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Rik Toil had everything a man could want, money, fast cars, women desperate for his attention. 

So why did Eric Tolland, the man behind the image feel so bored by it all? After doing whatever was necessary to make his skateboarding company successful, Eric felt lost. 

Mimi Ferguson was no one's idea of a sk8er grl but she was a damn good art director. 

She may have always been Mimi the meek but it is time for this mouse to roar. 

She was his perfect match if only he can convince her of that.

Escape to the Lovers and Other Strangers world today. This contemporary romance series travels across the US with stops in Boston, Las Vegas and the Southwest, Seattle, and Chicago. With each new book you'll find characters that feel like friends and catch up with past favorites lives. 
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Author's Note:

This book has been kicking around in my head for a while. The hero Eric Tolland originally showed up in my second book, Pay Back but he was around well before that. When I first started writing I read Beyond Heaving Bosoms: The Smart Bitches Guide to Romance Novels by Sarah Wendell and Candy Tan to get a broader overview of the field. Sci Fi romance and even paranormal still confound me. If you haven’t read the book I highly recommend it. These women are smart, literate, and hysterically funny. 

So what does that book have to do with this one? At one point they are discussing hero arechetypes and one of them mentions wishing someone would write a romance with a vegetarian skateboarder as that would be the most unlikely kind of romance hero. Well, after two guys in wheelchairs maybe. Yes, Eric is different but I think you’ll like him just the same. Mimi on the other hand is as unlikely a heroine in her own way but I think too many women can relate to her.

For any story there are bunches of people that influence how it gets on the page. For this story there were even more. I won’t kid you, I knew nothing about skateboarding, other than it looked cool, before I sat down with Austin at Freedom Skate in Madison WI. He was amazingly generous with his time and patience. Eric’s character isn’t based on him but the height, laid back generosity, and charm could have been.

I also need to thank the girls and guys at Gillware Data Recovery. Yeah, it sounds random but they literally saved this story and everything I’d ever written when my hard drive went to the big tech dump in the sky. They were like the perfect romance hero, kind, patient, took care of business, and got all my data back to me in three days. Okay, that last part may be the start of another unlikely hero. Hmm, the hot IT guy... there might be something there.

L.C. Giroux
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Chapter One

“Slate!” the director yelled.

A bored out of his mind intern walked to the center of the set. “Rik Toil Boards summer promo spot end clip. Take thirty-one.” Eric didn’t miss the glance and smirk at him when the guy slammed the clapper down.

“Okay. Action!”

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the skate team start to drop on to the ramps that would launch them into the air over his head. He didn’t even flinch when they looked like they would crash in the air over him. These guys—and girls—could do this stuff in their sleep. Unfortunately, he felt like he was sleepwalking.

“Cut! Eric, dude, we need that ‘I’m the great Rik Toil’ smile and you to throw your arms out like we practiced, when they get about halfway down the ramps.” Eric was about two seconds from going crazy on this asshole. Right now, Eric Tolland, the man, was hating being Rik Toil, the caricature. Eric balled his fists like he wanted to punch somebody.

“Uh, why don’t we take a break,” yelled Steve Frey, as usual the voice of reason. The director looked over at Eric’s chief financial officer and smirked.

“Hey, it’s your money.”

“Yeah, it is and you would be wise to remember we can take our money and go hire another director.” It always cracked Eric up when his best friend went all corporate bad-ass on someone since he was the most laid-back guy Eric had ever known.

Two hours later, Steve slammed the door to Eric’s office.

“You want to tell me what that was all about?”

Eric didn’t turn around, though he could have cared less about the view outside the window. He took a deep breath.

“I’m sorry. I should have just canceled the commercial with the shitty mood I’ve been in.”

“Talk to me. Or do I need to resort to blackmail?”

Eric wondered when had he become such a jerk and looked at the only man brave or crazy enough to smile back at him right now.

“Oh, really? Think about the things I know about you—might raise a few eyebrows in financial circles.”

Steve just started laughing at him.

“Seriously, when you said you wanted to start putting your art on skateboard decks and could I help you out with the business plan, did you really think it could lead to a multi-million dollar company?” Steve waved his hand around Eric’s office. Eric took a good look at the best view of Pike Place Market and the harbor in Seattle. His office was all sleek chrome and glass. The cliché of the successful CEO he had thought he wanted. The walls were hung with pictures of their skate team or some of his best-selling decks with his art on them. Okay, that part meant something to him. He had absolutely no reason to feel like shit but right now all of it left him cold.

“Okay, no, I didn’t, but you don’t sometimes miss the struggle?”

“You mean worrying about where we were going to get the money to build the next shipment of decks, or driving the boards to the shops ourselves because we don’t have the cash to pay for a delivery company? No, can’t say as I do. So is all this about being Rik Toil?”

