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      I used to like my life. I thought I had it all. Or at least all I expected as a fat woman. I had a great set of friends, a job I enjoyed, and my own place. I was on my way to buying a new car and I was happy.

      And then I met him.

      Xander Carlson.

      The man who turned my life upside down.

      I know, you think I’m being foolish. Everyone wants a man in their life, right? Women all really just want someone to take care of them? Well, not me. I wanted to do it myself. I was a strong woman who could take care of herself. I never pictured my life with a man.

      Maybe because I never thought anyone would want me.

      Okay, not maybe. Definitely.

      I grew up fat. Pictures from when I was little reminded me of that whenever I visited my parents, and their display of family photos throughout the ages. My brother loved to remind me of it, too. In one particular picture of me at three years old, I was wearing a yellow bathing suit and laying in one of those plastic pools. My brother said I looked like a beached whale.

      Yeah, he’s an asshole.

      He’s also right. I hate to admit it, but my weight seemed to be genetic and uncontrollable. It became something I just accepted because if I’d always been fat then I always would be fat. Eh, no big deal.

      Like I said, I was happy. It didn’t matter to me that I never had men chasing me. I saw my friends go through problems with men and took comfort in knowing I never had to deal with all that.

      Not to say I didn’t have boyfriends or date. I did, but it usually was something short lived. One of us realized we weren’t right for each other. Eventually I decided dating was more trouble than it was worth. Whenever I went out with someone, I made sure it was a purely physical thing, or just a friends thing.

      But I didn’t need men as friends. I had three awesome female friends that kept my life fun.

      Claire was my closest friend. She and I went to high school together in Winterville, New York. Claire was thin in high school but started gaining weight after her high school boyfriend raped her. Claire never really got over it.

      How could you?

      I was there for Claire, but watching her go through something so horrible and then hide behind her weight was tough. Especially when I knew how skinny Claire could be. Sometimes I thought she wasted her body because if I could have been skinny I would have. But then I remembered that fat was fun and I ate another cupcake.

      Claire and I met Sam and Addi in college. We all went to Erie University, also in Winterville. As cold as the town was, it was home and I could never bring myself to leave.

      Sam and Addi are also overweight. The four of us lived near each other in the dorm our freshman year and hit it off. We were among the only ones not running out to frat parties and bars every night. We would sit around the dorm and watch chick flicks and bake brownies.

      There’s a reason we became close friends.

      But this story isn’t about them. It’s about him. About the man who ruined my life. The man who took away all my happiness.

      I worked at Western New York Health, a local branch of one of the big insurance companies. In customer service, where I worked, we handled questions from customers about their claims. If there was a problem, we would talk it through with them and then contact the doctor’s office to request a new form detailing the services rendered.

      It sounds boring, I know. Really, I liked it. I’ve always been good with people and liked to talk. Being on the phone hid my appearance so I wasn’t judged by my size. I could be a phone sex operator by night or a model, but no one would ever really know.

      The anonymity let me be the real me on the phone. I could joke with the customers who needed a laugh, I could console the ones who were upset, or I could flirt with the ones who sounded hot.

      Xander Carlson fit into that last category. Squarely.

      It was a Monday when he called me the first time. Spring was just starting to make an appearance in our Western New York town. Outside the window near my cubicle I could see the trees finally starting to thaw. Inside, my cube was part of the standard cube farm with blue-grey walls that were about waist high when you stood up. Everything was dull and drab and felt like a rainy day, even when the sun was out. The boring interior made the outdoors seem that much nicer, especially on days like that one.

      It was the first day we’d broke 50 since the previous October. Even though I wasn’t foolish enough to pack up my winter clothes (our town wasn’t called Winterville for nothing) I was excited to see the first signs of spring.

      I was off my game because of the weather.

      That’s my story.

      The phone rang and I was lost in a daydream about warmer weather, maybe even a vacation with my best friends. We’d all been talking about going on a cruise for years together, but we’d never done it. When the phone rang I barely knew what I was doing when I picked it up and said, “Western New York Health, Mandy speaking. How can I help you today?”

      The brief pause on the other end of the line set me on edge to start with. When he started talking I was sunk. His voice was rich and deep, smooth. He sounded like a wet dream come to life. He should have been the one working on the phone with a voice like his, but I just knew he had the body to match. A body that would have been put to better use in front of a TV camera where you could see and hear him.

      “Hi Mandy. I’m Xander Carlson. I guess I need some help.”

      I took a deep breath. They all needed help. Otherwise they wouldn’t be calling. But I understood not really knowing where to start.

      Plus, he used my name. Most people called and didn’t address me at all. But he said my name. And I wanted to hear him say it again. And again.

      “Okay Mr. Carlson, let’s see if I can help you. First, my direct extension is 8657. If you get disconnected for any reason, call back and enter my extension when it gives you the option. Otherwise you’ll have to go back through everything to get to a person. Second, I need your claim number so I can look it up.”

      I heard papers shuffling through the phone as he presumably looked for his claim number.

      “You have a beautiful voice,” he said, nearly making me lose my train of thought. “Okay, here it is. My claim number is 273MX85G5739.”

      I typed in the code as he read it to me, struggling to focus on my job and not his compliment, and waited while my computer pulled up the claim. It was for a claim that was two months old and for an Alexander Steven Carlson. I quickly scanned the details, wondering what horrifying thing the man with the sexy voice could have gotten taken care of.

      It turned out to be a pretty standard claim including a general check up and blood work. There were a few notes that said he had a payment due and was challenging it, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      Thank God he wasn’t hiding some horrible disease.

      “Can you tell me your full name please?”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry. It’s Alexander Steven Carlson. I forget about that sometimes.”

