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			Chapter 1

			“Nina!”

			Nina shook her head and cursed silently. Now, what did she want? Had she left a speck of dust? Mrs. Wills was surely out of her mind if she thought there was any dirt left in this house. Nina was good at her job. She’d been taught how to clean by generations of hard-working women. It was less than likely she had missed anything. More than likely, it was Mrs. Wills’ obsessive-compulsive disorder acting up again. If anything was even an inch out of place, that woman went into her emotional tirades.

			Nina almost felt sorry for Phillip Wills. He had taken his mom into his house to care for her when no one else would. Granted, Phillip Wills could more than afford any kind of living facility for his mother. He was a self-made millionaire who worked hard to keep his family well taken care of. The self-proclaimed bachelor had made it a point to put his siblings through college and pay for his mother’s lifestyle as well. 

			Was he a saint? Not by a long shot. Even though he had strong family values, the man had sworn off any serious relationship, choosing to have quite a string of willing women on his arms. It wasn’t that Nina cared what he did. She would never have known, really, for she had very little interaction with her employer. It was his mother that was constantly complaining about it, and not quietly. There was nothing quiet about that woman, who spent the better part of her day talking as loudly as she could. Sometimes Nina thought it was because she was lonely. Other times, she was fairly certain she did it because she was annoyed with the help that Phillip kept hiring to look after her. 

			Nina sighed. None of this was her concern. Her job was to clean—that was it. It might not be the most prestigious job, but it paid her bills and gave her enough freedom to start thinking about what she might actually like to do with her future. Nina was only twenty-five, but she felt so much older inside. Having taken her time to put herself through school, she was now trying to pay off the loans she had to sign for just to do that. Years ago, that would have been much easier, but the economy had changed, and the banks had become greedy. Interest had gone up by the time she actually graduated. When she entered college, she had been full of dreams of a life infinitely better than the one she’d been trapped in for so long. Too bad those dreams were slowly fading as the reality of being an adult had hit hard core.

			Walking into the large parlor, Nina found Mrs. Wills sitting in the wheelchair, which she occupied most of her day. She felt sorry for the woman, as her aging bones sometimes made it difficult for her to walk. Nina always thought that if her personal health assistant would get her out of the chair more often, her life would improve, but none of them ever seemed to care about that. They were more interested in attracting her son’s attention. It was sickening, really. Nina wondered where he was finding these women. Were they strippers? They seemed to know much more about filing their nails and checking their makeup than actually taking the woman’s pulse.

			Nina knelt down before Mrs. Wills. She had trouble with her hearing, even though her eyesight was like that of a hawk. “How may I help you, Mrs. Wills?”

			“Be a dear, Nina. Please move the book on that shelf over just a hair. I’m sure it’s out of place. You know how Phillip likes to keep his books orderly.”

			Right. That was exactly what he was concerned with after a long day in meetings and conferences at his firm because he made a bee line to the study first thing. Nina took a deep breath and tried to calm the irritation that was trying to rear its ugly head. It was always something with her. Move this, dust that, this is out of place, that needs to be turned a hair. Fighting the urge to shake the woman before her, she nodded politely and stood to fulfill her task. As she raised her hand to move over the book as requested, she heard Mrs. Wills clear her throat, which told her the woman was still not satisfied. She turned to look at her, awaiting the next menial task.

			“The one on the top shelf needs to be moved over a hair to the right. It’s out of order completely.” Her blue eyes seemed to almost have a mischievous glow. 

			Nina started to wonder if this was some kind of game. While she wanted to tell her that she had work to do, Nina knew this was probably the only real interaction the woman got, considering how no one ever seemed to talk to her during the day. Nina felt sorry for her, really. Her white hair was short with tight fluffy curls that reminded her of her grandmother, even though Mrs. Wills was only in her sixties. The diabetes and arthritis were both debilitating for her. Both had to be managed more than most. Nina was convinced that while she was getting her medications daily, the physical therapy had been missing for quite some time. She wished the woman would speak up and tell her son. 

			“Did you hear me, child?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Taking a deep breath, Nina moved the book even though doing so now put the alphabetical order totally askew. Tomorrow, Mrs. Wills would realize this and call her in to change it again. Game, set, match. Nina fell for it every time. Could she blame her, though? This was probably the only entertainment the woman got. Of course, she had no idea what happened when Phillip came home. Most of the time, she left just as he was arriving. Even when he had hired her, the man barely had three words for her. He was either still working in his head or already planning to head out for the night. The fact that the women taking care of his mother seemed to disappear upstairs with him usually confirmed her opinion of him. He worked hard and played harder. 

