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Love on the Ropes (diverse, slow burn, frenemies to lovers, office rom-com)

He thought his life was perfect, and then she walked into the office...

Former TOPGUN pilot Clint Davenport is the newly-crowned prince of public radio now that he’s hosting America’s most popular drive-time show. The ladies can’t get enough of this Flying Ace, but he’s all out of runway for the fairer sex because of a tragedy that haunts him. Life is perfect, or at least that’s what he keeps telling himself. Until he’s on the ropes (literally) at a company retreat, and the only person who can bring him in for a safe landing is his office frenemy, who seems as comfortable in a climbing harness as he used to be in an F-18.

At twenty-eight, Erin Hung was still living with her parents in Honolulu, so when her favorite cousin invited her to move to glittering Los Angeles, she made the leap. After four years, this late bloomer has blossomed. She owns her own condo in gorgeous Pasadena, has the love of a good male—her Shiba Inu, Atticus—and is the badass marketing manager for America’s #1 radio show. But she still has a lot to prove and is gunning for a promotion. She doesn’t have time for distractions, especially romantic ones...and there’s no way she’s interested in that cocky ex-fighter pilot who just got tapped as host. Unfortunately, working with Mr. Cockpit Cockypants is the only way to get her raise.

When work forces them together, it seems like the beginning of a new Cold War—or is Clint’s high-flying charm just what Erin needs to see there’s more to life than just work?

Love on the Ropes is a standalone romcom and book 1 in the Beyond Beckoned, Love In Action Series. Erin Hung made her first appearance in BECKONED, Part 4: From Barcelona with Love.
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“This book...this series...this author. A must read - every single freaking time. I cannot say enough good things about my love of everything Vaughn writes. Real, raw, emotional, and relatable, this series has taken her readers on quite the emotional journey. This latest installment further solidified my esteem for the author and these characters. One thousand percent recommended!!” –Heather, 5-star review

“I’m not just writing on this book but the entire series. So thoroughly enjoyed this series. You are a gifted writer.” –Linda, 5-star review

“Ms. Vaughn is an amazing writer. She has built Soren up through five books so this one was like coming home to an old friend. The writing is both lyrical and poetic. Overall, this book is a fantastic addition to this series. 5 stars and highly recommended” –Krystal, 5-star review

I cannot believe that the final book in this series is finally here! I almost didn’t want to read because I have been on such an amazing journey with these characters that I didn’t want it to end but the author absolutely did an amazing job with this final book and it is probably my favourite form the series! It was everything I expected and more! –Katie, 5-star review
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Aviva Vaughn (ah-VEE-vah VON) loves reading, traveling, and eating...preferably all at once. She isn’t afraid to try new things, which has made for an interesting—although not always straight forward—life.



She is an avid reader and especially likes books with multifaceted characters who reveal something about that most compelling of all subjects: human nature; no matter what species they are or what planet they are from.
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Books by Aviva Vaughn (diverse and spicy goes without saying...)

Novels


BECKONED: slow-burn, second-chance, opposites attract with lots of food and travel, inspired by Jane Austen

-Part 1: From London with Love FREE EVERYWHERE

-Part 2: From Bath with Love 

-Part 3: From Los Angeles with Love 

-Part 4: From Barcelona with Love 

-Part 5: Adrift in Costa Rica 

-Part 6: Adrift in New Zealand 




LOVE IN ACTION: standalone romcoms featuring the Hung family

-Love on the Ropes: workplace frenemies, military, romcom set in the world of public radio



CRYSTAL SPRINGS: standalone romcoms featuring the Vega and Harrison families

-There’s Something About Mari: relationship of convenience, celebrity/normal later in life, romcom set in Hollywood





Short Stories


-Knotty Naughty Bits Volume 1: a collection of tangled romantic shorts

-Short Circuit: a magical winter romp
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July 2020

For Mommy and Daddy, 

Popo and Gung-Gung, 

Abuela y Abuelo.

There was no me before you.
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Prologue: The Night Everything Changed
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San Marino, CA

It’s not every day you get run over by a T-Rex while stalking the love of your life.

“Abraham Lincoln,” I cursed under my breath as a group of costume-clad children ran by, one of them bouncing off me like a pinball.

“Sorry, mister,” said a kid in a blow-up dinosaur costume after he oriented himself so that his Jurassic face was level with mine. 

Looking back, it was pretty funny, but I was too focused on the couple thirty-feet away to appreciate it. After a few moments, the kid waddled away yelling for his friends to “wait up”.

It was a good thing I was standing on a sidewalk. I was so distracted by my quarry, if I’d been in the middle of the street I might have been run over.

“Stupid Halloween,” I muttered.

The funny thing was, I usually loved this time of year: the cooler temperature, the faint smell of Fall in the air, the trick-or-treating kiddos. But on that night, Halloween officially became my least favorite holiday.

He said they were just friends, I thought, massaging my heart.

They laughed as they finished straightening their matching costumes, just another sign of the connection they shared; a connection that felt like a betrayal.

Maybe it’s too late. I sagged beneath the realization. Maybe too much had passed between us to move forward. But I couldn’t stop thinking about her; her bright laugh and sparkling eyes haunted me. 

Then again, I’d spent years avoiding emotional connection. Maybe love just wasn’t in the cards for me.

I sighed, feeling like a creeper half-hidden behind a tree, watching them enjoy each other’s company.

How can I make things right with her?

I rubbed my hand over the rough bark of the tree that hid me from view, hoping for inspiration.

I needed to be dramatic.

I needed a grand gesture.

I needed to tell her the truth.

Taking a deep breath, I set my jaw. 