      “It’s no problem. Lots of people go by nicknames. Okay, so I see the claim has been paid and you owe the balance. It also looks like you’ve been challenging this one for a week. What can I help you with today?”

      He blew out a breath, not sounding irritated, but instead sounding worn out. He’d been through this before and he didn’t feel like explaining it again. That was a familiar noise in my job.

      “When I first got the EOB I called my doc. He thought he coded it wrong when he submitted the claim and for some reason it isn’t getting set as an annual exam. The doc was supposed to resubmit the exam details and I would get another EOB in the mail. I got a new one today, with Friday’s date, showing all the same information. Nothing has been updated.”

      I keyed in a few things to see if I could find the problem. Usually when something like that happened it was just pushed through without waiting for the doctor’s billing. It sounded like his Explanation of Benefits just got resent, not redone.

      While I looked through the details that were in the file about this claim he started talking again. “I’m sorry to be dragging you into this. You’re much nicer than the last woman I spoke to. And I’m thrilled to be talking to an American. Maybe I shouldn’t say that, but it’s so hard to talk to people who don’t speak the same language.”

      I laughed to myself at his honesty. “Well, everyone at Western New York Health is American. We’re local, in Winterville about ten minutes southeast of Buffalo.”

      “Really? I live in Winterville. Maybe one day I’ll get to see the beautiful face that goes with your beautiful voice.”

      I froze. He couldn’t be talking to me. Oh, wait, that’s right, he had no idea what I looked like. He was just flirting.

      “Yes, well, I’m sure you’ve got your share of stunning women lining up for a date with you. As for your claim, I apologize for what you’ve been through. Your claim hasn’t been reprocessed yet, but I can take care of that so you don’t have to worry about the payment.”

      Xander huffed into the phone, sounding relieved.

      “It really isn’t that big of a deal to me. The money isn’t that much, but it’s more the principle of the thing. I only go to the doctor when I need to. No offense but I hate dealing with all this crap. I feel like I only ever talk to people who really don’t give a shit about me.”

      I stifled a laugh when I noticed that his previous call was taken by Melody, my nemesis at work. She was definitely one of those people who didn’t give a shit about the job, or the people. I tried not to be that way. I was smart enough to know one of the biggest reasons for people to lose everything was medical issues. I didn’t want to have any of our customers end up bankrupt if there was something I could do to help.

      “Hopefully I don’t give you that impression, Mr. Carlson. I assure you I will do whatever I can to take care of this for you. I think I can see the problem here though. The dates on the doctor’s billing show that you were there on February 23. Your annual exam last year was on February 25 so we won’t cover an annual exam until after a year is up. Here’s the thing though, I’m looking at a calendar and February 23 was a Saturday. Did you go to the doctor on that day or was it a different day?”

      “What? No. My doctor isn’t even open on Saturdays. I was there on a Thursday.”

      I flipped back through the images on my screen and zoomed in to see the billing. The date looked like a 23 but it easily could have been 28.

      “Mr. Carlson, it looks like your claim should have been for the 28th instead. I don’t have the authority to make that change in our system. If I can put you on hold for a few minutes, I will talk to my supervisor and see if we can get it updated for you.”

      “Please, call me Xander. Mandy, you’re a lifesaver. Thank you so much. And yes, I’ll wait.”

      I hit the hold button and called over Diana, my boss. “It looks like his date of service was entered incorrectly. He is on the phone and said he was there on a Thursday. The date of service puts him there on a Saturday which should have been flagged, especially after his first call. I think we can resubmit the claim with the correct date of service on here and get this taken care of.”

      Diana looked over the forms on my computer and nodded. “You’re right. Good catch, Mandy.”

      Diana walked away and I sent the files to her for approval. I saw her sit back down at her desk, a few cubicles away. I waited until she gave me the thumbs up to say she’d corrected everything then clicked back onto the phone.

      “Mr. Carlson-“

      “Xander,” his smooth voice hummed in my ear, “please.”

      “Sorry, Xander. It looks like we’ve got it all taken care of. My boss has already approved the change to the dates and your claim will be reprocessed. You should get a new EOB within a few days showing the updated charges. Your doctor will get a new one also. If he’s billing you for this, you can call him and tell him things are being taken care of on our end. Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

      Xander chuckled softly, a soft rumble that was like a full body tremor. I felt it all the way through me, lighting me up. “I just can’t believe I got this resolved and I got to talk to a beautiful woman on the phone. I almost wish you couldn’t fix it so I’d have an excuse to call you again.”

      I blushed. I actually fucking blushed. A man had never made me blush. I felt beautiful, like he meant it. But of course I knew it was just an illusion. He had no idea what I looked like. If he did, he wouldn’t have given me a second thought. I knew that.

      “Well, unfortunately for you Xander, I’m very good at my job and I take customer satisfaction very seriously.”

      “I can tell you satisfy everyone you talk to.”

      What? Did he really just say that? Holy shit, he was totally hitting on me. I was stunned. And he wasn’t just hitting on me, he was intimating that I’m good in bed. Whoa! I was baffled. Men never hit on me, on the phone or in person. If only I could believe he meant it.

      Xander chuckled at my silence, waking up parts long dormant. I shifted in my seat, my panties getting wet as I imagined the ways I’d like to satisfy a man like him.

      “I’m sorry, that was out of line. I just wasn’t expecting to find someone like you on the other end of the line.”

      “Uh, thank you, Mr. Carl- I mean Xander. It was a pleasure talking to you today. I’m glad I was able to help you with your problem. If you ever need anything else, please don’t hesitate to get back in touch with us.”

      “Thank you. I hope I have lots more problems. Goodbye Mandy.”

      I said goodbye with a grin. I couldn’t stop smiling. It was silly. He was attracted to my voice, not to me. He was grateful I helped him, not actually hitting on me. I would be a fool to read more into it than was really there.

