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  To everyone who believes in true love... 






  
  Prologue

Joshua


Staring across an old wooden desk into my father’s gaze, my head thumps inside my skull as I watch my dad’s small, thin lips move. I can’t understand his words; it’s as if he is speaking underwater. I scrunch my forehead, trying to concentrate on reading his lips, but I can’t for the life of me lip-read. 
I shouldn’t have drunk so much scotch last night at the party. It was a regular boys’ night that quickly got out of control. As usual, I let myself get loose. With no work commitments or girlfriend to answer to, I don’t know when to stop. I’m not complaining. I love my easy, free life. But the hangovers every week are getting harder to bounce back from.
I’m slumped in one of his worn office chairs. I watch as he rubs his eyebrows with his hand, rests his elbows on top of the desk, and blows out his cheeks, frustration written on his face. I haven’t had the best relationship with my parents. They wanted the so-called perfect child, not the rebellious party boy they got.
If they gave two shits about me, they would have talked to me. But I was invisible to them. I think I was born for the society picture, not out of love.
Love—what is that?
I wouldn’t know what it feels like to be truly loved. People see the outside, the pretty face, the family money, the carefree attitude I put on, but underneath the façade is darkness. Deep loneliness hidden deep under layers.
I scan the office, noting the mess, the papers piled up on his desk. I shrug it off, blaming my drunken state that I must be seeing shit.
Rubbing my hands over my face, I say, “Dad, what did you call me here this early for?” Irritation is laced in my voice.
He rises, snatching his glass full of whiskey off the desk and taking a big swig. “It’s eleven in the morning, for god’s sake. Look at the state of you. Every week, you do this to yourself. You need to grow up.”
I sigh, leaning back, taking in his profile. He looks out the window, talking to it instead of me. He barely looks at me. I shake my head. He seems to have aged, his gray hair more white, his black suit a little big for his small frame.
My head throbs and I snap. I would rather be on my couch, recovering, than sitting here. “What did you call me here for?”
He picks up a piece of paper and shoves it out to me. I move a little too quick and wince. I want to get the fuck out of here. I snatch the paper from his hands.
I peer down and my brows furrow. What the fuck?
I blink rapidly. Surely not.
It’s a contract.
For the business.
The family business.
He transferred it.
Into my name.
Joshua Ward.
Effective immediately.
My mouth slacks and I try to think of what to say, but nothing is forming coherently in my mind.
I thrust my hand to the back of my neck and squeeze the tension that’s building up, hard and fast.
I clear my throat. “Why?” I whisper.
I want to say more, but that’s all I can think of right now.
My heart is beating erratically at the news and the contract that I’m currently glaring at. “Why?” The words leave my mouth again as I lean back into the office chair in shock and take in my old man. I squint as I try to read his face for answers.
“It’s time, son. I’m not young anymore. I can’t do this forever.” He continues looking at the window and not at me.
Lie.
He is hiding something. I’m certain. I lean into the right side of the chair and rub my hand along my chin, trying to figure out what it is. As if glaring at him long enough will make him spit it out. I wish!
I lift my chin in a sudden thought. “It’s sudden. Effective immediately? Why not prepare me—show me how you run the business?”
My dad stands and rounds his chair to the drink trolley. He turns and lifts the glass into the air in a silent offering.
Bile rises in my throat. I shake my head. Fuck, that hurts. I cease immediately and he shrugs before pouring himself another large helping of whiskey. He takes a large gulp of the amber liquid.
He cradles the glass as he returns to his chair. I notice his eyes appear red and dull.
Maybe it is the right decision. I just wish he hadn’t thrown me into the business like this. A little warning would have been nice.
“Your mother and I are taking a trip for six to twelve months. Change of scenery.” He stares out the office window and takes another large sip. Something is on his mind.
I shift, sitting up in my chair. Raising a brow, I say, “You’re serious?”
His gaze meets my hard eyes. “What is your issue, son? I thought you would be happy taking over the business.”
I think about his question. Am I happy? I sigh. “Of course I am. Just not like this. And this soon. But it’s not like I have many choices. How much time do we have before this…trip?” I ask.
“Six weeks.”
I slap my hands on my thighs, not giving a fuck about my head. “You expect me to learn everything in six fucking weeks? You’re crazy, old man…Gahhhhh,” I growl, sitting back in my chair.
His body straightens and his eyebrows draw close together as he says, “Do not speak to me like that. You will show some respect. You will be fine. You’re young; you will find better and new ways to run the ship.”