“No more secrets,” I said, before squaring my shoulders and stepping out of the shadows.
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​​Chapter 1: Badass
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~Erin~

Two months earlier

“Hey, Erin, breakfast is ending soon. Do you want me to wait for you?” My cabin-mate Margarit’s voice seeped into my consciousness. 

I stretched and blinked against the bright sun filtering in through the screened-in windows. “How much longer is breakfast?”

“Fifteen minutes before they close the cafeteria.”

I groaned and waved. “Go without me. I’ll never make it.”

“Okay. See you at the next exercise. It starts in forty-five minutes,” she said as she banged out the screen door of our diminutive wood cabin, the omnipresent scent of pine entering our one-room space.

My eyes flew open. Our next challenge! 

We would be climbing telephone poles and I couldn’t wait.

My bladder reminded me of its presence and I sighed, throwing off the heavy sleeping bag, the cool air sending a shiver through me, reminding me that I hadn’t packed appropriately for this trip.

Sliding open the closet door, I removed my cotton nightgown—printed with the words “Miso Cute” and a picture of a bowl of miso soup—and hung it up. We were in the mountains for only five days, so I’d packed light; maybe too light. 

September was still a hot month in Los Angeles, and after two days in Big Bear, it was clear that I hadn’t accounted for the change in elevation. My wardrobe of shorts and floaty muumuus meant that the one sweatshirt I’d brought had been in constant rotation.

I threw on a neon-pink sports bra, a white tank top, and a pair of khaki shorts. When I went to grab my sweatshirt—a black hoodie with a rainbow cartoon of singer Israel “Iz” Kamakawiwoʻole—my hand touched something sticky and crusty. “Ewwww.” I pulled my hand back and sniffed. Marshmallow.

With my clean hand I took out the hanger and eyed my hoodie. A huge gob of roasted marshmallow was slathered over the back of one sleeve.

“Gross.”

I checked my watch—a Garmin that had been a gift from my favorite cousin and my most prized possession—noting that I had just enough time to wash my sweatshirt and get ready before I needed to leave for the ropes course.

Throwing on my slippers—or flip flops as the Mainlanders like to call them—I ran to the communal bathroom.

When I got back, I hung up my sweatshirt on the primitive window frame, stood in front of the full-length mirror, and started brushing out my hair for my habitual braiding. Ten minutes later I spiraled the final hairpin into place and tugged the thick, crown-like plaits encircling my scalp. Secure.

Not for the first time, I was grateful that I’d upped my braiding game when I’d moved to Los Angeles four years earlier from my native Hawaiʻi. Despite the popularity of long hair in the islands, my knowledge of braiding had been limited to the traditional three-strand which was not nearly as secure or decorative as I’d come to prefer. Not only did my double crown French braids make me feel like a warrior princess, they kept me cool and ensured my long hair didn’t get in the way when I climbed.

Ready, I thought, giving the mirror a final glance, surprisingly happy with how my legs looked in my mid-thigh shorts. The hours I’d spent at my climbing gym had not only made me mentally stronger, but had sculpted my body into a litheness I hadn’t thought possible. I did a little spin, whipping my head around as I spotted the mirror.  I am rocking these shorts!

This confidence would have been unthinkable a few years earlier. But I’d grown a lot since moving. I was a different person—well, mostly a different person.

I grabbed my tennis shoes and sat on my cot, lacing them up, thinking about how far I’d come.

Four-years-ago me? Twenty-eight and still living at home with my parents, in the coral-pink bedroom of my childhood, working as an assistant for an ophthalmologist after graduating from college. And not just any ophthalmologist, but my mom’s ophthalmologist. Dr. Lau couldn’t go a month without reminiscing about my childhood and my braces with neon pink rubber bands, or the time I gave myself asymmetrical bangs, or the Coke-bottle glasses I wore before contact lenses saved me.

It was grand.

My days used to stretch in front of me like the ocean on a flat day, monotonous and unending. In my mind, coral-pink was the color of failure and stagnation. I could pretty much guarantee you that I would never, ever own anything that particular shade again.

New-and-improved me? Marketing Coordinator for America’s number-one-rated morning-drive-time radio show. Paying my own mortgage on a small—but adorable—condo in Old-Town Pasadena, with the love of a great man...okay, great male, my adorable Shiba Inu, Atticus. 

While I hadn’t achieved everything I’d hoped to by thirty-two, I was a lot closer. Operation “Brand New Me” was almost complete. The final step was getting my career to the level of a manager—

Or director. As I sometimes allowed myself to imagine. Although, Director Erin Hung still didn’t sound believable to my ears. 

Me? A director? Better to stay “grounded” and “realistic” and stick with manager.

I winced, knowing that my cousin, Angela—who was really more like a big sister—would not approve of my self-defeating thoughts. “Don’t limit yourself, Erin, you can do anything, be anything, have anything you want, as long as you are willing to put in the effort,” was one of her favorite pep talks. And she was an excellent poster child for her mantra. Seeing Angela’s life—master’s degree, successful business, happy marriage—had inspired me to leave Honolulu in pursuit of my own happiness.

“Hey, Erin. You coming?” The booming voice of my office spouse, Fern, brought me back to the present as he called through the screen door of my cabin.

“Yup. Just a sec.” I finished tying my laces and tested the sleeve of my sweatshirt but it was way too wet to wear out which meant I was going to be a tit bit nipply today.

A few years ago that might have bothered me, but no longer. I could just imagine how upset my grandmother would be if she knew. “Nice girls don’t show their nipples, Erin,” she’d cluck. When puberty hit, she “gifted” me adhesive flower petals to “protect my modesty”. I tried them once, horrified by how sweaty and sticky they made my boobs. Needless to say, I never wore them again.

