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“RAVEN?” KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK. “Raven?” Knock, knock, knock. “Wake up, Raven! You’ve overslept for the second time this week!”

This can’t be happening. “What the hell, Marco! How could that be?”

He can’t be right.

“Your alarm has been going off for the past forty minutes; it’s now 6:30 a.m..”

Oh crap! School starts at 7:30 a.m.. “Why the hell didn’t you wake me up sooner?” Why didn’t I hear the alarm? Damn it all to hell! I jump out of bed, grab a quick shower, do a fast make-up job, and run out the door—smack into Manhattan rush hour traffic.

I’m trying to make some sort of normal look with my long, wavy black hair as I race to catch the train. Thank God I only have three stops to go! I make it to my usual Starbucks with little time to spare. I must look deranged. I’m bouncing from one foot to the other while the girl in the front of the line starts asking about calories in the muffins! Really, lady? If it looks or tastes good, spit it out, damn it! Finally my turn and the Barista already knows my order: large redeye with two pumps of sugar-free hazelnut, no cream, and a bottle of water. I don’t need anyone’s drama today. It’s a big day for my second graders and I need to be there now.

I run out of the door, and crash into someone with a chest like a brick wall. My coffee lid pops off and douses both of us. I can feel the weight of his stare as I try to wipe the coffee off of his chest, and I feel like I’m being zapped with a stun gun.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

He growls, “Lady, please, just stop. You’re not helping matters any.”

As I look up to protest, I’m hit with the deepest blue eyes I have ever seen.

At this point, I’m a flustered mess and all I can do is run away, leaving him with half the damage from the rough start of my morning. What the hell was that anyway? I have no time to dwell on it as class starts in five minutes. As I run to class, I toss Mick his bottle of water. “Nice catch, Mick.”

I teach second grade at Weinstein Academy, a private school in midtown Manhattan. It just so happens that today is “Bring a Parent To School Day.” And not only did I oversleep, douse the most beautiful man and myself with coffee, I now get to meet said parents with a wet shirt. Luckily, Jackie, my best friend and co-worker, has a spare shirt I can borrow. However, with her being smaller on top than me, I now look like a hooch woman!
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WHAT THE FUCK WAS that? Or, more to the point, who the fuck was that? I’m left standing outside Starbucks with a wet shirt, courtesy of a beautiful woman, and I didn’t even get her name! Her delicate fingers, trying to wipe off the coffee, didn’t help. I was instantly hard and all I could do was stare at her in disbelief. She had the most beautiful violet eyes. Eyes that felt as though they could look into my soul. Then she ran away! I head inside and ask the Barista if he knows her name. He says he only knows her drink. He then informs me that she comes in every morning for her usual large coffee and a bottle of water for the homeless guy, Mick, across the street.

“She buys him water every morning?”

“Yeah, and when she’s not running late, she buys him breakfast.”

I order a breakfast sandwich, instead of my usual, and head out across the street. I walk up to the man and hand him the sandwich, “I figured you might be hungry since the girl that usually buys you breakfast was running late.”

He looks at me apprehensively. “Thanks, she’s a sweetheart.”

I need to know more than that. “What do you know about her?”

He gets really quiet, but I wait. “What’s it to you?”

I can tell I’m not going to get much past him. “Well, I could stand here and feed you a line of bullshit.”

“Yeah, you could, but that doesn’t mean I would tell you anything about her.”

Well, at least he’s honest. “Look, mate, she ran into me this morning, as you can tell by my shirt. I just want to know who she is.”

Great, now he’s looking me up and down. “By the looks of you, you can afford to buy another shirt so, again, what’s it to you, who she is?”

I offer him my hand. “My name is Jax. She is beautiful and I want to know more.”

He just looks at me. “Well, Jax, my name is Mick, and yeah, she is beautiful, but more so on the inside. Not very many people will even give me the time of day, let alone buy me breakfast. I’m back from the war and things just aren’t right sometimes; she just gets it. She doesn’t judge me. What she gives me is more valuable than money—her time. She just gets it. If you want to know more about her, come back tomorrow, she’s here every day. That’s all you’ll get from me, Jax.”

He’s done talking and I know when not to push my luck. “Okay, Mick. Thanks.”

As I head up to my office, I’m even more intrigued. I change my shirt into one of the spares I keep here. Sitting at my desk, overlooking the city, I’m aware that I have all the money I will ever need and yet I’m bored. I own Raiders Inc., a multibillion-dollar company. I raid companies that are in trouble, either because the owners are stupid or greedy. There are only so many companies you can raid before it just gets old. Nothing holds my interest anymore—not work or parties—nothing. At least, not until this morning. I have to find that girl. Her eyes were a beautiful violet color, eyes that looked right into my soul, and her hair was as dark as a raven.

Maybe I should have Max help me find her. Max is my best friend and the head of my security. I hired him away from the Queen, one drunken night, in a seedy, London pub. After the mess with Erica, I usually have Max run a check on anyone I go out with. I don’t bring any women out in public, if I can avoid it. The paparazzi are ruthless whenever I step out with anyone. I will have to stalk that Starbucks until I find her.

I’m lost in my thoughts when my new assistant, Duke Jensen, rings to inform me that my sister, Isabella, has arrived. Great, just what I need, more family, reminding me that I’m thirty-three years old and not married. I don’t see what the big deal is; I’m happy with my life. Yes, I’m bored, but putting myself out there again just isn’t an option that I want to explore.

Bella comes storming into my office, “Jax, Michael got stuck at the airport in Atlanta and can’t make it back in time, so you have to cover for him.”

I throw my hands up, “Cover for him, Bella. Do you think I don’t work for a living?” She has the nerve to think I do nothing!

“Come on, Jax, this is for your nephew. They’re having a ‘bring your parent to school’ day, and Michael is stuck in Atlanta.”

I’m not his parent. What the hell would I do at his school? “Well, last time I looked, Bella, you’re his parent too.” Oh boy, she’s giving me the evil eye. This is not good—she’s almost as bad as Mum.

