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Chapter One
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What a wickedly intrusive sound so early in the morning. Groping around the dark, I feel the table beside the bed for the noisy alarm. Pounding on the first button. Seems to do the trick as it is silent again, aside from the gurgling sounds coming from the guy next to me.

What was his name again? Oh, yes. Douglas. No, not that long. Is it David? No, not that either. I strain to think. Oh, yes, it was Dante. The same name as my ex-brother-in-law, whom I could never stand. 

I remind myself that If I am to keep this body, I had better figure out how to get my sorry behind out of bed. 

Prying one eye open, I shut it quickly as it burns. I stayed up late last night, so getting up this early is brutal. I do not know what I was thinking. Going out last night at my age, I probably should be home knitting. Silently berating myself, I strain to pull up into a sitting position as I force my eyes open, then move to stand on shaking legs.

I am so sore from the busy night with Dante. Despite the many drinks at the bar and at my house, he is a sex machine. 

I hardly remember a thing after we pulled up to my house in the cab. I vaguely remember unlocking the front door and then pouncing on him. As I step toward my bathroom, I trip over one of my stilettos and nearly impale my foot on the spiked heel. 

“Ouch. Dammit!” 

“Huh?” 

I whirl around and see a sleepy Dante looking at me. 

“Oh, Nothing. I just stepped on my shoe. Hey! You need to wake up.” I scold, as I watch his eyes flutter shut again. “Seriously, Dante, you need to leave. I have to go for a run and then get to work.”

He doesn't respond; instead, the snoring begins again. 

I sigh loudly, walk over and get on the bed, straddling his sleeping body. I lean down and kiss him tenderly at first and then, as his lips soften and move underneath mine, I deepen my tempo.

He responds by slipping his tongue into my mouth. I grind my hips against his and notice other body parts waking up. Abruptly, I move to climb off him, and his eyes fly open. “Hey, wait. Where do you think you are going? Aren't you going to finish what you started?”

I’m now standing by the bed. “No, that was your wake-up call. Now please get dressed. I have to start my day, and you aren't part of the plan today.”  

“Um, okay.” He looks baffled and deflated. 

“Besides, didn't you say you had a meeting with one of your professors this morning? I would not want to stand in the way of your higher education.” From the walk-in closet, I holler. I hear him grunt in response from out in the room, but I'm not really listening. 

Emerging from the closet, I turned to face the mirror. I gasp. I do not look well. 

My face is pale and pasty, and my hazel eyes are bloodshot, along with steamer trunks for bags. I find a hair tie and pull my long, dark brown hair into a ponytail. It’s a good thing that I'm only going for a jog. Hopefully: Nobody will notice me looking this awful so early in the morning. I pull out a blinged-out Seahawks baseball hat, place it on my head, and then stick my toothbrush in my mouth. I head out to see what progress my one-night-stand is making. 

“Dante?”

He is nowhere to be seen. I dispense with my toothbrush and head downstairs to find him.

As I head down the stairs, I hear a noise from the kitchen. I sure hope that it's Dante and not an intruder. I do not have the time for that nonsense. 

“Dante, are you down here?”

“Yeah, I'm locating my clothes. Where are we exactly? I have to get back to my car.”

“Oh shit. I hadn't thought of that. Since we took an Uber home, I don't have my car here either. We're in the Ballard area. It’s about a thirty-five-minute cab ride at this time of day.”

He has a stricken look on his face. 

I rolled my eyes at him. “Don't worry. Your Uber fare will be on me. I think your other shoe is over there.” I point to the sofa in the great room. He has literally strewn his clothes throughout the house. Well, I guess so is mine. I don’t know how I made it up the stairs with one shoe on while the other shoe was down here in the kitchen. I need to learn that this is not appropriate behavior at my age, especially for someone in my position.

Now that my plaything had found all his belongings, we both stand awkwardly in my kitchen, waiting for his cab to arrive. 

“They said it would be here about twenty minutes. Do you mind waiting outside so I can go on my run?” I thrust some cash at him as I passed him, heading toward the front door. I hear his footsteps following me. 

“So is this it? Do I get to see you again? His voice cracks. 

“No, I'm afraid last night, is it? I am too advanced for you.”

“C’mon, you're not a cougar or too old for me.” He coaxes. 

I whirl around to face him. “Whoa. I never said that I was too old for you. Nor am I a cougar. I'll have, you know, I'm turning thirty-seven soon. That does not qualify as a Cougar. I'm too advanced, as I’m inexperienced in life, in bed...in everything.”

“Wait! You're thirty-seven? I thought you said twenty-seven! Man, you’re almost old enough to be my mom!” 

