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          TAYLOR

        

      

    

    
      My fingers dance across the keyboard, basking in the afternoon glow that floods my corner office every Friday. The skyscrapers outside my window stand tall, silent sentinels guarding the bustling financial district below. This view used to fill me with pride, but now it's a constant reminder of the lifestyle that holds me captive.

      Golden handcuffs are what they call it. Making too much money to walk away and with too much work to feel accomplished at anything.

      The clock on my computer marches toward 5 pm. The echoes of colleagues granting well wishes for a joyous weekend fill the halls as they escape out the door to their family and home lives, leaving the corporate grind behind. It's another weekend, another trio of lonely nights in my high-rise apartment, a routine that's become all too familiar since my divorce a year ago.

      The moment I opened that bedroom door and saw them entangled on our bed, my world tipped on its axis. My heart shattered into a million pieces, and the pain was excruciating. In the aftermath, I became a different person. I threw myself into my career with an intensity I had never known before, hoping my success would fill the void the betrayal left behind.

      There are days when the questions still haunt me. How did I miss the signs? How could I have been so blind in the first place? The painful days are few and far between, but the loneliness is almost daily.

      My phone buzzes, interrupting my thoughts. Glancing at the caller ID, I see it's Chloe, my best friend and colleague. I chuckle because she’s probably still in the office too.

      “Hey, Chloe.”

      “Taylor, I just heard Williamson’s charging down the hall like a dark storm cloud,” she whispers through the receiver. “He's looking for you.”

      By Williamson, she means Theodore R. Williamson III. Firstborn son and current Chairman of the Board of the expansive investment house that bears the moniker of his grandfather. Rarely is he on this floor. Even more rare is that he’s looking for me.

      My heart rate spikes as I furrow my brow.

      “What for? He never talks to me, not directly, anyhow.” He goes through my boss, the Chief Executive Officer, who’s a stickler for following the chain of command and never stepping outside of it. When I glance across the glass offices, the CEO is already gone for the day, and his secretary is packing her bags to leave. “I’m buried with the quarterly filing due in two weeks.”

      Before I can continue complaining to her, Mr. Williamson bursts into my office. His usually impeccable gray hair is in disarray, and his face is a roadmap of bulging veins and angry red splotches.

      “Taylor, just the person I wanted to see,” he barks with an open collar and his tie hanging askew. “We've got a mess on our hands.”

      I replace the receiver in its cradle and gesture toward the guest chair on the other side of my desk.

      “Please, have a seat.”

      Mr. Williamson remains standing, slamming a thick folder onto my desk. It hits with a resounding thud, startling me.

      “This is Mr. Jacobsen's file, our most lucrative client. He's been with us for over a decade and is threatening to leave.”

      I blink at the name on the folder. Jacobsen & Associates has been a loyal client for years. They have an extensive real estate holdings company in addition to their oil drilling and mineral rights leases. I can't fathom why they'd want to cut ties now.

      “What happened?”

      “He's furious about some miscommunication regarding his portfolio. He's been trying to reach Jim all week about some recent trades he took the liberty of making into volatile international stocks, which directly conflicts with Mr. Jacobsen’s risk tolerance. And now Jim isn’t returning his calls.” Mr. Williamson's voice drips with fury.

      Fucking Jimothy.

      Jimothy is what I call him. It’s a disparaging nickname since he doesn’t deserve the respect of being called by his proper name, Jim. The man is nearly twenty-five years older than me. He is a narcissistic egomaniac who regularly cheats on his wife with the country club beer cart girls. He broods about the office like he owns the place and treats me as if we are not equals when, in fact, we are. Something I remind my male chauvinistic boss of all the time since he continues to let Jimothy run amuck.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, sir.”

      I’m not. I hope this is the straw that breaks the camel’s back and gets him fired since the last three hostile work environment complaints against Jimothy haven’t done the trick.

      “I knew you would be. Since you’re the only one of my senior executives still here, I will need you to get right on it. Familiarize yourself with his portfolio and trades, then be prepared to present your recommendations on Monday on how we save this relationship.”

      My stomach churns. My inbox is overflowing with emails, and my calendar is a cluster of back-to-back meetings. I don’t have the time nor the inclination to handle this just because I’m still here on a Friday afternoon or to save Jimothy’s ass yet again.

      “Mr. Williamson. With all due respect, I’d love to help. As you know, I’ll do anything for the good of the company. However, I have my accounts to handle, and I'm double booked with the quarterly filings due in two weeks. Perhaps another executive . . .” I crane my head to look back to the row of empty glass offices, knowing full well I’m the only one here. “Or perhaps Jim could come in this weekend and work on it. Since he’s responsible⁠—”

      “Taylor, he’s in Mexico on vacation with his wife.”

      “Oh.”

      I haven't had a vacation all year, prioritizing work over everything, even my well-being. Now I have to clean up the mess made by this rotten, scheming, and lazy bastard.

      “It’s settled then.” He doesn’t look pleased by my objection. That makes two of us. I’m not pleased either. “You’ll present first so we can open it up to questions before proceeding with the regular agenda.”

      I hate Jimothy for this. And right now, I hate Mr. Williamson too. Mostly, I hate my loyalty to this company, which goes unacknowledged and unrewarded.

      “I'll get right on it and reach out to Mr. Jacobsen.” I reach for my phone when his waving hand stops me.

      “No need, I already did. Just see what you can find. Then we’ll regroup before approaching the client.”

      He doesn’t wait for my reply when he strides out of the office, leaving me alone to grapple with this situation. With an exasperated sigh, I pick up my phone and dial Chloe's number. She’s always the one I turn to when work becomes unbearable, especially since I got her the job here.

      She picks up on the first ring. “What happened?”

      I lean back in my chair, feeling the weight of the world suddenly on my shoulders.

      “You won't believe the mess I'm in right now. Mr. Williamson just dropped this colossal problem on my desk. Jacobsen & Associates is about to jump ship because of some disaster with their portfolio. And guess who's responsible for this disaster?”

      “Who?”

      “Jimothy.”