“Don’t be an arse, Jax, no young boy wants to bring his mum to school. Just go to the school and talk a little bit about whatever it is you do all day long. Tell them all the places you go and about all your toys; boys love that shit.”

Hmm, let’s just see what I can get out of her. “What do I get if I do this for you?” She’ll guilt me, I know it.

“Jax, besides the fact that you’re doing it for your nephew, I will run interference for you next time Mum wants to match you up with one of her friend’s daughters.”

Well it doesn’t take me long to agree to that one, anything to get my mum off my back. “Okay, where and when? But don’t forget—you owe me.”
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I HEAD OVER TO the school and sign in before they escort me to my nephew’s classroom. I open the door, walk in, and am hit, square in the face, with those violet eyes. My nephew’s teacher is the same beautiful girl that doused me with coffee this morning. I never had a teacher like her. I would have made sure to be held back, if I did. She keeps her eyes fixed on me as she walks towards me.

“Can I help you?” She extends her hand and, upon grasping it, I feel a jolt of electricity from her touch.

“I’m here for the ‘Bring a Parent To School Day’. I’m Michael Vizzano’s uncle, Jaxson Phillips. His dad is stuck in Atlanta.”

She introduces herself as Miss Raven Anderson, and directs me to a table, in the back, with other parents. I apparently have to wait until its Michael’s turn to introduce me. I don’t do waiting very well. Who am I kidding? I never wait for anyone or anything.

I can’t stop staring at her. I can see that’s she’s changed her shirt. She must have borrowed it because it’s much smaller, accentuating her ample chest. Her skin is olive, but her eyes are the deepest violet I have ever seen, they are mesmerizing. Her hair looks so silky. How the fuck does my nephew get any work done? She keeps tugging on her ear, and I’ve no idea why, but it’s making me crazy.

As I’m sitting here, thinking of all the ways I can shag her, my cock instantly hardens. Oh no, it’s my turn—fuck! Michael goes to the front of the room and announces to the class that his Uncle Jax is here with him today. I go up front, doing my best to hide my raging hard-on, and begin to talk a little about the life of a corporate raider in a way, I think, they can best understand. When it’s time for questions, of course the first one is, do you have your own plane? I don’t understand what the big deal is, but when I tell them I do, they get excited. Michael stands up and announces, “My uncle has lots of toys because my mom said he raids companies.”

Great! Now the other parents are looking at me like I’m a dick or an evil monster, putting people out of work and taking all their money. I look at the kids and tell them I’m not like that; I help companies that are in trouble. I don’t think the parents are buying it. I glance over in Raven’s direction. Oh no, big trouble! She’s tugging on her ear, causing me to lose my train of thought. I need to focus on the kids and their questions instead of my wicked thoughts of what I could be doing . . . with her.

Class is finally over and I hang back to wait for Michael while Raven and I keep staring at each other. Between the constant tugging on her earlobe and the way she has those violets locked onto me, I swear the hair on the back of my neck is standing at attention. I can’t take this anymore; it’s not like me to be so nervous. I’m just going to lay the “Jax charm” on her. “Raven? Would you like to get a cup of coffee that we can drink rather than wear?”

She’s looking at me like a deer in the headlights. “I’m sorry, but I have a couple of hours of work ahead of me, maybe another time, sir.”

Sir? How fucking old does she think I am? Before I can say anything, she picks up her stuff and runs out the door. Why the fuck does this girl keep running away from me? Just like that—she’s gone and I’m left with a raging hard-on, wondering what the fuck that was all about.
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AS JUNIOR AND I head back to my office, I decide to pump him for information. Okay, I know I shouldn’t, but I have to find out what he knows. “So, Junior, do you like your teacher?” That’s a stupid question, even to my ears; what’s not to like?

“She’s pretty cool, and funny too.” I can’t ask him if she has a boyfriend. Okay, maybe there is a way I can. “Does she ever talk about her family?”

He shrugs his shoulders, “I don’t know, why?”

Oh shit. Okay, what to say here? “I was just wondering, since all of the kids’ parents got up to tell what they do and a little about their families, that’s all.” I don’t think he’s buying it but then he starts telling me something that his dog, Vito, did. “Junior, that dog only likes you. He’s afraid of your grams, but everyone is terrified of her. By the way, if you tell Grams what I just said, you’re in trouble.”

He laughs at me. “Don’t worry, Uncle Jax, your secret is safe with me. Vito knows when Grams is coming; he hides under my bed!”

I knew that dog was smart. “He’s very intelligent, that’s why your dad got him for you.”

We get back to the office to find Bella waiting for us. “Did everything go okay?”

What the fuck did she think I was going to do? “Of course, what did you think . . . I was going to steal all their possessions and run away? Oh, and why the fuck did you tell Junior that I raid companies? Do you know what that made me look like?”

“Jax, what do you do for a living?”

I just stare at her. “I would have explained it a little differently for Junior.” I have to watch what I say here, Bella and I can read each other like an open book.

“Hey, we never sugar-coat anything in this family so why start now? And why are you so ruffled?”

I growl, “I’m not ruffled for Christ’s sake. I just don’t want my nephew thinking I’m a prick.”

She’s glaring at me. “Oh no, Jax, no, don’t you dare!”

Fuck it all, I’m so busted. “Dare what, sis?” The evil eye is back!

“You met his teacher, Miss Raven. I can see it all over your face!”

I can’t look at her without laughing. “If you must know, I met her for the first time at Starbucks this morning, so technically, I already know her.” She shoots me a look like she’s going to strangle me.

“This is why you’re good at what you do. You could split hairs with a bald man!”

I need to get her out of here before she sees how interested I am in Junior’s teacher. “I have work to do. Glad I could help you today, but don’t forget your promise to run interference for me with Mum.”

Junior looks up from his homework. “Uncle Jax. Why does Mum have to run interference for you with Grams?” I just laugh, now Bella will have to deal with the questions.

“Junior, I’ll let your mum explain it to you on the way home.” I hug Junior as I push Bella out the door. “Bye, sis.”
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“MARCO, ARE YOU HOME?” It figures, when I need my crazy-ass roommate the most, he’s not around. Why did I say no and run away? Probably because when he looked at me, I felt it down to my frigging toes—that’s why. I could never get involved with someone like him, he’s way too intense. Plus, I would never date one of my student’s parents or even his uncle. Besides, love stories are for other people. My life is anything but normal.

