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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Mia

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm so late. My stupid GPS took me to the wrong address and now I'm so late for my first day of work. I didn't realize the office that I'll be temping at is on an actual island. The temp agency was less than helpful, then I had to wait for the drawbridge to lower between Hibiscus Harbor and Hibiscus Island.

      I stop at the entrance of the unassuming one-story building and take a deep breath. "Okay, Mia. You've got this. Walk in and be confident in yourself and your abilities. You're smart and capable." I give myself a little pep talk in the reflection of the dark window tint of the front door.

      It's a breezy day on Hibiscus Island. The ocean breeze seems to ward off some of the humidity that I can feel inland. When I moved from Knoxville to Hibiscus Harbor, I was not prepared for the humidity. Neither was my hair. Florida is no joke. The humidity is for real.

      I grab the handle to the door of Hibiscus Island Country Club and pull, and nothing happens. Great, they’re closed. I pull again to make sure, and the sign on the door catches my eye: 'Push'. Idiot. Great way to make a good first impression.

      I push the door open and walk into an empty front lobby. There's a large empty reception desk, some guest chairs, a pedestal with a model boat under glass in the center of the room, frosted windowed doors to the side to what I assume are the interior offices, art on the walls of hibiscus flowers in all different colors, and the phone ringing off the hook.

      "Hello?" I call out, but I don't hear anyone. "Hello?" I call out again.

      The phone stops ringing for a second and then starts again. Multiple lines are ringing now, and it seems no one is around to answer them. I guess that’s why I’m here.

      On the front of the reception desk is the logo of the Hibiscus Island Country Club. I'm in the right office and I'm supposed to be temping for the receptionist that's going on maternity leave soon, so I suppose I should answer the phone.

      I walk around the reception desk and grab the ringing phone. "Hibiscus Island Country Club. This is Mia. Please hold." I grab the other four lines and answer the same way as I put my purse and lunchbox down and find a pen and notepad. I quickly take messages for all five lines when an older woman, probably in her mid-sixties with white hair, comes out of the side door.

      "Please tell me your name is Mia." She pleads with me as I hang up the phone. They've all finally stopped ringing.

      Nodding, "Yes. I'm Mia. You must be Mrs. Wilcox." I walk around the desk to shake her hand. "The phones wouldn't stop ringing, so I took the liberty of taking down messages. I hope that was okay."

      Mrs. Wilcox shakes my hand. "Yes, thank you. I couldn't get off the phone with one of our members. Lily went into labor this morning, so I'm afraid it's all hands-on deck. She was supposed to train you, but I'll do the best I can. I have a pretty full day today, though, as Mr. Gallo will be here later this afternoon."

      "Is that the manager of the club?" I ask.

      "No, he's the owner."

      "The owner of the entire country club? Impressive."

      "No, dear. He’s the owner of the island." Mrs. Wilcox answers quickly. "Now, under the keyboard is the login and passwords to Lily's computer. You'll have to use hers until IT gets you set up. They'll be contacting you later this morning to do that, and it looks like you know how to use the phones. That's good. For today, just try to keep up with the phones and the mail. I'll be at my desk behind those doors, all the way down the hall. My extension is five hundred. Lunch is at noon. Any questions?"

      "He owns the entire island?" That's all I heard her say.

      She smiles. "Several, along with several corporations and charities. We handle all his business from this office. Any other questions?"

      The phone on my desk starts to ring again. "No. I think I've got it. Thank you, Mrs. Wilcox." I pick up the ringing phone and answer, "Hibiscus Island Country Club. This is Mia."

      I watch Mrs. Wilcox smile at me, turn, and scurry back behind the frosted glass doors.
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        * * *

      

      The morning has flown by. I've found that Lily, the receptionist I'm replacing while on maternity leave, was extremely prepared as she notated everything that needs to get done and how to do it. IT came and set me up with my own login credentials and now I'm sitting behind the reception desk, starving.

      I call Mrs. Wilcox and she answers on the first ring. "Everything okay?"

      "Yes, but I was wondering what I do with the phones during lunch. I'm starving."