Oh well. Nipply it is.

Grabbing my copper aviators, I banged out the screen door.

“Hi.” I smiled at Fern and then inhaled the fresh, pine-scented air that was so new to me. It surprised me every time its sharp, almost medicinal flavor hit my lungs. 

Fern and I were part of a work retreat designed to increase teamwork and creativity at Universal Public Radio or UPR. The almost three-hour bus trip to the alpine village was the first time I’d left L.A. since moving.

Fern glanced at my hands. “You forgot your water bottle.”

“Right!” I pivoted and retrieved my huge, stainless-steel water bottle.

Fern joked that the roughly forearm-sized bottle was my fifth appendage because it was omnipresent. I chalked it up to the lack of humidity in SoCal. I swear, I drank three times more water.

After I grabbed my bottle, we started walking to the site of our next training exercise. Despite our vast height difference, we fell quickly into a comfortable rhythm; Fern slowing, me speeding up.

Fern Haddad was easily the largest person I’d ever known. At six-foot-seven he wasn’t just tall, he was also broad and had shoes that looked impossibly big. However, in the months we had worked together—I’d hired him as our in-house graphic designer almost a year earlier—I’d learned that the heart of a unicorn was housed in this body of a giant, for he was the gentlest person I’d ever met. 

“Do you know what the next challenge is going to be?” he asked.

Nodding, I smiled. “We’re climbing telephone poles.” A thrill zipped up my spine.

He humphed. “No wonder you’re excited. You’re going to scamper up that pole like a squirrel, aren’t you?” His shoulders slumped, making him look even more solid than usual.

“Yup!” I was practically skipping with excitement.

I was itching to climb. My five-days-a-week habit needed an outlet.

The retreat was a combination of outdoorsy activities, creativity exercises, and personal development. I’d considered myself lucky to be included in the group of roughly seventy and had lobbied to get Fern invited. As a graphic designer, he was the most junior person present. I’d argued that getting to know the reporters and producers would help him to better represent our brand visually.

UPR had made quite an investment in this event; transporting about a third of its L.A. office to the small resort town about one hundred miles northeast of the city. We were staying at a retreat center that operated as a sleepaway camp for kids during the summer months and reminded me of the movie The Parent Trap (the Hayley Mills version). The property was filled with tiny cabins, each structure just large enough for two twin cots, two bedside tables, and two closets. The cabins were so close together that a snoring coworker a few cottages away sounded like a baby buffalo being strangled. Needless to say, I hadn’t been sleeping well.

Just like in other parts of life, the sleeping arrangements had been hierarchical, with more senior employees situated closer to the main buildings where we ate and did all of our exercises. Given our lack of seniority, Fern and I were located in a couple of the cabins furthest away. I didn’t mind though; quiet walks through an evergreen forest were hardly a punishment.

As we walked, dried pine needles filled the air with their snapping sound and sharp scent. Although there were a lot of trees, they were spread out, allowing ample amounts of filtered sunlight to cascade down. The sun’s rays illuminated the collection of small cabins with a dappled light that made them seem as though they’d sprouted out of the forest floor like mushrooms. 

“Did you get a chance to look at the layouts I designed for Clint’s new press kit?” Fern asked.

I nodded. “The picture of him in the fighter jet is a winner. We should play up his TOPGUN past. The listeners think it’s sexy.”

Fern humphed. “Not like there’s a lot of competition,” he said, referring to the—not entirely unfair—reputation of public radio hosts as highly educated, trustworthy, and perhaps a little bit boring.

We exchanged guilty looks and giggled...well, I giggled, even Fern’s giggle sounded more like a chuckle with his deep voice.

Together, Fern and I were the dedicated marketing team for UPR’s biggest show, Wake Up America—referred to as WUA or “woo-ah”—and we’d won high marks the last two weeks overseeing the unexpected change in main hosts. After a decade as one of the most beloved voices on American radio, WUA host Devon Lopez had unexpectedly quit the show to take over a television anchor position that paid five times more and was sure to launch her into mainstream fame.

Clint Davenport had slid into the top spot easily after eight years as the show’s West Coast correspondent and substitute host. His irreverent humor and lazy self-confidence had earned him legions of fans even before he took Devon’s place. His past as a fighter pilot hadn’t hurt, either.

So far, Fern and I had managed the transition gracefully, quickly updating the website and issuing press releases, although there was still a lot of work to be done.

“Has he told you his callsign yet?” Fern asked.

I scowled. “No. He’s being obnoxiously obstinate about that. We might have to issue the press kit without that fun little factoid.”

I wondered how long it would take to win over the famously private former-lieutenant. While gregarious on the air, in person he guarded his personal life jealously, making it hard for me to do my job. And it wasn’t like I could interview any of the other staff members, because Clint wasn’t the type of person who fostered work friendships. Whereas many of the reporters grabbed coffee or lunch together, or even drinks after work, Clint never did any of that. He ate his lunch alone in his office every day and he left promptly at two p.m. like he might turn into a pumpkin if he stayed a minute later.

So how could I update the man’s bio if he refused to answer my questions?

I’d thought it would be easy to get him to open up. People usually loved telling me their secrets. I’m not sure what it was about me; maybe my short stature or my innocent-looking face, the combination of which made me very approachable. Add that to the fact that Clint and I had known each other for a while should’ve made him more forthcoming. While we hadn’t worked together closely, in my two years as WUA’s marketing coordinator, we’d had our share of professional interactions. We’d even shared the occasional laugh in the office kitchen.