Eric was never sorry he’d ended up with Steve as a roommate freshman year. At first glance, they should have hated each other since Eric was an art guy and Steve was all business but their personalities meshed and hanging out together made the other one forget their troubles. Eric had known then Steve was the guy to go to when he had his business idea. They decided it would be easier to market the boards with the over-the-top Rik Toil character as opposed to geeky artist Eric Tolland.

“Yeah, part of it; okay, a lot of it. God, I am really starting to hate that guy.”

“Mmm, yeah, I know what you mean. The guy has more money than he knows what to do with, gets to hang out backstage with musicians, a gorgeous penthouse, and hot women hanging off him every time he goes out. Yeah, it really sucks to be that guy. Trade you. You be the boring accountant for a while and I’ll be the suave playboy with all the toys.”

“Yeah, don’t think so. We’ve already figured out I should never do anything with the books.”

Steve groaned. “Don’t remind me! Why don’t you get out of here for a while? Get on your board. Hey, for old time’s sake you can drop off the RFP at MDC instead of paying for a courier.”

“You do realize you sound like a total geek when you speak in acronyms, right?”

“You do realize I am your best friend, which makes you an even bigger geek, right?”

“Just give me the damn proposal so I can take it to the ad agency.” Eric smiled at his best friend and chief financial officer. Okay, so their common geekiness is what really bonded them in college. That, and their shyness around women.

*** 
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I will not cry, I will not cry! was all Mimi could repeat to herself. The elevator was taking forever to get to the lobby. She was huffing and puffing to keep the tears at bay. How dare they! How. Dare. They! The blasted things were her ideas; how dare they use someone else to present them. The elevator doors opened and she dashed out across the lobby; she ran headlong to get outside. She was so angry, she thought she’d be sick if she didn’t get some air. She ran to the steps and flung herself down just as a guy flew over her. He missed her by inches. She couldn’t contain her sobbing any longer as she watched him crash at her feet.

“Lady, look out...” He stopped when he saw her tears. “I couldn’t hope so beautiful a woman would be crying over me.” He stood and took her hand, bending over it and he kissed her fingers lightly.

Mimi was shocked, so shocked she stopped crying and started to laugh. Did this menace of a man just call her beautiful? “I wasn’t crying for... I... I was crying before you got here,” she said softly. “Are you alright, though? Nothing’s broken, I hope?”

“I’m fine, nothing but a couple of bruises. There is a reason everyone harps at you to wear a helmet. Now who would be villain enough to make a breathtaking woman like you cry, since it wasn’t me you were shedding tears for?”

“Oh.” Her sob caught in her throat. He was being so nice and he was handsome and had such understanding eyes. His compliments were appreciated after the nightmare of the staff meeting. What would it hurt to tell this stranger about her horrible morning? He was just a skateboarder, probably a messenger; he seemed a little old to be hanging out on the steps of her office building. “I’m an art director at Mitchell, Day, and Comstock, one of the big ad agencies in town. I came up with a bunch of ideas for a skateboard ad campaign. They all thought the ideas were great but I shouldn’t be allowed to even sit in on the pitch because I’m...I...They said...”

“You don’t look like a skateboarder?” he said.

“That would have been a heck of a lot nicer but yes, that was the idea.”

“You know that is illegal, right?”

“It is a lot of things but they are going to get away with it anyway. Who is going to stop them? I can’t risk losing my job to fight them. Anyway, it really only is a couple of the guys and they are just pigs.” She smiled at the thought of the bunch of them grubbing away at a trough.

“When you smile you go from merely beautiful to absolutely radiant.”

She searched his face for some hint he was being smarmy but there was nothing to suggest he was being anything but honestly complimentary. He was more than merely beautiful himself. His sandy hair was long but it went well with the tanned planes of his face. His nose was slightly hawkish but it kept his face from being pretty. His lips were full and sensual. Mimi shivered, wondering what it would feel like to kiss them. She blinked to bring her thoughts back to the real world. His eyes were a mix of blue and green that she had only seen on color cards. When he caught her staring at him, he smiled and faint crinkles spread from his eyes.

She quickly looked at her lap and then glanced back up at him. “Thank you.” He reached for her hand and without even thinking she gave it to him. He gently pulled her to her feet but the angle was odd and she ended up falling against him, wrapping her arms around him to steady herself. He wrapped his arms around her also. They stood like that for just a little too long. Mimi was surprised he was so much taller than her. At 5’10”, she was not a tiny girl by any measure.

“Thank you, too.” He whispered in her ear. “This is the best thing to happen all day.” His words startled her back to her senses and she pulled away, leaving him standing there smiling at her. “Are you going to be okay to go back in there now?” he finally asked.

“Yes, I think so. Thank you for the pep talk.”

“Wasn’t any trouble at all.”

Mimi turned and started walking away. She glanced back over her shoulder as the messenger waved to her. What an unusual man!