I decide to make some tea while I wait for Marco to come home. Finally, he comes through the door, and of course, he is complaining about something. “Marco, can we go out and celebrate the weekend?” He takes one look at me and I can tell he knows something is up.

“Okay, baby girl, what happened? And why are you wearing a shirt that’s way too small for your boobs?”

He won’t believe this one. “Well, after running late this morning, I was in Starbucks and got my coffee which I ended up not only spilling on myself, but on the most beautiful man I have ever seen. His hair was as dark as coal. It looked so silky and wavy, but his eyes are so blue and when our eyes locked, I swear he looked right into my soul.”

His eyes light up; Marco loves a juicy story. “Oh, do tell, baby girl.”

I curl up on the sofa, “Oh, trust me, Marco, this gets better. Today was ‘Bring a Parent To School Day’ and one of the kids’ fathers couldn’t make it, so his uncle came instead. Guess who it was?”

He looks at me with his mouth wide open. “Oh no, Starbucks guy?”

I reach over and lift his chin off the ground. “Yep, Starbucks guy! Apparently, he is some corporate raider, who tried to downplay what he does, so that he didn’t seem like a total dick. He asked me to go for coffee that we can ‘drink rather than wear’.”

Marco curls up next to me. “That was clever. So what did you do?” I don’t know why he’s asking when he already knows exactly what I did.

“What do you think I did? I freaked out and told him I have too much work to do; maybe another time.” Here it comes; he is going to ride my ass for running.

“You ran again. Why, baby girl? You have to let go of the past and test the waters. You need to trust yourself again.”

I shake my head, “Not with this guy, he’s too much of everything. He’s too intense, too beautiful, and way-the-hell out of my league. Oh, who the fuck am I kidding? I don’t even have a league.”

He takes my hand. “Raven, you are a beautiful girl with a heart of gold, you just need to open it again. Who is this uncle and what’s the name of the company he runs?”

I don’t know why he cares what company this guy runs. “The only thing I know, is the company is called Raiders Inc., apparently, he owns it. I’ve never heard of it, but then again, I was too nervous to even think,” I admit. Marco looks lost in his thoughts and then, he suddenly throws his hands in the air and orders me to change into something fun. Just like that, the conversation is done.

He informs me that he was able to get reservations in Locanda Verde for the Trufflepalooza. It is three different courses, each course uses white truffles as the base. The food is very rich and people wait all year for this event. Robert DeNiro owns the restaurant and it is always booked. But Marco has a friend that works there, so he gets us in.

It’s a beautiful, fall evening, so I decide to wear a deep violet, sheath dress that matches my eyes with black high-heeled boots. Let’s face it, a girl can never be too tall and these boots make my legs look really good. My hair is behaving tonight, so I leave it loose in waves down my back.

We arrive and are seated at a long table with many other diners around us. The music is soft in the background which means we don’t have to shout to be heard. The food is like a dream. Three different chefs are showcasing the white truffle. Each course has a different wine to enhance the flavors of the foods that are presented to us. By the time the coffee comes, I’m stuffed and a little tipsy. Marco has made friends with the other diners around us and he is exchanging numbers with a good-looking man across the table. I wish I could be more like Marco. He is so carefree and open; he has everyone at the table laughing and relaxed. I excuse myself as I head to the ladies room, feeling a little tipsy and a bit shaky on my feet. I start to head back to the table, when I turn the corner and come face to face with those deep blue eyes from this morning. Oh no! I don’t want to get too close or I know what will happen. He puts his hands on my arms and our eyes lock. My nerve endings are on fire. I feel like I’m being zapped again!

“Well, hello again, Miss Raven. I thought you had hours of work, or were you just trying to avoid me?” His voice is deep and smooth, like the most delicious chocolate in the world. He has a slight British accent that I didn’t notice before; I was flustered and unable to even think straight.

“Excuse me, if you must know, I’m here with a friend for the Trufflepalooza.” As I look into his eyes, there it is—the look that curls my frigging toes. What the hell is that? I feel a jolt right between my legs. I’m fixed on those deep blue eyes, onyx silky hair, and only God knows what’s under those clothes!

“Can I buy you a drink, Miss Raven?”

I shake my head, “I’m sorry but, like I said, I’m with someone. Maybe another time.” I rush back to Marco who, of course, has the whole table in laughter. As I settle back into my chair, Marco leans in to me, placing his arm around my shoulder. “You okay, baby girl? You look flustered, at best.”

I lean into him, “I’m fine, just getting a little tired from today.”
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DAMN! SHE’S RUNNING AGAIN. What the fuck is up with this girl that, every time she sees me, she’s running? Well, not this time, sweetheart. I look to see where she went and find her sitting at a window table with a group of people. There is a guy with his arm around the back of her chair—I don’t think so! As I walk up to her table, I see her tugging that fucking ear again and I want to lick it and drag my teeth over it. Just the thought is making me fucking hard! I step up to her table, reach down, taking her hand in mine, and I kiss the back of her wrist. “Raven, please introduce me to your friend.” Yeah, sweet cheeks, you’re not getting rid of me that easy. She looks at me then back to her friend, but she won’t be pulling a runner tonight—that’s for sure.
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WHEN I LOOK TO Marco for some help, he is practically drooling. A lot of good he is. There is very little that has ever rendered Marco speechless, until now. “Jaxson, this is my roommate, Marco Green.”

Maybe he’ll think Marco and I are a couple and leave me alone. Yeah, right, I don’t think this man would care if the Pope told him to back off. Marco looks very flustered, but then he snaps out of it and invites Jax to join us. I swear I want to pick up my fork and stab Marco with it! Before I realize what is going on, Marco informs me that the table we are at is for singles only, the bill is paid, and he is leaving with one of the guys.

“Don’t worry, Marco. I’ll make sure she gets home safely.” With a wink and a kiss, Marco is gone and I’m left with Mr. Toe Curler! “So, Raven, please tell me all about yourself.”

