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        A long time ago in some distant and dark past, I wrote Blame the Wine for a submission into an anthology. Sadly the house I wrote it for, didn’t take the story so… I changed it, polished it and it became the first in a trilogy of fun stories I call the Celtic Cupid Trilogy.

        Since first published, it has only ever been available as an ebook, but now I have the rights back and I’m in the position to do something exciting and new.

        The books have all be re-worked, re-edited and in the case of Blame The Wine, the name of the hero has changed. Don’t get me wrong though, the stories remain at the heart what they were before, only improved and now for the first time available in paperback!

        It wouldn’t have got to this point if I hadn’t had a lot of support and assistance (and some judicious wine and chocolate!) along the way and I must thank my usual gang of Tara, Sassie, Suzi, Keri & Tracey.

        Also my family Mark, Charlotte & Beth.

        To the world’s most awesome MIL June for whom I hope these bring both pleasure and magic.

        Thanks also to my Makers & Fakers!

        Without everyone this book wouldn’t have come back and gone into print.
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      Please note:

      

      This book is written in US English with the exception of the word Mum for which I have chosen to use the  Australian variation of Mom. This is not a spelling error.

      
        
        Diocail is a minor deity of one of the Celtic belief systems and I’ve taken some liberties showing him as the son of Lugh and a brownie.

      

        

      
        Cailleach is known as the “Old Hag” of certain pantheons in the Celtic belief systems and has many names, but also often takes on the mantle, “Mother of All”. She’s also considered to be both an ancestral and weather deity of uncertain temperament.

      

        

      
        Lugh is a Celtic God of War and considered as an equivalent to the god, Mars. He is also typified as a king and saviour as well as a member of the Tuatha De Danann (the Tribe of the Gods who dwell in the Otherworld.)

      

        

      
        Senuna is a little known deity who was worshipped prior to Roman Britain. Very little is known of her place in any of the beliefs systems (which suited the storyline), however a major find in 2002 uncovered a cache of 26 votives in a farm in Hertfordshire at a shrine dedicated to her worship.

      

      

      While there is no actual Cupid as such in the Celtic belief systems, I’ve taken a poetic license with this concept, for which I hope you’ll forgive me.
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        What will happen when two clueless, wannabe lovers get a little divine intervention?

      

        

      
        Cara is stuck.  A job going nowhere and a hankering for the sexy gorgeous boss who doesn’t even know she exists.  Fate, in the guise of a temp position arrives… Where will it lead?

        James is a geek.  No other word could possibly describe him.  He may be sexy and super brainy, but he’s totally clueless with women and especially the sexy plus size Cara.  But when his PA takes emergency leave before her wedding, the luscious Cara is the best applicant for the position.  It’s an opportunity he can’t pass up.
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      The dusty, dingy little diner was full, even with its current state of cleanliness—or lack thereof. People from the surrounding offices didn’t care about anything except the incredible, well-prepared food at a reasonable cost. They flooded in, like waves to the shore. As one tide left, another swept in.

      “Honestly, Simone. I’m going to try getting his attention one more time. If that doesn’t work, I’m out of there. I mean, how long can I keep trying?” Cara picked at the caramel tart she hadn’t been able to resist with the cheap metal fork and flicked the blob of fresh cream that sat on top to the side of the plate.

      “You’ve said that tons of times before. Besides, what are you going to do to get his attention? Hmm? Walk naked through the typing pool?” Simone bobbed the straw in her smoothie as she eyed her friend with a frown. “It’s been what? Eighteen months since you saw him, and you’ve mooned over him from a distance ever since you met him. You need to move on, Cara. That is, unless there’s something you haven’t shared?”

      The query was arch. Cara shivered even as she shook her head. “No.”

      Simone quirked an eyebrow, obviously unconvinced with the answer. Cara let out a deep sigh of frustration. “There’s a position...it’s only temporary, for a PA reporting directly to him.” She speared a forkful of tart, chewed quickly and swallowed, before continuing. “In his office, full-time for the period of the engagement. I saw the memo yesterday. I mean, I have the skills, right? I can type, answer phones, make coffee, file, greet people. What’s more, I can probably do it better than all those size eights in the typing pool that Ms. Jackman seems to prefer.” She nodded thoughtfully. “All I have to do is get past the ogre in Human Resources.”

      Simone stared at her, disbelief clear on her face. “Girl, I so remember that woman. If you think you can get past her, you’re doing better than I ever did. That’s why I left Veha Industries, remember? Maybe it’s time to haul out your resumé and consider some other options. Look for something better.” Simone shook her head and billows of her crimson hair swirled through the still air.

      Cara understood Simone only had her best interests at heart. But this time she knew the outcome would be different. Hell, she could feel it in the air. The tingle of expectation.

      “Cara, the HR ogre will hang you out for breakfast before she offers you anything like a position in that office. Remember her mantra? Good looks and good work make for a positive workplace!”

      Simone didn’t sugar-coat anything. It was another great reason for their long- term friendship. Honesty. But Cara didn’t want to hear the truth in the statement. Even if it was exactly as her friend said.