“Excuse me? Just how old are you, really?” 

“I just turned twenty-one.” He pauses, then adds, “A month ago.” He says with a sheepish look on his face. 

“Oh wow! So you lied; you told me you were in your mid-twenties in grad school.” He shrugs as I continue. “I have made a colossal mistake. You definitely need to stick to your college coeds, and by the way, I am not old enough to be your mother. Anyway, nice to meet you and have a pleasant life.” I hold my hand to shake his, and he smirks, giving me a shake back.

As I begin my jog, I hear him call out, “You are still hot for a cougar.”

“I'm not a Cougar,” I yell back, frustrated and jarred. 

Although, in a way, I felt like the label fits mainly because I spent the better part of my midnight hours last night screwing a young man's brains out. Someone who is barely legal to drink. With that, I swear to myself that I will go for someone who claims to be at least thirty-five next time. Ugh, I berate myself again. There had better not be the next time. It isn’t hard to be successful in business, but I make terrible choices in my personal life. I enjoy being single, but I need my bed warmed, which is a tough combination. 

I wave goodbye to him and head off, hoping to clear my head and rid myself of this awful hangover.

Around the next bend, I notice signs showing roadwork and a flagger ahead.

“Dang it!” I utter, “Now I can't take my usual route.”

I turn down the next right, and as I do so, a large fluffy black ball of slobbering happiness comes bounding at me out of nowhere. The big furry beast knocks me over, causing me to skin my knees and hands. 

I hear the owner calling after the wayward canine from somewhere in the distance. “Hey, Cleo! CLEO!”

“Cleo is not listening. She is too busy trying to lick me and making it difficult for me to get up. 

“Your beast is over here!” I holler out to the owner, who was taking her sweet time retrieving her mutt. 

“Oh, sorry. Cleo! You naughty little girl!” She shouts from a few hundred yards away. 

“Little? I don't think so. She must weigh what? Two hundred pounds?” I exclaim. 

The woman laughs, but I am not trying to be funny. 

As the woman approaches, the exuberant animal sees her owner and finally lets up her tongue bath, allowing me to scramble to my feet. 

“I am so sorry. She saw a bird, and her leash snapped, slipped out of my hands, and, well, sorry. Are you okay?” She grimaces. 

I look down at my bloody knees and scraped hands and think, no; I am not okay. Instead, I respond. “Yeah, I'll live, but consider getting a new leash for her. It's good that I’m not a small child who might not have fared so well.” 

Her face is stricken; she turns away, then hesitates, “I really am sorry. I usually have control over her. See you around.”

I mumble my goodbye, then I take a step when I feel a shooting pain radiate through my left leg.

Oh gosh, that hurt like hell! As I carefully take another step, I experience the same pain again. I think I may have strained something. I know that it's not a break. However, in my ripe old Cougar age, one never knows. This was not my idea of a jog this morning, and the worst part is that I have a hill to climb to get back up to my home with a view. After what seemed to be an eternity, I hobble up the hill to my house. The multitude of steps to the front walk and then the house killed me. Once on my doorstep, I see something tucked under my welcome mat. I reached down and plucked out the fifty spots I had given Dante for cab fare. I guess the starving student did not want my money. Admirable but foolish. It's not as if he couldn't use it. 

Dreading more stairs, I enter my home. I have no choice but to crawl up the plush, carpeted stairs, wincing as my hands and knees are raw. I dread having to cover myself in bandages, but the excruciating pain I'm experiencing dictates comfort over fashion today—dumb dog.
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A voice behind me squawks, “You are late!”

“Yeah, and hung over.” I groan over my shoulder. 

“Oh, honey, tell!”

I sit at my desk as my amazing assistant and my best friend, Finnigan Doyle, plunks himself down in the leather chair opposite me.

“Oh, Finn, not now.”

His face falls. “Why not now?”

“Because I have that conference call in less than an hour, and I'm not quite ready for it,” I reply, not looking at him as I know he will look at me with scrutinizing eyes.

When I finally look up and make eye contact, I instantly regret it as his look said everything. “Tsk-tsk, Paloma. I know you are holding out on me; just tell me what you did last night!” He urges. 

I pretend to be reading my email but steal another quick look at him, and just as I suspected, he has tilted his head, lifted his left eyebrow, and pursed his lips. What aggravates me about him is he can read me like a book. I can't ever pull anything over on him. 

Reluctantly, I answer him, “Well, I went out after entertaining those guys from the spandex company. They ordered several rounds of drinks and then topped it off with champagne to celebrate the ad campaign.”