My stomach is in knots. “There’s not much to tell, at least, what I would share with a total stranger.”

He cocks his head to the side and smirks at me. “Oh, I think you have plenty to tell. Let’s start out simple, how long have you been teaching?”

At least it’s a subject that’s easy for me to talk about. “I have been teaching for three years. I really love it especially when I see the moment they get it. That’s when I love my job the most.” His eyes are locked on mine.

“When do you not love your job?”

My eyes fill instantly with tears, and I fight to hold them back. “I don’t like to see the children abused. I will fight for them no matter what,” I say quietly. He strokes his chin, and I find it sexy as hell.

“You’re in one of the top private schools, in a great neighborhood. You must not see too much abuse.”

Why do people think that just because people have money, there is no abuse? “Just because someone has money doesn’t mean they’re not abused. Abuse comes in many forms, not just physical.” Time to turn the tables on this guy. “What about you, Jax? Why do you do what you do?”
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SHE COCKS HER HEAD to the side, clearly waiting for me to answer. She starts tugging that ear again. Why does it make my fucking cock hard when she does that? “Contrary to what you may think, I’m not the typical corporate raider.”

“Okay, enlighten me. What kind of corporate raider are you?”

Alright, time to grace her with some of the “Jaxson charm” here. “That’s just it, I don’t just raid companies, break them apart, and sell them off in pieces to the highest bidder. I first look at small companies that are struggling and see if they have a marketable product or idea. From there, I either back them with the funding they need to get over the ‘hump’ or buy them from the owner who has no clue how to run a business. If it’s a viable business, I’ll revamp it and get it running. If I can’t, then I sell the assets off while trying to place the workers in other companies that I own. Most people that go into business have a great idea but they don’t have a solid business plan. I invest in agriculture, technology, and clean energy. People will always have to eat, travel, and use technology.”

“You’re right. That’s not what I was thinking. What made you go into this type of business?” she restructures her question.

I usually play things pretty close to the vest, but for some reason, I find her so easy to talk to. “I grew up very poor and watched my mother work for a big box company that didn’t care about its employees. She worked sixty hours a week and then went to work at night, cleaning offices just to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table. I never want to live that way again, and if I can help other families in the process, then I will.” I can tell I’m getting to her, she seems to relax and take an interest.

“What about your father, Jax? Is he still alive?”

I scoff, “My father walked out on us when I was five years old and he never looked back. It’s always been my mum and my sister; that’s all the family I’ve ever needed.” I adjust in my seat. She’s tugging that fucking ear! I don’t know how long I can last before I lean over and take it between my teeth, slowly grazing down it. Oh fuck, I’m hard—again!

“Jax, I notice you have a slight accent. Where are you from?”

I reach up, and pull her hand away from her ear, trying to maintain my concentration. “I was born in Wales. We lived there until I was thirteen, and sometimes my accent is heavier than others.” I run circles with my thumb in the palm of her hand.

“When does it get heavier?”
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HE LAUGHS LIGHTLY, “WHEN I have too much drink or when I’m intimate.” Then he hits me with that killer smirk. “What about you? Where is your family?”

I tighten up before I bring my eyes back up to his. “It’s just Marco and me. My mom died when I was fifteen. After that, I left home and never looked back. Marco has been the only family I have ever needed.”

I can see him processing what I’m saying. “What does Marco do for a living?”

I smile, always happy to brag about Marco. “He’s a graphic artist and in great demand. He has an eye for details.”

“Why did you leave home at such a young age?”

Just at that point, the server comes over to inform us that the restaurant is getting ready to close, which saves me from answering his questions. I can’t believe how fast the time went, neither of us realizing the restaurant was empty. As we head out the door, his driver is waiting at the curb. “Jax, I can get myself home; I do it all the time.”

“Not tonight, sweetheart, I promised Marco I would see you home safely, and I always keep my promises. Your address, please?”
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WE PULL UP TO my building and my stomach starts to turn into knots. Then he does something I never would have expected; he looks over to me, pulls my hand from my ear, and kisses it. He didn’t move in for the kill, he didn’t even ask to come up. He just kissed my hand, then the inside of my wrist. “Goodnight, I had a wonderful evening, Raven.” The driver opens the door and walks me into the building, where the doorman is waiting. And then he leaves.
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“MAX, TAKE ME HOME, please.” Maxwell has been my driver and best friend for eight years now. I think even he was surprised by my actions tonight—I know I was. At least, he has the grace not to call me on it. She makes me feel very different; she peaks my interest and leaves me wanting more. I have never felt that before. Most women throw themselves at me. All they see is money and good looks which, thanks to my mum, I have never been lacking in that department. When Raven looked at me, I felt her passion. That’s something I’ve never experienced before. I want more of her; I need more of her. I decide, in this moment, that I will have more of her.
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I GET UPSTAIRS, UNDRESS, and decide on a cup of tea to settle my nerves. Marco comes flying through the door with the guy from the restaurant. “Sorry, baby girl, I thought you would be out for the night, especially the way Mr. Tall, Dark, and Beautiful was staring at you.”

I look at him in confusion. “Well, you’re mistaken.” I inform him, before focusing my attention on his guest. “Hi, I’m Raven Anderson, Marco’s roommate.”

“Oh, sorry. Raven, this is Sam. He owns a few hair salons in the village.” Marco offers.

I shake his hand. “Nice to meet you. You can have the living room. I have papers to grade. Have fun.” I know he wants all the dirt.

“Wait, what happened to Jax?” How do I tell him that I’m more confused than ever?

“We talked for hours. He took me home and kissed my hand. That’s it, then, he left.”

He is gaping at me, “Oh.”

I gather my tea and head to my room. “Yeah, oh.” I walk away, completely flustered.
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SLEEP BARELY CAME FOR me and before I know it, Marco is banging on my door. “You better have a damn good reason for waking me up so early on a Saturday?” I call out. I’m going to smack him.

“Um, Raven. You need to come out here, like now!”