			“Thank you. That’s much better.” 

			“You’re welcome. Is there anything else?”

			“I don’t suppose you’ve seen my reading glasses have you?”

			Nina smiled at her. Her glasses were where she always kept them, nestled in between the curls at the top of her head. She was fairly certain the woman knew that too. Mrs. Wills often pretended to be feebler than she was. Sometimes Nina thought the woman was just lonely. The companions that Phillip had hired to take care of her were always lurking somewhere in the corner, and while they were perfectly capable of assisting the older lady with her concerns, they seemed to tune her out. Nina might not like helping her, but seeing the others doing absolutely nothing to keep her happy made her feel sad for the woman. The current one was nowhere to be found, which was probably why Mrs. Wills had called her into the room in the first place.

			When she reached over to retrieve her glasses, she pulled them gently from her head and handed them to her. “Do you need anything else?”

			A sad look passed over Mrs. Wills’ face. “No, dear. I’ll not keep you from your work.”

			Well, that certainly would have been nice to have thought of before she yelled across the house for her. The uncharitable thought made her blush slightly. No matter how much the woman seemed to push her buttons, she reminded her of her family that was long gone. Nina would give anything to have her grandmother back in her life. While her mother had never been part of the picture, her grandmother had been the only real parent she had ever known. 

			“Tell you what, Mrs. Wills. When I am done with my shift, how about we go outside for a sit?” 

			The woman looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “You know I can’t walk.”

			Nina looked at Mrs. Wills and smiled. She was fairly certain the woman could walk just fine. While her arthritis was hard to handle some days, she was able to do much more than she showed to the world. One time she had seen her walking across her room faster than Nina could. Maybe that had been a good day, but she was pretty sure the woman used her wheelchair as a crutch. “I’m sure I can push you outside.”

			“I don’t know. It might be cold outside.”

			Nina snorted despite herself. They lived in California. How cold could it be? “I’ll bring a blanket.”

			“Perhaps.”

			Were her eyes watering? Nina couldn’t help but wonder when the last time was that the woman had gone outside. If Mrs. Wills were her loved one, she would have fired that lazy twat who spent more time on her phone somewhere else in the house than actually spending time with her charge. Part of her wanted to give Mr. Wills a piece of her mind, but Nina did not want to rock the boat. She needed this job. Her college loans would not pay themselves, and cleaning this house was a lot better than turning tricks on a corner, something her drug addict mother had done for as long as she could remember. Nina hadn’t seen her since the last time her grandmother had kicked her out of their house. Nina had been five at the time. Sometimes she wondered where her mother was and what she was doing with her life. Other times, she wished she could forget the woman ever existed.

			“All right, Mrs. Wills. I’m going to go finish up. I’ll check back in with you later, dear.”

			She returned to her tasks for the day. Today she was doing a thorough cleaning of the bathrooms. Nina did this at least twice a week, even though most of them were never in use. She couldn’t help thinking how pointless it was to have ten bathrooms in one house. How wasteful. If she had a house, it wouldn’t need to be this large. Her dreams were small, really, for she didn’t see anyone else in her future. She’d be happy with a small condo with a kitchen large enough for her to eat in, two bedrooms, two baths, and one office. It wasn’t like she wanted something gigantic like this place. This was the largest house she’d ever seen. Nina wasn’t sure if it classified as a mansion, but to her, it would always seem that way. Her studio apartment was the size of the smallest closet in this place.

			When she finally cleaned the last bathroom for the day, she was ready to see if Mrs. Wills was ready to go outside. As she made her way back to the parlor room, she found the older woman was no longer there. Maybe she had decided to rest in her room. Nina was conflicted. Part of her felt the need to check in on her. The other wanted to get home as soon as humanly possible. She was ready to unwind for the night. Maybe open a bottle of wine and treat herself to a pizza. 

			She opened the front door and started to walk out, not seeing the man entering. Her face collided with a sturdy chest, and she tried to throw her hands up to stop herself but only ended up grazing his crotch. Nina was mortified when she looked up to see his grinning face. 

			“Oh, excuse me, Mr. Wills. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to....oh my god!”

			Phillip Wills looked as if he were having a merry joke at her expense. “Fondle me?”

			Nina’s breath caught in her throat. “I did no such thing. There was no groping. I—”

			“Ms. Jones, I’m teasing you.” His expression turned serious. “Leaving for the day?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Phillip,” he corrected her.

			“Sorry?” Nina blinked in confusion.

			“I have enough, yes sirs, at the office. Here, I just want to be Phillip.”

