us?

      "My dick hates it when I ignore him. Why don’t you tell me where you’re from?"

      "I’m from the Midwest. I'm visiting a friend. What about you?”

      "I'm from here. Are you enjoying your visit?" He settled into a smooth dance rhythm with enough space between us that I could almost think I imagined he’d had an erection.

      "I am very much. Although I'm leaving soon." I looked up at him. "Is it working?"

      "Are you asking me if my dick is erect?”

      He looked at me with the same bafflement that I’m sure I had looking up at him. “Talking about statistics is a more foolproof option, but boring."

      We danced for a few songs, and I had to admit, he was good at it. Not just the dancing but the conversation. It was strange and yet refreshing the way we settled into conversation like old friends or maybe lovers, even though we didn’t know each other. We stopped and went to the bar to get a drink, where I was sure he’d dump me off for a woman who understood how pickups were really supposed to work.

      Instead, we talked more. We discussed a variety of topics although nothing too personally revealing. He knew my name was Nina and he told me his name was Ry. I also knew he worked for his father's company, but didn't know what that was.

      We drank and danced, drank and danced, and pretty soon, it was almost as if it was just me and him at that grand party. When he asked if I wanted some fresh air, I agreed that I did, knowing that it was probably code for “let's get outta here and take this moment in time a little bit further.” I wasn’t a woman for one-time hookups, but still I went.

      We exited the ballroom onto an outdoor terrace. "It's amazing to me how warm it is considering it's practically winter," I said.

      "It's one of the perks about living in Southern California." He stood next to me with his hands in his pockets. I wondered if and how he’d make his move. Would he kiss me by surprise, or would he nonchalantly put his arm around me and work his way to a kiss? Or maybe I was reading more into this. Perhaps I shouldn’t have had that last glass of champagne.

      "It's incredibly expensive. I don't know how anybody can afford it,” I said.

      He shrugged. "I've never really known anything different."

      A breeze picked up blowing my hair across my face. He reached over, using his fingers to push the tendrils of hair back behind my ear.

      "Do you normally let yourself get picked up by complete strangers?" he asked.

      I shook my head. "No, this is my first time."

      "Why are you letting me?" he asked.

      "I could ask the same of you. Why did you pick me?"

      His eyes narrowed as he studied me. "The man in me is attracted to the woman in you. But now, after spending a little time with you the person in me likes you as well."

      I smiled. "I suppose that would be my answer too."

      He gave me a cocky smile. "So, the woman in you is attracted to the man in me?"

      I rolled my eyes. "As if you didn't know that. I don't imagine there's a woman alive who wouldn't be attracted to the man in you."

      He shrugged. “I wasn't so sure you were. It's not very often that I have to work so hard."

      I laughed. "I have no doubt that that's true. And if this is working hard, most women must just lay down the moment they see you. You probably walk around and have command of any woman that you want."

      His eyes darkened like he was turned on by my comment. “I like being in command."

      I arched a brow. "Are you one of those men who like to dominate a woman? You like a woman to be submissive. Call you daddy or master or something like that?”

      He made a face. “No daddy or master. Do I like to dominate and be in control, though? Yes, absolutely. In bed and out."

      An erotic charge spiked along my nerves. But I wasn't sure that I liked having an erotic response to a man who just told me he liked to be dominant. I wasn't a woman who was into kinky games. I never understood the attraction of being spanked.

      "However, I'm not so sure I like the word submissive. There is something weak sounding in that. But I don't mind a woman who's willing to hand over control to me. To put me in charge of her pleasure."

      I scoffed. "In charge of her pleasure? Give me a break. Male domination is all about fulfilling something in the male ego."

      His lip twitched slightly in amusement. "So, are you saying that when you give a man pleasure, say for example you suck his dick, you don't have pleasure in that as well as giving it?"

      There was no way I was able to keep the image of me on my knees in front of him, sucking his dick out of my head. Damn him. "The thing is, if I'm on my knees sucking his dick, am I in control, or is he?"

      He laughed. "I don't know but I would die to find out."

      "Are you saying you want to dominate me, or for me to dominate you?"

      His hands finally touched me, snaking around my ass and squeezing. “Maybe we could go get a room and find out."

      If we were back in Missouri, this is where I would tell him good night and I’d leave. But we weren't in Missouri. I was in California on the vacation of a lifetime where I had experienced so many different things in the few days I'd been here. And what better way to put a cherry on top of my trip of a lifetime than to give in to a sexy stranger whose eyes promised me unspeakable pleasure?