      "Is it that time already? Oh… it is, okay. Send the phone calls to the answering service. You can eat lunch outside by the water. There are picnic tables out there or we have a kitchen in the back, behind the accounting department. Through the double doors, down the hall to the left and then down that hall. Anyone can direct you if you get lost."

      "Thank you, Mrs. Wilcox." I hang up the phone and send the lines to the answering service.

      I decide to eat in the kitchen as the picnic tables are probably still wet from the rain earlier this morning, so I make my way down the hall and promptly get lost. I can't remember which way she told me to go. The offices and cubicles are all ultramodern and the office is full, but there's barely a peep of noise except for the tapping of keyboards.

      "Lost?" a man about my age asks from the desk next to where I’m standing, trying to figure out which way to go.

      I laugh. "Is it that obvious?"

      He looks at my lunchbox and stands up. "Yes. Here, I'll show you to the kitchen. I'm Rick."

      "Thank you, Rick. I'm Mia. I'm temping while Lily is on maternity leave."

      "I'm in accounting. Boring, I know. But it pays the bills." Rick says as I follow him down two more hallways and into the kitchen. "Voila! Kitchen."

      The kitchen is completely stocked with two giant refrigerators and two freezers, every appliance you could think of, and booths like at a restaurant. The booths overlook the floor to ceiling windows out to the ocean. "Wow. It's huge in here."

      Rick looks around at the other employees eating lunch. "Yeah. We're kind of spoiled here, aren't we?"

      I laugh, "Yeah. Kinda. The last place I temped at, I had to eat in my car behind a tire shop. This is paradise."

      "Wow. That would suck. Where was that?" Rick follows me to a booth and sits down across from me.

      "No place you'd know. I just moved here from Knoxville." I tell him as I unpack my peanut butter and jelly sandwich and my apple slices.

      "Never been. Mind if I join you?" He doesn't wait for an answer and runs to one of the refrigerators and grabs his lunch and a banana from the fruit bowl on the counter. "I was born and raised here in Hibiscus Harbor."

      "Never lived anywhere else?" I ask him in between bites of my sandwich.

      "Never left. What more could you want? Hibiscus Harbor is great. It's across the bridge from Hibiscus Island where we work, it has a top-notch university, a few great restaurants and bars, a stellar hospital, and me. What else is there?" We both laugh at his joke. "So, how did you find our little slice of heaven from Knoxville?"

      I swallow my bite and wipe my face with my napkin. "Well, I was looking for a new start, so I closed my eyes, spun around twice, and pointed to the map. I found Hibiscus Harbor. And here I am."

      He looks at me with raised eyebrows. "I think there's more to that story. Don't worry. You don't have to tell me right now. You can tell me when we go to Hooplas this Friday night. What do you say? You seem like a fun gal, and my boyfriend and I plan to go on Friday. Let's go out and I'll show you around paradise."

      "Sure. My only plans were to unpack my boxes, but those can wait. Sounds like fun."

      Suddenly, the kitchen erupts in a lot of commotion. People are packing up their lunches, cleaning up their messes and scurrying out of the room. Rick looks around and follows suit. "Lunch is over. Let's go!"

      I watch him grab everything off our table and throw away our trash. "What's happening?" I ask him as he grabs the last of my sandwich from my hands and throws it in the trash.

      "Mr. Gallo's in the building. Back to your desk. I'll call you later. Go down that hallway, turn right and go out the door and you'll bypass him on your way back to your desk. I’ll see you later." He disappears and I can't help but walk as quickly as possible to my desk feeling the urgency but not understanding it.

      What's up with everyone being afraid of Mr. Gallo? Is he a tyrant? I hope not. I can't go through that again.

      I make it to the front desk without seeing the infamous Mr. Gallo.

      “There you are! I’ve been waiting out here for someone to help me. What kind of customer service is that?” A tall, leggy blonde woman asks me as I round my desk. She’s wearing a lot of perfume, but I can tell it’s the expensive kind. Did she bathe in the stuff?

      “My apologies. It’s my first day and I was at lunch. How can I help you?” I say as I sit down at my desk.