      Chloe lets out an empathetic groan. “Jimothy again? That guy is a menace. I don't know how he keeps getting away with things around here.”

      I shake my head, my frustration mounting.

      “You and me both. I've had it with his antics. The guy must have glossy pictures on someone here because nothing ever happens to him.”

      As I sift through the mess on my desk, I sigh into the phone.

      “I hope this colossal blunder will be the final straw that leads to Jimothy's long-overdue termination from the company. Maybe, just maybe, it's time for him to face the consequences of his actions once and for all.”

      She grunts in disbelief. “I doubt it. Nothing ever happens to him. Not even when the Head of Human Resources filed a complaint. You know she left because of him.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I murmur, flipping open the client folder. “But right now, I must figure out how to salvage this relationship. I am going to have to work late tonight and all weekend to sort through this mess.”

      “Taylor, you're overworking yourself.” Chloe's voice softens with sympathy. “This isn't healthy. When was the last time you went out and had a little fun?”

      I can't remember.

      “I don't even know, Chloe. It feels like forever. But I can't afford to drop the ball on this.”

      There's a brief pause on the line before she speaks again.

      “I get it. Just promise me you'll take some time for yourself soon. We can plan a weekend getaway or something. Maybe get laid. Oh, wouldn’t that be nice? To find two hot guys to wine and dine us, then drill me into the mattress.”

      I manage a faint smile. I can’t remember the last time I had sex. At least no one since the ex. That’s absolutely something that needs to be rectified once I get past these deadlines.

      “Yeah, a wild and carefree weekend is long overdue. I'd like that, but after this and after my quarterly filings.” I sigh for the third time as if the exhalation will somehow change my reality. “Anyway, I need to order my dinner since security won’t let anyone up after 6 pm.”

      “Okay, call me if you need me.”

      I put the receiver down, pull the folder closer, and begin poring over the documents.

      Fucking Jimothy.
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      The display cases are full of artistic pastries and look as delectable as they are colorful. It’s the best marketing tactic this little bakery uses, judging by the number of fingerprints on the glass. I debate about sticking to my diet or blowing it entirely with a six-pack of macarons shimmering with sugar crystals and sprinkles.

      To say everything in this place is over the top is an understatement, from the artisan desserts to the oven-fired crust on their five-cheese grilled sandwiches served with the best tomato basil soup I’ve ever tasted.

      The place is filled with dewy-eyed couples staring at each other, girlfriends hovering close to talk about last night’s escapades, and families with their children spilling out of line and bumping into strangers. It's not the best place to work, but with the sun shining through the windows on this crisp autumn morning, it’s the most entertaining.

      As the line crawls toward the baristas, I spot a vacant four-seat table ideally situated out of the sun but near the window. If I can place my order in time, I can snag it and have plenty of space to sprawl out as I assemble my presentation for the Monday morning meeting.

      Like the many fingerprints donning the glass, I point to those damn macarons knowing I shouldn’t eat all of them but eventually will.

      “A large pumpkin spice latte and a six-pack of the macarons.”

      Another marketing genius. The six-pack is considerably cheaper. If you consider twenty dollars for six cheap compared to five dollars per individual macaron. I’m a bargain shopper, or so I tell myself. My waistline would disagree.

      After tapping my card on the machine and plucking my number from the counter, I book it to the table, barely beating out a little girl twirling in a pink tutu with some frosting smeared across her mouth and showing me her sticky fingers. Kids are adorable, so long as they are not mine. But this kid, with her sticky everything, is just dangerous as I glance at my new Hermes tweed skirt and perfectly matching boots.

      Luckily, someone across the bakery calls her name, and she twirls away, putting my skirt safely out of the danger zone. I pull out the chair closest to me to dump my laptop bag and purse on it before shoving my card in my wallet and digging for my phone. No new messages, which is a blessing as I have several hours' worth of work.

      Next is my laptop, power cord, and notes—everything I need to dive in and get started. Once my mini command center is set up, I plop in my chair and start working. The presentation isn’t as complicated as I thought, just tedious, with a lot of bad news about Jimothy’s suspicious trading activity at our client's expense.

      Time goes by before a shadow looms over me. I assume it’s the barista bringing my sweet treats and latte, something I needed five slides ago. It’s not.

      It’s a tall brunette with hair too long to work a corporate job, glancing around and looking for a spot to sit. His crossbody laptop bag sits against his hip, pulling his button-down shirt snugly against his defined chest. His rolled-up sleeves speak to the casualness of the day, as do his crisp khaki pants and boat shoes. When he runs a hand through his thick chocolate hair, I spot the stack of friendship bracelets wound around his wrist. It catches me off guard.

      Back when I was growing up, only girls made and wore them. Symbols of their strong BFF ties when they matched down to the black and white letters that stated “BFF.” His bracelets don’t say that. They have little ocean charms on them, causing me to think he’s probably an activist of some sort. It would explain the long hair and countless hours spent at the gym working out by the looks of his high, tight ass.

      The second his arm drops and his head turns my way, I’m busted for checking him out. What I don’t expect is how freaking young he is. Damn, I’m a cradle robber, fantasizing about a kid that probably just left his parent's house to work on his high school assignment. Why did he have to be so good looking? Shouldn’t he have pimples or something? I know I did well into my thirties, and this kid shows up with luxurious hair and flawless skin. Life’s a real kick in the ass sometimes.

      I quickly duck my head, my cheeks ablaze with embarrassment for analyzing him like fresh meat in this super family-friendly place. My attempts to appear overly engrossed in my slide deck fail when he levels his bulging package on the table's edge.

      Well, not bulging as if he whipped it out and sat his nuts on the table but pretty damn close, judging how it strains against the fabric of his tight pants. An example of spectacular advertising on his part. I wonder how many dates he wears those pants on, which results in him getting laid.

      I can’t even go there with him. I'm already horrified that I was sizing him up. Now I'm thinking about him having sex. It couldn't get any worse.

      “Excuse me, ma'am?”

      Ma’am.

