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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Heart Sync is the sequel to The Proposal. When I first wrote The Proposal  my intentions were for it to be a stand-alone novella but as time went by, so many of my readers emailed to tell me how much they loved Ethan and Nadine’s story and they kept begging me to write more.

      I felt compelled to continue their story. So, I wrote more. I wrote the prequel, Lost in Solo, which was then followed by the sequel, Heart Sync. When readers wanted even more (!), I wrote A Leap of Faith and this was how A Perfect Match Series was born.

      

      
        
        Lost in Solo (prequel)

        The Proposal (Book 1)

        Heart Sync (Book 2)

        A Leap of Faith (Book 3)

      

      

      

      The prequel gives you an insight into Ethan and Nadine’s lives before they got together but their story starts properly in The Proposal, which is where they first meet.

      

      I have also written three additional standalone books in the same world, and these tell the stories of Zoe, Melissa and Tanya who all appear as secondary characters in the earlier books. Ethan and Nadine appear in all seven books.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael Zimmerman hung up the phone and shook his head. He hadn’t liked any part of the scene he had witnessed this morning in Nadine Stefano’s office. He rubbed his index finger along his chin and tapped the table with the fingers of his other hand. If there was one good outcome from this whole episode, it was that Sandra Donnelly had accepted his offer to take time off, immediately. The woman was a good example of the fine line between madness and genius. Most of the time, she was a miniature hive of volcanic activity, simmering over with scorching disdain for people, processes, and systems. Yet on the other hand, when he had been really stuck, or the business had needed a new pipeline of energy and ideas, she had been the person to produce them.

      But he realized that working with someone so unbalanced was not conducive to a successful and harmonious working environment. The showdown with Nadine Stefano had been proof enough.

      He could see why someone like Nadine could push Sandra to the very limits of her tolerance. By going over Sandra’s head and selecting Tanya’s replacement himself, he felt he hadn’t helped the situation much either. But getting rid of Sandra completely was not going to be a simple task. For the time being, having her out of the office was the next best thing until he decided what to do with her and where best to place her.

      At a time in his life when he might have toyed with the idea of taking more of a backseat in his own company and groom someone else to replace him, Michael Zimmerman had other ideas. In fact, he had lofty ideas. None more so than to expand his bases, and the Paris and Milan offices. In time, he would set up a unit in London. However, for the coming year, his focus would be on increasing the advertising capabilities of the existing two European offices.

      It was time for a major overhaul of his company. The Zimmerman Group was thriving in a recessionary climate but he felt sure he could take it to greater heights. Where his competitors were cautious, Michael knew he would do the opposite: he would take more risks—calculated risks, no doubt—but he would not sit in his comfort zone to just enjoy the company’s success. He could do more and he would.

      Before he could devote time to his medium- to long-term strategy, for which he needed the board’s backing, he had immediate problems to resolve. First of all, he had to find out what Sandra’s current projects were. Nadine would be back tomorrow. He felt reassured. She was someone whom he could rely on all the time, without fail. She was an asset to his organization and it was a blessing that she had turned up when she had.

      He picked up his phone. “Melissa, please get me a list of all the projects that Sandra Donnelly is currently working on and all appointments involving her for the next six weeks.”

      “Sandra Donnelly? Yes, Mr. Zimmerman. Right away.” Melissa hung up and stared blankly at her computer screen. Her thoughts replayed the upsetting scene she had witnessed earlier on. Michael had already informed her that Sandra would not be returning to the office for a while and that Nadine would be back tomorrow. She had breathed a little easier when she heard those words.

      At least Nadine would be back.

      “Problems?” Matt from IT cruised up towards her, and rested against the edge of her desk.

      “It’s been quite a day.” Melissa looked at him with tired eyes.

      “Buy you a drink after work?” he asked in a lowered tone.

      Her gaze swept from his face down to his tight, well-formed arms as he leaned towards her.

      She nodded, suddenly cheerful. “I’d like that.”

      “I’ll call you later.” He slid off the desk and winked at her before he walked away.
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      Back at the workshop, Nadine slowly slid out of Ethan’s arms and looked around her, at the secret world that Ethan inhabited, completely unknown to her until now. She walked around in awe.

      “This…is…yours?” she asked in wonderment. It was difficult to believe that the man who had stripped so readily like a pro in front of her at the bachelorette party, and the man who had so completely claimed her heart at the Stormont, was also capable of creating such beautiful pieces of art from something as cold, hard, and ugly as metal. Ethan nodded his head slowly. Nadine wandered around and ran her hands over the tools that lay scattered everywhere. She stopped every now and then to examine the small panels he had prepared and placed on the tables, and then she would turn to look at Ethan, who continued to watch her with amusement.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” She raised her eyebrows at him accusingly.