      “You cannot possibly help me. Get Mrs. Wilcox out here. Now!” She demands as she points with her bright red fingernail on the countertop in front of me. “You know what? Never mind. I know Ian’s here. I’ll just go back there myself.”

      I start to chase her to the frosted glass doors. “You can’t go in there. How about I just call Mrs. Wilcox?” I try to direct her back to my desk.

      She laughs but it comes across as a sneer, “Do you know who I am?” She sounds affronted.

      I shake my head, “No, I’m sorry I don’t. Like I said earlier, today is my first day here.”

      Still standing by the frosted doors, she shakes her head at me as if I’m nothing but a bug for her to squish. “I’m Ian’s girlfriend, for the record.” She throws the door open and starts down the hallway to what I presume is Mr. Gallo’s office and I’m at a loss of what to do. Do I chase her? Do I call Mrs. Wilcox and warn her? Is she really Mr. Gallo’s girlfriend?

      I decide to call Mrs. Wilcox and dial her extension and interrupt her when she answers. “There’s a lady on her way back. I tried to stop her. I’m so sorry.”

      “Hello Mackenzie. Mr. Gallo isn’t in right now.” Mrs. Wilcox says to our visitor even though she’s still on the phone with me.

      “Mrs. Wilcox. I know he’s here. I saw his car in the parking lot. I’ll just poke my head in.” I can hear Mackenzie say.

      With the calmest voice, Mrs. Wilcox says, “No, you won’t, Mackenzie. Like I told you. Mr. Gallo isn’t in right now. I’ll be happy to give him a message.”

      I’m eavesdropping now and probably should hang up, but I don’t. I want to hear Mrs. Wilcox kick this lady out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Ian

          

        

      

    

    
      As I enter my country club, I see Lily isn’t at her desk. She must be at lunch or in the bathroom. The woman was about to pop the last time I saw her a week ago. I suppose there will be someone new at the desk soon.

      I make my way through the frosted glass double doors towards my office. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a lot of scurrying around, but I hear almost nothing but keyboards. Sometimes I think that the staff just bang on their keyboards to make it look like they’re working.

      It’s not as if I’m a monster or a tyrant, but I expect my staff to work hard and efficiently. I pay them well enough to expect that out of them.

      “Mr. Gallo. Welcome back. How was your weekend in the Bahamas?” Mrs. Wilcox asks me as I walk past her desk into my office.

      “It was nice. My father always enjoys it when both his sons go fishing with him. Especially when it’s Father’s Day.” I take the messages from her outstretched hand and start reading through them.

      “Very nice.”

      “How are things here?” I toss most of the messages in the trash and keep only the ones that are important to me.

      “Steady as a ship. Would you like some coffee?” She offers.

      “Yes, Mrs. Wilcox. Thank you.”

      She leaves my office as I wake up my computer and see that I have over five hundred emails waiting for me. That’s the downside of taking two days off to go fishing. Work is always there, waiting for me when I return. It’s why I hardly take the time off, but it was for my father, so it’s worth it.

      “Here you go, Mr. Gallo.” Mrs. Wilcox brings in my coffee as we both stare at my ringing phone.

      My desk phone never rings unless it’s Mrs. Wilcox calling me. Everyone that I want to have access to me calls me on my cell phone. I don’t even know the number to my office to even give it out to anyone.

      “Yes?” I answer on the speakerphone as Mrs. Wilcox is standing right there.

      “Um… you’re not Mrs. Wilcox.” A female voice says over the speaker.

      “You’re right.”

      “Who is this?” she asks, sounding perturbed.

      “Who is this?”

      “I asked first.” She replies, laughing.

      “Mia. You called Mr. Gallo’s line. My extension is five hundred. I’ll call you when I get back to my desk.”

      “Oh, my god. I’m so sorry.” She says and hangs up.

      “Who’s Mia?” I ask Mrs. Wilcox, noting the wrinkle between her eyebrows, showing her displeasure at the mistake Mia made by calling my extension.

      “Our new receptionist. Temporary receptionist. Lily had her baby this morning.”

      I turn to look at her. “Isn’t that early?”