My jaw thrusts as I hold back another outburst. We don’t speak as he drains his glass. I watch him stalk toward the alcohol trolley and lower his empty glass. He swings around and walks over to me. He stands beside me, resting his right hand on my shoulder, and squeezes. “I’m tired. It’s time I get home. Your mother will be expecting me.”
I nod, scared that if I open my mouth, I’ll disrespect him. And I’m not wasting my breath. My sore head is quickly turning into a migraine.
I hear him walk to the door. It creaks open before I hear the click shut. Asshole.
I inhale a deep breath through my nose and stalk around the desk, dusting my hands across the top surface. Papers fly in every direction.
I take a seat in my new chair, scanning the room. Old white paint, dark brown carpet, and a small window looking outside at houses. It’s a small, run-down building. The computer needs an upgrade desperately. My dad insisted that upgrading was a waste, but I don’t agree.
Now that I am to take over, things need to change.
As I scan the office, I think about the recent projects we have lost to our competitors. My gut twists and I need to dig deeper.
I tear open the drawers and pull the paperwork of all our current jobs out and pile everything onto the desk. Some papers hold on top of the pile, but a few slip straight to the floor.
Once all the papers inside the office are on top of the desk, I sift through, making two piles. Keep or throw. My stomach grumbles, reminding me I skipped dinner with a fling I have been seeing this week.
It’s close to two in the morning by the time I finally get ready to leave the office. I’ve been here all day, trying to make sense of everything, and I pick up one final paper that had slipped off the desk and landed on the other side.
I crouch down and scoop it up. As I stand, I scan the contents. “You asshole,” I say out loud. So this is what he wasn’t telling me; I knew he was hiding something… Scrunching the paper in my hand, I pull out my phone and click on James’ name, bringing the phone to my ear. It doesn’t take long for him to answer.
“Josh?” His voice is gravelly and I wince.
“Shit. Sorry. I didn’t even think about the time when I called you.”
“No, no. It’s fine. What’s up?” he asks.
“My dad left me with the family business, effective immediately. The asshole is going on a holiday in six weeks for six months, maybe a year. I don’t know how to run a business, James—a failing one at that.” I squeeze my eyes shut at the last statement. The paper in my hand has angered me further.
“It’s okay. I got you. I’ll be there in five minutes. You at the office?”
I sigh loudly. “Yeah.”
I hit the end button and shove the phone back into my pocket.
I step to the drink trolley and pour myself a good three fingers of scotch, the one thing he still had—expensive liquor.
I move over to the chair and pull at the drink, the amber burning my throat before my head reminds me I’m still hungover.
I lower the glass to the table and sit down again while I wait for my friend James. I crinkle the paper and stare at the eviction words. Staring back at me. Mocking me.
Fuck!






  
  Chapter 1

Ava


Six months later
My desk phone rings, scaring the crap out of me. I work as a receptionist for a printing company. “Good morning. Ava speaking. How may I help you?” 
“Ava, it’s David. Could you see me in my office when you finish with the orders?”
“Of course. I won’t be too long,” I answer.
“Take your time.”
I hang up. I’ve been working with David for a few years now; I enjoy the peace of the small town I live in. And there are only a few of us who work here, so I can be myself.
Twenty minutes later, I rise and wander over to David’s office. I knock on his doorframe.
He looks up from his computer with a half-assed smile. Uneasiness churns in my stomach. “Ava, come in. Please take a seat.”
I frown at his comment. He doesn’t ask me to sit down. Ever. Sweat forms on my palms and I rub them quickly down my ripped blue jeans.
“Okay.” I step inside and sit down on the chair opposite him. I sit straight, waiting for the reason for his call.
He rubs the back of his neck before gazing at me. Shit. He looks serious.
“Ava, I’m so sorry to have to say this, but we have to close the business.”
My hands cover my gasp. “What. Shit. Why?” I mumble through my fingers.
He hangs his head. “I know it must shock you, and trust me, I tried to avoid this, but financially the company is now in the hands of administrators.”
I blink rapidly, trying to process his words. What the fuck am I going to do for money now?
Feeling my heart beating in my throat, I try to concentrate on breathing in and out, trying to calm the panic that’s rising. My breaths are shallow yet audible. I’m unable to talk, my mind going over the same thoughts. How am I going to get through this? I can’t go back there.
“Are you okay, Ava? Would you like a glass of water? Ava?” He asks again, louder this time.
I would rather have alcohol, but I know we don’t have any here in the office. I nod slowly. His chair drags across the floor as he rises, and heavy footsteps walk to the water fountain. The water trickling sounds like my bleeding heart. The footsteps begin again as a shadow appears in front of me. I slowly raise my head to see David has the cup held out in front of him. Grabbing the cup slowly out of his outstretched hand, peering down at the clear liquid, I raise the plastic cup and chug the water back, draining the cup. The cold water coats my warm throat. So good.