He gasps and throws his hands over his mouth. I noticed this perfectly coiffed blond mop hardly moves when he whips his head in a quick snap. His green eyes are shining with anticipation for the rest of the story. I know him really well, too. 

“I know champagne is never a good idea for me, but how could I refuse their offering?”

He scowls. “You didn't entertain one of the spandex guys last night?”

“No worse!” I cringe. 

“Worse?” He purrs. 

“Yeah, after the group left, I stayed behind to finish my drink and listen to the awful karaoke. I ended up hanging out with a college frat boy, and I'm sure you can fill in the rest.”

“Oh, no!” He wags his finger at me. “You are not getting off that easy. Tell me all! I must live vicariously through you as my love stream has dried up!” 

I again feel my body cringe, but this time it’s because of his choice of words. 

“There is not much more to tell. We took a cab to my place. I ravished the poor boy and sent him packing this morning.”

He giggles, then holds up a finger. “Wait a minute, what do you mean by a boy? Was he even legal?”

“Oh, stop, Finn. That is enough about my night of debauchery. I’ll admit that it was not exactly me at my finest, and yes, he was legal! And just what is your love life like exactly? It seems your last fling was with that little model we used for the Luxe Fit campaign.”

He snarls. “Yeah, about that. The girl is definitely a stalker. She has not stopped calling and texting me. Perhaps I should change my phone number.”

“I warned you not to go there. I could tell she was neurotic the first time I looked at her. Anyway, you, as my witness, I swear I will never repeat last night what a huge lapse in judgment.” I wave my hand through the air while he makes a choking sound.

“What the hell happened to your hand? What's with all the bandages?”

“Oh! You wouldn't believe it. I went for a jog once I got boy wonder to leave, and you know the huge hill leading up to my house?” He nods. “Well, at the bottom, they are doing road construction and have the road all torn up. So, I went down another street just before the construction. Out of nowhere, this enormous dog came bounding at me. She attacked me and knocked me over. I think I twisted my ankle, too.” I lift my leg to show him my bandaged foot crammed into my red Louboutin pumps. 

He clicks his tongue. “That is not a good look for you. Are you meeting with any clients today?”

I reply with a sharp edge to my voice, “You are my assistant, so shouldn't you know that?”

“Yes, but I'm far too distracted by your ghastly leg accessory.” He shrugs. “I think you may be in luck, though. Actually, we moved your lunch meeting to Friday. Maybe your ankle will be better by then.”

“Okay. Did you update my Google calendar, then?” 

He smirks. “You bet I did. I am not only good-looking. I'm efficient too.”

I rolled my eyes at him. 

“Okay. I better get to work. I already feel delinquent enough. Since my lunch is open, do you want to grab a bite later?”

“Of course I do.” He's about to exit through the glass doors of my office when he rolls around on the heels of his expensive Italian designer shoes. “Darling, I just have to ask, why are you jogging outside? I mean, isn't that a little rugged for you? Why not just join a gym?”

I have to laugh at that. “You know, ever since I lost all that weight, I vowed to never let it creep back on. I enjoy being able to exercise whenever. Besides, you know how much I hate the gym. If I wanted to, you know I have the gym in my basement.” 

He scoffs at me. “You lost that weight over a decade ago, and are you flipping serious? Do you ever use that room?”

Shrugging, I say, “I use it, but not very often. I hate the meat market gyms that Seattle offers. I am there for a serious workout, not for idiots to gawk at me while I do the hip abductor and then giggle as my legs spread.”

He sighed. “You are hopeless. Why don't you go to that place specializing in athletes and sports medicine? I know a few people who go there. They have nothing but good things to say about it.”

“I just told you clubs aren't my scene. Aren't you listening?”

“Yes, I heard you. But I hear the trainers there are hot.” Finn continues to push, “I'll go with you. Maybe we can take one of those group classes together.”

I shake my head. 

“Well, at least think about it. Surely, anything is better than being attacked by killer dogs on your run.”

“The dog wasn't vicious. She was overzealous, but maybe you're right. Check the place out for me and see if they have a trial membership.” I wiggle my finger at him, “Oh, and no long-term contracts. In case I hate it even after I join.”

He squeals, “Oh yay. I'm so excited.” He hurries out the door.

I sighed. “Yeah, I got your number. You just want to go for the hot trainers.” I yell after him, but it’s doubtful that he heard me as the door has already closed behind him. Digging into my work, I notice my wrist hurts when I use my mouse. No doubt that too is from the morning jog.

Finn may have a point. Maybe it is time to try something new. 
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The next week I follow an excited Finn through the super chic Falcon Athletics glass doors. It's a high-end and exclusive athletic facility at the top of a high-rise building. A pretty girl sits behind the front desk and greets us immediately. “Hello, how are you guys?”