      “I tried to, but you didn’t believe me.”

      She lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “Ask me any questions you want, Nadine. I don’t think we should have any more secrets between us.” He rested his hands on the table behind him, and her gaze took in his broad and powerful shoulders. She longed to rest her head against his chest and to let him hold her tight, as she knew he would. But they needed to talk, for now. There were still many unanswered questions.

      She walked back towards the unfinished sculpture and ran her fingers gently along the dragonfly’s wings. “How did you do this?” she gasped, feeling the texture of the patterned wings against her skin.

      “Tools, a lot of time, and a ton of patience.”

      She glanced back at him. “Ethan, it’s beautiful. So beautiful. I never knew you were so talented. Will you sell this when it’s finished?”

      He walked over to her, and stood behind her as she examined the rest of the sculpture in fascination.

      “Yeah, I’m making a duplicate of a model I sold before. This one’s going to be exhibited at a gallery in Phoenix.”

      “You exhibit your art in galleries?” asked Nadine breathlessly. “That’s amazing. And what’s this? It looks like a dragonfly, and an…airplane?” She felt his arms wrap around her arms and his hands lock together against her stomach. The fire in her belly electrified.

      “The first one was supposed to be a light aircraft but it got badly injured. I had to salvage it, so I made it part dragonfly, part aircraft. The dragonfly was born out of the damaged side, you could say.”

      Nadine’s eyes remained fixed on the model as she tried to come to terms with the idea that the man she believed to be a stripper, and then a male escort, was really a talented artist instead. “You have a gift,” she murmured as she nestled against him. Her eyes were riveted to the sculpture but she enjoyed the feel of his whole body against her back.

      “Thank you,” he whispered into her ear. The mere hint of his aftershave sent her senses into overdrive. She arched her back as his fingers gently moved her thick hair away from her shoulder. Her skin tingled for the touch of his lips.

      “How? When?” She looked from the sculpture to him, trying to figure out how she had missed this whole new side to him.

      “At school, the woodwork and art and design classes were my favorite. I seemed to be better at making things with my hands.”

      “I never would have guessed this about you.” She sighed and looked around the workshop again, until his hot kisses took her attention away.

      “He says he’ll see you tomorrow?” Ethan’s lips grazed the side of her neck.

      “Umm hmm.” Nadine let out a moan as Ethan left a trail of kisses along her neck. She turned herself around so that they stood face-to-face and she slipped her arms around his neck to pull him closer towards her.

      It felt like coming home, to be with him again.

      “And you don’t have to go back to work this afternoon?” he mumbled, his lips soft and wet against her mouth. Nadine moaned softly again, biting her lip. “No,” she whispered, hungry for his touch and loving every single bit of attention he was giving her.

      Ethan lifted his head away and stared at Nadine’s face. “So we have the afternoon free?” There was hope in his voice.

      Lost in his embrace, she had closed her eyes and drifted off into her own slice of heaven. But his voice, so low and so sexy, spoke directly to her, and she knew what he wanted. She wanted the same. Her eyes flew open and she stared back into his, losing all semblance of control as she saw the flagrant desire in his. “We have the afternoon free,” she whispered. Her lips parted, waiting for his.

      Ethan dropped his head down and kissed her on the lips hard; the full force of his mouth clamped down on hers and possessed it fully. Memories of their recent too-short encounter at the hotel were still fresh in her mind. Her senses pulsed in anticipation as he moved his hands gently along her shoulders; he cupped her face with one hand and slid the other slowly down her side before he rested it gently on her waist and waited for her to take the lead.

      She felt the blood rush through her body and a slow, sensual ache deep in her stomach sent out waves of heat all over her body. She moved closer still and fell deeper into his kiss. Wanting more, she slipped one hand under his t-shirt and touched his chest. Her hand roamed his hot skin and his hard muscles tensed beneath the soft caress of her fingers. His breathing quickened as her fingers grazed up and down his naked skin, finally feeling what she had missed these past days.

      Ethan stared down at her, his eyes dark with lust, before he kissed her long and hard with unbridled passion. All at once, she felt him hard against her stomach and she let out a low, gentle moan, enjoying the feel of him so close to her. “Here, Ethan. Now,” she begged.

      He stopped kissing her and then tilted her head upwards with his index finger.