“Are you cold?” Fern said, cutting into my consternation.

His words made me realize I’d been rubbing my bare arms. 

“I didn’t think it would be so cool up here.” 

“Yeah, we’re a lot higher up. In a few more months, this town will turn into a ski resort.”

I shivered.

He gripped his windbreaker tighter as though thinking about the snow had made him cold. “Do you ski or snowboard?”

I shivered again. “No way. I don’t like the cold. I’m an island girl, remember?”

He shrugged. “It’s fun. It feels like flying. Besides, it’s not cold once you have all the gear on.”

I arched a brow, but reserved judgment.

He glanced at his hands clutching his jacket. “Do you want my windbreaker?”

I shook my head. “I’ll warm up as soon as we start moving. Thanks, though.”

As we approached the designated forest clearing, we found the other UPR employees huddling at the bases of a dozen telephone-pole-like apparatuses. Many were staring up at the top of the poles, mouths agape. 

“Looks like we found the right place.” Fern’s voice held a hint of trepidation.

The looks of dismay didn’t surprise me. Most of the group were ten to twenty years older than me and not particularly athletic. The few who exercised regularly limited it to hiking and yoga. There were a handful of notable exceptions: Clint was a long-distance runner and still very fit at thirty-nine, and Jacinda Hill, one of the show’s youngest senior editors at forty-four, was a triathlete. And Fern, who’d played basketball his entire life, although he didn’t seem to enjoy it that much. I suspected he played just because it was expected of his height.

Off to the side of the pole nearest to me, Clint was talking to the show’s senior producer, Yolanda Sousa, an intimidating sixtyish blonde who reminded me of Glenn Close; cool, calculating, and intimidating AF. In contrast to her rigidly upright posture, Clint’s slender six-foot-one frame hunched in lazy self-assuredness—as though his spine were trying to form an “s”—while he listened.

Inwardly, I rolled my eyes. I don’t know why, but Clint’s inches-thick layer of self-confidence always riled me up. His lazy smiled seemed to imply that he was the smartest person in the room—as if his status as host wasn’t enough to make people pay attention to him. The fact that he was a Rhodes Scholar, had the cheekbones of a runway model, and the ass of a Greek statue were further cause for annoyance. My brain seemed to short circuit whenever he entered the room. which infuriated me now that I was spending so much time in his presence. 

Clint turned my way, his eyes widening just the tiniest bit as they took notice of me.

I attempted to rearrange my face into a neutral expression. His smug chin-lift told me I failed. 

My face heated.

I scowled and glanced away quickly, the hair on the back of my neck prickling self-consciously. 

I needed to learn to immunize myself against Clint’s swagger, worthy of a TOPGUN fighter pilot—which, of course, on top of everything else, he’d actually been.

Jiminy Cricket, I cursed mentally. 

I tried to reserve swear words for serious use only. They were behind a glass panel labeled “Break in Case of Emergency” in my brain. I guess it was a holdover of living with my parents for so long. My Colorado-born mother had serious issues with swearing. So, Jiminy Cricket was my go-to curse of choice. 

“Don’t let Top Gun get to you,” Fern said under his breath, using the code name we’d made up...although it wasn’t much of a code name.

I tried to shrug it off. Looking back, the fact that Fern could so easily read the situation should have given me pause. “He’s just so cocky,” I exhaled.

Although WUA was the only radio show I’d ever worked on, I imagined that most hosts with millions of listeners were a bit self-important. Big egos were an occupational hazard, although I had the feeling that Clint probably had one even before becoming a host. Of course, all the listeners emailing marriage proposals probably didn’t help. Going through the listener email was part of my job, and there had been a sharp uptick in proposals since WUA’s host had gone from a fifty-something, married woman with two grown children to a not-yet-forty-year-old bachelor.

“Okay everyone, listen up because this is one of the more physically challenging activities we’ll be doing during the retreat,” said the commanding voice of Sonja Gutierrez, a petite but muscular woman who was one of the lead team members. She’d served as a Marine. 

Clint’s posture tensed up, perhaps in respect of Sonja’s military service.

“If any of you don’t want to participate, you are welcome to pass, however,” Sonja raised her eyebrows, “The reason you are here is to challenge yourself. The goal is to try the activity, not to do it perfectly.” 

Clint’s face relaxed considerably. “Wonderful. If it’s all the same to you, I’ll just keep my feet on the ground,” he called out in his lazy tenor that was just a tad nasally, as he gave Sonja a respectful nod. He swaggered his way over to a picnic table, sat on its top, and folded his long legs under himself in one smooth motion.

Is Clint Davenport scared? The thought gave me a childish thrill of pleasure. Finally, something I could best him at.

Sonja narrowed her eyes but otherwise ignored his comment. “I’d like each of you to pick a telephone pole; there should be about six of you to a pole. Fern, you’ll need to pick a pole with someone who’s as close to your size as possible,” she said, lifting her chin in his direction.

Fern pressed his lips flat and looked around. The only person who was even close in height was Clint, but Fern still outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. “I guess I’ll have to sit this one out,” he said quietly, as though it was a problem he was used to.

The resigned look on his face made my heart hurt. 

“Hold on a second.” Taking a deep breath, I arranged my face into a pleasant expression and walked over to Clint. 

His eyes pivoted towards me the moment I started moving in his direction; as though he’d been expecting me to approach. 

God, he’s cocky. 

I willed my cheeks not to color under his intense gaze, which skimmed over me with bemused curiosity.

Time seemed to slow down as the dirt crunched under my feet loudly and the breeze ruffled the hem of my tank top.

