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I remembered Dad’s words from last night as my alarm clock went off, groaning at the sound. I didn’t get up this early, particularly in the summer, when I was supposed to be having fun. Maybe I did in high school, but that was two years ago. 

I sat up and looked around my spacious room with a long sigh. I had a pencil skirt and blouse already set out for the day at Dad’s insistence and walked into my attached bathroom to get ready for my new job. I twirled my curly dark blonde hair into a loose chignon at my neck and put on minimal makeup once my face was dry and teeth brushed. I was there to work, not to socialize. I dressed in the clothes for the office and found my favorite black heels from the closet, admiring the red bottoms. 

I probably did this to myself when I had the party at our beach house in the Hampton's and cost Dad money to fix up the damage. He was coming the following day, and I thought that a small party wouldn’t hurt, only it turned out to be bigger than expected. Someone told their friends who told their friends, and it got out of hand. Furniture was damaged, and valuable pieces broke in the chaos and I had to face reality the following day when Dad arrived for the weekend. I’ll never forget the angry expression on his face when I hurried down the stairs to find him surveying the destroyed house. 

I grabbed my purse and walked downstairs to pour some coffee. Dad was already gone, and it was too late to have breakfast, though I smiled and thanked Brenda for the offering. On any typical day, she’d cook whatever I liked before settling out by the pool. I headed to the garage and started my boxy Lexus SUV, finding a station to listen to for the fifteen-minute drive. 

The job was at the edge of New York City, and I managed to avoid the heavy traffic as I took a back way, guided by my GPS system. I parked in a private garage, using the card Dad gave me when he told me about the job at the world-famous architecture company. I parked and got out, looking around as I slung my purse over my shoulder and followed the path to the massive glass building. When I entered, I could feel the business vibe and shuddered a bit as I paused in the crowd. 

Why didn’t Dad start me at a store or something more natural than this?

I made a mental note that I needed to go to the tenth floor and found the bank of elevators against a wall. It seemed as though every single one crowded with bodies, so I squeezed in and looked at the buttons to make sure we were going to my floor. The men were in suits and the women dressed like me, talking business and laughing as I closed my eyes to take a deep breath. When I heard the announcement that we were at my destination, I blinked and walked from the car into a spacious lobby with granite floors and a desk where two women were sitting. 

“Hello. Good morning,” I murmured as I paused in front of one of the women that looked like a Barbie doll. “My name is Melanie Rivers, and I’m here to see Damon Locke.” I was talking about one of my dad’s closest friends, but it didn’t feel like it. Since Mom died five years ago, Dad kept his social life away from me and I built my own. Damon would be there for a few minutes sometimes, but I didn’t know him.

The women shared a long look before the one I spoke to typed something out on the keyboard in front of her. “He will be in the office at the end of the hall. 105. Good luck.” 

“Thanks.” There was something in her voice that gave me pause, and I gazed at her. Her smile was one that she’d give anybody at the desk, but there was something dark in her eyes. I turned to walk away, taking in the luxury offices on either side of me. This was a successful company and if I didn’t already know that, this area screamed it. I glanced at the numbers as my heels clicked on the floor, seeing the closed door with 105 in bold, black numbers beside it. It didn’t have the glass windows that the other rooms had, and I wondered why as I raised my hand to knock. 

“Come in,” A voice called, confident and smooth as whiskey. That was Damon. I turned the knob and entered, my mouth dropping at the expansive space with a massive dark wood desk as well as a leather couch with a bar against the wall. “Miss Rivers. You’re on time.” He said as I turned my eyes to him. Damon was easy on the eyes with a toned body that showed through anything he wore and endless blue eyes. His hair was cropped and brown, and I didn’t care if he was eighteen years older than I was. Damon was gorgeous, and I always thought so. Mom even cracked jokes about him when she was still alive. 

“It was made clear that I should be.” My voice was soft, and I cleared my throat as he stared me down. 

“Good. I’m glad your father conveyed that to you.” His eyes drifted down my body, and I felt like the skirt was suddenly too tight and the blouse unbuttoned just one more pearl button than necessary. “I am sure that he went over this with you, but I am the owner of Young and Miller Architecture and you will be acting as my assistant. I am a busy man and need your help with emails, meetings, and phone calls. It might not sound like a lot but trust me. This place gets busy. Can you handle that?” 