      It’s what I call old people as a sign of respect. His calling me that now means I’m old to him. That’s a shame.

      His voice is sexy, rumbling out of that accomplished chest through the airwaves and into my welcoming ears. With nowhere to hide, I tuck my hair behind my ear to act casual when I look at him, appearing to notice him for the first time.

      “Yes?”

      I keep my voice light and airy, knowing I'm too damn old to think what I'm thinking about him. Plus, men can’t be trusted. My ex proved that perfectly. Hot, young men like him doubly can’t be trusted.

      He has the darkest brown eyes I have ever seen, simultaneously looking into and past me. How did the universe know I’m a sucker for brunettes with dark brown eyes?

      “Would you mind if I share your table? There seems to be nowhere else to sit.”

      I detect a slight accent on certain words but can’t make it out exactly. He makes it a point to look around the crowded bakery, which is unnecessary. I know. I selfishly took a larger table and could have easily waited for a two-seat table to vacate, but I wanted to spread out and get this presentation done.

      “Of course,” I say, motioning to the chair diagonal from me when he gives me the sweetest smile.

      He has a mustache dusting his upper lip and a sprinkling of a beard. Too young to grow a full one is probably what is happening here. His front teeth are slightly larger than the rest but otherwise straight and bright white. His grin comes fast and easy. Too damn easy to be looking at someone like me the way he is right now.

      I scoot my chair back and stand, packing up some of the stuff I scattered across the table, when I notice how tall he is. Easily taller than my five-foot-eight frame and yet another thing I shouldn’t concern myself with. He’s a kid—a baby. I probably could have given birth to him and not have been a teenage mom. Think of him as my possible child, and my lust will disappear.

      He waits patiently as I stack everything on my side of the table, leaving the other side to him. He fastens his order number to my silver table flag. Both numbers are together. As in touching each other, and I blow out a quick breath. Being this attracted to a kid is stupid and something I won’t entertain anymore.

      Cool it, Taylor.

      “There you go,” I announce for no reason but to release some discomfort. That gets me another easy smile, and I hustle into my chair to get super engrossed in my slides. When did it get so hot in here? I haven’t even had my coffee yet, and I’m already sweating in my cable-knit sweater.

      He carefully sets up his laptop, takes cautious steps not to disturb me, and whispers, “Sorry,” when his leg bumps into the table. I don’t bother with a reply. I let my smile say it all, which he returns with one of his own.

      Several minutes pass of me stealing glances as he sits diagonally from me, dragging a notebook from his bag, a pen, and a pencil to set beside his laptop. He glances at his watch, frowns, and then starts working.

      Another shadow falls on us. This time, it is who I’ve been expecting. The barista announces my order and looks from him to me before setting my latte and six-pack of macarons down behind his laptop. The employee snatches up my number and tells him that his tea should be out in a few moments, but he’s too busy peeking over the edge of his screen and greedily eyeing the colorful macarons.

      I can’t stop myself from blurting out, “Have one if you’d like.”

      It comes after his third glance over his screen, and I get a guilty grin this time.

      “Do you mind? They are my favorite and were sold out when I asked.”

      Stinking cute is what he is. That accent hitting on every third word, the shyness in his smile, and the timid way he reaches over his laptop to pluck the shimmery blue one sends me over the edge. He doesn’t bother with a napkin. When it crumbles like the finely crafted air pastry it is all over his keyboard, he cusses under his breath. I chuckle and hand him a few of the napkins I snaked while waiting in the long line for the barista to take my order.

      “Thanks.”

      I nod, take the pink confetti one, and place it on my napkin to break into pieces before plopping one in my mouth. His macaron is gone in a flash, and when our eyes meet, he has blue shimmery dust across his lips. My gaze darts from those perfect lips to his dark eyes reflecting the sun behind me and back down to where his tongue darts out to lick the shimmer away.

      Holy fuck.

      Either he knows what he’s doing, or he knows what he’s doing. A wicked smile pulls up on his face, and I look down at my drink before clearing my throat. Okay, I’m not the only one feeling it.

      “I’m Paolo, by the way,” he says, the accent hitting the vowels just right and sending a bolt of heat between my legs.

      Paolo.

      Is it just me, or is it how it rolls off his tongue that has me thinking of tongues and all the wonderful things they can do? Does he have an accent when he groans in pleasure? Or does it go away like singers of other countries do when covering American songs? Either way, I’d love to know.

      Paolo.

      Of course, he’s Italian. They are the best at everything—cars, food, fashion, wine, models, and accomplished lovers.

      But this Italian is young. Younger than my forties by the looks of his creaseless forehead and bag-free under eyes. Younger than the Hermes bag I inherited from my mother that sits next to me in the chair.

      His hand lingers in the air across the table. When I slip my hand into his, it’s warm and inviting. His long fingers curl over mine in a firm grip, not shaking it but more holding it in place. My brain can’t stop thinking about his age compared to my age. It’s got to be two decades at least, or else he has some amazing skincare products that I need to use.

      “Nice to meet you, Paolo.”

      When I say it, it doesn’t ooze sex appeal like his way of saying it. It sounds like plain old American, and suddenly, I don’t want to hold hands in the air across the table.

      “Help yourself to another macaron. I can’t eat them all.”

      I can, and I would, but not with this young Italian stud sitting across from me. I untangle my hand from his, ignoring his reluctance to let go and grab my cup to hide my face.

      “And your name?” he asks, snatching up another shimmery one. I’m onto him this time.

      I answer his question and feign interest in something out the window, not to watch him lick his lips while wondering how skilled his tongue is at licking other things.

      His tea arrives just in time for me to steal a glance and see no shimmer on his lips. He’s engrossed in chatting with the barista. I take full advantage of the opportunity to dive back into my presentation, knowing I need to finish it at lightning speed and get the hell out of here. Otherwise, I might end up chatting him up, inviting him to my place, and having that wild weekend Chloe mentioned yesterday.

      It’s been too damn long since I’ve had fantastic sex, and sitting across from this Italian stud is not helping the situation. Their conversation continues for a while, allowing me enough time to focus. I get another five slides done, flipping in and out of different windows to collect the information I need when the barista leaves.