      “Actually, no. She was due two weeks ago.”

      “Ah. Did I send her anything?”

      Mrs. Wilcox smiles, “You sent flowers this morning to the hospital, and you bought a stroller as a gift.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wilcox. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      She smiles. “Let’s hope you never have to find out.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey big brother. What’s happening?” My irritating brother, Sawyer, asks when I call him.

      “Just wondering what you’re doing Saturday night.” I have an ulterior motive for calling him, but since everything is about him, I learned a long time ago to always start a conversation talking about him.

      “I’m not going to that gala in Washington D.C. for you, if that’s what you’re calling to ask me to do. That’s for sure.”

      He’s on to me. “I really don’t want to go, dude.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have RSVP’d and made a big ass donation to the charity. Besides, Maria will make it worth your while if you want her to and pay her enough.” He laughs.

      “You know she’s not like that, man. Be more respectful.” I snap at him. I hate when he talks about my professional date like that. Maria makes good money being my date to functions like this one, but there’s been nothing romantic or unprofessional between us. She strictly helps me keep the leeches away and allows me to do business at these functions. Her talents are worth their weight in gold.

      “Sorry,” he says, not sounding sorry at all. “Anyway, I have a thing in Atlanta for Mom’s charity, so I can’t cover for you.”

      “Well, it was worth a try, at least.” I resign myself to having to fly to Washington this week and then spend half of next week in Seattle. Being the CEO of Gallo Enterprises means I’m needed and wanted everywhere at the same time. It can be exhausting, but I love every second.

      “Hey, I saw that your number four on the Most Eligible Bachelor’s list again. You just can’t seem to break the top three.” He teases.

      “Ugh, that list is so useless and causes more problems. I’ve already received three texts from three exes trying to hook back up.”

      Sawyer laughs, “Serves you right for making it known you’re single.”

      “I didn’t make it known. Mom did.”

      “Yeah, she really wants grandkids.” He laughs. “Sounds like a job for the firstborn.”

      “Well, she can look to you for them because I’m too busy keeping this company growing. Besides, I can’t seem to find anyone that doesn’t just want my money.”

      “That’s the beauty of it all, brother. Stop looking for forever and just enjoy yourself.”

      I shake my head, “Sawyer the playboy. Isn’t that what the tabloids call you nowadays?”

      “Yep, and I own that shit.”

      “Okay. I’ve gotta go. Will I see you at Hooplas this week?”

      “Yeah. I plan to stop by on Friday. You?”

      “No. I have to be in Washington by then. I may reach out to Garrett to see if he’s gonna be there on Wednesday.”

      “Okay. Have fun. Talk to you soon.”

      “Yep.” I hang up the phone. “Mrs. Wilcox,” I say into the intercom on my desk, “I’m going to Washington and to the charity gala. Can you please arrange a date for me?”

      “Of course, Mr. Gallo. Will Maria be sufficient?” She asks.

      “Yes, if she’s available.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, Mr. Gallo.”

      I really would rather not have to find a date for these events because there are always expectations afterwards and I’d rather not have to worry about that. Maria, being a professional, is well aware of the expectations at these events and is compensated generously for her services. It just makes attending these types of functions easier.

      “Mr. Gallo, Maria is available and will meet you at your hotel Saturday evening before the event.” Mrs. Wilcox says.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wilcox.” I tell her as I walk by her desk. “I’m going over to the Marketing department. I’ll be right back.”

      I don’t hear or see her response, but I don’t need to. She knows how to get a hold of me if she needs me. On my way back, I can hear her even before I see her. Mackenzie Laughlin. The uber-bitch of all the uber-bitches and she’s fighting with Mrs. Wilcox.

      Even though Mrs. Wilcox is older than her by at least thirty years, my money would be on Mrs. Wilcox.

      “Mackenzie. What are you doing here?”

      I can see her fake façade slip in place as soon as she sees me. “Ian, baby. I’m so glad you’re back from your trip. How was it? Did you catch anything?” She slides up along side of me and puts her hand on my chest like she owns me. She’d like to own me, but that will never happen. Again.