      That didn’t mean that I wasn’t nervous fifteen minutes later when he opened the door to a suite. Maybe he sensed it because he offered me a drink. But I didn’t want to put off this moment any longer. I wanted, for once in my life, to not play it safe. To not live in the vanilla shade of life. I’d have a lifetime of that when I returned home. Tonight, I was going to indulge my baser desires.

      “I want to get on with this,” I said.

      He arched a brow. “You make it sound like a distasteful chore.”

      I was going to apologize, but decided to stick with the banter. “I’m sure you’ll prove that wrong.”

      He reached out and caressed my cheek with his finger. “As will you.” Then his hand wrapped around my neck and he pulled me to him in a kiss. He didn’t waste any time. His mouth covered mine, his tongue coaxed my lips apart. He moaned and his hips ground against me, his erection hard again in his expensive slacks.

      “Give me your pleasure,” he said against my lips.

      I was in a daze from his kiss so of course I submitted. He guided me to the large floor to ceiling window overlooking the Pacific Ocean.

      He turned me so I was facing the window and he was behind me. “You asked why I chose you,” he said as his fingers drew the zipper of my dress down far enough that he could pull the strapless bodice down. My breasts fell free.

      He moaned again, his hands cupping each breast from behind. “It was these beauties. Jesus, they’re perfect.”

      I would have said something, but he pinched the nipples and twin sensations of pleasure and pain zapped through me, stalling my breath. He pressed my body forward until my nipples were pressed against the window. The cold glass, like his fingers, sent a shock of sensation through me.

      I looked down wondering if anyone could see my breasts plastered to the window.

      “Worried someone will see you?” he murmured against my ear before sucking on my lobe and again, making speech difficult.

      He drew my zipper the rest of the way down, and I might have been embarrassed to be caught wearing a control undergarment, but the way he peeled it off me, his lips trailing over my lower back, down my ass and the back of my thigh made protesting impossible.

      When he rose from removing my dress and undergarments, his fingers slid between my thighs finding my folds.

      “You’re wet, Nina.”

      “Touch me,” I was finally able to beg him. I’d never been so aroused in my life and all he’d done was undress me. Meanwhile the only clothing he’d lost was his coat. Even his tie, while loose, was still around his neck.

      “I’m going to do more than that, Nina with the perfect tits.” He turned us so that we were facing each other, and his back was to the window.

      “Do you give control to me?” he asked, his eyes dark and intense.

      “Yes.” Right now, I’d give him whatever he wanted as long as he touched me.

      His smile was smug yet filled with promise. “Put your hands on the window.”

      I did as he asked, pressing them on either side of his arms. He slid down, his lips trailing over my chest, stopping briefly to suck my nipples before he continued his journey to his knees.

      “Put your leg over my shoulder,” he said, guiding my knee up until I hooked it over his shoulder. I felt open and vulnerable not just to him, but to whomever was outside looking up and seeing me in the window. God, I hoped the windows were tinted.

      His tongue swept over my pussy, licking like it was an ice cream cone. I moaned loud and long as erotic sparks shot through me.

      “I can’t,” I said as my legs shook.

      “You can. I won’t let you fall.” One hand slid back to hold my backside while he licked me again.

      “Mmm,” he murmured against my pussy. “Do you see someone watching you get eaten?”

      I couldn’t see straight much less out the window, but I understood this was part of the sex game.

      “A man sees a luscious naked woman in the window. He has to watch. He has to watch her come. Do you see him?”

      In my mind’s eye I imagined him outside looking up at me. “Yes.”

      “He’s so turned on by you. He can’t stand it.” His thumb rubbed circles around my clit driving me mad with desire. With each swirl, I was sure I’d fly over into oblivion, but I didn’t. Instead, delicious, torturous tension built.

      “He undoes his pants. Frees his dick. It’s so hard. Do you see it?” His tongue lapped at my pussy entrance as his thumb continued to rub my clit.

      “Oh God, Ry.”

      “He’s stroking his cock, watching you in the window. He’s so fucking turned on.” He groaned as if he was being the imaginary man outside. “He has to come. But he won’t until you do. He’s thinking about fucking you. About thrusting that long hard cock inside you.” His finger pushed inside me.

      “Yes,” I cried out and hunched over him, trying to take his finger deeper.

      “Jesus fuck you’re tight. I can’t wait until I get inside you. Do you want that, Nina? Do you want my cock inside you?”

      “Yes. Please yes.” I was done with the game. I was unhinged from need ricocheting through me.

      “First you’re going to come in my mouth. Let the world see you come in my mouth.”