      “Now?” His lips turned up at the corners in amusement.

      “Yes,” she pleaded.

      He smiled as he ran his thumb over her kissed-to-death lips. He was teasing her and she was beyond that point. She moved her head towards him and he kissed her again. His tongue danced with hers for the longest time as his hand moved down the fabric of her skirt and cupped her bottom to give it a gentle squeeze. She moved her thigh eagerly in response, willing him to take her now.

      “Not here, Nadine. Not now.” He pulled away and she saw that his eyes were dark with desire.

      “Ethan!” she wailed. Her desperation for him drove her insane with desire as she tugged at his t-shirt, trying to lift it up and over his chest. But he was too broad and the t-shirt was too tight to come off easily.

      He grabbed both of her hands gently in his. “For one, these metal shavings hurt if they end up in the wrong places.” He watched her face and looked deep into her eyes. “And secondly, we don’t have any protection.”

      Her body was on fire and here he was, the voice of reason.

      She wriggled her hands free and grabbed his wrist. “Let’s go back to my place. You can get what you need along the way.”

      She noted that he didn’t even wait for her to finish the sentence.
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      They just about managed to flag down a taxi and keep their cool. But keeping their hands off each other in the back seat was something else. After making a quick stop at the drugstore along the way, they soon arrived at Nadine’s apartment.

      They barely made it through the door and the moment it was closed, their mouths found each other as they staggered, joined at the lips, towards Nadine’s bedroom. Pieces of clothing flew off and left a telltale trail along the floor.

      No words were necessary. There was no slowness, no gentleness: only heat and pure lust and an urgency to make up for lost time.

      Nadine’s delicate fingers struggled to lift Ethan’s t-shirt up and over his broad chest. He yanked it over his head and dropped it on the floor. Still kissing each other, barely pausing for breath, as if playing a game of striptease, they danced around the room and peeled each other’s clothes off. Ethan flung open the buttons of Nadine’s silky black blouse and caught his breath sharply as it floated lazily to the ground. He gasped at the sight of her standing before him in just her bra and skirt. As he stared, Nadine moved towards him and pulled down his sweatpants until he was left in nothing but his boxer shorts. Now it was her turn to stare and her eyes flitted over the all too large bulge that filled out his boxers. She licked her lips in heady anticipation, her breathing heavy. Ethan grabbed her hands and held them both in one hand, behind her back, struggling to pull down the zipper at the back of her skirt with his free hand. She wriggled out of it until it fell into a pile around her ankles.

      She was naked now except for her black bra and panties. She watched Ethan’s face, eyes wild with need, as his gaze flittered down her body to take in every lush inch of her slowly, before moving up again, until his eyes met hers.

      The standoff lasted a second, if that, before Ethan grabbed her tightly and she felt his hardness clearly through the thin layer of his only clothing. She kissed him back hungrily and reveled in the feel of his hard muscle, and tasted his sweat; her lips tightly joined to his and her tongue probed and searched inside his mouth. She was wet and aching for him, and she could not wait any longer. She pushed down his boxers and gulped at the sight of his totally naked body. He reached across and fiddled around with his sweatpants before he pulled out a condom from its foil packet. She leaned forward to help put it on, enjoying the low grumble that escaped his lips as her fingers traced along his length before she sheathed him. With an easy flick of his fingers, Ethan undid the hook at the back of her bra and watched her breasts release as her bra fell to the floor. He slipped his arms around her body and carried her to the bed as she draped her arms around his neck. She sank her mouth into his with a passion so fierce that she felt out of control, almost intoxicated.

      He laid her down gently. The sudden coldness of the silk sheets sent shivers up her body. He lay alongside her, ran his hands from her lips down her neck, down her breasts and stomach and farther down, and stopped just outside the fabric of her now drenched panties. He slipped a finger inside the delicate lace fabric; she arched her back at his first touch and placed one hand behind his neck to force his mouth against hers.

      She had dreamed of this moment ever since that night at the Stormont. If she was honest with herself, she had dreamed of it ever since the party at her place, the night she had first set eyes on him.

      But all thoughts of the past disappeared as Ethan slipped a finger inside her. She moaned in delight, arched her back in response and parted her legs with anticipation. She squealed louder as he pulled his finger out and then slipped it back in again, setting up a rhythmic pattern of movements that had her body gyrating feverishly. When he slowed down, he peeled off her panties; lust pooled in his eyes when he saw her completely naked for the first time.

      “Look at me.” He moved his face close to hers.