When I came to a stop in front of him, he swung a lazy, almost goofy grin at me. “Howdy,” he said in a not-unfriendly tone.

His voice like warm whiskey coating my insides. I took a deep breath. “Hey, Clint—” My voice broke and I paused, trying to remember what I wanted to say to him.

Fern, you want to help Fern, my subconscious prodded.

I forced a smile on my face. “Fern isn’t going to be able to climb if you don’t partner him. Do you think you could reconsider...please?”

Although his lazy grin stayed in place, his eyes jerked to the top of the telephone pole, confirming my suspicion: Clint was afraid of heights. I’d seen that look many times at my climbing gym.

“You wouldn’t have to climb yourself,” I said quickly. “You just have to put on a harness and make sure he doesn’t fall. It’s easy. The pulley does most of the work,” I said, hoping that if I kept talking, eventually he’d say yes.

He returned his gaze to me and narrowed his eyes. 

I couldn’t tell if he was studying me or contemplating my request, but I held his gaze, struggling to keep my breath even. Despite working with him for two years, he still made me nervous.

An unbidden memory forced its way into my consciousness. Narrowed eyes, hot coffee, me wearing ill-fitting interview attire. I colored instantly. 

Jiminy Cricket.

I pulled at the front of my white tank top, which felt far more revealing than it had when I’d left the cabin. “All you have to do is catch him if he falls. You would stay on the ground the whole time.” I raised my palms out towards him as though trying to calm him down.

He raised a brow while a few thoughtful seconds ticked away. “Okay. I’ll do it.” But his usual bravado had been replaced by a resolved seriousness.

I’d seen behind his façade of cool confidence, and I liked it. Clint was human after all. 

It also made me feel special, like Clint had let me in, just a tiny bit.

One barrier down. 

How many more stood in the way of getting all my interview questions answered?

“Thanks, Clint.” My voice must have been warmer than I’d thought, because he did a double-take. The smile that always played on his lips finally showed up as diamonds in his eyes. 

“So, Badass has a soft side after all?” he said, using the nickname he’d given me the year before when I’d landed Devon a guest spot on national television; a tactic that was above and beyond my job description, but well in line with the role of a marketing manager.

Or director! God, my subconscious could be so bossy.

In the past, he’d always said it like a bro comment, but today it was a playful tease.

A warm, fudgy feeling took up residence in my gut and I scowled at how much I liked it.

It was one thing to find Clint physically attractive (who didn’t?), but a very different thing to have dopey, school-girl feelings for him.

As though in answer, he gave me a lazy nod and I pictured him wearing a Stetson, fingers hooked in the loops of his jeans, a stalk of wheat jutting from his thick, full lips.

Where the hell do I get this stuff? 

I gave him a quick nod and headed back to Fern, painfully aware of Clint just two steps behind and one to the side. I felt his every move like there was a cable connecting us.
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​​Chapter 2: Swagger
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~Clint~

Damn. Crap. Damn, I thought, as I walked behind Erin, my eyes glued to the mesmerizing swing of her hips. 

She’d changed in the years that I’d known her, the softness of girlhood melting away into a stronger femininity—both mentally and physically—that I found incredibly sexy. For a brief second, I pictured her powerful thighs clasped around my waist like a vise and felt a dangerous throb in my cargo shorts.

Although originally my mental cursing had been for the climbing exercise I’d agreed to, it continued because of the salacious thoughts I was having about Erin. Thoughts I’d been having more frequently in the last couple of weeks, as my promotion meant we saw each other almost daily.

Not seeing each other, man, working together.

Although I’d known the promotion meant more time spent together marketing the show, I hadn’t anticipated how pleasant I would find this new requirement. How much I’d enjoy staring into Erin’s velvety eyes that were so dark, sometimes they flashed black when she was annoyed at me. 

And she seemed annoyed at me frequently. Sometimes I annoyed her just to see the fire in her eyes and the heat in her cheeks. So much passion in such a petite person. It was—dare I say—adorable.

Adorable? When was the last time I’d found anything adorable?

After a moment of wondering at my uncharacteristically whimsical thought, my mind turned back to Erin, as it had been doing with increased frequency. 

It was hard not to think about someone when you interacted with them (almost) every day. 

And there was just so much to admire. 

In addition to her fiery eyes, I also liked her hair. Specifically, I fantasized about unwinding her braids and feeling the weight of them in my hands, and then loosening them to see what her long hair must look like cascading against the pecan-colored canvas of her back. 

Her voice mesmerized me, too. It was simultaneously invigorating, mysterious, and relaxing like Handel’s Water Garden.

But even as I admired her, I remained wary.

Something was changing between us, or maybe it was only changing inside me. Perhaps it was because our interactions didn’t feel completely professional. Unlike the rest of my colleagues, Erin and I didn’t just talk about news, she asked me personal questions like, “Tell me about growing up in Boston,” and “What drew you to studying Chinese in college?” It was like we were just chit-chatting, shooting the breeze, getting to know each other. 

It was...disarming.

I’d found it so much easier admiring her from afar. As the (lowly) substitute host of WUA, our paths had rarely crossed. Not that I hadn’t been aware of her, because I had. Whenever she was near, I knew it. I felt it. Like I was a heat-seeking missile capable of reading only a single energy signature and it was hers.

Maybe once a month we’d bump into each other in the communal kitchen and trade a jab. Like the time I commented on the (alarming) number of almonds she put into her cup of (full fat) Greek yogurt. 

“They. Are. Just. Almonds,” she seethed, although she might as well have said, “Could you be any more of an asshat?”