      “Oh God,” I moaned, unable to bear it any longer.

      Two fingers thrust inside me. “Are you ready?” He fucked me with his fingers, my hips moving with him.

      “Yes… God now…please…”

      He thrust his fingers up, and held them there. Then he rubbed inside me and I discovered that the G-spot wasn’t a myth.

      My orgasm detonated throughout my body like a nuclear bomb, hard, pulsating, and radiating out to every nerve in my body. My legs shook and I was sure I was going to fall and bring him with me. But his free hand gripped me, held me in place as his mouth sucked my clit and his fingers continued to massage inside me.

      He brought me down and stood. I was unsure how my legs were holding me, but somehow, I was still standing.

      His eyes were fierce and full of erotic darkness. He took my hand and brought it to his dick, which was harder and longer than before. “I want more, Nina. Give it all to me. Surrender your pleasure to me.”

      I couldn’t say no to that if I wanted to. But I didn’t want to.
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            RYKER – ONE YEAR LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood by the window of my office in San Pedro, California looking out over a sea of cargo containers and to the Pacific Ocean just beyond it. To most people, the industrial look of the area, with the strong scent of diesel fuel, probably wasn't very appealing. But to me it was a thing of beauty. Ever since I was a little boy and I would stand here next to my father and he’d tell me his little shipping company would someday grow into something significant, I loved this place. It wasn't just colorful cargo containers or the giant ships or the skyhigh cranes that had mesmerized me as a boy. I so admired my father and so his dreams became mine. He’d started and built this company and when I grew old enough, I joined him in the business. Like him, I dreamt big, wanting us to grow beyond being a basic shipping company to owning a fleet of supersized ships. My goal had been to own a ship that would bear my father's name and would carry our cargo to distant lands. My father had the dream, I had the business sense, and together we built Williams Shipping.

      We bought our first big container ship just over a year ago and I'll never forget the way my father beamed as he saw that ship loaded with cargo sail away from the coast as it headed west. Not long after that the national shoe company, Strong Incorporated contacted us about shipping their shoes abroad as they expanded internationally.

      Winning that business had been an amazing feat. Strong Incorporated had been working with some of the bigger, more well-known shipping companies, but then apparently made the decision that they wanted to work with companies run like they ran theirs. Companies that focused on family.

      The day we'd sign the contract with Strong Incorporated had been another big day for dad and me. We weren’t just business partners, but now we were part of the Strong Incorporated family. I remember Ryan Strong inviting my father and me to a party they were having to celebrate their acquisition of a distribution company in Hong Kong. At the last minute, my father said he hadn’t been feeling very well and decided to stay home. But he insisted that I go because having a business alliance with Strong Incorporated would be important as we continued to grow into a powerhouse shipping company.

      A hint of a smile twitched at my lips as I remembered that night. I had enjoyed meeting all the Strong brothers who ran the company and their wives. And while my father had been right, that our alliance with the family was crucial to our growth, what had always stayed with me about that night had nothing to do with the discussions I had with the Strong family and everything to do with the dark-haired beauty that I'd spent a few very pleasurable hours with in a hotel room that night. My evening with Nina was the last happy event I could remember happening in my life. As we parted, I wondered if she’d been telling me the truth that she was from the Midwest or had she just said that so I wouldn’t ask for her number. If she was local, I’d have definitely wanted to call her again. The only thing that would have stopped me was my father’s death, which occurred a week later.

      The loss of my father brought me to my knees, and the only thing that helped me get back up had been his trusted administrative assistant, Miss Peabody, and our new VP at the time, Felicia. They reminded me of my father's hopes and dreams and how I was the one to continue building his legacy. And so, for the last year, that's what I did.

      With a singular focus on making my father proud, I built Williams Shipping until we didn't just have one cargo ship, but nearly a fleet. We were shipping everywhere in the Pacific, and I was even making plans to expand to other locations. Yes, I think my father would be proud, at least at how his little shipping company had grown.

      A knock on the door, pulled me from my thoughts.

      "Come in,” I called out, turning to see who would be entering the office.

      The door opened and Felicia walked in, carrying a large stack of papers. "This is all the paperwork for our newest acquisition. And here's all the plans to outfit her with all the latest technology and gizmos."

      I arched a brow. "Gizmos?"

      She shrugged. "I'm in charge of trade, not technology."

      I walked over to the mini fridge and pulled out a bottle water offering her one as well, but she shook her head.

      "Put the papers on my desk and I'll go through them." I opened the bottle and took a long drink.

      She shook her head. "I need you to go over them now Ryker. These things need to be handled now and I have so many other things that I need to take care of. I want to get this off my plate."