Eric shook his head. When had he turned into Prince Charming? Watching her walk away, he was struck by the sway of her hips in the tight skirt. She moved like a dancer but with a softer, tempting body. She was breathtaking in a way that had gone out of style in the Renaissance. Her skin was pale and felt like silk. She was all lush curves. Even her dark hair had waves, begging for his fingers to catch. Her full red lips were a perfect cupid’s bow set off by rosy cheeks with a dimple, even when she was crying. Her eyes, even through tears, were a stunning hazel with flashes of gold and green.

She couldn’t have been more different than the women he was surrounded by. Was that the reason he wanted to see her again? He’d been so taken with her, he hadn’t gotten her name. Hey, she was his own personal Cinderella. Just the thought made him smile. He needed coffee before facing the ad guys. Hadn’t she said she worked at an ad agency, too? He couldn’t remember which one now. She rattled him and he liked it. Was that the problem with his life? Was he bored with how easy everything had become? She would definitely be an antidote to boredom.

When Mimi got back to the office, Gerry was waiting for her. Gerry was the lucky art director chosen to present her ideas and while he was not a bad guy, he was not about to stick his neck out for her, either.

“Mimi, I feel really bad about this. I just don’t want to rock the boat, you know?”

“So you have no problem presenting my ideas as your own?”

“I’m not going to do that. I can present the ideas as the art department’s, and if we get the account then you can have it. I don’t agree with what those son-of-a-bitches said before and if I were higher in the food chain I’d tell them so but...”

“Aw, heard about the little dust-up in the meeting. I volunteered to pitch it for you but they thought a guy would be better. Someone needs to tell the higher-ups sex sells even when you are pitching a campaign,” Sharon purred. All of Mimi’s instincts said to run but as usual, Sharon hadn’t actually done anything truly obnoxious. Mostly she was oddly friendly and never lost a chance to let everyone know just how sexy she was. Mimi could always count on Sharon inviting her out with “just the ’girls” and this was no exception. “So, Meems.” She hated that nickname. Her name was two syllables—how hard was it to say? “You’re still coming out tonight, right?”

“Um, sure, I guess.” Why was she saying yes? The hell with it; she’d go. She’d have one drink and then she’d go home—and think about the skateboarding Prince Charming she met. She would never see him again but that didn’t mean she couldn’t fantasize about him.

***
[image: ]


“See, this is how us anonymous people live. No hot chicks hanging around waiting for our attention, no VIP lounges, ignored by the wait staff. Does this make you feel better about being Rik Toil?”

“Actually, this feels great!” Eric grinned from ear to ear.

“You are a sick puppy.” Steve shook his head at him.

“You bet!” Eric grinned back. He stretched out in the booth and nursed the beer they were finally able to snag from the waitress. His eyes scanned the crowd on the dance floor. Lots of girls trying too hard to get attention. This kind of music wasn’t really his thing. If he was just listening then he liked skate punk or reggae but if he was going to make a fool of himself dancing then he wanted to at least be able to touch the woman he was dancing with. He wondered what Cinderella would be like to dance with. Thinking about all her soft skin and soft curves had him gulping some cold beer down to clear his head. Searching for her hadn’t worked out like he’d hoped. He could haunt the building she had gone into but that seemed a little over the top, even for him. Of course she had to take lunch or come out again sometime, right?

Eric looked down at his glass and saw both his and Steve’s were empty. Getting the waitress’ attention again didn’t seem likely. Maybe Steve had a point about the attention not sucking.

“Hey, ’nother round?” he said to his buddy.

“I’ll buy, you fly?”

“Sure, the joys of being freaky tall: the bartender can actually see me.” As a skateboarder, it was weird being so tall. It meant there were tricks he could never do; all the balance points were wrong and too high off the ground. The best riders were short, usually well under six feet. He loved the freedom and being locked in when he was riding but learned pretty early his talents were in other areas. As he walked toward the bar, he saw her. He did a quick U-turn and went back to Steve.

“She’s here!”

“Who?’

“The girl, Cinderella, from the steps.”

“Cool. Why are you standing here then? Go all Rik Toil on her and whisk her off to your evil lair.”

“That is just it. I don’t want to be Rik Toil. I want her to like plain old Eric Tolland, geek artist.”

“That is a lot tougher sell, dude. What are you gonna do?”

“I don’t know. Don’t wait around for me, though.”

“Oh, I think I may need to stick around and watch, you know, for the entertainment value.”

“You know, you really can be an asshole.”

“No, I really just have no life. So where is she?” Eric pointed her out and Steve looked at him like he was crazy. “She’s...”

“Beautiful? Perfect? Sensual?”

“I was going to go with tall but I suppose those are good, too. So go ahead, Casanova—I’ll be taking notes.”

Why had she let Sharon talk her into this? Her head was pounding with the crowd noise and the smell of stale beer made her vaguely sick. Being around Sharon always left her feeling like one
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