Her scowl had scored her face so deeply—the lines on her usually unmarked forehead, cavernous—that I wished I could’ve rewound my words and listened to my delivery. 

See, that’s the beauty of working in radio. Most of the time I could fix my words. Rewinding, reviewing, re-recording until I get the inflection just right. And I rerecorded a lot. It was the only way to ensure my baseline sarcasm—which I’ll admit is an acquired taste—never went too far for the millions of Americans who listened to me every morning.  

But in person, in real-time, I couldn’t do that.

And by the look I often elicited on Erin’s face, I frequently said the wrong thing.

Like the time I asked her when she was going to start wearing Fern’s letterman jacket after seeing them in the kitchen together five days in a row.

She’d rolled her eyes and walked away without answering.

No wonder she was constantly annoyed with me. If I wasn’t being an asshat, then I was reverting to schoolyard teasing. We were more like frenemies than friends.

However, now that I was the host and had the pleasure of Erin’s attention Monday thru Friday, the ache in my body—the one that had her name written all over it—had spread from my gut to my loins to my head. 

Perhaps it was even in danger of spreading to that icy region known as my heart.

All these thoughts passed through my mind in the space of a few seconds, and when my attention returned to Erin’s swaying hips walking in front of me, beckoning to me, I sighed and shook my head.

I’m a goner. A dangerously enjoyable stirring in my pants reminded me to get my thoughts under control.

Erin glanced back at me, her eyes narrowed in question, before quickly turning forward, keeping her pace swift, clearly not wanting me to walk beside her.

But how I longed to walk beside her, to match our steps, maybe even hold her hand.

Hold her hand? I broke out my imaginary cat-o-nine-tails and flogged myself a few times.

The truth was, Erin had infected me, and I wanted to do the same to her. I wanted her to obsess about me the way I did about her. I wanted to hear my name on her lips over and over again; during a run, over coffee, at a museum, eating dinner, in the shower, folding laundry, in bed, hell, anywhere.

Mother Teresa. I shook my head as images of me and Erin flashed through my mind, causing points of pain and pleasure to pulse all over my body.

I wanted her so completely, it hurt.

Give it up, man. She’s not for you. The voice of Discipline—which had gotten me through years of military service—spoke up. It had had enough of my wallowing.

And when Discipline spoke, I listened.

I slid into place the partition in my brain that shuts the chatter off. I was good at focusing, something I’d learned as a student and honed as a pilot. Call it my superpower. You don’t become the host of America’s most popular radio show in fewer than ten years without it.

Unfortunately, Erin Hung had a way of scattering my focus, but as long as I—

Bam!  I collided into her luscious backend.

I’d been so caught up in my thoughts, I didn’t notice that she’d stopped.

“HEY!” Erin rolled over like a startled pill-bug; fingers still wrapped around her shoelaces which she’d apparently been tying.

“Oh, shit. Sorry, Erin.” I offered her my hand, feeling like an ass.

Her eyes flitted to my hand and she took it with a scowl. As I lifted her up, she glanced at my fly, making me wonder if she’d felt my chubber during our collision. 

Then she met my eyes. Her brow knit together, questioning. 

My face burned like it was on fire. “I’m so sorry, Erin.” 

Idiot.

After a few moments of heart-pounding embarrassment, she bent down to finish her task.

I tried to look away, but my eyes were drawn to her spectacular backside as she tied her shoes with her knees locked, bending only at the waist.

Why didn’t she hunch down like a normal person, instead of looking like some rubbery-jointed acrobat hoisting her unignorable ass in the air? 

Feeling oddly protective, I side-stepped to block said view from anyone else.

I glanced around, but the only person looking our way was Fern, who narrowed his eyes and gave me a look like a bucket of cold water to my face. 

I sucked in a breath. Erin’s boyfriend.

An ugly tendril of jealousy ignited in my chest, infusing my blood with its acrid smoke.

The two of them were disgustingly inseparable at the office. Ever since he’d started at WUA eight months, two weeks, and seven days ago...but who’s counting? And they were always laughing. I’m not sure when I started to find laughter annoying, but I’m pretty sure it began eight months, two weeks, and seven days ago.

Erin stood and gave me an expectant look. “Let’s do this.” She tugged on the floaty piece of tissue paper masquerading as a tank top and cocked her head towards Fern. 

Harriet Tubman...nipples.

As if the neon pink of her sports bra wasn’t enough of a distraction.

I was finding it really hard to keep my cool.

“Are you coming?” Erin called.

Apparently, the command “to walk” hadn’t make it to my feet. “Yup, on my way,” I said.

Fern’s face broke into a beatific smile as we approached.

God, they were nauseatingly adorable.

I had noticed.

I noticed everything about Erin: new hairstyle, new outfit, new lipstick—on the rare days that she wore lipstick, and boy, did I love those days. Her soft, full lips gave her a permapout that was even more pronounced with lipstick. She had this berry-colored gloss that I particularly loved. When she wore it, it looked like she’d just stuffed a bunch of boysenberries in her mouth and forgotten to wash off their juices. The sweet, warm color contrasted beautifully with the ebony of her hair and the pale gold of her skin.

When we got to the base of the pole, Fern extended his hand. “Thanks for doing this, Clint,” he said, disarming me with a nervous look. “Erin is hellbent on getting me up this pole.”

I shook his hand and considered if I’d misread the cold bucket look earlier. “No problem, Fern. Happy to help out.”

He grinned, reminding me that I had no beef with Fern. If I was being honest, I even liked the guy, he was kind of impossible not to like. He reminded me of Cary Grant, all pretty manners and perfect blazers. 