      The longer he sits with me, the more fixated I become on his movements. The way he gently sips his tea. He smiles at the people walking by when they catch him deep in thought. The way he nibbles at the pencil in his mouth while he types. If he has an oral fixation, I suddenly do too. 

      The age bothers me. It shouldn’t, though. How many old geezers at work are chasing skirts and have young mistresses? Plenty. So, what if the roles are reversed? It’s the twenty-first century, for crying out loud. If I wanted a go at a younger one, so be it. Plenty of women are into younger guys.

      Cubs, they call them. If this kid is a cub, then that makes me a cougar. A term I’ve never applied to myself before and am not entirely comfortable with now, but I see the appeal if this is how it starts. If, by happenstance, I must share a table at a crowded little corner bakery to work, and the universe plants a gorgeous, young, athletic Italian at my table, what’s a cougar to do? I mean a woman. What’s a woman to do? Stop dwelling on his age and youthful appearance and start appreciating the glances he keeps stealing at me.

      My elbows stick to the tabletop as I lean closer to my laptop. As if he’s been waiting for this moment, he mimics my actions with a tilt of his head. The bracelets slide down his arm as he repeatedly sweeps his unruly hair behind his ear.

      “You’re a very beautiful woman. Very intriguing.”

      His words are liquid sex appeal, even if they are a bunch of lies. I’m fifteen pounds heavier, thanks to the pandemic. I wear patches under my eyes to reduce puffiness after my shower and sometimes wear reading glasses on weary nights staring at the computer. My hair doesn’t grow as fast anymore, and my nails stop growing after years of wearing fake ones. I’m not an Instagram model worthy. Those years passed along with my youth.

      “You’re too kind, Paolo. But—” I stop, unwilling to spill all my flaws to this perfectly flawless Italian with a slight macaron obsession. “Never mind.”

      “It is the truth. In my country, there is beauty in wisdom. Knowledge in experience. And an appreciation for older women.”

      Either Paolo is hitting on me, or Paolo is hitting on me. I can’t say this happens really at all, ever. To say I’m taken back is an understatement, even if I’m hugely flattered.

      “Are you from Italy?” I ask, assuming he is, or else I’m wrong for referring to him as an Italian stud in my mind.

      “Yes, my family is from Milan. Are you familiar with it? Have you been?”

      He snaps the lid of his laptop shut and shoves his chair closer to the table, bringing him within arm’s reach. Both are unnecessary since my presentation is incomplete, and I need to work, but answering a few questions won’t hurt.

      “No, I have not. I want to go, though,” I answer honestly this time.

      “Mia cara, it’s everything. Milan is magnificent. The museums and artists are superb, with new art installations to tour. The food is exquisite, fresh from the country, and not the processed food you have here. And the architecture is centuries old and steeped in culture.”

      His face softens when he talks of his homeland, and his voice grows almost reverent. I notice the tug of homesickness in his eyes and wonder why he chose to leave.

      “Are you here visiting then? On vacation.”

      I save my work before closing my laptop. I’ll finish the rest at home, over a glass of red wine and some cold pizza, not very Italian-like. His eyes spark at my actions, and he leans further into the table, putting his elbows in the center and almost touching me.

      “No, I live here. It’s a long story. One I’d love to tell you over dinner.”

      Smooth. Very smooth.

      I lean away from him, my chair creaking as I put space between us. His expression is unreadable as he slowly breaks our gaze. Neither speaks for what feels like an eternity, the air tense and heavy around us.

      “I’m older than you.”

      His face lights up. The corners of his lips curl into a playful smirk, and his eyes shift from dark to light again. His expression suggests he’s relishing a challenge, although I’m unsure why.

      “Yes, I know.”

      “Way older.”

      “You don’t look way older.”

      His accent is thick and exotic when emphasizing my words, and now I am frowning. He could read me the dictionary, and I’d cream my panties like I’m doing now.

      “Trust me, I am.”

      “If you say so,” he concedes with a shrug. “How about dinner? I know of this terrific little place close to here. Small and intimate.”

      He’s undeterred. I’ve got to give him props for that. If the roles were reversed, I’d be packing my bags right now from being rejected.

      “Hold on. How old are you? Have you gone to dinner with someone my age before? Someone way older than you?”

      I narrow my eyes so he understands I’m onto him. I know he’s looking for a booty call. Maybe I am too, but subtly is not my forte. If we’re going to do this, I want all the cards on the table. I don’t like surprises like he’s a serial killer who escaped from Italy or lives in a frat house on campus. Or worse, he’s unemployed and can’t pay for said dinner.

      “And a few other things. Do you live with your parents? Do you have a job? Do you have a criminal record? Are you married or have someone that thinks you’re in a relationship with?”

      I rack my brain, remembering all the red flags I’ve learned from Chloe’s dating fiascos to ask him. He laughs, and it’s as sexy and smokey as whiskey with a cigar.

      “I love the directness of women your age. Cut straight to the chase,” he says after he composes himself. Men are liars. It’s my job to flush them out and turn on them.

      “And?” I wave a hand in the air, prompting him to answer.

      “I’ll be twenty-five in March. And yes, I have dated older women. Not⁠—”

      Twenty-four years old.

      I could’ve been a teenage mom. Could’ve given birth to him. The thought is offputting.

      “Why?” I cut him off. We’ll get to the rest in a minute.

      He switches chairs so he’s directly across the table from me. Our knees brush, sending a jolt of electricity through my body, and I sit up to avoid that happening again. He moves the vase with the fresh flowers hindering his view of the empty macaron plate.

      “More intelligent, more engaging, and deeper conversations.”

      “Fair. But we don’t have the hot, firm bodies to match this?” Again, I wave a hand at him because, seriously, if we were to have sex, it might need to be in the dark. “Some of us have cellulite and stretch marks.”

      “Then you are a woman that looks like a woman should.”

      His response is fast but not rehearsed, and his brown eyes sparkle with sincerity.