      I pull her hand and her talons off me. “What are you doing here, Mackenzie? I’m working.” Deciding not to go back into my office because Makenzie will just follow me in there, I start towards the front entrance… essentially walking her out.

      “I just wanted to see you, that’s all. I missed you.” She mewls and it’s like nails on a chalkboard.

      Holding the door open to the lobby, I follow her through and over to the exterior doors. “Thanks for stopping by Mackenzie.” I try to end it there, but of course she’s not done with me. One night I had too much to drink and I slept with her. One time and I’ve been paying for it ever since. That damned article isn’t helping, either.

      “When will I see you again?” She whines.

      I shake my head, “Not sure, but I’ve got to get back to work.” I’m polite only because her parents and mine are friends.

      “Maybe we can have dinner one night this week.” She doesn’t ask, but states it like it’s going to happen.

      “Not sure. I’ve got a lot going on.” I look at my watch for dramatics. “I’ve got a meeting. Good-bye Mackenzie.” I turn and go back through the frosted glass doors hoping that’s the last I’ll see of her but knowing she’s not getting the hint. I may have to spell it out for her soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Mia

          

        

      

    

    
      Since leaving Knoxville and starting my life over here in Hibiscus Harbor, I’ve decided to give this my all. I want to set down some roots, which is something I’ve never had in my life. Getting involved with the community, volunteering some place, and meeting new people are first on my list. Unpacking the handful of boxes around me is currently at the bottom of the list. I have unpacked the important stuff. My crochet needles and yarn. I love the idea of creating something out of nothing.

      I’ve been strolling through the chamber of commerce website to see what Hibiscus Harbor has to offer when I see a notice for a kickball league. Perfect! I have almost zero coordination, but I can certainly kick a ball. I hope.

      Practice starts on Wednesday this week after work, so this activity will be exactly what I’m looking for. And the name of the team is adorable. The Bad News Babes.

      I print out the paperwork and write a check for the fees. The office is on my way to work so I can drop if off in the morning.

      Now to find some place to volunteer. I wonder if the animal shelter is looking for people. I don’t mind cleaning up poop and walking dogs as long as I get to play with them and give them love. I know what it feels like to be unwanted. My time in foster care taught me that even though no one wants you, you still have value, even if only to yourself.

      I click on the animal shelter website and see that they need volunteers, so I sign up for the once-a-week slot.

      With that all taken care of, I look around my one-room apartment and decide to make my lunch for tomorrow and dinner for tonight. Tuna fish for dinner sounds fancy. Peanut butter and jelly for lunch tomorrow. I can do this living on my own thing. Who needs a boyfriend that cheats every chance he gets?

      Ever since leaving foster care, all I ever wanted was to have friends and a family of my own. The kind like you see on television with the happy family, neighborhood picnics, PTA meetings, and family vacations.

      I went straight from foster care to James. He moved me in, and we dated for a few years. I thought we were building a life together like the one I’ve always dreamed of, but I kept missing the signs of him cheating on me until one day I walked into our apartment and saw his naked ass doing our neighbor. I saw that sign clear as day. I packed up my stuff , walked out the door and never looked back.

      Like I’ve always told myself, others may not see your value, but it doesn’t matter what others think as long as you see it. He did not, and I deserve better.

      Having nowhere to go, I picked the first ad I could find for a room to rent. It was with a group of four other people. It was crowded and not the best environment for someone that doesn’t party, drink to excess, or do drugs, but it was a roof over my head and that’s all I really needed.

      When my roommates got us all kicked out because of their extracurricular activities, I found myself in a similar situation, but with some creepy guys. That place didn’t last long, either. And it smelled funny.

      Finally, I decided I needed a change. A new place to start my life. Hell, I’m knocking on the door to thirty. It’s time to get my shit together. And here I am in Hibiscus Harbor, temping as a receptionist at a fancy country club. It’s not my dream job, but it pays the bills. Barely.

      My dream job would be to own my own bridal shop. Just because love has kicked me in the teeth doesn’t mean I don’t want others to have their dream wedding. And with a dream wedding comes a dream dress.