			Was he flirting with her? Nina knew she was not on her game these days. She hadn’t been on a date for almost a year. Men her age were nothing but trouble. Half of them wanted a future but were not willing to put the time in. Nina was not an easy lay, something that turned most men away. She had given up on the market for awhile, not wanting to rely on any man to take care of her. She wanted to be able to support herself. 

			“Did you need anything else, Mr. Wills?”

			His eyes flashed slightly, but he didn’t correct her. “No, I suppose not.”

			Nina almost breathed a sigh of relief when he stepped out of the way. As she left the building, she could have sworn his eyes were glued to her ass. She didn’t bother to turn around to confirm it. She knew Phillip Wills was a playboy at heart. Thankfully, she was not his type.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Nina walked out to her car and quickly hopped inside. All the while, her thoughts turned back to her boss. She knew she shouldn’t be thinking about him, but the minute her hand had grazed against him, something inside her seemed to spring to life. She was instantly curious as to what was beneath the clothing. “Damn it, Nina. Get it together, girl.”

			She couldn’t help it, though. Maybe it was because it had been almost an eternity since the last time she’d had sex. It wasn’t something she gave away easily. She had learned long ago that putting out for a guy didn’t necessarily earn a woman respect. If anything, it had the opposite effect. Men were willing to wine and dine her, maybe for the first few dates, pretending to be some super gentleman in a world filled with creeps. The moment she finally gave in, that was when it all changed. Then they started to expect it at any turn, just because she had caved in one time.

			Sex wasn’t something Nina enjoyed. She wanted to, but no man had ever been able to feed the need inside her. Some had tried but had only ended up disappointing her. Her lack of enthusiasm with them might be the reason they didn’t want to settle down. There had been one man a few years ago who had actually managed to crack her code, but he had been much older than her and married. That was something she had found out after the fact. It was a shame, too, because he actually knew what he was doing. Maybe that was something that came with age.

			Nina couldn’t help wondering if Phillip Wills were the same. He was about ten years older than her and seemed to have a new woman on his arm every other weekend. Not to mention the health aids he screwed on the side. Did that mean he really knew how to please a woman, or were they simply looking for a free ride from him? In more ways than one.

			Nina conjured up an image of her boss, naked as the day he was born. When she had run into him, she could feel the muscles hidden beneath the suit he wore like an outer armor. What would it feel like to run her fingers along the heat of his flesh? While her hand had barely brushed up against his crotch, she could already imagine how large he was when he was fully aroused. 

			She shuddered slightly and shook her head. “Get a grip, Nina.”

			“Do you always talk to yourself?”

			His words made her jump unexpectedly, causing her hand to slam against the horn, which now blared annoyingly. She jerked her hand away and fought the urge to glare at him. “Mr. Wills.”

			“Phillip,” he corrected her.

			“Can I help you?” She still refused to give in to his request. If she didn’t use his name at all, then she could work around it. Nina wasn’t sure why she felt the need to keep it so professional. Maybe because she didn’t want to give him the wrong idea. She wasn’t like the other women he employed. Nina wasn’t likely to fall into his arms so easily.

			He looked as if he were trying to come up with a good explanation. “My mother asked me to give you this. She seems to think you can fix it. If it’s not something you can do, I can have someone else do it, but when she gets an idea in her head....”

			Nina looked at the small cloth bag he held in his hands. Funny, she had never seen Mrs. Wills with it before. “What’s wrong with it?”

			“It has a tear in the bottom. I’d buy her a new one, but it’s quite sentimental.” He favored her with what he must have thought was an attractive smile. 

			It wouldn’t work on her, though—at least, that was what she told herself. She reached her hand through the open window and retrieved the bag. Turning it over in her hand, she saw what looked more like a cut than wear and tear. Had someone cut this on purpose? She nibbled her bottom lip thoughtfully before looking up at him. His eyes had darkened and were now trained on her mouth. “I can probably fix it. I’ll bring it back tomorrow.”

			“Thank you. I’ll make sure to pay you for your time.”

			“It’s not necessary. Your mother is a sweet woman. I’m happy to help her.”

			He looked taken aback as if no one had ever referred to his mother in such a way. “Yes, I suppose she is. She’s quite fond of you.”

			Nina waved his words away. She didn’t want to have a personal conversation with him. It took every fiber of her being to redirect the conversation. His charm was palpable, and Nina would resist it at all costs. “If you don’t mind, I have some errands to run. I’ll make sure to get this mended as soon as possible.”

			“Thank you, Nina.”

			A blush filled her face. Was that the first time he had used her first name? Nina was surprised he even knew it. Most of the time, he barely even spoke to her. She quickly retrieved the first response that came to mind. “Any time.”