Assistant? What were they thinking?

“I can, Damon-I mean, Mr. Locke,” I replied, stammering out his last name as a flush covered my pale skin. I clutched my coffee, and he gestured for me to approach the desk. I did on shaking legs and set the travel cup down before I dropped it, making sure there was a coaster. 

“You will have a desk in the attached room there.” Damon motioned towards an open door, and I looked into the small room with curious eyes. The only entrance was through this office and his door and I wondered why for a moment. “We have the same system set up so we can go over a few things on my computer. Come around, please.” 

I did, sitting in the chair that he pointed to with his hand. I moved close to the top of the line laptop and he leaned over me, choking my senses with his musky, masculine scent. I held onto the desk as something unfamiliar flooded me, a mixture of fear and desire. I hoped that Damon would sit, but instead, he leaned over to show me the email system and calendar that we would share. The phone was much more than anything I’d seen before and I widened my eyes as he went over how to answer calls, put someone on hold and use the speakerphone. I managed to understand most of what he explained to me, but his voice and proximity did something to me. 

“I know you’ll have questions, but I’m open to that. I want you to be comfortable here or else it is a waste of time for both of us. Don’t be shy.” I turned to look at him, seeing his eyes were darker as I dropped my hands to my lap. 

We went over more casual things, like what was available in the large break room to all the employees on the floor. It had a few industrial-sized coffee pots and three refrigerators, along with two machines for snacks on the go. Damon also explained that there was a full cafe on the first floor as well as a small coffee stand. 

“Why did you hire me?” I asked once I was standing to go to my office. 

“I knew that you could handle this, and your dad wanted you to have some responsibility. This is a good move on your part, Miss Rivers.”

“You know me well enough to call me Melanie,” I said softly as our eyes locked. 

“I started interning when I was twenty-two. That’s close to your age, no?” Damon asked, and I nodded slowly.

“I’ll be twenty-one in two months.” Twenty-one and no sense of working for anybody in my life. Twenty-one living without my mom and in a large house with my dad who worked to avoid his pain. 

“That’s perfect,” Damon assured me, and I licked my glossed lips before ducking into my own space. My heart was pounding, and I dropped into the seat at the smaller desk and took several deep breaths. Once I composed myself, I powered on the computer and tried to work through the steps he showed me. He distracted me too much out there and I realized that I didn’t comprehend too much of his lessons. My dad would never accept that I couldn’t even make it through my first day of work and I wondered if I was a failure. 

“Mr. Locke?” I called out, hating the shakiness of my voice. 

“I think we’ve known each other long enough to use our first names.” He appeared at my door, and I jumped. “It’s Damon, Melanie.” 

“Okay. I just had a question about the emails. I’m having trouble with that file system.” I was having trouble with all of it, but I didn’t want to say that. Damon smiled and grabbed a chair in the corner of the room, pulling it beside me. He went over everything again, and I listened closer, trying to ignore the heat emanating from his body. 

“How’s that?” He asked as he leaned back, and I read the screen. “It’s not an easy process, Melanie. I get that. Want to have lunch with me in a couple of hours?” 

My stomach growled, and I smiled. “I’d like that.” 
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We left for lunch in a couple of hours, and I felt the looks the girls at the desk gave me. There was something in their warning that still bothered me. He walked out to the street in his cocky way, seeming to think the world owed him everything. I watched him and when he shot me a look and gestured for me to catch up, I did. 

I expected him to take us to one of the stuffy bistros that I assumed Damon would like, but we walked through the doors of an Italian place that I’d consider more of a dive. He greeted the hostess with familiarity, and she led us to a table in the corner of the dim room. I sat at the small table with him and he ordered a beer when the waitress stopped by the table. “I guess I’d like a glass of white wine.” When she left, I gazed at him. “Are we supposed to drink during work hours?”

“It’s a glass of wine, maybe two. You’re with me, so it’s fine.” He handed me a menu, and I opened it to scan the selections. A waiter placed our drinks in front of us and I watched as he took a long sip of beer. My dad was all business and would never do this at lunch. I reached for my glass and he held up the beer in a toast. “Here’s to us.” 

We ordered
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