      With my new start, I’m going to do everything I can to learn more about business so that I can get that business loan. I’ve seen a lot of businesses throughout my temping career and have learned a thing or two about what not to do and what is essential for a successful business. I’ve kept notes along the way and with each new place I go, I learn even more.

      Every time I get discouraged, I pull out my business plan notebook and reread it, tweaking it with the knowledge that I’ve gained, and let it re-inspire me. Someday, I’m going to own that shop. I don’t know how or when, but I’m going to do it.
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        * * *

      

      My second day at Hibiscus Island Country Club has been so boring just answering phone calls and opening the mail. It’s not very challenging. Actually, it’s not challenging at all. I decide to reach out to my boss, Mrs. Wilcox, to find out if there’s anything more I could be doing. I’ve got other skills besides answering phones and processing the mail.

      “Hello, Mia. Is everything okay?” Mrs. Wilcox asks when she answers my call.

      “Oh, yes. Everything is fine. I was just wondering if you had anything I could do right now. The phones are slow, and I’ve already distributed the mail. I’m just sitting here with nothing to do, and I don’t do well with nothing to do. Got anything I can help with? I’m a really quick study.”

      “Oh, um… let me see.” I hear her shuffling papers at her desk. “Yes, actually, I have something you could help me out with. The monthly Hibiscus Island Country Club Newsletter. Why don’t you come to my desk, and I’ll show you what needs to be done?” I can hear the gratefulness in her voice.

      “I’m on my way.” I hang up the phone and make my way to her desk, which sits just outside Mr. Gallo’s office. The door is thankfully closed. After seeing that episode yesterday, I have no interest in furthering the awkwardness. Something to add to my notebook; ‘Don’t bring significant others to work with you’.

      “Hi there. How can I help?” I smile as I approach her.

      “Thanks for the offer. That’s very kind of you.” She sounds surprised that I asked. Wonder why that is.

      “Of course. You know what they say about idle hands.” I laugh.

      “Mrs. Wilcox, can you bring me the legal documents that you need me to review for the Bahamas deal?” I hear a voice come through the little intercom on her desk.

      “Yes, Mr. Gallo.” She says and grabs a stack of legal sized envelopes and hands them to me as her desk phone rings. “Here, take these to Mr. Gallo while I answer my phone.” I take the files and look at the closed door. “Mr. Gallo’s office.” She says into the phone as she waves me to his door.

      Suddenly, my heart starts pounding, and there’s a fluttery feeling in my stomach. Why am I nervous? Probably because everyone in this office seems to be afraid of him. Yesterday I barely got a look at him so unless he’s ten feet tall, has a hump on his back, and a claw for a hand, I’m not really afraid of anybody. Foster care will do that to a girl.

      I take a deep breath and pull the door handle, but the door doesn’t open. Great, it’s locked.

      I jiggle it again, but I can’t get it opened. I turn to Mrs. Wilcox for help, and she makes the pushing motion. Pushing the door works. Fabulous first impression in front of the boss, Mia. Can’t open a door. That should instill great confidence in your capabilities.

      The door closes automatically behind me, and I turn to find the most magnificent man I have ever seen. Seeing him takes my breath away. I can’t tell if he’s ten feet tall or not, but he definitely doesn’t have a hump on his back or a claw for a hand.

      He does have a square, powerful jaw, blue eyes the color of the ocean outside, dark hair and not an ounce of body fat on him. He must have work, sleep, and work out on repeat.

      “Hello?” He says to me in a smooth voice and my insides melt like chocolate and something’s going on down under.

      “Um… hi.” I stand there just staring at him, holding the files to my chest as if they’re a lifeline to safety. Safety from what, I don’t know, but right now they are my shield. A shield I feel like I need in his presence.

      He looks at the files and then back to my eyes and he smiles. “Are those for me?” He stands, and he’s tall; not ten feet tall, but taller than my five-foot four height.

      I look down at the files in my hand, and my senses come back to me. “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. Yes, these are for you. From Mrs. Wilcox.” I walk across the massive office to his large desk and hold the files to him. He walks around his desk and stands in front of me, and my knees are weak.