      I sighed and went to sit at my desk. There was a time that this was one of the most exciting parts of my job. Obtaining a new ship and turning her into a Williams Shipping Cargo ship was always a thrill. It was tangible evidence of our growth.

      But now, I found it hard to have the energy to even review the schematics. “All right, what do we have here?"

      She and I went over the papers. I signed off on the items I felt comfortable with and asked her to gain clarifications on things that I didn't.

      When we finished, she gathered up the documents and then stood in front of my desk, looking at me like a mother even though she was my age.

      "What?" I asked.

      "You know I love working for you Ryker, but I can't do two jobs. Ever since Miss Peabody left, too many of her duties are falling to me."

      I sighed, knowing that she was right. "I'm sorry. I know I've waited too long to look for someone to replace her. I just don't know how we will. She was here for 30 years. She was my dad’s first hire. She knows more about this company than anyone."

      That probably wasn’t true anymore, but still, she was a part of the Williams Shipping business foundation.

      "Well, you're lucky that I'm proactive. I've already advertised the position and I've talked to several applicants. I actually have someone in mind, and all you need to do is meet with her to make sure she's a good fit, and then we can hire her."

      "If you like her and think she can work with us, then I'm okay with that. You can just go ahead and hire." I trusted Felicia and while she was technically an employee, she was dedicated and loyal to me and my father.

      "I’ll hire her for a probationary period, so, if for any reason you don't think she's working out, we can let her go. But I don't think that'll be a problem. She's lots of great experience and a good attitude. I think she’ll fit right in."

      When Felicia left, I picked up my water and walked back to the window. Working in my dad's office, sitting at his desk, didn't make me feel close to him as I did when I was at the window overlooking all that he had built. The company was growing and expanding and yet I felt like so much was missing. The loss of my father and then retirement of Miss Peabody left a hole in this company, or maybe just me.

      So many of the most important people today were gone, and with them, much of the joy I had experienced working alongside my dad. I felt that I was making my father proud, but when I wasn't working, when I was home alone, I couldn't help but wonder what I was working for. This company had been my father's dream and I knew part of the motivation for him to build it was me. When he died, he knew his dream would continue on through me. But who'd carry on the dream if something happened to me? Who was I going to share the dream with? Who would I be able to pass off my father's legacy to?

      Felicia always explained my maudlin attitude as a need to get laid or go on vacation or both. And while admittedly I hadn’t gone on vacation since my father died, I had seen the occasional woman, and so I knew getting laid alone wasn't the answer to my problem. But since I didn't know the answer, the only thing I could do was to continue to work and build this company into an empire. Perhaps that was the answer. Perhaps I was destined to be married to my job.
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      I looked at myself in the itty-bitty mirror in the cramped bathroom of the tiny apartment I now lived in to make sure I looked professional and competent. When I made the decision to leave Missouri and move west, I felt like I was on a big adventure, leaving a boring job and a domineering ex-boyfriend behind. But several reality checks made me wonder if this was the right decision. First was the fact that my new apartment in Southern California was half the size and twice the cost of the place I had in Missouri.

      Second, while Jess had offered me a safe place to land in San Diego, I made the decision to go to the Los Angeles area because I thought there would be more opportunities for work. And while that assumption had been correct, Los Angeles was a humongous busy congested area. It was the first time I felt completely alone despite the fact that there were people everywhere. Not that the people weren't nice and friendly because they were. But life was faster here, and I hadn’t made any friends in the apartment complex. I hope that would change at the new job I was starting today.

      Back in Missouri I had worked for a trade company where I dealt with shipments, customs, and a whole lot of paper, even though so many things were digital now. My new job here in California was as the executive assistant of a growing shipping company. I hadn’t actually met the man I was working for, Ryker Williams, which added a little bit to my nervousness. The woman who'd hired me, the vice president of the company, had told me that he was driven and dedicated to the point of being intense, but he was also fair. I had a sense of déjà vu when I met his VP, Felicia Collins. I felt like I'd met or seen her before, but hadn't been able to place her. Ultimately, I decided she probably just looked like someone I'd met or seen before. I hadn’t been in Los Angeles long enough to have met other people, so perhaps it was someone she resembled from back home.

      Deciding I was presentable as an executive assistant, I left the bathroom and went to the kitchen to have another cup of coffee and a piece of toast with peanut butter before I left for work. I had just taken the first bite of my toast when my phone rang. Looking at the caller ID I saw was Lizzie, my friend from back home.