What the hell is his problem? As I open my door, I’m hit with the smell of flowers, coffee, and fresh pastry. I swear the best smell in the world is coffee and pastry together. If it were a perfume, I would wear it. I look at Marco as he watches some strange man set the table for us. The man hands me an envelope, turns, and leaves. Okay, this is very strange.

“I’m busting, baby girl, what does it say?”

I pull out a beautiful hand written note:
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Marco looks over at me. “Well, it seems our Jax is very deep, and he has great taste when it comes to breakfast. Let’s eat, I’m starved!”

The pastry is like butter melting on my lips, and the coffee is exactly how I like it. We are enjoying the wonderful breakfast when we hear a phone start to ring. It’s not Marco’s or mine. We look around and find a phone in a box with the flowers. “Hello?” Oh my God, really?

“Good morning, Raven. How is your breakfast?”

This man is so over the top. “Jax, the breakfast is wonderful, but why the phone?”

He laughs, “I never got your phone number last night and I wanted to talk to you, it just seemed like a great idea. A phone just for me.”

I can’t tell if he’s serious or snarky. “Do you really think I will carry two phones just so you can have your own phone?” I ask as I take a closer look at the flowers. “These flowers are very unusual, what kind are they?”

“Yes, they are very unusual. They’re from Germany and they’re called Abracadabra Roses—they reminded me of you. They’re different from the everyday rose. And to answer your question, yes, I do think you should carry a phone just for me. I’m calling to ask you to accompany me to a charity event this evening. It’s being held at Chelsea Pier.” He is so confident.

Do I want to continue this? “What type of event is it?”

He sounds very passionate as he tells me about the charity event. “It’s part of a children’s charity that my company sponsors, and I would be honored if you went with me.”

The charity is for children, how could I ever say no? “Okay, what time should I meet you there?”

“Raven, I would never have you meet me there. I will pick you up at eight.”

I feel like a teenager again. “Okay, Jax, I’ll see you at eight.” I hang up and I’m sure I have a stupid look on my face.

“Marco, get your ass dressed, we have a lot to do from now until tonight!”
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WE HIT BLOOMINGDALES FIRST, to find something to wear. I need something that will render him speechless. I like to wear plum and I find just the right cocktail dress. The back has a cut-out, covered in plum lace and it has a low-cut front. It has a drop waist and it is very well fitted to my curves. It falls below my knees and has a slit up the back. It’s a combination of sexy, yet subtle. I find peep-toe stilettos in black patent leather with a matching bag to complete the ensemble. Next, it’s off to the spa for a mani pedi, waxing, and a deep conditioning treatment on my hair. I’m a little nervous. Oh, who the hell am I kidding? I’m scared to death! Marco invites Sam over to help with my hair and makeup. He pulls one side of my hair up and secures it with a beautiful clip. I feel like a teenager going on a first date.

At exactly 8 p.m., my doorman rings to let me know Jax has arrived. Marco opens the door and I am stunned. He’s more beautiful than I remembered! This is a good thing because if I had remembered, I would have been even more nervous and I probably would not have agreed to go. He’s wearing a black tux and a black shirt with a deep violet bow tie—the same color as my eyes. He looks at me and there it is again, my frigging toes are curling and there is a buzzing in my ears.

“Raven, you look amazing, more beautiful than I remembered.”

[image: ]

AS WE DRIVE TO Chelsea Pier, I ask him about the charity that he is sponsoring, anything to get my mind off of the buzzing in my ears. “It’s to help the families of children with brain tumors.”

“Why this charity?”

I see that passion again in his eyes. “My company sponsors many different charities; I believe in giving back to society. Sometimes, it is through a charity and sometimes, it’s something random such as, sponsoring a garden in Harlem. If we want change, then we need to do something to bring about that change. Just talking about it does nothing.”

I wonder why I never heard of his company. “I agree. However, I’ve never heard of your company or the charitable works that it sponsors.”

He laughs, “Good, I like it like that. I don’t need a feather in my cap or recognition on what I do. I do it, expecting nothing, that’s what makes it the most rewarding. By the way, I have to warn you the press will be here. They will be hounding me for pictures, which means they will also hound you. I’m sorry.”

He looks so sad. “I think I can handle it. How bad could it be? A few pictures doesn’t seem like a big deal.”

He stares at me and I wish I knew what he was thinking. I wonder why he suddenly looks so lost and sad. “Jax, are you okay?” Before he can answer, we pull up. Holy crap, there are flashes everywhere! I thought this was a small event; there are thousands of people! We get out of the car to head in and are immediately caught up in the frenzy. Flashes are popping in my face as I’m introduced to the who’s who of New York. By the time we sit down at our table, my face hurts from smiling so much.

“Jax, is this what you go through every time you go somewhere?”

He grimaces. “Unfortunately, yes, but if it means I can get more money for the cause, then I am willing to do it. I usually don’t attend these events with anyone, so I’m sure the wolves will be circling soon. Again, I’m sorry.”

I try to put him at ease. “Don’t worry, I think I can handle them. Let’s face it, I handle a classroom filled with second graders every day!” Glancing around, I notice his driver is never really out of sight; he’s always within reaching distance of Jax.

Dinner was a typical banquet affair, but instead of dancing, they rolled out gambling tables. “I thought there would be dancing at an event like this.”

He smiles. “No. I found, if we offer gambling with all the proceeds going to the charity, more money is donated than just writing a check.”

I never really thought of it that way. “How much money can you expect to take in tonight?”

I can see the wheels in his head spinning. “The charity will probably take in three million dollars, after expenses. That will help many families, not just with the initial surgery, but also, with the aftercare. Caring for someone who has had brain surgery takes a lot of time and money. Most of these families are living pay check to pay check.” Wow, this man is nothing like I thought he would be.

“Let’s gamble a little and see if you’re my lucky charm, sweetheart.”

We walk up to the blackjack table and Jax hands me some chips to play with. “I don’t gamble and I don’t want to lose your money.”

He smirks. “You’re not losing my money, you’re donating it. Besides, it’s easy. Just try to get to twenty-one without going over.”