David steps back around to his chair.
I offer a small smile and talk in a quiet voice. “Thanks.” I continue to concentrate on breathing in through my nose, out through my mouth, feeling my shoulders relax with every breath and my heartbeat regulating.
He clears his throat, gaining my attention. “I’m giving you two weeks’ notice. If you find another job before that, I will understand. You’re a fantastic worker and I’m happy to be called as a reference.”
My lips tip up. “Thanks, David. I appreciate that.” I hesitate before adding, “What will you do?”
He takes a deep, audible breath and leans back in his chair. His gaze meets mine. The sadness there makes my cold heart break.
“I don’t know, Ava. Truthfully, I don’t know.”
“Well, shit.” A nervous smile appears on my lips.
He laughs, but it’s not his carefree laugh. It’s a broken cackle. “I will miss you. You kept this place in order. Hell, you kept me sorted. I just couldn’t keep this place afloat. I’m sorry.”
His eyes return to his computer and I swallow. “You are a significant person and boss. I’m sure something better is out there waiting for you.”
He raises his chin to glance at me, offering me a genuine smile. The surrounding air is quiet, so I stand. “I better get back to work.”
He nods and also stands, walking around the desk and toward me. I instinctively take a step back, not wanting any physical touch. I cross my arms, spin around, and wander back to my desk, lost in my thoughts about my future.
The next few hours drag. I work, but it’s not as productive as I usually would be. Not like I have to try very hard now. I will be jobless in two weeks. Fuck. What will I do?
A few hours later, I clear my desk and make my way home. I pick up the cheapest bottle of wine from the store, not giving a shit that cheap wine causes the worst hangovers. I need alcohol tonight. It might help this numbness I’m feeling disappear. That, or it will help me sleep.
As soon as I enter my apartment, a lump forms in my throat. I hate that I could be looking at moving out of here. My home. It’s a warm and safe place. Entering the kitchen, I pull open the cupboard and scan the contents. I don’t have the energy to cook a fancy dinner, nor do I have the funds.
I spot a packet of noodles. Bingo. I grab them and begin preparing them. While they cook, I connect my phone to the Bluetooth speaker so I have music playing softly in the background, then I open the bottle of wine and pour myself a decent helping. Taking a sip, I scrunch up my face. This shit is awful. Fuck. I stir the noodles, which are almost done, and take another large mouthful of my shitty cheap wine.
My phone rings as I lower the glass and choke on the awful shit, then twist the volume down on the speaker so I can answer the call. Pulling out my phone, I check the display. Mom’s name is flashing. Even though I hate myself right now, and I hate that I could disappoint her, the need to tell her about my day has me answering it.
“Mom, your ears must have been burning. I was going to call you tonight.” I step back to the kitchen.
“Oh, no, they weren’t, darling. What did you want to talk to me about?”
Raising the wine, I take another large sip, needing the liquid courage. I stir my dinner before flicking the stove off. “Are you sitting down?” I ask quietly.
“No, but what happened?” Concern is laced in her voice.
A sour taste hits my mouth. I am hating how I’m about to let her down, that David sacking me is a disappointment to her. A heaviness enters my heart and I blow out a breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding until she speaks.
“Darling, tell me. You have me worried sick here,” she begs through the phone.
I squeeze my eyes shut, then open them. “Sorry. I was turning my dinner off. David called me into the office today and said he is closing the business.” I hear her gasp. Tears form behind my eyelids. I’m glad she isn’t here because I would be a basket case.
“Oh, darling. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault, Mom.” Pinching my lips together for a moment, I finally say, “I have two weeks to find another job.”
As I glance around my one-bedroom apartment, my heart hurts. I love this place. I’m settled here and my paychecks keep me living here independently.
“No wonder you’re upset, darling. But there is a reason. Things happen in your life for a reason. There is a better opportunity out there. I believe that,” she offers.
My eyes fill with tears. I still don’t believe this is happening. I love how she always believes in me, but right now, I’m feeling numb and not optimistic.
Desperate to change the subject so I don’t start sobbing on the phone, I say, “Thanks, Mom. I hope you’re right. Anyway, enough about me. What are you doing?”
“I was going to see if you wanted to come for dinner Sunday night? Darling?”
I am having trouble responding; my mouth is opening but no words are coming out. After a beat, I sigh, “Yes. That sounds good.” I would rather be by myself. Alone. But then all I will do is think about my jobless situation. And she would insist she comes to visit. At least this way, I won’t have to cook.