      But for some reason I couldn’t stop thinking about him.
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      The next night I was still thinking about Xander. I spent my whole day hoping he would call me again, but he never did. I knew it was foolish, but I couldn’t stop myself from wishing things were a little different. Wishing I were the confident woman I dreamed of being.

      Maybe I would look him up and call him.

      No, I wouldn’t do that. I could get fired for going through client files. And I didn’t need a man. I never had before, I sure wouldn’t start now.

      Xander Carlson was just a blip on my radar. A momentary setback. I wasn’t going to worry about him, especially not when I had girls’ night.

      Every Tuesday night, Claire, Sam, Addi, and I met up at Cooler Coffee for girls’ night. It was our chance to talk and have fun, all four of us. Most weekends I saw at least one of them, but during the week we were all busy with work. Tuesday nights we just relaxed.

      For some reason I always seemed to be the last one there. Claire worked at the airport for TSA so her schedule was pretty set. Addi was a chemistry teacher and was always early for coffee dates. Sam was a brilliant photographer with gigs all over town so there was no telling what time she’d arrive. But she was always there before me.

      Cooler Coffee felt a little like being at home. The sitting area ran along the front window with tables overlooking the street. It was in a part of town that catered to people walking around. The parking was horrendous, but the food and laid back atmosphere were worth it. Sam, Addi, and Claire were already at a table in the far corner.

      When I went through the door the familiar smell of coffee tickled my nose. I stepped up to the counter, eyeing the treats in the display case as the person in front of me ordered. I’d always loved the smell of coffee and had been addicted to it for years. I never really liked the stuff though and finally gave it up a few years earlier. On girls’ night I always ordered a hot chocolate.

      And cupcakes. We had to have cupcakes.

      I took my hot chocolate and twin cupcakes to the table where the others were waiting for me. I smiled and answered a chorus of hello’s and dropped into my seat, the weight of my day sinking over the edge of my chair with my ass.

      I already felt better being surrounded by my friends. Claire was on my right with Addi across from me and Sam next to her. I could finally forget about my day, and Xander Carlson.

      “Who stole your candy?” Claire asked, her liquid emerald eyes pinning me to my seat. She’d known me long enough to be able to read my moods, something I hated at the moment. I didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Nothing. I mean, no one. I just had a hard day.”

      “Is Melody giving you shit again? I wish you could get her in trouble and not have to deal with her again.”

      I smirked. Claire knew my innermost thoughts. “In fact, she did get in trouble yesterday. I fixed something she should have caught and has been trying to make my life that much worse since. It’s good that Diana knows how hard I work though. She won’t let anything happen to me.”

      Claire rolled her eyes. Melody had been trying to make my life a living hell since I started working there five years earlier. Just out of college I didn’t have any real skills, but I had a degree and did well in my interview. Melody had been there three years before I started and she hated me from the start.

      Diana wasn’t our boss at first, we worked for a man named Oscar. Oscar was into Melody. I think something was going on between them and he was helping to hide her mistakes. When Oscar got promoted, Melody was sure he would take her with him, but he didn’t. She was stuck at the same job while he moved on. Diana had been one of our customer service teammates before Oscar moved up. I always got along with Diana, not that we were close, but we didn’t have any issues. She knew I worked hard and wanted to do well. Melody was the opposite.

      “So what did you fix?” Addi asked. She tossed her poker straight milk chocolate hair behind her back. She had one of those trendy cuts with layers just past her shoulders that I always wished I could wear. My wavy red hair was cut similar but never looked as good as Addi’s.

      As a teacher, Addi was always curious how people solved problems. She taught high school chemistry, God help her, and had tough students. Most of them were good, according to Addi, but a few didn’t like to listen to her. She was forever looking for new tools to use to resolve issues. We often traded stories.

      It’s amazing how similar high school students were to adults. Both were pains in the ass.

      “A guy called up and said his claim wasn’t being paid. I looked into it and the date on the claim was wrong. It’s something Melody should have noticed. I showed Diana and she approved the change to the claim while I was talking to Xander. It was taken care of in about ten minutes.”

      They exchanged a look. All three of them. A look that I knew meant they picked up on something. What did I say? I had no idea. But something got their attention.

      “Xander? And who is Xander?” Sam chimed in. I saw the smirk in her peaked eyebrow and teasing brown eyes, shadowed behind her red framed glasses.

      “Shit,” I said. How could I have been so stupid? I said his name. One fucking word and they were latched on to me like cupcakes on my ass.

      Heat crept up my neck and onto my cheeks. I wanted to blame a hot flash, but the nice weather of the day before had turned cold again. It was in the 30’s outside and there was no way they’d believe I was just overheated.

      “Are you blushing? What did he say to you?” Claire asked.

      I struggled to figure out how to get out of it. I knew it was stupid, thinking about him after one phone call. Yeah, he flirted with me more than any man ever. In my life. But that didn’t mean anything. We didn’t know each other and I knew if we ever met he would run screaming in the other direction.

      “It’s nothing. He just said I had a nice voice and wished he could call me again.”

      They exchanged another look, this time with raised eyebrows. They were all thinking the same thing…

      “Did he call you back?”

      The question. The one I didn’t want to answer because it would be admitting that, again, nothing happened. It seemed like forever, since middle school when boys entered my radar, that any time I thought something might be possible, nothing happened. I wasn’t the sort of person that got dates. Guys didn’t ask me out. If they did, they were either also fat or desperate.

      I wasn’t shallow, at least I didn’t think I was. But I didn’t always find fat guys attractive. I guess that made me a hypocrite instead of shallow. I got pissed that hot guys didn’t want me but thought it was okay that I didn’t want fat guys.