Finn responds immediately, “We are simply great. Thank you. I called yesterday to schedule a tour and trial class for Paloma Finch and myself, Finnigan Doyle.” 

“Oh, yes.” She shuffles through some papers. “Nice to meet you both. I'm Molly.” She says while handing us each a clipboard. “So, fill out the top portion, sign, and date at the bottom.”

As I glance around, I notice this club is definitely upscale, and everyone here is beautiful and in great shape. At least, from what I've seen so far. 

My stomach is turning into acid as the nerves set. It has been quite a while since I have subjected myself to this kind of environment, and old insecurities rear their heads.

We hand her back the clipboards with the completed paperwork. 

“Perfect. I’ll give you a quick tour, but we must hurry, since your class will start in 20 minutes.” Molly says over her shoulder as she led the way.

Finn shoves his elbow into my side. “What is wrong with you?”

“I'm unsure and am incredibly nervous.” I say, while shrugging. 

“Oh, please. You'll be fine.” He assures me.

We walk down the long hallways and through another set of glass doors.  

Molly holds the door open for us and then says cheerfully, “Welcome to Falcon athletics.”

My jaw drops at the sheer size.

“Let me just point out a few features,” Molly says while showing us around the open gym areas. “Here we have the training turf, where some of the Seahawks practice frequently.” As we walk by the turf area, a few men are running sprints, and I recognize they are likely NFL guys. 

At the end of the turf, we turn the corner and find yet another large space full of the latest and best weightlifting equipment. Beyond the weight room, we can see another wide-open space with tall windows overlooking the skyline. 

This is no ordinary gym, and it is not like any of the chains. 

“So, who owns this place?” I ask casually. 

Molly smile and then points, “Colby Falcon. He's the tall one with the whistle and white shirt.”

Glancing over at the man named Colby, I feel my insides briefly churn with excitement. He is gorgeous, and I’m certain he has his own harem of women. 

Urged us forward, Molly says, “Okay. Let’s quickly move on to the spa, and then we will finish at the locker rooms.”

“That sounds more like it. I’m all about the spa.” I gently nudge Finn’s arm.

Grinning, he says, “Yeah, I thought you would enjoy this part.” He says, clearly happy with himself for urging me to come here. 

Taking a quick walk down some stairs to a landing where we can view much of the facility, I note how well designed this place is, and it seems they expected every need. 

We step through yet another set of glass doors with a full locker room equipped with a sauna, steam room, rain showers, and a meditation room. Our tour guide, Molly, speaks in a quiet tone. “The physical therapy treatment rooms in the personal training department are on the other side. There’s also dance and cardio studios with wood floors on the other side.” She motions again for us to follow her. “We have another amazing area that I want to show you.” Stepping up a few more stairs, we walk out onto a beautiful outdoor terrace outfitted with chaise lounges, dining tables, and chairs with umbrellas.

“So this is obviously our terrace, but it also serves as another training area. Sometimes our trainers like to bring their clients out here to train. It’s great because our clients can come here and relax after a workout.” We both nod as we notice a group of three women in the middle of a training session with one of the female trainers. 

Molly glances at her Google watch and says, “So let's get you a towel, and I can answer your questions. The class will start shortly, so we need to hurry.”

She leads the way back to one of the enormous dance studios with windows that bring in a lot of natural light, especially on a gloomy Seattle day. 

“Great. Thank you for the tour. Before we begin, I need quickly to use the ladies' room. I’ll hold my questions until after the class.” I blurt, then I head back downstairs, and on my way, I notice many attractive men working out, and I feel a bit out of my element. Shrugging off the insecurities, I throw my bag in a locker, grab my water, and head to the studio. When I arrive, I see women standing in their spots and stretching. Looking around the room, I notice that, of course, Finn has disappeared. Where in the hell has he run off to now? 

“Hi, I'm Colby. Welcome to class.” He says while extending his hand to mine. 

I accept his hand, and I feel the sparks ignite. Looking up into his electric blue eyes, no wonder I feel the energy. He must be buzzing from it. He is towering over my five-foot-five frame. If I were to guess, he’s probably around six-foot-two, and I'm also guessing his muscles have muscles. His striking, wavy black hair and piercing eyes have temporarily disarmed me. I recover myself quickly as I notice the smirk on his perfect face. 

“I'm Paloma. It's nice to meet you.”

“Is this your first class? I don’t think that I’ve seen you here before.” He replies in a deep voice. 

“Yeah. My friend Finn booked this for me. He should join us as well.” I say
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