“Okay, good. I’ll cook one of your favorites.”
I close my eyes at her sweet gesture. Any food is my favorite, but there are definitely a few dishes that stand out. I feel weak, like I need to sit down. “Mom, I better eat my dinner before it gets cold.”
“Good idea. Are you sure you will be okay tonight? Do you need me to come over?” she offers.
“No thanks; I’ll be fine. I’m tired and will crash soon.”
“Okay. Call me if you need anything. I love you.”
My heart thumps at those words. “I love you too…Bye.” I hang up and retreat to the stove to serve my noodles. Scooping up my bowl, fork, and glass of wine, I carry them into my living room, lowering my butt to the floor, my food on the coffee table and wine beside it. I stab the noodles with the fork. I try to eat but my throat thickens, making it hard to swallow. Deciding against eating, I push the bowl aside and drink the wine instead.
A few glasses of wine later, my veins are now filled with alcohol. It’s warming me from the inside. Feeling hot, I peel off my sweater, leaving me in my tank top and leggings.
I search the television, looking for a show or movie to watch tonight. Scrolling aimlessly through the stations, I find nothing. I flick it off and open my mom’s old laptop. I power it up and continue to drink. By now I have had too many, but I’m cradling my last glass as I scroll through job ads. I stop on one that sounds simple enough. I sit up straight and the wine sloshes around in the glass and over the edge. Fuckin’ hell.
I lift my finger up the glass and wipe the wine up, sucking the residue into my mouth. I don’t want to get this over my white couch or rug.
I squint as I read the job description.
Personal Assistant required for an expanding electrical company. That sounds easy.
I shrug at myself on this cozy night. Scrolling through, I read each duty.
*Able to work as part of a team
*Facilities management and maintenance
*Schedule management and meeting coordination
*Coordinating and organizing project manager
*Office management including stationery, mail, greeting clients, couriers, and more
It all sounds easy enough. I can support a project manager with daily tasks. Piece of cake.
Feeling a little buzzed, I set the wine down on the coffee table. A little smirk plays on my lips. I fill in a new version of my résumé. I’m smiling to myself as I add some cheeky extra words and side tasks. I have never done them, but it makes me sound more experienced.
I need money and a job desperately. With no other options and only two weeks to find something new, I laugh at how ridiculous I sound on this résumé. But the website has nothing else that’s suitable.
An icy shiver runs through my spine. The thought of getting kicked out of here has me hitting send. I close the laptop, drain my glass, and my eyes become heavy. Unable to concentrate on the TV, I switch it off and climb onto my sofa, snuggling in as my exhaustion takes over, and I pass out.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I move the next morning on the couch, my head feels like it’s about to explode. I groan out loud at no one. Fuck. I feel sick. Stupid cheap wine. Without lifting my head up, I reach for my phone.
I can’t remember a thing about last night. I seem to have lost all recollection of events. My fingers touch my cell. Yes. Found it.
I lift it up in front of my face and squint as the light from the screen blares back at me. Ahh, so fucking bright.
I blink rapidly until my eyes adjust. My thumb moves aimlessly over my socials and I catch sight of my email icon, showing one new message. Frowning, I click on it and open my emails, sucking in a breath as I read the subject line to the one email.
Job Interview from Ward Electrical and Infrastructure.
I rub down my face, trying to wipe away the sleep and foggy brain. What?
Shifting my weight on the couch, sitting up a little, I try to understand if it’s a spam email. I need a closer look. I haven’t applied for any jobs. Right?
I open up a browser and google the company’s name. Sure enough, a website pops up. And as I scan, it seems legitimate.
So, the next question is how?
I rub along my brow, trying to remember and finally deciding to check my sent emails. I have a niggling feeling in my stomach. Did I apply last night?
Clicking the folder, it opens up and sure enough, there is the application I sent off. Fuck.
Moving back to the inbox, I reopen the email and read the contents. Job interview means I’ll need to look professional. I groan. But my stomach grumbles, reminding me I also need money for necessities. And better wine.
As I continue to read, I see a comment stating it’s a phone interview. Thank fuck.
The interview is scheduled for ten a.m. on Thursday. If I’m successful, I start Monday. Maybe Mom is right about her signs. If I get this job, then I’ll know for certain that it was meant to be…but at the moment, I’m not convinced. Surely someone is going to come busting through my door and tell me I have been punked.
My shoulders drop and I relax back onto the couch with a loud sigh.
Closing the application, I swing my legs off the couch and sit up. I grip my head with both hands, wincing from the movement. Waiting for the waves in my head to settle, I stay still before getting up and sorting myself out with some food before work.