      She opened her eyes and stared into his, lost in his spell as he shifted on top of her, balancing his weight on his arms, and slipped inside her slowly. Her ecstasy heightened and sent tremors of delight to wreak havoc all over her body. The first feel of him inside her was sublime; she wrapped her legs around his waist and ran her hands along his buttocks, clawed them frantically, to find some release from the emotions that rippled like wildfire through her body. Moving together slowly, with their eyes locked onto each other, they set up a sensual pace that spiraled them slowly into nirvana.

      When she could take it no more, Nadine screamed out, urging Ethan on, and he plunged into her again and again until she unwrapped her legs and drew them back at the knees against her chest. She moaned louder and louder; her muscles clenched deep inside her and she lost all control. Lost in her bliss, Nadine felt Ethan shudder before he dipped his head down and kissed her. She didn’t know where her body ended and where his began, for there was no boundary any more. They were one. As he moved off her and curled up beside her, the only motion now was their hearts beating, as if in perfect sync.

      After a few minutes, Ethan got up and disappeared into the bathroom. Nadine lay back, still panting. She was spent, totally and utterly spent. Their coming together had surpassed everything she had ever imagined. Her heart was slowly starting to calm down but she still couldn’t move.

      “Hey.” Ethan’s eyes sparkled as he slipped between the sheets and snuggled up to her. “Are you alright?” His hands gently touched her long hair as it lay spread out around her pillow.

      “I think so,” was all she could utter. He bent down and kissed her again before he snuggled up alongside her. The feel of his naked skin on hers started that slow, sensual rumble deep in her belly all over again.
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      Ethan woke up from a restful sleep to find himself in a huge downy bed. There was no sign of Nadine. He scrambled out of bed and grabbed his sweatpants along the way. The door to the master bath was ajar but there was no sound of running water or anything to indicate she might be in there.

      He walked across her floor and wandered around her apartment. There was another bedroom next door. He gently opened it and looked around. The décor was pale blue and white, and it was empty save for a big bed and a bureau. No sign of Nadine, though.

      As he ran a hand across his short-cropped hair, he walked bare-chested into the living room and smiled. He remembered this room very well. Cream couches, cream carpet, baby lotion, and music. This was where he had seen Nadine the first time. He grinned to himself and a sudden surge of excitement shot through his body again. The hard sound of furious fingers tapping away on a keyboard nearby gave away her location. He knew exactly what she was up to.

      He stepped barefoot into the kitchen, and saw Nadine working away.

      Jeez. Did that girl never relax?

      She had her back to him; he walked over quietly, stood behind her chair and placed his large hands on her shoulders gently. She jolted at his touch.

      “Hey you,” she said lazily, leaning her head back so that she stared up at him. She wore a long t-shirt and looked sexy even in her reading glasses.

      “Hey,” he whispered, bending down and kissing her on the lips upside down.

      “You’re excited to see me already?” Her body was aflame again at the touch of his familiar hardness. She tilted her head forward, and he carried on massaging her shoulders. Her concentration cut off and her typing slowed down, before it came to a complete stop. She took off her reading glasses and turned around in her chair, slowly raising herself upright. His fingers pulled her face towards his; every inch of her body tingled with excitement as she stood up and faced him, running her hands all over his naked chest. “I want more,” she said greedily, and snaked her fingers all over his neck and shoulders before she kissed him again.

      Ethan slid his palms under her thighs and hoisted her up easily. She wrapped her legs around his waist, not breaking the kiss as he moved slowly towards the bedroom. He used his back to push open the door and dropped her down on the blue and white comforter in the guest bedroom.
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      “I don’t usually do this.” Nadine wiped pizza crumbs from her mouth. They sat in bed with a huge pizza box on top of the comforter.

      Ethan moved a stray lock of auburn hair away from her eyes. “Don’t do what?” he asked huskily.

      “Eat pizza in bed, have so much sex in one day I can hardly move.” She was ravenous, and ate another slice of pizza.

      “I didn’t hear you complaining earlier.” He put down his slice and turned towards her. His head rested against the headboard. He stroked her cheek with the back of his index finger.

      Nadine shook her head. “Do I look like I’m complaining?” She paused before she took another bite.

      “No, in fact you’ve worked up an appetite.” His eyes glinted as he watched her. His fingers dropped down lower and traced a slow route from just under her chin all the way down to her collarbone. “I don’t remember you eating so much at the Stormont,” he remarked.

      Nadine half snorted. There had been a reason she had kept her appetite in check. They had hardly known each other back then and she couldn’t bring herself to share the bathroom so openly with him. Back then. Now she felt as though Ethan had been in her life forever. She liked the feeling it gave her, of being warm and secure.