      Okay, so I was shallow and a hypocrite.

      I shook my head and took a sip of my hot chocolate. I knew if I said the word ‘no’ they would hear the emotion in my voice and leap all over it. Too bad not speaking was just as much of a trigger.

      “You wanted him to, didn’t you?” Claire asked softly.

      “Fine, yes. I liked having him flirt with me. It was exciting and empowering. I know it’s stupid, but it felt good for a few minutes to have someone tell me I was beautiful and he wanted to talk to me again. I’d be a fool to think anything would come of it though.”

      “You never know,” Addi added. “Crazy things happen all the time. I dream about finding someone who is a decent guy. A hot, sexy guy who comes home to me every night. Passionate sex. Lots of love, too. A few kids. The white picket fence. Maybe even a few cats.”

      “Cats are overrated. You should get a dog,” Sam teased. It was an ever-present debate between us. Claire and Sam loved dogs, but Addi and I were cat fans. We argued that dogs are like men, well like men with hot women. They were always happy to see you and hump your leg. Cats were like women, full of attitude and stubborn as hell.

      I always wondered if it meant Addi and I tended toward playing for the other team, but I’d never found a woman attractive, and I didn’t think Addi had either. We just liked a quiet home and a pet we didn’t have to be dedicated to.

      Of course that also probably meant we weren’t ready for kids.

      No, I could answer that one… I was definitely not ready for kids.

      You had to have a partner for that. Or at least it was preferred. I wasn’t prepared to be a single mom.

      I laughed along with my friends as they debated the good and bad points of having dogs vs. cats, chiming in as necessary to back up Addi.

      “Sam, have you photographed anyone interesting lately?” I asked when the animal chat subsided.

      Sam rolled her eyes. Her whole body shook like she was trying to eliminate a bad memory. “I had a bride from hell this weekend. She was every bit as horrible as I thought she would be, but she’s done. I meet with her tomorrow to review all the photographs.”

      “She didn’t go on a honeymoon?” Addi asked.

      Sam shook her head, her long chestnut hair falling over her shoulders, and sipped her black coffee. I don’t know how she handled that, but she said it was something she’d gotten used to. Coffee was usually a standard at photo shoots and taking time to doctor it up, or having someone else do it for you, was not possible with Sam’s schedule. She got used to drinking it black because it was never right any other way.

      “Supposedly they’re waiting for the summer when the weather is a little better and then headed to California to tour the vineyards in Napa and Sonoma Valleys. I would have just waited until then to get married.”

      “Me too,” Claire said. “I can’t imagine not going on a honeymoon. Even if it’s just a few days away because money is tight, I would insist we go on a honeymoon. You know, if I ever got married.”

      “I agree,” Addi said. “With school I would have to wait until classes were out of session, but I would wait to get married over summer break. Plus, the summer around here is the prettiest time of year anyway.”

      “Blah,” I added. “I hate summer. Maybe because I sweat so much. I would want to get married in the fall or spring when it’s still nice outside but not so hot that I melt into a pool of goo.”

      “Ugh, I wish I had that choice,” Addi replied. “That’s one of the bad things about being a teacher. My time off is limited. I could always get married over spring break or even winter break, but no one wants to be in Winterville in the winter. Hell, the spring is bad enough. Did you guys hear it might snow this weekend?”

      We all groaned together, frustrated with the weather. A part of me secretly loved it, but after almost six months of winter, even I was getting a little tired of it. Everyone was.

      “So, Mandy, did you look at Xander on Facebook or Twitter? Is he hot?”

      I rolled my eyes. The conversation about Xander had passed, but dammit Sam brought him back up. Hell yes, I’d looked him up online. About 3.5 seconds after we hung up the phone. But I sure as hell didn’t want to admit that. Even to my best friends.

      “No,” I tried. I knew they’d see through me, but I had to try.

      “Oh, you so did. Is he hot?”

      “What’s his last name?”

      “Carlson,” I answered without thinking. Sam had her phone out and was searching before I knew it.

      “No!” I called, diving for her phone. She held it out of my reach while Facebook pulled up Xander’s profile.

      Yesterday I was thrilled that he had a public profile and I could browse through all his pictures and updates. Xander was even hotter than I’d imagined. He looked like a model. Unfortunately there weren’t any pictures of him shirtless, but I could tell he was built. His t-shirts stretched across his muscles like a second skin, just enough to tease my eyes but not leaving much to my imagination. His smile was bright and beautiful, and when I zoomed in close, I could almost imagine it was just for me.

      Not that I did that.

      Much.

      But as I watched my friends huddle around Sam’s phone doing the same thing I did yesterday frustrated me. I wanted to keep him to myself, like a secret crush. I couldn’t have them looking at him, seeing the truth.

      No doubt they would see the same thing I did… a man way out of my league.

      “He’s totally hot, Mandy. And he was flirting with you?”

      The disbelief in Addi’s voice both pissed me off and hurt me. I wanted to believe maybe someone like me could actually get a guy like him, but Addi didn’t believe it so I had no reason to.

      “Yeah, I know, he’s out of my league. It’s not like I had any hope of anything happening. He has no idea what I look like. I’ll likely never hear from him again so it doesn’t make a difference.”

      Claire heard the hurt in my voice and tried to do damage control. Sam and Addi traded looks of shock and uncertainty. “You never know, Mandy. He might not be like all the other hot jerks out there. Some guys are decent.”

      “He doesn’t know me, Claire. I’d love to think a guy could love me, but I’m happy with my life. I don’t need a guy.”

      They all looked at me like I was full of shit. I knew I was too, but I wasn’t going to admit it. Xander had stirred something in me, something that made me want to believe I could have more in my life than great friends and a good job. Something more than a lonely life with no one to come home to.