      “And to answer your other questions, yes, I am employed, and no to the other three.”

      I honestly can’t remember the other three. When he leans forward, I can feel his closeness, like an invisible tether is forming between us.

      “Come to dinner with me tonight. You can decide from there where it goes.”

      I know where it will go. I’ll drink a glass of wine, maybe two, and then all inhibitions will go out the window. The night will end before it begins with me asking about his place or mine. I don’t need to go to dinner to know that once my car pulls into the restaurant parking lot, it will be game over for me, and hoping he has condoms.

      “I know where it will go, and I’m not going there.”

      “Why not? I want to get to know you more. You intrigue me.” His fingers are lightly intertwined, and he seems perfectly content with having this conversation in the middle of this busy bakery. “I believe I intrigue you too.”

      “Maybe.”

      Not that I’m looking to date or be in a relationship. Far from it. He’s probably far from it too. It could be a one-night stand for each of us. Scratch an itch or explore a curiosity—something like that.

      He reaches into his pocket, pulls out his phone, and places it on the table. Then, with a subtle gesture, he slides it toward me, his eyes locking onto mine in anticipation.

      “Put your number in there.”

      Bold move.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want you to slip away.”

      My gaze sweeps over him, noting the tousled waves of his hair as it untucks from his ear and drapes like a curtain down one side of his face. His eyes are liquid chocolate from the intensity of his stare, melting my insides. He’s unflustered by my penetrating look.

      “How many times have you used this move on a woman?”

      I have got to give it to him. It’s hot, cocky, and confident. I’m not sure what they teach these kids nowadays in school, but guys my age don’t have half this amount of confidence. His unshakeable determination intrigues me, as do other things. I find myself sucked into this back and forth, push and pull between us. He’s giving as good as he’s taking. Most guys at the office have fragile male egos, and this kid has self-esteem for days.

      “Once. She’s giving me a hard time about it. Now put it in.”

      That last sentence sends visions of me saying the same thing to him. Damn, this guy. It’d be my first time with a younger man, but what the hell, I only live once. I smile, pick up his phone, and enter my name, followed by the word cougar.

      “Happy now?”

      I slide his phone back to him, which he snatches up and tucks into his pocket.

      “Very.”

      He must have dropped his voice or infused more accent onto that little word because I’m ready to crawl across this tiny table and see where it goes.

      “I’ll text you the address. See you at 7 pm.”

      “I didn’t say I was going. I merely gave you my number.”

      “You’ll go. You’re as interested as I am. Oh, and wear a skirt.”

      “A skirt?”

      His brown eyes smolder with raw, carnal desire. Dark pools of lust are hidden behind a curtain of lashes. My body is flush with an energy current coursing through my veins. The anticipation of the night ahead causes me to squirm in my seat, and I can’t help but wonder how far he’ll take this. The dinner date is only the beginning, a tiny spark igniting into a roaring flame that will lead to closed bedrooms, whispered conversations, and pleas for more.

      “Please.”

      His voice is low, husky, and full of promise. The way he says 'please' makes me shiver with excitement. I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this, but something about him makes me feel desirable and wanted despite the divorce, the pandemic weight gain, and the cellulite. The taboo of it is alluring. Even with the flutter of butterflies in my stomach, I know I can always say no at the restaurant. Or I can have one night I’ll never forget.

      “Okay,” I whisper, my voice barely audible. “I'll wear a skirt.”
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      “Match!”

      It's another triumph in a day that's already been surprisingly excellent. First, the chance encounter with that alluring woman at the café and now, the sweet satisfaction of beating him on his own court.

      “Stop gloating,” Sebastian retorts with a playful grin, his competitive spirit clear. “I let you have that one, and you know it.”

      He hops over the net, extending his hand for a handshake that quickly turns into a jostling hug. His racket bumps my leg while his arm hangs from my neck.

      “You have yet to beat me. Not back home or here.”

      I tug at the headband, drenched with sweat, and move it into my hairline.

      “Whatever,” he chuckles, his arm sliding comfortably around my shoulders. “Let's go grab a beer.”

      “What about all this?”

      I point my racket to a collection of tennis balls clustered in the corners of the court. He waves a dismissive hand so as not to be bothered with them.

      “Somebody will get them.”

      Somebody is any member of his staff that runs this estate. His parents tragically perished in a private airplane crash that my parents narrowly escaped being on when my mother fell ill and couldn't board the flight. My parents step in as his surrogate family when he needs their assistance. Yet, his immense wealth means he rarely does.

      “Doesn’t it get tiring having people pick up after you? Waiting on you hand and foot?”

      Even though my family has generational wealth and an estate back home, I prefer to live alone. Having staff always around makes me uneasy, but Sebastian doesn’t seem to mind. He has always enjoyed this extravagant lifestyle.

      “Doesn’t it get tiring, you asking?”

      With a light laugh, he releases his hold on my shoulders, moving swiftly to unlatch the gate leading out of the court. With an agile jog, he takes the steps two at a time past the stadium seating and up to the nearby pavilion.

      “And I don’t see you stopping to shag balls.”

      “Touché.”

      I cast him a guilty look and admittedly enjoy this privilege more than I should.

      His property is vast and in the heart of the city. It boasts a pavilion with outdoor seating for a hundred people with echoes from past charitable events held under the outdoor chandeliers. Gondola rides in the largest residential swimming pool in the city were a novelty, and photos adorned the local society papers. Glitzy parties, charity tennis matches, and heads of state dinners are haunted ghosts of this luxurious estate. It’s got to be lonely living here alone—vastly different from my cozy bungalow.

      “Your serves were coming in hot. What gives?” he says, standing at the top of the landing and looking over the land that bears his family name and crest.

      “I’ve got a date tonight.”

      I'm not entirely sure why I let that slip. It seemed unlikely she’d type her number into my phone. But when I texted her, and she responded immediately, my heart leaped with surprise and excitement. She didn’t give me a fake number. She even called herself a cougar in the contacts, which makes me smile. Something I might not share with Sebastian. He’d rib me for days about having a cougar girlfriend. Something he did with the last older woman I dated.