      [image: image-placeholder]Thursday arrives, and after work, I sit at my dining table, waiting for the phone to ring. I chew the end of my pen. I hardly slept last night, tossing and turning. Not having much experience with interviews, I was mulling over all the questions they might ask me. I stayed up and googled all the standard interview questions, as well as the business.
My pen repeatedly taps on the paper, my stomach fluttering with nerves. The phone rings. Shit. It’s time. I pick it up and stare at the screen, not answering until a few rings. I don’t want to seem desperate, even though I need this job.
I swipe the pad of my finger across the phone, bringing it to my ear. “Hello. Ava speaking.”
My tone is the sweet professional one, not my regular, relaxed tone.
“Hi, Ava. This is James calling from Ward Electrical and Infrastructure. How are you?” A deep voice speaks into the phone. It’s rich, confident, and sexy. I’m still nervous, but now a tad of excitement shrills through me.
“I’m good. Thank you for asking. And you?”
“I’m excellent, thanks. Now, I’m calling about the job for the assistant position you applied for.”
“Yes,” I say back.
“Are you okay if we begin the job interview now?”
“Sure.” I shuffle to the edge of the chair and twirl my hair around my finger. I stare down at my paper. My heartbeat picks up speed.
“Why do you want this position?” he asks.
My mouth drops open. Straight to the point, no bullshit approach. I like that. I like it a lot.
“My previous company is closing. Having previously worked for them for the last eight years, I need a job and I’m experienced in the position you require.”
“You are, and you have had no other workplaces?” He seems to be taken aback.
“No, my previous employment was the one and only. Oh, and the odd jobs when I had spare time.”
The add-ons to my résumé have returned to haunt me. I really could kick myself for making that shit up right now. Hopefully, I don’t get caught out by the lies. Surely I would have been interviewed on my work with David alone. I don’t know why I lied. The booze, you idiot. This is why you don’t drink so much. And especially with no food.
“Very good,” he mumbles. I can hear the faint scratching of a pen gliding across paper.
I sit back a little, my shoulders still tense and sitting up around my ears. I’m waiting for the next question.
“What do you think you can bring to the company?”
I answer, “I’m creative, timely, and organized.”
A pause and then he chuckles, “Perfect. Thomas, who you will potentially be reporting to, needs that. A lot,” he drawls.
Oh god. I hope this Thomas isn’t a slob; I’m not a cleaner. I can organize the office for a better system for working. But I don’t want to be cleaning up after a male. I shake my head at the thought. Gross.
Luckily, David was tidy and understood my quirks.
“What do you know about the company?” he asks.
I hear a rustle of papers in my ear. When it stops, I answer.
“Ward Electrical and Infrastructure specializes in the electrical design, cabling, project management, information technology, and technical services. They provide these services to the construction industry, public transport, and the corporate sector,” I answer without a pause.
“Impressive,” he mumbles. “Are there questions for me?” 
I rub my brow with my free hand, not expecting that question and feeling a tad stupid for not being able to think of anything. My brain is coming up blank. “Ugh, no. Not at this stage, thanks.”
“Well, you sound like you would make the perfect assistant to Thomas, so congratulations. I’ll email you now with a formal letter of offer and more important details about the company. If you can come to the address on the date provided, someone will welcome you in.”
An enormous smile appears on my face. I did it. I found a new job.
“Wow. Thank you,” I breathe.
My mouth opens and shuts, but nothing else leaves it, so I just slam it shut again. I wish I could talk, but I’m shocked by how I scored a job quickly after David sacked me.
“You’re welcome. Goodbye, Ava.”
“Goodbye.” I rip the phone away from my ear, hanging up and staring at it out in front of me. I take a few big deep breaths as relief washes through me. Then I call Mom.






  
  Chapter 2

Joshua


I’m standing in front of my mirror in my bathroom, adjusting my gray tie. It’s early morning and I’m getting ready for a full day’s work in the office. I smooth down my tie, feeling the silk under my palms, and then begin running my hands through my hair with some product. 
I walk out of my bathroom to my front door, knowing I won’t be back until it’s dark. My refresh button started when I was handed the business. I’m not interested in a messy playboy life anymore. A chill runs down my spine at the memory. What fun, but dark, times, drinking away my life. No goals. No motivation. I only fucked and drank until I passed out.
I check my emails on my phone on the way to my car. I read as many as I can until I run out of service and then stuff my phone into my suit pocket. I will answer the others at the office.