      All that with one phone call. I could only imagine what he would do if I ever met him.

      And discovered he wasn’t an asshole.
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      By Friday of that week I’d almost forgotten about Xander Carlson. Sure, I’d Facebook stalked him a few more times and considered using genetic software to see what our kids would look like, but really, he was as far from my mind as he could be.

      My weekend was looking to be pretty boring but I didn’t care. It would be a few days away from Melody and her bitchiness. She’d gotten worse through the week, trying to catch me in everything I did. I’m pretty sure she spent more time reviewing my calls than answering her own.

      I really had no idea what her issue was. She was nice to just about everyone else, but never liked me. I tried to shrug it off, but it bugged me. I mean really, what did she have to be jealous about?

      Melody was perfect. She had that long flowing blonde hair every woman dreamed of having. She was thin with large, perky breasts. Don’t judge me, she put them on display every day. She always was dressed to the nines in business suits and three or more inch heels. Her make-up was impeccable. She drew the attention of every man in the place, and half the women.

      But she was a bitch. With a capital B.

      I tried to give her the benefit of the doubt. I really did. Maybe she had a rough childhood or she was miserable. Maybe she was still sore that Oscar moved on without her. Or maybe she was just a bitch.

      Unfortunately, I was pretty sure it was the last one.

      “Mandy, I’d like to speak with you. Could you come to the conference room, please?” Diana said as I set the phone down mid-afternoon. She didn’t sound upset, but there was no way of knowing what was going on.

      “Sure,” I said, locking my computer and following her down the hall.

      In the conference room the whole group had assembled. Melody walked in behind me, her heels clicking on the vinyl flooring. “Are you going to stand there and clog up the entire doorway, or are you going to let the rest of us in?” she snarled.

      I shook my head and moved out of her way. She wasn’t worth my time, or my energy, so I just ignored her, but man I wanted to slap the shit out of her. She didn’t come out and say it, but I heard the fat comment in the tone of her voice, and it bugged me.

      “Please take your seats, everyone,” Diana said from the front of the room.

      I moved to the only open seat left, between Melody and Pete, the smelly guy who had a cube near the bathrooms. It couldn’t have been worse. I prayed for a quick meeting.

      “I’m not sure how many of you have heard,” Diana began, “but I’ve decided to retire. I’m going to finish out this month and next. Starting in June, you will have a new boss.”

      Everyone started murmuring around me. I never thought Diana would leave. She was practically an institution around there. Even though I hadn’t been there long, I knew Diana was the backbone of customer service. Having someone else take over would almost certainly mean changes. I just wondered who would step up and do it.

      I’d love to, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for the challenge. I was still new. I had a lot to learn.

      “How’s it gonna feel to have me as a boss? Diana loves me. And Oscar is her boss, so I’m a shoe-in for the job. Actually, you know what? You’re not gonna have me as a boss because the first thing I’m going to do is fire your fat ass for insubordination. Oh, I can see it now.”

      Melody trailed off, letting me imagine her as my boss. I shuddered. There was no way in hell that was going to happen. If Melody became my boss she would make good on her threats. She’d find a way to fire me. Without Diana around I wasn’t sure I’d make it much longer.

      “Many of you are qualified for my position,” Diana’s voice broke through my stupor. I looked up to find her staring right at me as she spoke. “I truly hope you apply for my job. You’d be a great fit, and the company would be lucky to have you take on a manager role.”

      I knew she wasn’t speaking directly to me, but it felt like it. Or maybe she was, but was trying to make everyone feel like they should apply. Maybe I could step into her job. I was good at my job, why couldn’t I be good at Diana’s?

      I left the meeting a few minutes later with everyone else. Melody was right behind me as I walked out the door. “You know she was talking to me when she said I’d be a great fit. The job is as good as mine. And I can’t wait to see you go up in flames. It’ll be my greatest pleasure to have you fired.”

      “Really?” I quirked an eyebrow at her. “Your greatest pleasure? I feel bad for you then. I really thought with your perfect body you’d have found men better at sex than that. But if it really will be your greatest pleasure maybe I shouldn’t fight you on it. I really feel badly for you.”

      I left Melody sputtering in outrage as I walked back to my cube. I could only laugh.

      Diana was in her cube when I passed by so I stopped in to congratulate her.

      “You must be excited, Diana. Congratulations on your retirement.”

      She spun around in her chair. Her grey hair was tied back in her standard bun, her green eyes shining like they always were. “I am excited. At first I wasn’t so sure, but my husband and I are making plans to tour the country this summer, see some of the places we’ve always wanted to see. We’re going to visit our children and grandchildren. It’s going to be a nice change for me.”

      “I’m happy to hear that,” I told her, genuinely happy for Diana. “I only hope our new boss is as wonderful as you.”

      She tilted her head to the side as if trying to figure something out. “You know I was talking about you, right? When I said you’d be a great fit. I know you’ve only been here five years, but you have potential. You’re kind and smart and wasting your talents hiding behind the phone. I really hope you’ll apply for my position. I’d love to leave it in hands as capable as yours.”

      Stunned, I stood there gaping at her, wondering what to say. “Thank you,” was all that came out. I was shocked and touched. “I will think about it,” I told Diana as I left her cubicle and headed back to mine.

      I was still in a daze when my phone rang a little while later. I picked it up, grateful for the distraction to get me through the end of the day.

      “Western New York Health, Mandy speaking. How can I help you today?”

      “Mandy, it’s good to hear your voice.”

      It was him. Fuck! Why was he calling me again? And why were my nipples jumping up to say hi on their own.

      “Xander, how are you? Did you get your EOB?” I was breathing heavily, trying not to be too excited that he called me. After all, it was probably another problem with his claim.