      “Seriously?”

      He eases into an armchair beneath the gentle rotation of a ceiling fan in one of the cabanas flanking the sides of the dual sweeping staircases. I gesture toward the outdoor fridge, and he raises two fingers, signaling his desire for a beer. The chill feels good in my sweaty hands when I retrieve the bottles, and I refrain from pressing it against my heated forehead. I doff the caps on the mounted bottle opener and hand him a bottle.

      “Yes.”

      Her smile came quickly when I asked to sit with her. The skepticism that followed, well, that was harder and not what I expected. Older women are always challenging and usually fall into three categories. Disgusted and outraged. Flattered and surprised. Open and eager. Taylor didn’t really fall into any of them. She was a blend of all three. Maybe not disgusted or outraged, but more cynical and suspicious. Her questioning me was proof of that.

      “You haven’t been out in a long time. What gives?”

      As he takes a sip of his beer, he absentmindedly twirls the end of his racket on the arm of the chair. Meanwhile, I place my racket on the table and settle beside him to enjoy the autumn breeze with my refreshing drink.

      I shake my head. “Nothing gives. Unlike others, I’m particular about who I spend my time with.”

      His smirk is quick, a testament to the parade of girls vying for his attention when they see what he drives or learn where he lives. Neither seems to bother him as it would me.

      “Alright, I’ll bite. What is so particular about this one? She got big cans or a fat ass?”

      Annoyed that he reduces women to body parts, I counter with the obvious.

      “She’s older.”

      He chuckles while his expensive racket clatters to the stone patio.

      “Paolo, my man. You have got to be kidding me. I thought you gave all that up when the last one dumped you for being too young?”

      His question, while laced with jest, strikes a chord. It's a reminder of my past and the challenges that come with age differences in relationships. She didn’t exactly ‘dump me.’ She was promoted to their head offices in New York, which took her out of state, and she didn’t ask me to accompany her. I was completing my master’s degree, but I could have joined her afterward if only she had wanted the same.

      In hindsight, the age difference bothered her more than I realized. It came up in little things, such as not allowing me to attend colleague dinners or the company holiday party. I used to laugh it off, but it actually hurt my feelings. It’s why I’m not ready to dive into anything serious right now. I prefer older women, and having a little fun with Taylor fills that void, even if it's only temporary.

      Deciding it’s not worth correcting him about my break-up, I continue, “Well, this one's different. She's truly stunning. She has these captivating dark green eyes that narrow in concentration and light up when genuinely amused.”

      “Eyes? Don’t be a pussy. Tell me about her body. Is it rocking?”

      I ignore his vulgar language, something my upbringing frowns upon.

      “Seb, be respectful.”

      “Sorry, bro. I’ll stop.” He takes a long drink, gazing out on the afternoon sun and allowing me some peace before starting up again. “Okay, you’ve got to give me something. Eyes just aren't cutting it.”

      “Her cheeks flushed when she was gazing at my lips,” I relent, balancing my drink on the edge of the chair as he leans forward.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” He finishes his beer, puts the empty bottle on the table, and rubs his hands together.

      “I think she’s as interested in me as I am in her.”

      I take a drink, letting my mind wander to the memory of her hunching over her computer, appearing busy when I turned to face her. Unbeknownst to her, I studied her while I stood in line, having noticed her long before she caught sight of me.

      “Okay, but is she hot?”

      “She’s sexy and curvy.”

      I chuckle, thinking about her eyebrows pinching together when she asked me about cellulite and stretch marks, as if such things bothered me. If she only knew how hard I was under the table as I envisioned her bent over with me taking her from behind. The thought is making me hard now and I shift in my chair to calm down.

      “I love curvy chicks. All that flesh to hold on to.”

      He falls back into his chair with a satisfied sigh. Moment ticks by with each of us lost in our thoughts. Mine of her. Sebastian’s of who knows.

      “Hey, what about the new gig?”

      His preference for American slang humors me.

      “My new job, you mean?”

      “Gig, job, whatever.”

      “I start my assignment on Monday.”

      “Assignment? Sounds like spy stuff. Isn’t your degree in accounting or finance?”

      I smile. Sebastian couldn't care less about my academic degrees, but it is intriguing to see him attempting to recall them.

      “Forensic accounting. Basically, some abnormalities have been detected. My father can’t seem to get straight answers as a board member. He convinced the chairman to hire me as an independent consultant.”

      He emits an uninterested hum, so I keep the details of my assignment brief.

      “Didn’t you do something like this before? Like go in and bust people for embezzling?”

      “Undisclosed insider trading and contractual kickbacks. Yes, something similar.”

      “Well, go get them, tiger.”

      He makes a scratching paw motion in the air when he fakes a roar. I roll my eyes at his nonsense.

      The breeze picks up as the sun dips lower in the sky, sending a golden hue over the treetops and across his two pools. The big one has a fountain in the center that could compete for the water show at the Bellagio. It’s a shame this place doesn’t see the festivities it once did.

      “Do you remember when you pissed in the pool during that party, and your parents took the Porsche away?”

      I press the bottle to my lips and sip as he looks at the grotto across the expansive patio.

      “It was right before Santa Claus arrived with the firefighters to collect the gifts for that children’s charity,” he says, picking at something on the arm of his chair.

      I used to avoid talking about his parents until he told me he liked to reminisce occasionally as I’m his only friend from the old country. All his friends here in Houston are new and never knew his parents.

      “I was so blitzed. The only thing I remember about that night is making out with the dog in the catering kitchen.”

      He chuckles, smile lines cutting on both sides of his face when he looks at me. That night was the best and last party they ever had. Shortly after, they died en route to Italy. The sudden loss aged him overnight. He looks years older than me even though we are the same age.

      “Your father was so angry that his face was beat red, and your mother had to warn him about his heart. He called for Jiles to collect you after you shoved me in the pool,” I continue as we stare at the spot where it occurred.