      He takes the files and places them down on his desk and looks back up to me. “Ian Gallo.” He puts his hand out.

      I look down at his hand and my brain decides to fire a neuron or two and I’m able to put my hand in his. And now my brain has short-circuited because of the electricity flying up my arm and into my chest. “Mia McIntosh, like the apple.”

      He has a strange look on his face, like I’m confusing him. Probably because of the door debacle. “Nice to meet you, Mia. Welcome to Hibiscus Island.”

      We’re still shaking hands and it’s freaking me out, so I pull my hand away and instantly the electricity stops. What the hell was that? “Thank you, Mr. Gallo.”

      “Mr. Gallo, Garrett is on line one for you, returning your call.” Mrs. Wilcox’s voice comes over the intercom on his desk.

      He pushes the button and answers, “Thank you, Mrs. Wilcox.” His eyes never leave mine. “It was nice to meet you, Mia.”

      I get the hint that I’m being dismissed and I’m okay with that because the tension in this room is suffocating. No wonder everyone is afraid of him; he gives off an aura of power. And holy hell, is he hot.

      Turning to leave, I hear him answer the phone, “Hey man. Hooplas tomorrow night?”

      I grab the door and push it, but it doesn’t give way. Trying again, I realize I need to pull it. What the hell is my problem with doors lately?
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      I watch Mia attempt to open my office door a few times before realizing she needed to pull it open and not push. It’s adorable. She’s beautiful. She’s short, tiny actually, with long blonde hair and the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen. When I shook her hand, I felt fire race up my arm and I didn’t want to let it go.

      “Yeah, man. Hooplas tomorrow night sounds good. Any special occasion?” Garrett says over the phone.

      “Just want your take on a deal I’m putting together. And any reason to get a beer is a good reason.” I joke.

      “You’re not wrong. Does six o’clock work for you?”

      “Yeah, that works.”

      “Hey, did you hear Hudson has a real live date this Thursday?” Garrett asks.

      I’m fishing through my emails and stop. “Really? It’s not with that psycho Renee, is it?”

      “Oh, god no. Kane said it’s with some girl he just met.”

      “Good for him. Hope it ends better than the last one.”

      Garrett laughs. “You said it; not me. See ya tomorrow night.”

      We hang up as Mrs. Wilcox comes into my office. “Can you please book my calendar for tomorrow night at Hooplas with Garrett at six?”

      “Of course. Here’s the rest of the files on the Bahamas deal and I just want to confirm that you still need me to travel with you to the Sutherland deal in New York on July fifth, right?” She asks.

      I look up at her, “If that won’t be a problem. I’ll need your expertise and organizational skills to keep that week on track if this deal is going to go through.” Mrs. Wilcox rarely travels with me unless it’s a major deal. And this is a major deal. Over a hundred-million-dollar deal, to be exact.

      “Of course, it’s fine. I just wanted to make sure before I booked the arrangements.”

      “Great. I’ll be flying up on Sunday, the second, from D.C., but won’t need you until the fifth, so you can enjoy the Fourth of July. Got any plans?”

      “We’ll be going to my daughter’s house for a summer picnic and fireworks. I’m looking forward to it. She’s pregnant, you know.” The pride in her voice is clear.

      “Is she? Congratulations. This will be the third grandchild, right?”

      “You remembered. Yes, third grandchild, but first granddaughter. She’s due next month, so her husband is doing all the cooking and preparations for the picnic.” Mrs. Wilcox takes my empty cup of coffee. “More coffee?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m good. And your son-in-law should be doing all the cooking. Your daughter should be treated like a goddess.”

      “You’re right, and he does treat her like a goddess. We couldn’t have picked a better man for her.” Her eyes sparkle with pride and I’m a little jealous of hearing all the normalcy of her daughter’s life.