      “You remember me?”

      “Uh,” I stammered. Shit! I should have let him reintroduce himself. Isn’t the first rule of getting a guy to like you to play hard to get? And wouldn’t making him think you forgot him fall under playing hard to get?

      Yeah, there was a reason I didn’t date.

      “I, um, I do remember you. Your voice is very distinct.”

      ‘Very distinct?’ What the hell was that supposed to mean?

      “Distinct. And here I got my hopes up that maybe you had the slightest interest in me.”

      Did he really just say that? To me? I thought I was going to have a heart attack. And I couldn’t even blame the stairs. I worked on the first floor.

      “I don’t know anything about you, Xander. I don’t spend too much of my time wondering about men that I have only spoken to once and don’t know.”

      ‘LIAR!’ my mind screamed. I made it sound like I hadn’t been on Facebook every day to see if he mentioned our conversation, or added new pictures of himself. Nope, I hadn’t gone through his profile with a fine-toothed comb looking for indicators that he had a girlfriend, or wife. And I certainly hadn’t been thinking about him day and night.

      Yeah, right.

      “Well, I think we need to change that. I was hoping you would meet me sometime. I’d love the chance to maybe buy you a cup of coffee.”

      I smiled. No, it wasn’t a smile. It was a shit-eating grin. I couldn’t stop it from covering my face, making me feel like one of the beautiful people. He was gorgeous, simply stunning. And he was asking me out.

      Me!

      Mandy Ryan!

      We weren’t actually supposed to date our customers, but it was more of an unwritten rule than anything. It’s not like we would always know what kind of insurance people had, but it was generally frowned upon to start dating someone once you knew they were a customer.

      If I wanted the promotion, I definitely didn’t need to be toeing the line of acceptable behavior at work.

      “I actually don’t drink coffee,” I said. I had no idea how to respond. I felt like I knew a secret that he didn’t know. Of course I did. I knew who I was, and I knew who he was. He thought my voice matched the rest of me. He would be expecting a supermodel and getting a beached whale.

      Xander laughed softly, the sound filling me. I could picture his smile, the smile that had been haunting my dreams. I wanted to see that smile in person. I ached to meet him. I couldn’t explain it. Something felt different about him. Something that made me want to say yes.

      “You don’t have to drink coffee. We could go out for a beer or hell, a water, for all I care.”

      I laughed. He was charming. It warmed me. No, it heated me. Like burning in hell sort of heated me. He wasn’t saying anything particularly charming, but I was already aching for him.

      “I love the sound of your laugh. God, I want to see the smile on your face when you laugh. I can only dream of how beautiful you are.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him the truth. To tell him I wasn’t the woman he thought I was. He deserved the truth before he tried to take me out.

      Right?

      “I’m sorry. I guess this is a little creepy, right? What if we got to know each other a little better. I’ll tell you anything you want to know about me so you know I’m not sketchy. I have a younger sister and I would yell at her for days if she went out with a guy like I’m asking you out. I’m 29 years old. I work for Colton Construction as a project manager. I have a BS in electrical engineering from University at Buffalo. My parents have been married for almost 35 years and my sister is 23.”

      He took a deep breath. I closed my eyes and imagined his breath cascading over my skin. I listened to him breathe, as though he was trying to figure out what to tell me next. He kept going.

      “In high school I was a bit of a troublemaker. I was the star pitcher on my high school’s baseball team and goalie for our soccer team. I went to Orchard Park High School and my parents and sister still live in OP. I thought I could get away with anything because I was a sports star. I drank and TP’d a house almost every weekend. My friends were just as crazy as me so I thought we were normal.”

      He chuckled, remembering his foolish youthful days. I was a bit jealous. I didn’t have those memories. In high school Claire and I were best friends, but she was dating BJ. When things went bad between them, she and I spent most of our weekends at either my house or hers. She didn’t want to go out because BJ had told everyone all sorts of lies about her. Claire just wanted to get through high school without having to deal with anyone. Honestly, that’s all I’d ever wanted, too.

      “I cleaned up my act in college. My first two years I was just as crazy, but eventually I figured out that I wasn’t doing myself any favors. I ended up with a roommate my junior year that was focused on his work. We were in class together and he was kicking ass and I was close to being thrown out. I knew if I didn’t get my shit together I wouldn’t graduate.”

      The phone muffled and I wondered if he was talking to someone else. After a second I heard him sneeze and then he came back on the phone.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, sounding embarrassed.

      “Bless you,” I told him with a smile. For some reason it made him seem more human to hear him sneeze. Almost like I forgot that hot guys sneeze, too.

      “Thank you. Anyway, my roommate tutored me for the first semester of our junior year and pulled my grades out of the dump. After that it became a game between me and Drew to see who got the better grade. Most of the time he beat me, but I gave him a run for his money. We’re still good friends today.”

      I listened quietly. As he talked I clicked through his Facebook profile, again, and looking at him while he talked. I was surprised someone as gorgeous as he was could care about things like grades. Usually that was reserved for people who didn’t have their looks to fall back on. People like me.

      “So now, I own my own house, I own my own Jeep, and I work hard. I love my job. I work with Drew, my roommate from college, and we dream of being able to open our own home restoration company one day. We’re working with the construction company because it’s pretty steady work, but we’d love to be able to go in and bring something old back to life instead of starting from scratch. I guess it doesn’t sound that interesting, but Drew and I work well together and would love to do our own thing.”

      “I totally get that. I mean, it’s not me. I actually really like my job, but I can understand wanting to put your own stamp on what you do.”