I try a few hands, but it doesn’t hold my interest; it seems too much like work. What I do find interesting is the roulette table. There are many different ways to bet, and it’s all up to the wheel. Turns out, I’m better at it than I thought. After an hour of gambling, I decide to cash in my winnings. I hand the cashier my chips and she gives me a check for $100,000.00. “Excuse me, but there is some kind of mistake here. This is too much money.”

Jax laughs and informs me I was playing with $10,000 dollar chips! I’m glad I didn’t know, otherwise, I wouldn’t have bet anything. I sign the check and put it in the donation box. I see Jax watching me with a very strange look, but he says nothing.

As we head back to the limo, Jax stops and takes me in his arms, he pulls my chin up, and stares into my eyes. There it is—my toes are doing that curl thing again! “Raven, I had a wonderful evening, and I don’t want it to end, will you come home with me?”

“Okay,” I whisper. I can’t believe I just said okay without a single thought. Even though I’m nervous, I feel so safe with him, which is something I never have experienced before.
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WE PULL UP TO a building across from Central Park. As he steps out of the car, he takes my hand and informs me that he lives here. We walk through the lobby and get on his private elevator. We enter the penthouse and I’m struck with the most incredible view of the park. “You live here by yourself?”

He looks at me like I’m nuts. “I have a housekeeper, but other than that, yes, just me.”

Taking in everything surrounding me, I’m stunned. “This place is huge! Do you ever get lost in here?”

He strokes his chin and gifts me with that crooked smirk. “Let me give you a quick tour. There is a guest room, office, gym, and then there is a rooftop garden area with a hot tub.”

I can’t believe he lives here. “Jax, this place is amazing and the views are spectacular. Does your place take up the entire floor?”

He shakes his head. “No, there is another penthouse that mirrors mine. My driver, Max, lives in the other one.”

Oh. My. God. His driver lives in a penthouse! “Wait, your driver lives in a penthouse?”

He laughs. “Max is much more than just my driver. He does my security and he’s my best friend. He has to be—I trust him with my life and the lives of my family.” He smiles at me. “Come, sit down, Raven, I want to know more about you.

“You’re so beautiful and not just tonight. When you stumbled into my world, you threw it off kilter.” He leans in slowly, his soft lips brushing against mine. The sparks are flying to all my nerve endings and then, I look into his eyes—yep, there’s that toe thing again.

He’s tender, yet firm; our tongues doing a slow dance. He runs his cheek against mine and the scruff of his beard softly grazes my cheek. “Raven, please tell me you feel that too… that I’m not imagining it.”

I hum, “Yes, Jax, just what it is, I have no clue.”

He slowly puts little flutter kisses up and down my neck, and then, he reaches in and nibbles on my ear lobe. Oh sweet, Jesus! His teeth gently pull on my ear. Oh my God, his lips are so soft. He swipes his tongue over my bottom lip and I shiver. He takes my hand and kisses the inside of my wrist. Damn, when he does that, it’s like a jolt between my legs. How could that one spot be so damn sensitive? This man is way out of my league! He’s rich, beautiful, and, I’m sure, a player; he seems used to getting what he wants—when he wants it. I need to stop this before I get to the point of no return. “Jax, I need to go.”

His jaw is tight, and he’s fisting his hands. He seems shocked I need to leave. “You want to leave now? Is something wrong? Did I offend you?”

I’m trying not to let the tears fall, “It’s not you, Jax, I just…I really need to go.”

He locks his eyes on mine. “Okay, let me ring Max.” As he gets up to leave, I can see the confusion on his face.

Heck, even I’m confused “Jax, I can take a cab, it’s no big deal.”

Okay, now, he looks pissed off. “Sweetheart, there is no way I would dream of you ever taking a cab home, and if I offended you in any way, I’m truly sorry.” He leads me to the elevator.

I can’t lose it here. I take a deep breath, “It’s not you, Jax,” I whisper as we head down the elevator in silence. I really don’t know what to say to him. When we get downstairs, Max is waiting for us. We get right into the car and take off.

The ride to my place is long and quiet. I need to stop this now before it goes too far. We pull up and I jump out so fast, it only gives him time to watch me. “I’m sorry, Jax.” And with that, I’m gone.
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AS WE DRIVE AWAY from Raven’s place, Max glances at me in the rearview mirror. “Jax, you okay?”

I stare out the window. “Fuck if I know? This girl keeps running away from me.”

“Do you want me to run a check on her?” he asks. Usually, I would have Max run a check, but for some reason, I want to find out about her like a normal guy would.

“No, Max, not just yet. I’m not ready for that.” I’m not ready to go home yet, either. “Please drive around the park for a while, mate, I need some time to think. I just don’t get why this girl keeps running away from me. I never have this problem.” Max glances in the rear view mirror at me again, “Spit it out, Max, I see the fucking bloody looks you’re giving. I know you have something to say.”

He’s laughs. “Well, Jax, you can be a tad intimidating, don’t you think?”

If he weren’t my best friend, I would probably wipe that smirk off of his face right now. “You know, Max, eight years and you’re still cheeky as hell. I’m trying not to bulldoze her, but it’s very hard.” He laughs at me again. I’m glad my love life, or lack thereof, is amusing to him.

“Jax, you operate at a hundred miles an hour and that can be too much for most people.”

I hate when he’s right. “That’s just it, Max, she’s not ‘most people’, she’s different.”

He looks at me like he’s had some great revelation. “Well, Jax, maybe that is the answer.”

What the fuck? Is he Dr. Phil now? “Oh bloody hell, Max! What the fuck are you trying to say?” He doesn’t usually give advice on relationships so this should be interesting.

“She is different. So your usual bulldozer approach to life will not work on her. Slow it down, mate, and see how she reacts.”

The rest of the ride is in silence. Damn if I know how to slow down.
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WHEN I GET UPSTAIRS, Marco is waiting for me. “How was the ball, princess?” I burst into tears and throw myself on the couch.

“Oh no, baby girl, what happened?”

I let the tears fall. “It’s me, I’m such a mess. He was so perfect. We had a wonderful night, then he took me back to his place and I felt like putty in his arms.”