In our very casual office, Fern was the only man who could be counted on to wear a jacket to work—sport coat with leather patches at the elbows—no matter what the temperature was outside. Personally, I never wore anything more formal than a polo shirt, and I was the top of the food chain. Even today Fern looked formal, opting for pants when almost everyone else was in shorts and a windbreaker that he managed to wear with authority, like an FBI agent.

“We all set here?” Sonja asked our group.

An uncertain, “Yes,” resounded from the six of us gathered around the telephone pole, although Erin’s voice was decidedly more chipper than the rest.

“Great. Darius will be by in a second with your harnesses.” Sonja jerked her thumb towards one of the other instructors.

A mild breeze kicked up and Erin shuddered, wrapping her arms around the tissue paper top covering her torso.

“Take this,” Fern said, his tone brooking no disagreement, as he unzipped and shrugged off his windbreaker, holding it out to her.

Erin gave him a look that was both chagrined and grateful and put it on. The nylon fabric hung like a circus tent, grazing her mid-calf. She laughed, a warm giggle that made my heart pang, wishing it had been for my benefit alone. 

She took off the jacket and handed it back to Fern. “Thanks, but it’s just too big. I won’t be able to do anything with it on.” When he tried to push it back to her, she said, “I’ll be fine as soon as I start climbing.”

Without even consciously making the decision, I pulled off my top layer, tensing as the mountain air seeped in a bit more. It was cool but manageable. “Here. This might fit better.”

Erin eyed my thermal like it was something dangerous. “No, I couldn’t.”

I frowned. “Come on. I’ve got another long-sleeve shirt on,” I said, pointing to my torso. “I’m fine.” 

She hesitated.

“Please,” I urged, but without the pleading I felt in my heart since we were surrounded by four other people. I really wanted her to take my shirt. It was like a baton I needed to pass to her so we could take the next step. To where, I wasn’t sure, I just knew I wanted to move forward with her.

She cocked her head for a moment, surprise and uncertainty mingling on her face.

“Take it, Erin,” Fern urged—

—But she’d already started reaching for my shirt.

I exhaled a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding as she took it from my hands. 

“Thanks, Clint,” she said through lowered lashes, causing my heart to pick up speed.

She pulled the cranberry-colored shirt over her head and rolled up the sleeves.

Damn. My mouth started to water.

The rolled-up arms hung loosely like bells at her side while her breasts filled out the chest in a very inviting way; the subtle waffle pattern bowing outward, Escher-like. My shirt grazed her mid-thigh, like she was wearing a mini dress, showing off her strong, beautiful legs in a very enticing way. The fact that she was wrapped up in my shirt made the view even sweeter. 

A bit of color rose in her cheeks. “Thanks, Clint. It’s very...cozy.” 

She drew the “z” out just a bit, the trill of the letter tickling my ear.

For a moment, it felt like we were in a privacy bubble. Everyone around us seemed to drop away. 

A strand of her hair came loose from her elaborate braid and the breeze blew it across her face.

“You’re welcome,” I said in a low voice, taking a half-step closer, my hand lifting to move the strand out of her face before I’d even realized I’d moved.

Someone cleared his throat, piercing our bubble.

Suddenly aware of my action, I jerked my hand out of mid-air and ran it through my hair.

The corners of Erin’s mouth dipped down but she said nothing.

I really needed to stop fixating on her, especially with her boyfriend within jabbing distance. 

I took a half-step back, and then another, because Fern’s arms were long.

Darius appeared with a handful of rope climbing harnesses. “Any of you climbers?”

Erin nodded. “I do Class 5 routes regularly.”

Darius’s eyes widened. “Great. Why don’t you help people put on the harnesses while I get the ropes ready,” he said, handing her a collection of brightly colored nylon belts with loops hanging off every possible angle. “I’ll double-check them when you’re done.”

She took the belts and began handing them out, sizing people up with an expert eye.

Her confidence only raised her in my esteem.

“So, what do I do?” I asked as she handed me a belt.

Pursing her lips, she said, “Why don’t you and Fern go last, so you can see how it’s done.” She glanced at the three other WUA employees who’d chosen our pole. “Any of you have previous climbing experience?”

“I’ve climbed a few times,” said Kelly Cole, WUA’s International Editor, a statuesque woman in her late thirties with close-cropped curls and a voice almost as deep as mine. She’d once been a war journalist, and carried herself with the self-possession of someone who’d seen the worst and lived to talk about it.

“Great,” Erin said. “You know how to put on your harness?” 

Kelly nodded and took the belt from Erin’s hand.

“Everyone, watch Kelly and me as we put on our belts, then we can help you with yours,” Erin said in a commanding voice.

I watched as Erin shimmied into the leg loops, buckled them, and then cinched the straps tight around her waist and thighs. When she turned to look at Kelly, the orange straps outlined her ass like a frame. I had to fight to tear my gaze off the majestic sight, grateful I’d stepped away from Fern earlier. 

Being around Erin turned me into a hormone-riddled boy.

“It’s important to double-back on the waist,” Erin said to the group as she pointed at Kelly’s belt. “May I?” she asked Kelly, who nodded. 

She took the end of the other woman’s belt and threaded it through the waist loop one more time, pulling it secure. Then she checked the other straps before nodding. “There. Now her harness won’t go anywhere.”

“How’s it going?” Sonja asked, approaching our group. She’d been circling among all the telephone poles, checking in with the others.

“Erin’s pretty much an expert climber,” Fern offered.