      Ethan looked at her; his finger slipped down to her arms. A safe zone.

      “I feel like we have a lot of time to make up for.” She leaned over to kiss him on the lips again.

      They entwined their hands and rested them in the small tight space between them as they both turned to face each other. Nadine moved the pizza box off the bed. “There’s so much I don’t know about you,” she said. “So much I need to know about you.”

      “Ask away.” His eyes examined her face carefully. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.”

      “Really? You gave up so soon? I knew I would see you again.”

      Ethan shrugged , moved his fingers out of her hand and ran them over her bare arms again. “It wasn’t that I gave up—it was just that I wasn’t sure you were the person I thought you were. I didn’t know if you were that hardcore career woman, and I was just a business arrangement.”

      A business arrangement. Hiring him for the weekend had been the best idea she had ever had. After all, it had led them to each other. “Thank goodness for Zoe.” Nadine moved closer towards him. She slipped her leg over his and watched his face light up. He moved his hands lower, skating over her waist and following the lush curve of her hips.

      “Good old Zoe, Billy’s girlfriend. She’s nice. You’ll have to meet them both sometime,” muttered Ethan as his fingers skated between her legs.

      “You’ll have to meet my friend Renee.” Nadine stroked his chest with her hands, felt his taut muscle and the ridges along his stomach. “How often do you work out?” She pulled the sheet lower to examine his tight stomach.

      “Whenever I get time,” he replied. “Why?”

      “Suits you.”

      He lifted up the sheet that she had wrapped against her chest and peeked at her naked body beneath it, breaking out into a smile at what he saw. Almost immediately, Nadine clamped her hand down on the sheet to try to cover her body. Lying on her side would make her stomach, especially now that she had eaten so much pizza, look extra bloated. And she knew that the sight of her large breasts sliding to the side wouldn’t look so flattering at all. She held her hand tight against the sheet.

      “Hey,” Ethan moved closer and tugged at her hand as she held it tightly against the comforter, “I’ve seen everything, remember? And I love everything I saw.” She felt his lips over her neck and groaned in delight as his hands moved hungrily all over her body.

      “You have a beautiful body, Nadine,” he whispered as he left gentle kisses along the soft skin below her ears.

      Did he really mean that? Or was he just saying it because they were both in bed, naked?

      “But I don’t work out, not like you do. And I’m always missing my Pilates classes, and I hardly ever find the time to do them at home, even though I have so many DVDs lying around.” She knew her justifications sounded irrelevant, and they were.

      Ethan stopped kissing her neck and moved his face so that he directly looked at her. “You’re beautiful and you have a beautiful body.” He seemed so honest, as though he meant it and Nadine, for now at least, believed him.

      He propped himself up on one elbow. “Your fingers get a good working out, though. How come you were working earlier? I thought your boss said you didn’t have to come in until tomorrow.”

      Nadine turned her back to the headboard and sat up, hugging her knees. “A lot has happened since we last spoke,” she murmured. The thought of work suddenly twisted her insides.

      “Tell me.” He caressed her bare back.

      So she told him about the goings-on at the Zimmerman Group and about Sandra taking a leave of absence; he listened to everything she had to say. His fingers made her skin tingle. If he continued to do this, they would never get out of bed. Which wasn’t a bad thing at all, she mused.

      “That’s just so weird, Sandra knowing Antonia,” he said finally.

      “Isn’t it?” she agreed. “I never saw that coming.” She shivered as his hands gently kneaded her lower back. “What about you? You know all about me, all about my workplace and what I do. Are you ever going to tell me about you? The real you?”

      His fingers slowed down. “What do you want to know?” He moved away slightly. Nadine turned her head; her eyes fell to his lips, to the way they turned up at the corners when she didn’t know whether he was getting ready to break out into a full-on smile, or give her one of his sexy, smoldering looks. He was too damn sexy, just too damn good-looking. For her.

      “For starters, don’t you have a girlfriend?” she blurted out. He sighed heavily as she realized she had just said something that had annoyed him. She searched his face for possible clues of what it might have been, not realizing that her own doubt was the main culprit.

      “I thought we covered all of that. Zoe is Billy’s girlfriend, not mine.”

      She turned to her side, facing him, and reached out to run her fingers along his lips. “Yes, but you must have been seeing someone.” Why did she sound so needy, so nosey? Part of her couldn’t still accept the fact that he had chosen her.