Marco pulls me into his arms as I wipe my tears on his shirt. “So, why the tears? Did you panic and run again?” he asks. I nod. I can’t even say the words out loud, because then it makes it real. “Honey, give him a chance, just tell him you need to go slow. He’s probably never had anyone say no. I mean, look at him. Have you googled him yet?”

I’ve never googled a date, why would I start now? “No, why would I do that?”

He’s growling at me now! What is it with the men in my life and all their growling? “In today’s world, you almost have to. Do you know anything about him other than what he’s told you?” he asks. I shake my head. “Okay, now you’re making me worried. You’re usually more level-headed than this, Raven. What the fuck is going on in your head?”

Marco grabs the iPad and googles ‘Jaxson Phillips.’ It doesn’t take long. Holy crap there are thousands of hits! There are tons of articles about his company; some good and some not so good. A lot of hits are about the different charities he is involved with. But what is most surprising is when I pull up images for him, he’s always alone. If he is such a player, why are there no images of him with a girl? Could I have possibly been so wrong about him? Maybe my impression of him was way off base, and he’s not a player. Marco clicks on a link—oh my word, it’s from tonight . . . and—it’s me! Is that why he kept apologizing?

Marco looks over to me and then starts reading, “Who is the mystery woman that was seen with New York’s most eligible bachelor, Jaxson James Phillips, tonight at Chelsea Pier? Could this mean he’s finally off the market?”

“I don’t want to know anymore, please shut it down.”

He shuts it off. “I think you need to talk to him. He can’t read your mind, and the way he was looking at you, I don’t think he wants this to end.”

I can’t listen to this anymore. “I’ve had enough, I’m going to bed. Do not wake me up early.” I head to my room, leaving Marco to himself.

As I get into bed, I replay the night’s events. I think about how hard it must be to always have people, watching your every move. Always having to filter what you say would be a big problem for me. It always amazes me how people get so wrapped up in the lives of celebrities. I have a lot to do to manage my own life, let alone wonder what some celebrity is doing or with whom they are doing it. As I try to fall asleep, all I see are the bluest eyes and how sad they looked tonight.
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IT’S SUNDAY MORNING, I just want to snuggle in bed for a while, but I hear music playing. The music stops and starts again. Where is that coming from? I look at the dresser and see the phone that Jax sent, lighting up and I realize the music is coming from there. “Hello?” I can’t believe he’s calling, especially after last night.

“Good morning, did you sleep well?”

How could he even think that I would sleep well after last night? “Not really, how about you?”

He sighs. “No, I think we need to talk. Can we go for breakfast, Raven?”

This guy just doesn’t give up. “Even after I ran, you still want to see me?”

“Yes, I need to understand why you did, and what I can do to stop you from constantly running away from me. You’re giving me a complex, sweetheart.”

Maybe I’m a challenge for him? “That’s a tall order, Jax.”

He laughs. “I believe I’m up for the challenge. Can you be ready in an hour? It’s a beautiful fall day, and I would like to enjoy it with you.”

How could I say no to that? “Okay, Jax.”
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I HEAD OUTSIDE, AND there’s Jax. He’s wearing worn jeans, a button down Oxford shirt, with a polo tied around his neck. He has on aviators and is leaning against the most beautiful sports car I have ever seen. He tells me it’s a 1957 Jaguar XK-SS; a replica of Steve McQueen’s car. It just takes my breath away. “I hope that look is for me and not just the car.”

I can’t help but laugh. “I guess you’ll never know.” I allow him to open the door for me and I get in. Within a minute, he’s in the driver’s seat and we’re off.

We pull up to a little café on the East Side that I have never been to. We enter the quaint café and Jax orders our coffee and pastries. We then grab a table by the window, so we can be alone.

“Raven, I thought we were having a good time last night getting to know each other, but then you ran…again.”

He doesn’t demand an answer, but I know he is not leaving without one. “Jax, I’m a simple, second grade teacher. I have no worldly experience, and quite honestly, my sexual experience has been very little and very bad. You make me feel things I’ve never felt before and that scares me.” There, I said it as honestly as I could. I’m sure he’ll be taking me home now.

“First, sweetheart, let me say, there is nothing simple about you. You don’t get to choose what I can or can’t handle, only I do. If I didn’t want to be with you, then I wouldn’t. I feel things with you I’ve never felt before and I like it; I want more. You said ‘your sexual experience is very little and was very bad’, is that something you feel you can share with me? I can’t fix something if I don’t know what it is.”

What do I say? “I need time, Jax, I barely know you.”

He seems content with my answer. “If time is what you need, then you’ve got it. I’m not prepared to walk away so don’t expect me to,” he states. I cock my head, trying to figure him out. His eyes seem to hone in on me tugging my ear (a nervous habit of mine). “Did you expect me to walk away?” he continues.

I laugh, “Quite frankly, Jax, yes. I mean, you can have your pick of anyone.”

He smirks again. “Raven, maybe I finally found my someone, but how would I know if you keep running?”

I lock eyes with him. “Oh.”

“Yeah, oh,” he whispers.
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WE HEAD TO THE car and Jax informs me that we are going apple picking. I’ve never done that before and I’m excited to try something new, so . . . off we go. It’s such a beautiful day. He puts on some music and it’s one of my favorite bands, Snow Patrol.

“We seem to have similar taste in music. Jax, I’m going to ask you some questions, for every one that you answer, I will let you ask me a question.”

His eyes light up. “So let me get this straight, Raven. I can ask you any question and you’ll answer it?”

I laugh, “Nice try, Jax.” I’ll start with an easy one. “What’s your favorite movie?”

He strokes his chin and it’s sexy as hell. “Alright, but, Raven, no laughing.”

Oh boy, that’s going to be hard. “Okay, fess up, Jax, favorite movie?”

He’s got a serious look on his face. “If you tell another living soul, I will deny it . . . When Harry Met Sally.”

“Oh.”

He seems surprised. “That’s it, just oh?”

Not at all what I thought he would say. “Well, it wasn’t what I was expecting, that’s for sure. Why is that your favorite movie?”