Sonja inspected Erin and Kelly’s harnesses and lifted her brows. “Looks good.” Then she turned her attention to Darius who was bent over, pulling and adjusting some ropes, his biceps popping out of his arms like baseballs. “You almost ready?”

“Ready, Boss.” Darius stood up straight, his posture impeccable, eyes averted from Sonja’s direct gaze.

I guessed that Darius probably had military training, too. I’d tried my best to lose the bearing the military had beaten into me. Slouching had become my own declaration of independence.

Sonja gave Darius a tiny nod and then walked off.

Darius’s shoulders relaxed. He gestured to Erin and Kelly. “So, you two are going first?” 

They nodded.

“Mind if I check your straps?” He pulled on the straps encircling Erin’s thighs and waist, turning her around and inspecting her a bit more closely than I thought was necessary. 

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I glanced at Fern whose gaze was fixed on the top of the telephone pole rather than on his girlfriend.

Then Darius gave Kelly the same inspection. 

Okay, maybe it really was necessary. My heart slowed a bit.

Erin and Darius spoke in a sort of rock-climbing shorthand as they threaded ropes here and there, all of it happening too fast for me to follow. 

It was a turn-on watching Erin in her element. Before today, I’d only known “Office Erin” but she clearly had an outdoorsy, athletic side. Which, unfortunately, only made her even more attractive to me.

Finally, Darius turned back towards the group, waving everyone into a huddle. “This challenge looks intimidating because it’s a straight vertical that doesn’t look like it’s supported by anything. However, climbing this pole is no different than climbing a ladder. Any sense of difficulty is up here.” He pointed to his head. “Watch how easy it is.” 

He turned towards the pole then gripped and stood on the alternating metal rods jutting out of either side like Frankenstein’s bolts. He climbed halfway up in seconds, then dropped back down to the ground noiselessly.

I had to admit, he made it look easy.

Darius rubbed his hands together and squinted as he looked at the very top. “Although climbing the log is easy, the second part’s a bit tougher and will definitely test your balance. The goal is to stand up straight on the top of the log, which is large enough in diameter to accommodate size-nine women’s shoes.” He glanced around at the men’s feet. “Guys, your feet will definitely hang over the edge a few inches.” He gave a meaningful eyebrow raise to Fern, who shrugged like he wasn’t surprised. “However, remember that if you fall off the log, we’re down here to catch you, so there’s no reason not to try standing up.” 

He took a moment to look each of us in the eye as though reinforcing this point. “Then, once you’re at the top, there’s still one more part to this challenge.” He pointed up in the air to some black bars, the kind aerial circus performers use, that were suspended a few feet in front of the log. “Do you see the trapeze bar?” 

I hadn’t noticed it before, and my stomach flip-flopped as I anticipated Darius’s next words. 

“If you want to, the third part of the challenge is to jump for that bar.”

A collective intake of breath told me that I wasn’t the only person surprised by this twist.

Suddenly, the first two parts of the challenge looked like child’s play.

Darius put a hand on Erin’s shoulder.

My chest tightened. The assumed familiarity bothered me. I glanced at Fern to see if he was feeling the same, but his face was stitched in concentration.

“Since Erin is an experienced climber, she’ll demonstrate. Pay careful attention to the call and response we use as I’ll expect all of you to do the same.”

Erin nodded, stepping up to the base of the telephone pole and directing her gaze upwards.

Darius pointed at Kelly, who was staring at Erin’s back with laser focus. “When you’re in Kelly’s position, your attention needs to be one-thousand percent on your partner. You can’t be distracted.” He faced Kelly. “Are you ready?”

Kelly nodded.

“I’ll prompt your responses,” Darius said. “Whenever you’re ready, Erin.”

She bent her knees, shaking her arms out at her sides and wiggling her fingers for a few seconds. Then she called out, “On belay?” in a strong voice; her gaze focused on her goal: the top of the log.

Everyone at the other telephone poles had stopped what he or she was doing to watch. Erin would be demonstrating for everyone.

“The belay is this device,” Darius said, pointing to a piece of metal attached to Kelly’s harness. “It helps to hold Erin’s weight. By asking ‘On belay?’, the climber is checking to see if the person holding their rope, called a belayer, is ready. Kelly, you say, ‘Belay on’.”

“Belay on,” Kelly said authoritatively, her hands on the ropes, knees bent, eyes boring holes into Erin’s back.

“Climbing,” Erin said, but didn’t make a move.

“This is Erin indicating that she’s ready to go. The belayer says, ‘Climb on’,” Darius explained.

“Climb on,” Kelly answered immediately.

Erin began climbing as though Kelly’s words had been a starting gun, and Kelly responded by pulling on the rope in time with Erin’s progress, taking up the slack Erin was creating as she ascended.

Erin scampered up the pole, her body clearly familiar with the mechanics of climbing. The ascent seemed like little more than a warm-up for her. 

Once at the top she slowed a bit, getting her feet onto the top of the log. Her flexibility helped as she made that same locked-knee waist-bend I’d admired earlier. Once on top, she slowly rose to standing, putting her hands over her head with nary a wobble. The whole performance couldn’t have taken more than ninety seconds.

“Nice,” Darius yelled as he started to clap.

After a second, UPR’s stunned masses joined in, clearly impressed by Erin’s athletic demonstration. She’d made it look extremely easy.

“Damn,” Fern said, shaking his head, his baseball mitt-sized hands making a resounding clap.

“You must see this every day,” I commented as I clapped.

Fern shook his head. “No. I’ve never seen her climb before. I know she’s been doing it for a few years, but this is the first time I’ve witnessed it.”

That’s odd. Fern seemed athletic and like he’d be a supportive boyfriend. So why hadn
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