      “That’s it. Exactly. I know I’m doing good work where I am, but I could do so much more if I weren’t having to give a cut of my pay to the company. Plus, I like working with the customer a little more. As it is we go in to a house as it’s under construction and wire it up but never have anything to do with the homeowner. I know we have to follow code, and we do, but it would be cool to sit down and plan things out with the homeowner or go in and help someone when they have a problem. I feel like I’m not using my education at all and that bugs me. I worked hard for it and I like solving problems.”

      I found myself smiling. He sounded wonderful. Every time he said something else I wanted to meet him and talk to him in person. I wanted to tell him everything about myself, and learn everything else there was to know about him.

      When he asked, “Now that you know more about me do you think you’ll go out with me?” I had no choice but to say, “Yes.”

      “Really? Excellent,” he said. I could hear his smile and it brought one to my lips. I’d just agreed to a date with a really cute guy and he was excited about it. “How about this weekend?”

      Panic! There was no way I could meet him over the weekend. The weekend was starting in about twenty minutes. I wouldn’t be prepared to meet a hot guy in less than 24 hours. If ever.

      “This weekend isn’t good for me,” I lied. “Are you available Tuesday evening?”

      He paused and I worried I’d blown it. Maybe I should go out with him over the weekend. But then I wouldn’t have any back-up. All my friends were busy, either working or had something else going on. I needed to have at least one of them available to go with me, or talk me through it when it fell apart.

      “Tuesday works for me. I usually get off work around four. I’m guessing you work until five so how about we meet at six? Where do you want to go? Since you don’t like coffee,” he teased.

      I smiled again. This was starting off better than I expected. He was making me smile so much my cheeks were sore. “How about Cooler Coffee?”

      “Wait a minute?” he laughed. “You said you don’t like coffee and now you want to go to a coffee place? What’s up with that?”

      I laughed again. Picking on me was a good sign. He was already comfortable enough with me to joke around. Yep, I could do it. I could have fun with a man.

      A hot man.

      That had no idea what I looked like.

      Before I lost my courage I said, “I like hot chocolate. If you want to go somewhere else we can…”

      He laughed at me, the vibration tickling my ear like his breath was actually fanning me. “Cooler Coffee sounds great. I’ll see you Tuesday at six.”

      “Yep, Tuesday at six. Bye Xander.”

      “Bye Mandy.”

      I hung up the phone smiling. I couldn’t stop. He not only eased my concerns about being out with a perfect stranger, but he made me laugh. I was really looking forward to meeting him.

      Until I turned around.

      Melody was right behind me, examining her nails and staring at my computer.

      That still had Xander’s profile pulled up on Facebook.

      “Is that the guy you were just talking to. The one you’re going out with Tuesday?”

      I scrambled to close the tab before she could see anything else. Like his name.

      “Does he know what you look like? Does he know what he’s getting himself into?”

      “What business is it of yours?” I snapped at her.

      A wicked smile crossed her lips. She looked like an evil Barbie. “So you haven’t told him you’re fat. Do you really think a guy who looks like him is going to want to be with someone like you? I mean, really?”

      “Leave me alone, Melody,” I said sharply. I turned away from her, focusing back on my computer and finalizing the last bits of paperwork I had to do before I could go home. After a few moments I heard the clacking sound of her heels as she walked back to her cubicle. Each step felt like a shot through my heart.

      Too fat.

      Too fat.

      Too fat.

      What was I thinking? Of course Melody was right. Not that I wanted to hear it from her. Even Addi thought he was out of my league when she saw his picture. She didn’t come out and say it, but it was pretty obvious by the tone of her voice.

      I could try to convince myself Xander Carlson was different, but really I had no idea. The odds were he was a jerk. A big one. I wanted to cancel the date.

      Shit, I wondered, why did I agree to it?

      I told myself all week that I didn’t need him, but as soon as I heard his voice I was ready to do anything he said. I was weak. It had been a while since a man showed me any bit of attention, and it drew me in. God, I was stupid.

      But without his number I had no way to canceling on him. If I didn’t show up at all, I would be the jerk. If I showed up, I knew I’d get hurt. But it was too late.

      My first date with Xander Carlson was set.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      All weekend I was paranoid. What if he didn’t like me? What if he walked out when he saw me? What if Melody was right? By Tuesday I’d gotten myself so psyched out about our date that nothing could put me in a good mood.

      I’d secretly hoped Xander would call Monday or Tuesday to tell me he had to cancel our date, but he never did. As Tuesday afternoon approached, I started freaking out. Seriously. I was losing it.

      As soon as five o’clock hit, I was out the door. Usually I’d make sure things were in order for the next day, but I wasn’t going to take the time. I had to get to Cooler Coffee early to talk to my girls. I knew I wouldn’t get through my date if I didn’t have their support.

      I burst through the door a few minutes later. Addi was already seated at a table alone, looking at her smartphone. I ordered my hot chocolate and cupcakes then joined her.

      “You’re here early,” Addi said with a smile. “Usually I’m by myself for a few minutes. You look really nice today.”

      The massiveness of my date washed over me and I almost started crying. I still couldn’t believe I was going to go out with him. Or meet him. It all seemed like a dream, a bad one I was sure. Even my clothes indicated something was going on.

      I hadn’t talked to anyone all weekend. Addi coached tennis and lacrosse for the school and was an instructor on the side. One of the clubs she taught at opened over the weekend and she was working from sun up to sun down to get new students signed up.

      Sam and Claire also worked all weekend. It felt strange to have such a huge event, for me at least, and none of my friends had a clue.

      “I’m meeting Xander. He called me on Friday and asked me out. We’re meeting here tonight.”

      Shock didn’t begin to describe the look on Addi’s face. She was completely blown away, as though the idea of me going out with a hot guy was not only unbelievable, but also a huge mistake.

      Her face was the picture of my insides over the last four days. It was so bad I’d lost three pounds because I was so anxious about the whole thing.