      I'm sure Lizzie felt a little left behind now that Jess and I had left to make a new start out West, but she was also incredibly supportive. I actually had encouraged her to come with me, but she didn't feel like she could afford to live in California on a teacher's salary.

      "Hi Lizzie," I said when I answered the phone. I took a quick look at my watch, noting it had to be ten o'clock in Missouri and wondering why she wasn't in class. "Aren’t you teaching today?"

      "It's a teacher workday. So yes, I'm in class but I don't have kids. I just wanted to call and wish you good luck for your first day on the job."

      "Thanks, I know I'm going to need it." My belly fluttered with nerves again.

      "No, you don't. You’ll do great. I know it. Are you all settled in from the move?"

      I took a sip of coffee to drown my nerves. "The advantage of having a teeny tiny apartment is that it's pretty easy to get unpacked. It's actually a pretty cute little place."

      "Maybe sometime, I'll come visit you. Have you been seeing the sights of the city?"

      "I haven't really had a lot of time to explore the area," I said. I’d only arrived a week ago, a week after making the rash decision to leave.

      "Well, it's not like you weren’t there before." Lizzie said.

      "Last year I saw Jess in San Diego, which is about two hours away." My sense was that California was actually made up of many different worlds. Each area from the beach to the mountains, from sunny south to the wine country up north, were all completely different. I hoped that now I lived here, I’d be able to find out firsthand.

      "Los Angeles is where all the movie stars are. Maybe you'll meet some big-name star and he'll sweep you off your feet," Lizzie said with a laugh.

      I laughed too. "I haven't seen a single movie star since I've been here. But I'm pretty sure they don’t exist in my neighborhood."

      "Maybe you’ll run into Mr. Sexy Hookup from last year."

      I rolled my eyes. Once I made the decision to move out here, Lizzie often joked about me running into Ry, the man I'd met last year who was charming and funny, and very good with his hands and his mouth and his dick.

      "That happened in San Diego as well, so I doubt I'm going to be running into him." I checked my watch and a kick of adrenaline jumped in. "I've got to go. They say the traffic here is horrible and I don't want to be late on my first day of work." I dumped my coffee into the sink and grabbed a paper towel to wrap the remaining bit of toast to take with me in the car.

      "Give me a call on your lunch break and let me know how it's going. I have no kids today so don't be worried about that."

      "If I have time I will."

      "I miss you like crazy, but I know you're going to be successful and happy."

      I had a tinge of sadness at leaving Lizzie behind. "I miss you too."

      I hurried out the door not needing a coat. The temperate weather in California was a big perk of moving out here. I got into my old hatchback and made my way towards San Pedro where my new job was located.

      I didn't actually live in Los Angeles. My apartment was somewhere between Anaheim and Garden Grove, so I was much closer to Disneyland than I was to Hollywood. But all the cities in this area ran together and so it was easier to simply say Los Angeles.

      The drive to San Pedro was pretty much directly west, and while not a huge distance, traffic was the variable that would make travel take longer in this area. It was definitely something I had to get used to. But the drive gave me time to settle my nerves and reflect on this new adventure that I was on. As scary as all this was, I was excited as well and I knew that I had made the right decision.

      When I returned from my visit with Jess last year, I'd come home with a greater sense of dissatisfaction with my own life. I'd been happy to settle for a boring job and a lackluster life, but after seeing how Jess had picked up her life, moved it west and now was happily married, I wondered if maybe I was selling my own life short. Maybe I needed to seek out more excitement in my own life. Of course, at the time I wasn't thinking of picking up and moving like Jess had done. My time with her and the brief encounter with Ry led me to think I simply needed to become more involved in activities outside of work. I needed to expand my circle of friends and maybe even partake in a hobby. I definitely needed to date. So, I did all that, including meeting a man, Alan.

      Alan was a medical student who came from money. He was handsome and charming, and not unlike Ry, he was a man who liked to take charge in and out of the bedroom, although, he wasn’t quite as skilled in the sack. Even so, for a time, I felt like I finally had something in my life beyond my boring job shuffling paperwork.

      But it wasn't long before I realized that there was a difference between my relinquishing control versus someone just taking it. Over the last year, Alan progressively alienated me from all the new friends I made and almost from Lizzie as well. When I finally recognized what was going on, it had taken me a little while to make the decision to leave him partly because not only had he alienated me from my support group, but also had negatively impacted my self-esteem and confidence. When I finally recognized the truth of what was going on, I knew that just breaking up with him wouldn't be enough. I needed to make a clean break from him and my old life. To a certain extent, the decision to pack up and move West
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