      There was a time I thought I’d get married, have kids, and maybe even a dog one day, but it’s just not in the cards for me. Between being the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar company and my inability to choose a woman that isn’t a gold-digger and only after my money and status – like Mackenzie - my life just runs smoother with me being a bachelor. So, I’ve accepted my fate. The bachelor life is for me.
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      As usual, I’m leaving late from the office. I turn off my office light and make my way through the darkened offices towards the front lobby. I push open the lobby doors and see Mia still sitting at her desk, working on her computer. Her eyebrows are all scrunched up as she’s staring at her computer monitor.

      “What are you still doing here? It’s after eight.” I say to her, assuming she saw or heard me walk into the room. I was wrong to assume.

      Mia jumps in her seat and grabs her chest. “FUCK! You scared the shit out of me! Don’t sneak up on me! Don’t you know you can’t do that to a girl?”

      Holding up my hands to show I’m friendly, I smile. “I’m sorry. I thought you saw me walking out of the office doors. What are you still doing here?”

      “I’m trying to get this stupid newsletter fixed so I can send it out to the printers tomorrow morning, but I can’t get the spacing right.” Mia says through her teeth with forced restraint as she stares at the screen of her computer.

      “Well, come on. I can’t leave you here by yourself. It’ll wait until morning.”

      She sighs, “Fine. I suppose walking away from it tonight will do me some good.” She turns off her computer and collects her things.

      We both walk to the front door and Mia tries to push the door open, but it doesn’t move. “You have to pull.” I say, trying to hide my smile, but I’m unsuccessful.

      “I know that.” She snaps back at me and pulls the door open harder than necessary.

      I lock the door and turn around to tell her goodnight, but she’s already halfway across the parking lot to the only other car in the lot. It looks older than I am. “Goodnight.” I call after her.

      She turns around to me and waves, “Night.”

      I see it happening in slow motion, but I can’t stop it from way over here. Mia is walking backwards, looking and waving at me. She trips over a parking stump and falls back; all her belongings go flying around the parking lot.

      I run over to her, “Are you okay? Did you hit your head?” Kneeling down, I find her on her back, staring up at the starry sky.

      Mia doesn’t speak for a few seconds and I’m about to call for an ambulance. “Well, if you mean if I’m alright physically. Yes, I’m fine. If you mean am I embarrassed that my new boss just watched me go ass over teakettle, no. I’m not.”

      Smirking at her, I take her hand to help pull her up and that fire I was feeling earlier today when I shook her hand is there again. What is that? Is it her or is it me? “Up you go. Take it slow.”

      Mia reaches behind her head with her other hand, and it has a bit of blood on it. “Looks like I hit my head. That’s going to hurt in the morning.”

      “Let me call an ambulance. You should have that looked at.” I pull out my phone, but she pushes my phone back down.

      “No, I’m fine. Really. It’s just a tiny amount. I think I hit my lunch box, not the pavement.” I watch her stand up and I’m right there waiting for her to fall again, but she doesn’t.

      “Okay, now that I’m sufficiently embarrassed, I’m going to go home and nurse my ego.” She gives me a small, fake smile and picks up her keys to her car.

      “Are you sure I can’t take you to the ER? What about an urgent center? There’s one right up the road.” I point in the direction of the center.

      She shakes her head slightly. “Nope. I’m good. Thank you, though.”

      For some reason, I don’t want her to go, but I have no other reason to keep her here. What the hell is wrong with me? Time for me to go home, too. “Okay, then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Mia climbs into her rust bucket of a car and nods. “Yep.”

      Retreating to my car, I hear her start her car and it sounds dreadful. There’s a bunch of clanging and sputtering, but it finally starts. I don’t like that she’s driving that hunk of junk, but why do I care? I don’t know. It’s none of my business.

      I get into my BMW M8 convertible, and it purrs like a kitten. Putting it in gear, I pull out of my front row covered parking space and up alongside her car where she’s still sitting. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I just need to let my car warm up for a few minutes before I put it in gear. If not, it likes to stall out on me. I’m good. See you tomorrow, Mr. Gallo.” She dismisses me as she rolls up her window with a hand crank, and I take the hint. Time to go.

      “Okay. See you tomorrow, Mia. Have a good night.” I pull away and out of the parking lot onto Hibiscus Island Road and then into the plaza next door and park facing the
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