James and I spent last week interviewing and hiring staff. All the positions filled easily. Having James assist me with the interviewing and hiring of staff meant the entire process was smooth and quicker than with just me alone. Some applicants lived farther than thirty minutes away, so we did those over the phone.
I pull into the space reserved for me at my building and dial James.
“Morning. I’m here,” I say.
“Okay. I’ll walk over now. See you in ten.” I hang up and answer a few more emails on my phone before stepping out of the car and waiting for James to arrive.
I lean my elbow against the new reception desk. I have a stupid, proud grin on my face as I take in the space.
James strolls into the building, calling out, “Morning, sunshine.”
I laugh. “You’re happy today. Did you get laid last night?”
“Of course.” He elbows my ribs on our way to the elevators. We are inspecting my office for the last details before we officially start. The small business my dad started is going to be an empire.
We are stepping into the elevator when I say, “I need to get laid. It’s been a week.” I peer at James, whose body is relaxed and unfazed. His hands are stuffed inside his pockets.
He rolls his eyes. “I thought you were going to say longer. You are so dramatic. A week isn’t that long.”
“As if you can talk, Mr. Threesome,” I mock. Because he is a notorious playboy too, and threesomes are a must. Every damn time. I don’t know where he finds them. He can’t keep the same woman; he has the same issue I have. They want more.
He throws his head back with a chuckle. “Not my fault if they offer. How can I say no?”
I don’t know how they offer, but I’m not a threesome guy. Don’t get me wrong: I love sex, but I don’t enjoy threesomes as much as he does.
“You can’t,” I shrug.
“My point exactly.”
The elevator doors open and James holds out his hand, gesturing for me to walk through the doors first. I step onto the same gloss tiles as downstairs, the office style all the same throughout. Level twelve is all my office, so it’s a massive open plan, with my desk to the right behind clear glass doors that define the reception area. I love the see-through aspect but it has the option to be frosted for meetings.
James whistles. I tilt my head up and watch as he scans the room. “Check this office out.”
I chuckle, “Amazing, isn’t it?”
As I enter the office, I walk around my desk, running my hand across the tabletop. Dropping down into the chair and leaning back, I stretch my legs out over the desk, and link my hands behind my head. 
A smirk plays on James’ lips. “You cocky shit.”
My face splits into a smug grin. Pushing myself back up, I lean on the desk as he stands inside, peering around at the furniture. There is a bar to his right, all stocked with the finest liquor—for meetings and clients, of course.
A couch sits near it in case I need—No idea why there is a couch there, to be fucking honest.
The room is stocked with papers, filing cabinets, computers; everything I could need. We will meet all the new staff tomorrow, including my new receptionist. James and I agreed she wasn’t allowed to be young, no matter how experienced. The distraction isn’t something I need right now when I’m setting myself up.
I lift my chin and take a deep breath as I take in the last moments of peace. The next time I’m in this office, it will be filled with staff.
“Want to grab coffee?” I ask James, who is still wandering around, checking to make sure everything is in order and moving anything that isn’t in perfect alignment. I shake my head. Such a perfectionist.
He swivels so he is looking at me. He offers a curt nod. “Yeah, good idea, but then I gotta get back to the office.”
His office building is next door to this new swanky home of Ward Electrical. His, of course, is larger and intimidating. 
Nodding, I say, “Okay. Let’s go to the café across the street.”
Striding toward the elevators, I follow James out the door. He looks up from his phone. “I have this meeting with a nightmare client tomorrow.”
I chuckle at his bored tone. We arrive at the traffic lights, waiting to cross the road.
“Why are they a nightmare?” I ask. 
“The list of demands is a joke. Some of the shit they expect from the company is ridiculous. But you know the shit I have to deal with,” he breathes.
I laugh. “That I do. But that’s why you get paid well.”
The light turns green. We are reaching the café James and I have been meeting in regularly. It’s trendy and relaxed but still has the city vibe.
I’m passing the pickup order line when a brunette turns unexpectedly and crashes into me, causing her to collide hard with my chest. The hot coffee splashes over the top of her cup and straight onto my shirt.
“Fuck!” I shout from the pain. Glancing down at where the pain is radiating from, I take in the brown liquid now covering my light blue shirt. I pull the shirt off my skin. But the burn is still there.
“Oh shit. I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there,” she stammers.
I let go of the shirt, frustrated. “No shit. You should watch where you’re going!” I spit, the pain from my chest pissing me off and, on top of that, my shirt is now ruined and it’s only ten in the fucking morning. I’m going to look like a mess for the rest of the day. Fuck!
I had dressed to present a dominant image to my clients today. Why would they want to offer me work if I can’t look professional? I’m seething.
