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Sleeping with the Boss

Six months later-

Also By Michelle Grotewohl

Alexander DiCarlo lifted the lid of the copy machine and laid the advertising sample face down on the glass. He closed the lid, hit 'Start' and waited a few seconds, then lifted it again and flipped the sheet to copy the back of the double-sided document. He waited for the fifteen copies- one for each senior staff member and visiting client and a few extras- then grabbed them and headed for the office of his supervisor, Senior Advertising Executive, Vanessa Royce.

As he moved through the open 'rat's maze' area of the advertising office, sectioned off into the cubicles of the administrators, the proof-readers, the artists, he was greeted by many, waved to by more, but he didn't stop to talk as he might at another time; Vanessa would be waiting for him, and he tended to her needs before anything else.

It was his job, yes, but it was a labor of love. Vanessa was a great boss- always willing to give him a day off if he had an appointment or family obligation, teaching him everything she knew so he could advance in his career, offering him extra hours because she knew he was still paying off his student loans, and always considering his opinion if he chose to give it on a project she was working on.

Even more than that, she genuinely needed him. As she was a perfectionist and a workaholic, she had a tendency to get completely neurotic about her work if he wasn't there to give her 'random' compliments on it. He'd learned that early on, and because he cared enough to pay attention to things like that, had been with her for over a year when her previous assistants had lasted a month or two at most before being moved somewhere else in the company.

Alex couldn't imagine working for anyone else, even though Vanessa could be a little distant at times; they were at work, after all.

He knew that there were many in the office who had thought at one time that the two of them were hooking up, but they'd never been anything more than professional toward each other.

Not that he didn't find her attractive. She was gorgeous, with glossy chestnut hair she always kept tucked into a professional-looking bun, and large brown eyes, a sexy build that leaned toward full-figured with full breasts. She was right up his alley in the looks department.

Besides that, she had a sweet, shy manner that had drawn him in almost immediately, yet could snap to haughty righteousness with provocation. He knew that side of her was a necessary evil, as she wanted to climb the ladder to the top of the company and couldn't be seen as a pushover. But he rarely saw that side of her, and it was never aimed at him. She was always calm and soft-spoken when they talked to each other, whether about work or more personal matters- rare, but it happened.

He'd been told more than once by some of the female assistants that it was a shame he and Vanessa weren't together, because they'd 'make beautiful babies'. He supposed that might be true, as women typically found his looks and body type attractive: Hair dark enough to be considered black in most lighting, and eyes nearly the same shade, a body honed by regular gym visits to sweat off the staleness of sitting in an office all day. He guessed that two pretty people probably made pretty children, but that almost never crossed his mind.

He turned the corner just outside Vanessa's office, shook off his thoughts, and entered without knocking- No one else would dare, but he could get away with it. He and Vanessa had a special relationship, one that he treasured even as he wished he could have that ease with a woman he could actually date.

As expected, Vanessa sat behind her desk, looking down at a small pile of papers- Cramming for the Monday afternoon staff meeting that took place in ten minutes, Alex knew. It was part of her process: Get a project from her boss, Andrew Vanderbilt, panic until she'd completed it- usually days ahead of schedule, Alex thought with a smile- then obsess over it until the day she had to unveil it, just before which she'd read and reread the notes Vanderbilt had given her to be sure she hadn't missed anything even though she'd have read them dozens of times already.

She lifted her head as he set the samples on the corner of her desk nearest the door, where she'd be able to quickly grab them on her way out.

A smile crossed her face and made his heart dance a little- He loved making her happy, which made him the perfect assistant for her.

“Ah, Alex, you always know just what I need. Thank you.” She started to reach over to take one of the samples, to look it over for the millionth time, but Alex put a large hand on the stack and gave her a gently stern look when her eyes lifted to his.

“No. You've looked it over a hundred times. You know it’s perfect.”

She smiled faintly and sat back, letting him have his way. “You're right. I've looked at it over and over, and it is perfect. But it wouldn't be if you hadn't had that idea to use the word 'fire' instead of 'red'. What was I thinking? Red is so boring, so common. Fire is... bold, exciting, sexy...”

She tapered off as her cheeks colored, and he wondered why she was embarrassed, though he wouldn't ask. That would only embarrass her more, possibly fluster her, and she had a meeting in a few minutes.

He shrugged away the compliment. “It just popped into my head. No big deal.” But it had made him feel important when she'd used it in the car ad.

She stood and began gathering her things for the meeting. “It was a very big deal. 'Get it in red' was not going to sell this ad to the carmaker. 'Drive fire' is going to have them chomping at the bit to make commercials with a bright red car racing around hairpin turns, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. And I will be giving you the credit in the meeting.”

“There's no need for that, Vanessa. If you hadn't taught me everything I know about advertising, I wouldn't have thought of it at all. So it was really you.”

She paused and gave him a look. “I'm still mentioning your name.”

He knew he wouldn't be swaying her and so didn't try.

With everything she'd need in her briefcase, the stack of samples in her free hand, she turned to face him.

He knew what was expected of him, so he put a hand on each of her shoulders and bent his neck to bring his face level with hers, six inches down. He met her gaze squarely and spoke with conviction.

“You've got this. You know that. Now go in there and pitch it just the way we've rehearsed a dozen times, and don't take any of their bullshit when they try to talk it down. It deserves every accolade they can give it, and if they have any brains at all, they'll see that. Okay?”

She'd grinned halfway through his speech, as she always did when he swore in the direction of a client, or insulted one, but he was used to the heat the gesture created in his chest after a year and was able to ignore it and continue speaking as if nothing had happened.

Now she nodded. “Okay.” She turned toward the door and squared her shoulders, then stepped out.

Just over the threshold, she stopped and turned to him once more.

Surprised, as she never did this, he lifted his eyebrows in curiosity.

Her face was slightly downcast, so that she was looking at him with big, dark eyes through long, dark lashes.

“Thank you, Alex. What would I do without you?”

He blinked, surprised again. Then he smirked affectionately. “You'll never know.”

Her grin returned, bottom lip between her teeth, a shy gesture that wrinkled her nose adorably.

“I'll see you after the meeting.”

He nodded as she left, this time for real, and disappeared down the hall to the boardroom where the meetings were held. When she was gone, he stood there for several seconds, wondering what had just happened.

She'd been expressing her gratitude, sure, just like she had plenty of times before. But she'd never been quite so... flirty, with the eyes and the lip biting.

It made him curious, as there had been a time shortly after they'd met, when he'd realized thanks to little snippets of conversation and amiability that he found her attractive. He had flirted with her then, very lightly of course, and she'd only given him a faint, sad smile, like she appreciated his attention but knew nothing could come of it and so wouldn't acknowledge it.

After a few attempts with the same results, he stopped trying, admitting defeat and the fact that they would never be anything more than boss and assistant.

He supposed he had been wrong in that, at least a little. They were something like friends, albeit only at work, and only about work things. But it still counted. After a year, he was content with that.

He knew, as he made all of her appointments for her, that she didn't see often friends outside work, or go on dates. Her job was her life, and he thought he may very well be her best friend. It made him a little sad for her, but she seemed happy enough, so he tried not to let it bother him overly much.

Reminding himself that they would never be anything more than they were- merely a supervisor and her employee, or colleagues at best- he decided that he'd imagined the little glint in her eyes, the little twitch to her lips when she'd smiled. Nothing else made sense.

Knowing that she would want her mail and a cup of hot tea waiting when she came out of her meeting, and hoping to finish a few things beforehand, he left her office to go to his cubicle and get some work done.

Just over an hour later, Alex stood in Vanessa's office, waiting for her to come in from the meeting
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