      “I do have a girlfriend, as of now, and I like to think that maybe it’s you. Nobody else, Nadine. You.” His eyes blazed, as if lit from within, and a small muscle along his jaw twitched involuntarily. He looked angry but he still looked as sexy as hell. And here he was in her bed. Naked. How much better could it get?

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly before she reached over and kissed him. “I let you go once and I don’t want to make the same mistake again. I just wish I knew as much about you as you do about me.”

      “Well.” He kissed her back, and then slipped his hands underneath the comforter again to explore her body slowly with his fingers. “That’s because I got to meet you in your work environment. You put me in the deep end, remember?”

      “Yes but—” Nadine moaned in return. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him. She was still curious, now doubly so, about his work as a male escort and with the dance troupe. Of course, she wanted to know all about his metal sculptures and what exactly it was that he did for a living. But, damn it! They never managed to keep their hands off each other long enough to have a conversation.

      “There’s no rush, is there, Nadine?” His fingers had found a sweet spot and she moved in closer towards him, aching to feel his skin against hers. The delicious feeling deep down in her body spread to each and every point along her skin. Talking was out of the question, for now.

      Ethan murmured low, his lips almost against hers, “You can ask away, and I’ll answer everything but right now…right now…” And before he could finish his sentence, she had moved in for another probing, long, wet kiss.

      The questions would have to wait until later.
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      The next morning, the step back into reality and the working world was not at all appealing.

      Nadine would rather have spent the entire day in bed with Ethan. In fact, the last twenty-four hours had been completely alien to her normal everyday lifestyle. And she had enjoyed every second of it.

      No sooner had she stepped into the office than she was immediately summoned to a meeting with Michael Zimmerman. He greeted her cordially and she noticed he looked more than a little tired.

      “Good to see you again, Nadine,” he said quietly, “Please, take a seat.”

      Nadine sat down as summoned. “Thank you for yesterday,  Michael.” For allowing me the luxury of all day and night sex with Ethan. Instead, she said, “I’m sorry you had to witness that conversation the other day.” She winced, recalling the conversation for the first time since it had happened.

      Ever since she had turned up at Ethan’s workshop, events that had taken place before were a blur, removed from her memory. Her thoughts were now filled with scorching hot images of sex with the man who had made love to her for hours yesterday.

      Compose yourself, Nadine.

      Michael waved his hand. “Let’s not dwell on past things, Nadine. Suffice it to say that Sandra will be away for the next six weeks. I don’t think my actions helped the situation much either.”

      Nadine’s ears pricked up. Michael continued on and spoke in a calm, unhurried manner. “She was Tanya’s boss and I didn’t consult with her regarding finding Tanya’s replacement.” He shrugged his wearied shoulders slowly. “You could say I completely ignored anything she might have had to say about the best person for the job.”

      “I don’t follow,” said Nadine guardedly. Did he regret promoting her?

      “I wouldn’t change anything if I had to do it all over again, Nadine,” he glanced at her reassuringly, “but my head of Human Resources has advised me that it might be better to give her time off with full pay, in light of things.”

      “I still don’t follow.” Nadine sat up in her chair. She definitely wasn’t on the ball this morning. Her powers of concentration were dim and she hadn’t slept much either. It didn’t help that the only thing on her mind right now was sex with Ethan.

      She heard Michael explain, “I would have fired Sandra yesterday, but she reminded me of all the times I had gone over her head and usurped her authority. I haven’t fired her but I have let her have time off. It’s not because of the way she treated you and manipulated things; she’s also not been performing on the work front. Your coming here showed me what a real worker is capable of and that I fell into the trap of allowing some of my most senior managers to get away with things I shouldn’t have.”

      Nadine tried to read between the lines but she was none the wiser.

      “It’s good to have you back, Nadine. You are one person I don’t think I could do without.”

      Maybe Michael Zimmerman just needed to talk things out.

      Nadine let out a deep sigh and allowed herself to breathe again. “That’s good to hear. For a moment there, I thought you were going to give me a leave of absence!” She laughed loudly because what she was saying now sounded ludicrous but it reminded her how vulnerable she still felt and how she wasn’t yet one hundred percent comfortable stepping into her senior role.

      “I see taking time out agrees with you, Nadine. You look different, more rested and somehow, more at peace,” he commented.

      She blushed again, wondering how much difference a day could make. She hoped it wasn’t too obvious what she had been up to for most of yesterday.

      She changed the subject swiftly as she ran her hands over the smooth black leather bound file that lay flat against the table. “If you’re going to take care of Sandra’s workload, I can help out.”