			His lips curled into a smile as if he had found some other meaning inside them. “Good night, Nina.”

			“Good night, Mr. Wills.” She purposely threw out his surname to annoy him. He was making himself far too familiar with her. Nina looked up to find the health worker standing inside the doorway. “Have fun with Melanie.”

			“I’m sorry?” He looked confused for a moment.

			“Her.” Nina nodded to the blonde, who had now unbuttoned the top two buttons of her shirt. “She looks more than ready for your...um...conference, is it?”

			Phillip looked back to the blonde, and a rueful smile passed over his face. When he turned back to her, he winked at her. “She never stops, that one.”

			Nina blanched at his words. She wanted to call him a pig, to slap him in the face for being such a womanizer, but she could not afford to lose her job. Then she realized he was goading her. Nina did the opposite of what she was tempted to do. “Have fun. I’ve got a...conference...myself.”

			His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Ms. Jones...I’m surprised.”

			“Don’t be.” Nina jerked her head in the air before she started her car, then pushed the button on the door to raise the windows. Thankfully, Phillip stepped away from the car, allowing her to back up before her mouth could get her in any more trouble. She had lied to him. There was no secret tryst with any man. Just a date with the same man she always saw. Her cat. 

			Nina nibbled her bottom lip and wondered what it might be like to let herself do something crazy for a change. Nothing like sleeping with her boss, but maybe it was time to look for some excitement somewhere. Her life was certainly lacking that at the moment. Was she a prude? No. But she did have standards for herself. She didn’t want to turn out like her mother, a woman whose life had been defined by her sexual encounters. Sex was pretty much all her mother knew. Nina wanted to know so much more about the world than that, to know she had worth outside of her sexual appeal. 

			Nina saw Phillip in her rearview mirror. As he slid his arm over the blonde’s ass, she knew her assumptions were real. He was about to hook up with her before doing who knows what else with some other woman that night. Must be nice to live so carefree, so far from the consequences of his actions. How many women had he gone through in the past year? Each one of the attractive women he’d hired for his mother had turned into women that were so clingy he could have thrown them up at a window, and they would have stayed up there for hours at a time. 

			What did she care, though? His actions didn’t have anything to do with her. He was a grown-ass man. His consequences were his and his alone to deal with. The only person who ended up getting hurt was his mother. The poor thing had no consistent care, nor did she have anyone who seemed to care about her. Although, she was sure that Phillip did care about her. He just got caught up in pursuing the life he’d always had.

			Nina wondered if the man had ever been told no in his life. She imagined his mother might have told him a time or two, but from where she was standing, it looked like he got away with pretty much anything he wanted. Must be nice to live in that kind of world. From where she stood, Nina had heard no many more times than she’d ever heard yes. She had to fight to get into college, taking her entrance exams several times just to get her score high enough for them to even consider her. Then she had fought tooth and nail to finish her business degree, but by that time, she had so much debt that she had to work whatever job she could find. As a woman, she had a much harder time going up against a male who was a few years younger than her who had been able to intern in a large company. Many of them had ins she would never have, all because she was born without a penis. 

			Did that mean she gave up? Never. While working during the day, she continued to take a few courses to help her further her degree. One class at a time, Nina was determined to get her master’s degree in technology this time. If she could achieve that, she would be a double threat, making her even more marketable in her profession. She wanted to find a job that would let her work remotely from home. The less she had to deal with people, generally, the happier she was. That was probably because her grandmother had been such a home body. The trait had rubbed off on her, which might be one reason she didn’t interview well. It was like she could see through the bull shit smoke screen in any interview. By law, most companies had to at least interview women. That didn’t mean they had to actually hire them. And Nina never dressed the part, she supposed. Heels weren’t in her arsenal, mostly because the good ones were way too expensive. Such was life, though.

			“Girl, you gotta get out of your head.” She rolled her eyes. Maybe she was pathetic. Here she was, talking to herself again. Nina sighed. “At least I’ve always got me.”

			True. That was the only person she could count on now. 

			She looked down at the bag and realized she did not have the right color thread to fix it. The bright blue canvas would not look right with the black and white thread she had at home. Nina groaned. “Figures.”

			Now she would have to make a trip to the store before she went home. Nothing was ever easy, was it? She resigned herself to her fate. Shopping at this hour was going to be a hair-raising event, seeing as how everyone had just left work for the day. They would all be doing their shopping at the same time. Ah well. As long as she was heading out, she’d pick up some food to take back with her. So at least, there was that. She’d make sure to get enough, so she didn’t have to cook tomorrow either. That meant either Chinese or Italian. Either one sounded good right about now.
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