He seems lost in thought. “It’s the struggle of friendship and how important it is to a relationship.”

Hmm. “I never thought of it that way.”

He cocks his head. “What’s your favorite movie?”

I know he’s going to laugh. “Don’t laugh.”

“You didn’t laugh at mine, sweetheart, why would I laugh at yours?”

Here goes nothing. “Okay, Die Hard.” He looks over at me and gets hysterical.

“Really, Jax? You promised not to laugh.”

“I’m sorry, but clearly you have to see the irony that my favorite is a ‘chick flick’ and yours is a ‘macho dick flick’.” Well, when he put it like that, I guess I can see the humor in it.

“Why is Die Hard your favorite movie?”

I can’t believe this is not everyone’s favorite movie. “Well, it’s the story of survival, how one man relies on himself to save so many. He is simple, but very brave, and let’s face it—the good guy wins.”

I think he gets it. “Okay, sweetheart, enough on movies, what’s your favorite food?”

This one is easy. “I love pizza, really good pizza, not the kind that comes frozen in a box.”

I look over to him and he’s thinking. I can tell when he is deep in thought, he strokes his chin. “I would have to say mine is sushi. Not only does it taste wonderful, the presentation is like a piece of art that is made just for me.” He pats his chest. Wow, I never thought of it as art but I guess it could be. “iPhone or Droid?”

Another easy one. “I’m an Apple girl, they work great and they keep it simple. You?”

He’s like a little boy talking about his toys. “I like Droid phones. They have better apps, but Apple computers, so I guess both.”
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SHE IS SITTING THERE, seemingly deep in thought, tugging at that fucking ear. I need to keep this conversation going so she doesn’t try and pull a runner. But if she keeps doing that, I’m going to get crazy hard. “What other types of music do you like?”

She laughs and I love the sound of it. “If you listened to what’s on my iPod you would probably be in shock. I like to sing so I have a lot of stuff I can sing along with, but only when no one is around!”

“I would love to hear you sing, and I think you would sound beautiful.” I smile.
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NO ONE HAS HEARD me sing except Marco, when he came home early one day. “Ha, I’m tone deaf, so only when I’m home cleaning or driving alone.” I bet he has an extensive music collection. “What type of music do you listen to, Jax?”

“I really like many different types; it just depends on my mood and where I am at that moment. My top band is Snow Patrol, most people are aware of their famous songs, ‘Chasing Cars’ and ‘Run’ however, I like a lot of their older stuff; it’s the lyrics that grab you. They are the ultimate story tellers.

“Okay, Raven, we’re here, out you go, sweetheart. We’ll take turns climbing up the ladder to pick the apples. Why are you looking at me like I have three heads?”

I freeze. “I’m afraid of heights. No way can I climb up a ladder!”

He’s thinking while stroking his chin; it’s such a turn on when he does that. “Raven, you can’t let fear rule you or fear wins. Why are you afraid?”

I won’t even stand on a chair. “What if I fall?”

He takes on a more serious look. “Do you trust me?”

I don’t even have to think about that one. “Yes, Jax, totally.”

He smiles, “Okay then, up you go.”

I grab the ladder, “Wait!”

He shakes his head. “No wait, up you go, sweetheart, I’ve got you. I’ll always have your back.” He holds the ladder as I slowly climb, maintaining a white-knuckle grip the whole way. “Hold on with one hand and use the other one to pick the apple.”

Oh crap, if he wants me to let go, he is out of his fucking mind! “Jax, I’m scared.” Before the words are completely out of my mouth he’s on the ladder behind me. His body blankets mine; he covers my hand with one of his. He takes my other hand and stretches it up to pick an apple.

“I will always have your back, sweetheart,” he whispers deep and low in my ear.

After completely filling our bag, we head back to the car. “What are you going to do with all these apples?”

He cocks his head and gives me that look that shoots to my toes. “Oh, Raven, not me. We are going to make an apple pie, of course.”

The look on my face must be priceless because he is laughing so hard, he has tears rolling down his cheeks. “Jax, I don’t cook and I wouldn’t have a clue how to make a pie!”

He tilts his head and hits me with that killer smirk. “Yeah, I kind of figured that by the look of fear on your face. I think it was worse than the look when you found out you had to climb up a ladder. Not to worry, I don’t know either, but I did get a book and we can do this together.”

I really think he’s nuts, but I’m having fun for the first time in a long time so I go along with it. As we get in the car, I notice Max standing by another car. “Isn’t that Max?”

He doesn’t even bother to look. “Yes, he goes everywhere with me.”

He has a bodyguard that lives in a penthouse and follows him everywhere? What am I getting myself into? “Why does he go everywhere with you?”
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I DON’T WANT TO scare her into pulling another runner on me. “Max is in charge of security, he is usually with me at all times. When he can’t be with me, then he has someone else shadow.”

She locks her eyes with mine and there it is—that charge. “Why do you need so much security?”

I pull her hand away from her ear before I lose it completely. “Unfortunately, when someone has money and does what I do for a living, it makes them a target. Max can be a tad overprotective at times, but he keeps us safe.”
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WE GET BACK TO his ivory tower in the sky and he gets out a book . . . something about pie baking for dummies. It’s not as hard as I thought, and we actually put together something that resembles an apple pie. He puts it in the oven to bake and soon the house begins to smell wonderful. “Would you like a glass of wine?” he asks casually. He seems so sure of himself, so comfortable in his own skin.

“Yes, please.”

As he gets the wine, he puts on some music. He tells me that the music is David Garrett, who lives six months in New York and six months in London. And that he plays the violin like it is part of him. He hands me a glass of wine that I never heard of, “Michael’s dad and my sister own a vineyard in Italy. This is one of the wines they produce,” he explains.

I take a sip and I’m surprised. “Wow, it’s very good. I never knew that’s what Michael’s parents did for a living. Is it hard for them, living here with their business in Italy?”

He just shrugs. “No, they spend the summers in Italy and the school year here; they make it work.” He puts his glass down. “Raven, I’m going to jump right in here . . . you said your sexual experiences were very few and very bad, why?” he asks, completely out of the
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