      I waved my hand in front of Addi’s face, trying to get her attention again. She blinked rapidly then focused on me. “Wow. Sorry, I just imagined what it would be like to have a date with someone that looked like him. Are you nervous? I’d be a wreck.”

      I nodded. Nervous, terrified, about to throw up. They all applied.

      “Nervous about what?” Sam asked as she sat down next to Addi. I hadn’t noticed her walk in. Sam’s rich brown hair bounced as she dropped into her seat. I watched, mesmerized, as her hair settled into place.

      “Mandy’s meeting Xander here. Tonight,” Addi declared, emphasizing ‘tonight.’

      Sam turned on me, a smile playing at her lips and her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Really?” she dragged out. “Isn’t that interesting. Why is he meeting you here?”

      I huffed out my frustration. “You know why, Sam. He wanted to go out over the weekend but I couldn’t do it knowing I didn’t have any of you to call when things went south. I asked to meet here so I could bash him for being a shallow asshole when he decides I’m too fat to be with someone as hot as he is.”

      “I don’t think you’re giving him enough credit, Mandy,” Sam retorted. “Did he ever ask you what you look like? Did he give you any indication that he wouldn’t go out with you if you weren’t thin and hot? If he did you certainly didn’t tell us.”

      I shook my head and started to argue, “He kept telling me how beautiful my voice was and how he couldn’t wait to see me in person to match my face to my voice.”

      “Who’s matching your face to your voice?” Claire asked as she took the seat next to me. “And why are you here before me?” she teased.

      “Mandy’s got a date with the hottie she told us about last week, but she thinks he’s going to be an asshole so she is meeting him here tonight so she’s not alone when he tells her she’s too fat for him. Is that about right?” Addi told Claire.

      I stuck my tongue out at her. She’d perfectly articulated my feelings, but she didn’t have to be so negative about it. “Addi, you’re the one who made it seem like he was way out of my league. I agree with you. He is out of my league. I was stunned when he called Friday. He started telling me all this stuff about himself, like his past and his dreams for the future. He has a sister and said he’d be pissed if she agreed to date someone who’d asked her out the way he asked me. He started telling me all this stuff so I wouldn’t be afraid to meet him.”

      My friends exchanged worried glances. “You like him, don’t you?” Sam asked.

      I looked down at my hands and picked at the pink nail polish I’d carefully applied over the weekend, and then destroyed with my nerves. “He seems like a nice guy,” I told them noncommittally.

      They watched me, like they were waiting for something. They could tell I was lying my ass off and were waiting for me to sink myself, but I wasn’t taking the bait. I was going to let them sit there.

      And just in case, I stuffed a huge bite of my cupcake in my mouth.

      “You look nice,” Claire said. “I’ve always loved you in that dress.”

      I smiled. She was baiting me, but it was working. Claire knew I was wearing my favorite dress. The soft red color matched the darker shades of my hair and highlighted my light skin. It had a cinched neckline that scooped low enough to be sexy but not so low it was slutty. The capped sleeves allowed me to wear a bra, something very important to the well-endowed. I’d paired it with black knee high boots that just barely kissed the hem of the dress.

      I looked hot.

      Well, as hot as I could look.

      My hair was cooperating too, my soft curls bouncing just right around my shoulders. I had simple jewelry on and light make-up, but it was all different. It wasn’t how I usually dressed. And they knew it.

      I looked like I was trying too hard.

      “He’s a fool if he doesn’t like you,” Addi said suddenly. “You’re gorgeous and you’re a great person. He already likes your personality, or what he knows of you. If he blows you off we’ll all go on his Facebook page and tell everyone what a jerk he is.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes at the thought of my friends putting themselves out there for me. It seemed so small, but it was huge to me. To know they believed in me enough and thought I deserved someone like him.

      I wanted to believe it, too.

      “Let’s talk about something else,” I suggested, hoping they would all get the hint that I didn’t want to think about Xander for a little while. I glanced at my phone and saw he would be there in only twenty minutes. I needed to relax before he showed up, otherwise I just might sweat through my dress.

      Thankfully they picked up on my mood and started talking about the nicer weather. “Addi, are you going to have class outside this week? It’s supposed to be beautiful. I always loved it when my teachers let us go outside for class.”

      Addi laughed softly at Sam’s idea. “I love it too, but it’s hard for my class. If I taught English or even history it would work because you could go out for class and read or listen to a story or even lecture. I use the board so much, not to mention the experiments, that I don’t know how I could teach outside. I need to be able to show my students what I’m working on. If they can’t see it they’ll never get it.”

      “Is it strange teaching without books?”

      Addi had commented at the beginning of the year that her school had gone electronic and were no longer issuing books to students. It saved some taxpayer money because they weren’t buying books, but Addi worried it would be harder on the students.

      She shrugged. “I thought it would be really weird but I guess I’ve gotten used to it. The parents hate it though because they have to look everything up online to figure out how to help the kids. A few of my kids never have their homework done because they don’t have internet at home and can’t look things up online.”

      “Seriously?” asked Sam. “I can’t imagine not having internet all the time. Hell, we have internet in our hands and these kids don’t have it at home. Are their parents against it or they can’t afford it?”

      “Can’t afford it. Some states offer cheap or free internet for students that get reduced price lunch. I think New York is considering it. They need to if we’re not going to issue books. I think it’s great for the kids, but the school should have had some sort of online resource in place if they were going to take the books away. I end up piecing together lectures from a variety of sites and try to send home the web addresses every day, but it gets tiring.”

      I listened to them talk about schools and then Sam filled us in on her meeting with her bride from hell. Claire had a few new stories to share about the crazy things people try to carry onboard an airplane. The
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