“Excuse me? You could do the same.” With a sharp tone, she spits the words right back at me. My gaze shoots up to meet the eyes of the stranger. I blink and my mouth pops open in awe. Beautiful in the most unique way. 
My breath catches and my hands still on my chest before I slowly slide them down and tuck them into my pockets. My eyes gaze over her body from top to bottom, memorizing every bit. Her hair is brown, but the front pieces are platinum blonde. Her stormy gray eyes stare back at me. She has black eyeliner framing them like a cat, making the gray stand out. 
My gaze drops to her lips. Fuck me. They are full, pink, and luscious. I just want to feel how soft they are—and drag her lip between my teeth. My dick is getting hard, irritating me further because, on top of the mess I’m wearing for the day, I’ll be horny and edgy too. I need to get laid ASAP!
I drag my gaze back to her eyes and her eyebrow lifts, waiting for an answer. Shit. I didn’t reply to her snarky comment. Busted.
“Really,” I choke out.
“Yes. You could stand back a little. Give people personal space. Now you owe me a damn coffee.” She crosses her arms over her chest.
I pop a brow. Is she kidding? What a smartass.
My blood boils. Her smart mouth is really pissing me off. “I don’t owe you shit. I’m the one saturated in coffee, darling,” I drawl.
Her arms tighten and her jaw ticks. “I’m nobody’s darling. Don’t insult me,” she orders.
My teeth grind together. “I’m not buying you shit,” I spit back just as quickly, standing a little taller as I do.
She points at me, poking my chest with her finger. “You’re a stuck-up prick. Fuck you.”
I swipe her finger away with my hand.
“Thanks for the charming comments,” I say as I brush past her. It’s a damn shame her shitty attitude sours her beauty.
I spot James in the back corner, at a table by himself, talking on his phone. His head is down; he’s looking at the table. Clearly, he missed what just happened. I march up to his table and overhear the tail end of his conversation.
“I gotta go. I’ll talk to you later. Okay. Yep. Bye.” His gaze meets mine and I watch as his brows crease and he points at my shirt. “What the fuck happened to you?” He chuckles, irking me further.
I growl back, “Don’t you fucking start. Some idiot just spilled her fucking hot coffee on me and then told me it was my fucking fault,” I continue, “because I was in her personal space and how I owe her coffee… which, I did no such thing. I was walking past, minding my own damn business, when she walked into me.” I blow out my cheeks, frustrated.
James throws his head back and lets out a deep, throaty laugh. “Is she still here?” He looks around me, moving his head to either side to check out the shop. “I will buy her the coffee, just for pissing you off and not just apologizing.”
“Asshole,” I say with a smile, knowing if she hadn’t left the café, he would follow through with that threat.






  
  Chapter 3

Ava


My mouth hangs wide open as I process what just happened. What the fuck was that?  Asshole. I twist my head to watch him march over to the back corner like a little child throwing a tantrum. He joins a table that is occupied by another slimy, stuck-up suit. Ahhh, men suck. Especially the ones in expensive suits. They think they are entitled, with their family money and coffee-sipping jobs. They wouldn’t know hard work if it slapped them in the face. Or what it’s like to live paycheck to paycheck and worry you’re about to lose the apartment you’re renting.
No. They fucking don’t have the same life concerns like the rest of us.
My mouth closes and I grind my molars together. Gazing down at my now half-empty latte, I huff. I can’t afford to buy another coffee and losing half of it on his shirt is such a waste. Bringing the cup to my mouth, I sip the remaining coffee, which is decent. Even half filled.
Looking around the shop, I spot an empty table and chair near the window at the front. Needing distance between the jerks and wanting to look out at the street, I walk over and pull out a chair to take a seat. Feeling the annoyance still pumping through me, I tilt my head slightly to peek a side glance in the boys’ direction. They are talking and nodding. I sit here, still seething at my loss of coffee. Rolling my eyes, imagining the shit talking they must be exchanging, I drain the cup. Lowering it to the table, I peer out the large window and watch the traffic and pedestrians walk by. After a few minutes, I rise with no other reason to sit here any longer, and besides, I badly want to get away and put distance between myself and the men. Stepping over to the rubbish, I pause for another peek. The powerful men are now laughing and sipping coffees as if nothing serious is going on in the world. Only themselves. Having seen enough, I tear my gaze away, dump my cup in the bin, and exit the café.
I walk outside, where the fresh crisp air hits my skin, helping cool my heated skin. Moving to the side of the sidewalk, I reach inside my bag, digging around to locate my phone.
Ah-ha. There it is. Pulling it out, I search through my emails to locate the address for my new job.