      Michael inhaled deeply and his eyes crinkled at the edges. “I spent most of yesterday going through her files and the projects she was supposed to be working on. I’ll keep an eye on her accounts, but six weeks isn’t that long and she will be back before we know it. I’ve got a lot of other things to think about, to take the company forward,” he said tiredly.

      Nadine waited for him to elaborate and ran her hands over the black leather; it was as smooth as Ethan’s chest had been….her mind started to wander.

      “Let’s just say that there’s a lot of work that needs to be done, that should have been done.” Michael shook his head. “I wonder sometimes if maybe it’s time I stepped down.”

      This frankness was a new side to Michael Zimmerman. It was almost as though he talked to her as an equal, a confidante. Nadine wasn’t sure she was ready for this. She looked at his tired face, hesitantly.

      He chortled more to himself before he turned his attention to her once more. “Frankly, I think I’d get bored, Nadine! I couldn’t play golf all day long. I would drive Dorothy crazy!” Dorothy was his wife and Nadine had yet to meet her.

      “What do you mean, work that should have been done?” asked Nadine quickly, glad to see him return to his usual enthusiastic self.

      “We’re doing well, but I think we’ve become too complacent. We need to go out and claim more of the market. We need to grow.” He tapped the point of his Montblanc pen on the desk. Nadine waited for him to elaborate. “But first we need to find someone to replace you in your old role. HR has drawn up a list of possible candidates and they’ll be in touch with you, to help you through the interview process. Much like Tanya did when she found you.”

      Amid everything that had happened these last few weeks, Nadine hadn’t had time to think about her previous role.

      “I know I’m piling more things on top of your already busy schedule,” he put down his pen and clasped his hands together, “but I’d appreciate it if you could have a look through and start the interview process. Short-list a couple of candidates and then I’ll have an informal talk with them, and we’ll decide from then who to hire. Sound good to you?”

      It sounded perfect to Nadine. She noted that he involved her in the hiring process for the new replacement, something that he hadn’t done with Sandra.

      “We’ll need to move quickly with that, Nadine. I don’t want anything else taking up your time. There’s a lot going on in the company now, and we’re going to get busier. More than anything, I need you to focus on the clients and their campaigns.”

      Nadine nodded; she was more than ready to get to work. It seemed that Michael trusted her judgment and valued her opinion. She had come a long way in her short time here.

      Except that now she had Ethan in her life too. Things were looking rosy for her.

      “Great news about the Flight campaign, by the way.” He beamed with pride when he said it.

      What with Keira’s wedding, Ethan, the marketing convention, and the breakup with Ethan, they had gone live with the Flight campaign too. She hadn’t had time to do an in-depth analysis on it but from the reports from her team, she understood things were developing nicely. “It’s going well, really well,” agreed Nadine, ever one to downplay her successes.

      “Looking ahead, we have to focus on the Noble Vintage account. I met with their people yesterday and despite the bad start, no thanks to Sandra, they’re pleased you’re going to be working with them so closely. They’re aware that you’re handling the Flight campaign and they’re watching it closely. I’ve arranged to take them out to dinner next week, as a sort of feel good, getting-to-know-you-better kind of thing. You’ll be sure to come, won’t you?”

      Nadine nodded without a second thought. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”

      “Good.”
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      Ethan woke up and stared around the tastefully decorated room. He felt strange being in a bed that was not his. He spread his hands behind his head and enjoyed the extra soft and luxurious thick pillows and the feel of the delicate comforter against his naked body. He beamed as he remembered the things they had done lying here together just a few hours ago. Sleep hadn’t been a huge part in any of it. Nadine had woken very early and he had vaguely felt her move out of his arms, but he’d fallen asleep again soon after.

      When he woke up again, it was almost ten o’clock and he was alone in her bed. He wandered around her apartment. It was all he expected it would be. Expensive and chic, yet simple.

      He showered quickly and wrote her a quick note before he headed back to his place to grab a change of clothes. He had woken up today feeling so much brighter than he had yesterday morning.

      The difference today was that he had Nadine back. This one fact alone changed his outlook on everything. He walked, unable to keep the smile off his face, and headed towards the Hayward, where he had a meeting with Douglas. It was also a last chance to see his sculpture as it stood majestically at the gallery, awaiting delivery to the buyer in a few days’ time.

      He arrived at the gallery and headed straight for his sculpture, which had pride of place in one of the first exhibition rooms.