      “Good old Jiles. He’s around here somewhere.” He twists in his chair as if looking for him, knowing he wouldn’t be intrusive enough to approach unless called for. “Man, I miss those days.”

      A deep sigh loosens from his body when he settles back in his chair. His expression is familiar. The unfairness of life gave him all this when he would easily trade it for his parents being alive and well. I finish my beer, place it on the table, and tap his leg.

      “Why don’t you have something like that now? Maybe not as grand and glitzy as they did. Probably not boat rides in the pool, but some event for the kid’s charity again. You could do with blowing the dust off this place.”

      It’s a precarious position that I put him in, suggesting he host a charity gala as his parents always did. It could be just the thing to pull him out of his aimless life. Or it could sink him into depression—both equal possibilities.

      Yet, he needs something to focus on besides himself and having a good time. Without a job or degree, his days are spent wandering these lonely rooms or chasing half-naked women around his bedroom suite. His escapades are widely known amongst the staff. It wouldn’t surprise me if they had to sign non-disclosure agreements to work here.

      “Why? You want to bring your new sexy woman to my place to show her off?”

      He stands, grabs another beer, and motions at me to ask if I want another, which I decline.

      Would I bring her to his Christmas party?

      December is two months away. That’s more permanent relationship type of stuff than casual dating. Although I’m reluctant to confess nursing a heartbreak and bruised ego to him, I opt for the easier route and agree with him.

      “If you have a holiday party and things work out with her, yes. I’ll bring her.”

      I may be overplaying my hand. When she licked her lips today, all I could think about was her licking my cock. I had to move in closer. I had to see if she was as affected by me as I was by her.

      “When are you seeing her again?”

      Sebastian collapses in his chair, consuming almost half the bottle in one gulp before nonchalantly propping his feet onto the table. He knocks over the empty bottle, which he dismisses with a casual wave, knowing that someone will handle the cleanup.

      “Tonight.” I flick my wrist. The time on my watch has me jumping out of my seat. “Actually, I’ve got to go. I’m running late as it is.”

      He arches a sarcastic eyebrow.

      “The great Paolo, running late? She must be pretty special to get you running around like a dog.”

      I chuckle again, unwilling to let his comment affect my jovial mood.

      “Let's just say I've got a promising evening ahead of me.”

      Sebastian offers me a knowing smirk. “Ah, I see. Well, don't let me keep you. Go have your fun.”

      I flash him a grin as I grab my tennis bag and racket cover.

      “Thanks for the match and drinks. We'll catch up soon.” I leave the cabana and then turn to shout, “And Seb, consider that Christmas party idea. It wouldn't hurt to have something to keep you occupied.”

      He waves nonchalantly, focusing on finishing his beer. My thoughts quickly turn to her as I jog up the staircase to the terrace and the front door beyond. I retrieve my phone to text her the restaurant's address and a message expressing my excitement for the evening ahead. When she says she’s looking forward to it, I smile brighter.
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      The restaurant is dark, with low ceilings and candles on tables covered with crisp white linens. On the far end, a bank of maroon leather booths is occupied by a single ceiling spotlight, casting a golden hue over the patrons at each table. On the opposite end, a wall lined with bottles of exotic alcohol is dominated by a long, polished hardwood countertop. At the end of the bar is a service window, where a man with a towel over his shoulder leans on his forearms, talking to the bartender.

      Paolo and I traded several flirty texts leading up to this date. The constant pinging of my phone left me little time to prepare. It also added to my guilt of failing to complete my presentation to my usual high standards before I came. Every thought in my head battled each other, from wanting to cancel on him and finish my work to wanting to give in to a night of fun and passion. I debated all afternoon and finally talked to Chloe. Her insistent but unnecessary ‘take a break from work and get laid’ encouragement is how I find myself here.

      If small means intimate, then Paolo is right. The place is too dark to be anything but a precursor to hook-up sex. Or, basically, the whole reason I came.

      “Taylor,” he purrs, my name coming through the door.

      It’s my new favorite way of pronouncing it. He stoops to kiss my cheek, a bold move that burns my skin. His gaze is magnetic, and he takes particular pleasure in assessing me from head to toe. A thrill runs through me at being the subject of such desire.

      “You look even more beautiful than before.”

      I don’t, other than changing into a two-piece dress that shows more skin than my Hermes outfit at the bakery. His dark sports coat, pressed slacks, and gleaming dress shoes match the restaurant's low lighting and heavy black velvet curtains, all designed for a special night out. His long hair is slicked back, and his fresh cologne adds to his overall handsome appearance.

      “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      He smiles, the corners of his eyes crinkling, as he offers his arm in invitation.

      “We’ll seat ourselves. I called ahead to secure us the best table in the house.”

      His footsteps echo on the marble floor as he leads me past clusters of well-dressed patrons to a secluded booth in the corner. If by ‘best’ he means private, then we definitely got the crème de la crème of seating arrangements. The booth is positioned perfectly to survey the entire room without drawing unwanted attention—a clever vantage point.

      Walls crafted from polished walnut surround us, each plank gleaming under the warm glow thrown by wall-mounted sconces. Heavy drapes flank the sides of the secret alcove, adding to the allure. I inhale deeply, taking in the musky scent of wood varnish that clings to the surface of this place.

      He's quick to move my hand into his as I shimmy onto the edge of the seat. When I release his hand to continue toward the middle, his fingertips graze my shoulder, making me aware of my dress breaking from my skin. All these subtle touches tantalize the fire brewing within me.

      Once he’s seated, a maître-d appears from the shadows with a wine list. Given the dark lighting and weary eyes from my presentation, I can’t make out a thing on the list. I don’t need to when Paolo and the man go back and forth in Italian before he nods and glides away.

      “I ordered wine and a few hors d'oeuvres. Nothing too heavy.”

      Nothing too heavy.

      I understand completely. Sex on a full stomach is revolting. As for the wine? I feel there will be a lot of wine on this date.

      “You spoke so beautifully,” I compliment, leaning slightly toward him, which doesn’t go unnoticed.