Hopefully, my boss Thomas isn’t a stuck-up asshole like that guy, no matter how hot that guy is. Talking of attractiveness, Thomas better not be good eye candy because it will be hard to act professional, working with an attractive man every day. I never had to worry about that with David, my former boss. He wasn’t ugly, but he never made me fantasize or want to cross that forbidden line.
Finding the address on my phone, I peer up, realizing that it’s the building directly across the road. My head cranes up and I take in the large modern mirrored building. It’s not as tall or overbearing as the tower beside it, but it’s intimidating, making me shrink.
It will take adjusting to go from a small-town office to a large building. The offices here will be filled with workers. I swallow past the lump that’s formed in my throat. I’m pushing myself here by working in an office of this size, but I can’t afford to be picky. I need a job.
After looking around, I toss my phone in my bag and hitch it a little higher on my shoulder and begin walking to the train stop. I don’t have a car; I’m saving for a condo deposit first. It’s important for me to own a condo, to become financially stable and build a future for myself. It will be hard work, but isn’t that life? The thought of everything being able to be taken away makes bile reach my mouth. I shiver with old memories entering my mind.
Catching the train back home, I walk inside my apartment, dump my keys on the counter, and flick the kettle on before throwing myself on the couch and tossing a blanket over me. It’s a cold winter day and I need to defrost after the walk from the train stop to my building.
I call my friend Gracie while I wait for the kettle to boil. “Hello. How are you?” I ask when she answers my call.
“I’m good. What about you?” she asks.
“Well, I went to the city today. To check out the new job.”
“Oh, that’s right. So, how is it compared to David’s Printing?”
“Other than being in the big city? The building is massive.” I pause. “I’m worried about how many people will work there. I hope I can adjust okay.” I thrum my fingers on my lips, thinking of this town, my quiet life. I barely go out and when I do, it’s usually Gracie’s work. I’m an old soul who likes to keep to herself. The thought of the city frightens me, but losing this apartment scares me more. I have had enough loss in my life. I don’t want any more.
“I think you need this. To be honest, you’re too young to be so isolated.”
I know she is right, deep down. But I can’t change. I keep busy so I don’t have time to think or feel. Wanting to change the topic, I ask, “Anyway, are you coming over before work for me to do your makeup?”
“Duh. Yes, of course I will. Give me some time. I’ll order some food and have it delivered to your apartment.”
“Okay, I’ll see you soon.” I hang up. Being without a job, I can’t exactly argue about her paying for dinner.
I get my makeup ready on my kitchen counter and have just finished lining up the brushes when a knock comes at the door. I pause to answer it, thinking it’s Gracie. But it’s the delivery guy with our food. Taking the bag, I carry it inside and begin laying it out as I eat, not wanting to eat a cold dinner. Another knock comes and I know it’s Gracie this time. I get up and open the door.
“Food’s here.” I cover my mouth as I finish chewing.
“That’s good because I’m starving and I’ll need fuel for work.” She moves toward my stools, dragging one out and sliding up.
I laugh, “Let’s feed you, then I’ll do your face.” I walk around to the opposite side of the counter, picking my food back up.
I have been friends with Gracie since I was a teenager. She is a little more outgoing than me, but still in some ways is a quieter person, like me. We bonded during the hardest times in our lives.
I shovel more food into my mouth and continue setting out the rest of the makeup.
Gracie takes her bowl. “I don’t know why you don’t publish all these videos on YouTube. Make some extra money.”
Shaking my head at her silly idea, I say, “It’s not a job I can make real money from. I need a stable job. A regular and consistent income to afford my condo.”
She nods as she stuffs rice in her mouth. I spin around and grab two glasses from the cupboard and the water out of the fridge and pour us some water. I push a full glass to her, then I have a drink to wash down the food. She lifts her glass, sips, then speaks. “Thanks. I know, but even just for fun. You’re so talented.”
I lower my glass back down and eye her suspiciously. “Of course you would say that; you’re my friend. You have to be supportive.”
She peeks up from her bowl with a raised eyebrow. I chuckle at her side-eye. “Okay, well, maybe you would be honest. But still. No thanks.”
But I’m thinking about how it would be fun to do it as a job, rather than a corporate job. I’m remembering the assholes from earlier today.
“I found the cutest coffee shop today. Across the road from my new building. When I can afford it, I will be there daily, grabbing a latte. The only downfall is the amount of guys in suits,” I groan.
Gracie finishes her bowl, chewing her last bite. I hold my hand out. She places the bowl in my hand and I wash it, then let it air dry. She shuffles back in her seat and twists to make it easy for me to apply the makeup. “I love
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