      Douglas was already there. “I don’t know how you managed to do it, but you’ve definitely wowed me, Ethan.” These were welcome words to Ethan’s ears. Douglas shook his hand heartily and turned his attention to the sculpture once more. “I am almost tempted to keep this here,” he murmured. “But I’ve already arranged for delivery and the buyer has paid up now.” He glanced at Ethan and rolled his eyes.

      Just as Ethan had thought, Douglas had fallen in love with the sculpture the moment he had set eyes on it. Not daring to risk another accident after the last one, Douglas had also taken responsibility for transporting the finished model from Ethan’s workshop to the gallery and in a few days’ time, it would be shipped off to the buyer. Ethan had never seen Douglas as enthralled by his work as he had been by this one. He had already commissioned an identical sculpture for permanent display at the Hayward but first Ethan had to finish the piece he was currently working on: a sculpture for display at a gallery in Phoenix.

      “Tell me, what was the inspiration behind this?” Douglas walked around the sculpture with his hands in his pockets. He admired the view of this beautifully constructed model that melded two completely different and unrelated objects so cohesively into one.

      Ethan hesitated. Douglas had no knowledge of his male escort side job. Nor did Ethan want him to know anything. Least of all that his inspiration came from the women he met: the complex yet vulnerable personalities whose stories he listened to and then somehow incorporated into his artwork.

      Ethan weighed up what he could divulge, and then shrugged. “Just watching people and seeing how they interact, seeing the different faces people put on, that kind of thing,” he said, nonchalantly.

      Douglas turned to him in surprise, unsure whether to believe him or not. “I guess artists get their inspiration from all sorts of places.” He gazed thoughtfully at the model. “You’ll need to be able to answer these kinds of questions in your interviews. I have a piece coming up on you in my monthly newsletter next month. I’ve seen the draw this piece has, from the few days it’s been here. It’s one of the reasons I wanted it here before I delivered it to the buyer. You better be ready when word gets out, Ethan. This could be the break you’ve been working so hard for.” Douglas could barely contain his elation.

      Ethan’s eyes glittered. “You really think so?” He didn’t want to raise his hopes up too much.

      “Yes, I do. This could be your lucky break. Though we both know, it’s been more about hard work than luck. Now hurry up and finish what you’re working on so that you can start on my piece. The sooner we get that on permanent display here, the better.”

      Ethan’s heart danced. Although Douglas encouraged him and had helped his career, such high praise from him was rare.

      “You all set for Phoenix?” Douglas referred to the piece Ethan was currently working on.

      Ethan nodded his head, but he had other ideas. “I think I can get your sculpture to you quicker,” he replied. Douglas turned to him with interest.

      “I could make the Phoenix sculpture a lot bigger. Maybe twice as big. It’s eye-catching enough as it is but imagine it being double in size, or even three times.”

      The idea caught Douglas’s imagination. “The gallery in Phoenix is huge and I can convince the owner to let you take one of the bigger rooms too.” He contemplated the idea, his eyes aglow with the thought of what a larger model would look like. He peered closely at the dragonfly’s wings. “Nice piece of work here. Very intricate detailing.”

      Ethan nodded. It had taken him hours to create that level of detail on the dragonfly’s wings.

      “That kind of craftsmanship means you can ask for more. You play your cards right, son, and you’ll be able to command prices you only dreamed of before.”

      Ethan scrubbed his face and blinked. The more he thought about his new idea, the more enthusiastic he became. A bigger model would be breathtaking. The sheer size and scale of it would add another dimension to the entire piece.

      “So the one I’m working on right now will be yours.” Ethan ran things over in his head.

      Douglas drew in his breath sharply, “If you can get it done, then all the better. But do you have time? And how exactly will you create something double the size in your workshop? Unless—” His shining eyes twinkled. “You can work here. We have plenty of space in the basement! We can create a buzz around you, saying the Hayward has the current hottest new artist working in-house on a piece commissioned for the gallery. It fits together perfectly. What a splendid idea! I wish I’d thought of it myself.” His excitement got the better of him and he thumped Ethan on the back in glee. “Can you do it in time, though? Phoenix is at the end of September.”

      Ethan shook his head. He’d been working it out. He had about ten weeks but he could do it, although it would be tight. First he would finish the model in his workshop, now for Douglas. Then he would work flat-out, moving to the basement at the Hayward and completing the bigger sculpture in time for the exhibition. It was doable. If he did this and nothing else.

      Reading his mind, Douglas ventured, “I’ll give you a bigger advance up front, to buy your materials. Don’t worry about transportation. Phoenix is a long way away, and I’ll take care of all
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