       Paolo’s eyes are deep pools of molten chocolate, his long eyelashes fanning when he blinks. How he looks at me is better than any of the beautifully accented words that fall from his pillow lips.

      “Very skilled,” I add when he says nothing.

      He closes the small distance between us, his face moving into my hair and whispering, “You have no idea.”

      My chin lowers as I angle my face toward him. His cologne swirls into my senses. His lips brush the sensitive skin on my neck, sending ripples of desire over my body.

      “I’m skilled at a great many things, mia cara.”

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes, savoring the sweetness of his lips and the warmth of his breath on my skin. He could be my server, a colleague's son, or a neighborhood kid.

      Yet here I am with a man almost half my age, and he’s making me feel like the most desirable woman in the room. I shiver as his lips caress down my neck and onto my exposed shoulder before leaving my heated skin.

      “I’m glad you came,” he whispers, snapping me out of my trance, his eyes fixed on mine. I'm unsure what to say but can't break our gaze. My defenses have melted away, and I'm getting lost in my desire for him.

      “I’m glad I came too,” I murmur, leaning in to capture those lips with my own. He evades me, teasing me with a smile while draping an arm over the back of the booth.

      “I have a little confession.”

      “Oh, what is that?” I bite my lip.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      His dark eyes spark with energy as they examine every inch of my body before finally meeting my gaze with a mischievous smile.

      “Can’t stop thinking about what?” I tease, knowing it’s the same as what I have been thinking about ever since he called me ma’am and asked to sit at my table.

      “I’d like to have dinner with you. Then, if you’d let me, I’d like to take you home and fuck you until you can’t see straight.”

      Bold.

      The same boldness of pushing his phone at me and kissing my cheek at the door. Not that I haven’t had vulgar things said to me before. I have, and I usually hate it. But this . . . this is bold, blunt, and cocky and a straight shot to my pussy.

      I try to blink away the blush, but I can’t hide the subtle smile that tugs at the corners of my mouth when he inches nearer to kiss me. His lips are warm. His tongue is sweet and soft, wrapping around mine and coaxing it to play with his. His hand cradles my neck, encouraging me closer until our bodies press together, and I feel his hard muscles beneath the fabric of his clothing.

      His fingertips stroke a lazy line up my thigh, pushing my hem high enough not to be proper and so far away from where I want it to go. My breath quickens as my pussy tingles. His playful fingers coax goosebumps to the surface as I melt further into his arms. It’s hot, new, exciting, and forbidden. I can’t get enough.

      The chemistry between us is unbelievable, leaving me curious about what sex would be like with him. Hopefully, hours and hours of it until I’m tired, sore, and completely sated.

      I don’t even hear the maître-d coming back bearing a silver tray laden with food and wine until Paolo makes excuses. I straighten up, embarrassed and avert my eyes. With decorum, the man quickly arranges everything on the table and immediately excuses himself.

      “We got carried away.”

      “Yes, we did.”

      He steals a kiss, and then another and another until I’m pushing against the buttons of his dress shirt to stop him. The minty flavor of his mouthwash lingers on my lips, leaving them tingling and feeling fresh.

      “Can you pour the wine?” I ask, wanting to keep his hands busy with something other than me.

      “Of course.”

      He steals a final kiss before releasing me to handle the task. I run a hand over my hair, winding a stray strand into my low bun from where his fingers caught in it and taking a moment to compose myself.

      He fills my glass with the burgundy liquid that smells of wood and spice before setting a plate between us, intending for us to share. With a flick of his wrist, he plucks the silver dome from the platter of hors d’oeuvres, where four distinct selections await us.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” Paolo says, reaching for the spoon to place a few sautéed shrimp on the plate. I smile when he stabs a prawn with his fork and moves it toward my lips. Never has someone fed me before, and it feels intimate and sexy.

      “Unless there’s something else on your mind.”

      The smell of the food is irresistible, and he dares me to say what I want while gently seducing my senses with this savory aroma. I slowly wrap my lips around the dripping prawn, sucking it from his fork as a little precursor to tasting him later tonight. When the sauce catches on my lips, I slowly glide my tongue across them under his lustful stare.

      “Not really,” I say, playing coy.

      His lips move gracefully as he whispers, “You'll have to excuse me if I don't believe you.”

      Our eyes remain locked, and the rising heat thickens the tension.

      “Are you calling me a liar?” I challenge, reaching for my wine and letting it partially hide my face.

      He lets out a deep, husky chuckle.

      “I believe you to be many things, but a liar doesn’t seem to be one of them.”

      He pushes the sautéed shrimp around on the plate, gazing at me and leaving me wondering how long I can keep up this seduction game before I finally give in.

      “How do you know what I am? We only just met.”

      And yet, I’ve had his tongue in my mouth already. I push that morally true statement from my mind to settle back into the seductress I want to be.

      “I know you’re smart and ambitious if you work on a Saturday. I know you’re beautiful, and keeping my hands off you is hard. But I want to know what you’re like under all that. Tell me about you.”

      I take a slow sip of the robust wine, trying to figure out how to start the conversation. He looks eager for answers. I can’t decide if he really wants to know or if he’s simply making small talk to get through dinner and onto the main course.

      Us.

      The wine warms me as I ponder how much to reveal. 

      “What do you want to know?”

      “What do you do for a living?” he asks, scooping a heaping spoonful of sautéed mushrooms onto our plate.

      “I'm in banking.”

      The thought of talking about that and the stupid project dumped in my lap instantly sours my mood. Not wanting to go there, I keep my reply curt, hoping he gets the hint as I drag my fork through the pile of mushrooms.

      “Oh?” Paolo gives me a dubious look. “What kind of banking?”

      “Investment banking,” I say before shoving the fork in my mouth to avoid talking about work and moaning at the savory goodness of the food. His gaze darkens when he hears me.

      “I want to be the reason you moan like that again.”

      Heat rises into my cheeks as he takes the fork from my hand and sets it on the plate. His hand returns to my knee, his fingers swirling the inside of my leg. When I meet his gaze, I notice the subtle flecks of
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