      Cara nodded quickly. “Yeah, I know, but if I don’t try, then I won’t know how close I can get to him, right? And the only way to catch his attention is to get past her and see him in person.” Cara quaked a little at the information she needed to share. The favor she needed to ask. “Anyway, I tidied up my resumé and dropped the application into a memo envelope yesterday, so it’s too late to back out now. I mean, fortune favors the brave. Doesn’t it? If I don’t snag an interview, I’m going to visit the career advisor across the street and register with them.” She shrugged.  “I’ll look for temp work until something more long-term shows up. I can see what they have on offer and well...who knows? Maybe a job with the right boss is just waiting for me. But I’d rather this worked out, to be honest.” Her voice trailed off into a whisper. “I really wish he would notice me.”

      Simone took a long slurp of her banana drink, and Cara noticed her questioning gaze even as she squirmed. Finally, Simone nodded. “It’s your funeral. So anyway, you’d better show me this memo if you want me to be a referee for you. I’m guessing that’s what you need, right? I’ll have to know what I’m supposed to say about you before they ring.”

      Cara smiled. “Thanks, Simone. I knew I could count on you.” She slipped a piece of paper out of her handbag and handed it over. “Sorry it’s a bit creased. It was in the bottom of my bag, I stashed it so none of the others from the pool would see. You know how it is.”

      Simone snorted, accepting the crumpled pages, and nodded. “Yeah, I do. Eat or be eaten.”

      Simone scanned the sheet while Cara fidgeted, picking at the tart she now regretted ordering while she thought about James Veha. The one man who filled her dreams each night. She’d tried everything else she knew to capture his attention, each action more unsuccessful than the last, including undoing buttons, personally delivering memos. And the most desperate attempt? Offering to deliver the memo to the gym locker room, knowing he was in there.

      Now, after eighteen months of listening to her aunt ask her when she was going to bring home a nice boy, and watching her sisters pop out perfect little babies, she conceded that the time had come to move on. With or without James Veha.

      If only she could move on with him.

      Therein lay the problem with her plan. She needed one last chance to make it work.

      Cara twisted her fingers and waited quietly. She turned back to her friend, even as Simone started to mutter. “Yeah, okay. You can do all these things easily. But you’re going to need a suit if they ring you for an interview. Something special and professional. Something to knock him dead.” Simone snapped her fingers, emphasizing the point. “I have this cool little black number I bought ages ago, just before I lost all those pounds, so it doesn’t fit me anymore, but it’ll work for you. I reckon you’d look hot in it...in a professional kind of way, of course. Oh and I even have the right shoes and bag.” A grin spread over Simone’s face. Cara felt a slow increase of her heart rate from thinking about the opportunity which might just present itself.

      A phone trilled. “I guess you have to go.” Cara said the words sadly, watching Simone fish around in her large black leather bag.

      “Yeah, Nathan said they expected the jury to bring down a finding in that murder case he’s working on. Give me a call when you finish tonight, and we’ll set up in the lounge with clothes and stuff.” Simone jumped off the stool. “You’ll be fine!” She tossed the words over her shoulder as she galloped out the door of the tiny diner.

      Cara watched her retreating back. She looked around, then picked up the tart and took a bite. She tasted the fresh caramel goodness on her tongue and moaned slightly. Good food was something she loved, almost as much as the man she had hardly spoken to.

      And besides, she hated to see something so decadent go to waste. On that thought she smeared some fresh whipped cream on to the pastry before taking another bite.
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      Jake sat looking through the window as the dark sedan pulled up in front the towering office block and a dark-haired man clambered out.

      The man across the road, James, was awkward and uncoordinated, nearly dropping his briefcase as he fumbled slightly with the handle of the car. James pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose before glancing around. His well-muscled body hidden beneath one of the many ill-fitting suits James habitually wore as camouflage.

      People stopped to watch his movements, those who knew him smiled before they continued to wander by.

      More than a few women sighed, noting his angel-perfect face. And probably wishing he would notice them.

      Jake’s quarry, James, awkwardly disentangled himself from briefcase and vehicle. Jake heard the girl, Cara, stifle a gasp unsuccessfully. She was transfixed by James’s movements, looking through the plate glass, as she focused on him fumbling and stumbling.

      Intrigued, Jake scrutinized Cara’s reactions: the tightening of her fingers on the countertop and the way her eyes followed James.

      So. Here might be another opportunity to make good on my debt. He grinned at the thought of the larger woman and the toned man in the ill-fitting suit. Why not? Jake could increase his count of good deeds much faster than he could have hoped for. True, it wasn’t quite the pairing he’d been working towards, but there was plenty of time for that later.

      He sat quietly, considering this new and interesting game, then lifted the coffee mug to his mouth. Jake scowled as he realized the cup was empty.

      He looked for the server, then stopped still in surprise, blinking, watching as his aunt appeared in the seat opposite him. Her long, wavy, chestnut hair glinted in the dim light. She might be Cailleach, the Mother of All, but more importantly, she was still his aunt.

      Traditional Scottish mythology always showed her as an old hag, and this was a never- ceasing source of amusement to her. But then, so was his description as a brownie— many associated brownies with short and stocky height, swarthy and thick skin with uneven features. When he assumed his true body, he was tall, redheaded and bearded. Trim and taut, nothing like the visage he’d currently assumed for this “job”.

      “Ohhh...no. What now?” The words escaped from his mouth before he could control them. He looked around. No one saw anything unusual with the appearance of the perfectly groomed woman now sitting opposite him, her white suit molded around her firm toned body, so unchanging over the years. She looked around twenty-five, but she was older. So much older than her looks would lead anyone to imagine. Ancient might even describe her. He controlled the snicker that rose.

      “Is that any way to greet your aunt? Honestly, Diocail, anyone would think you would rather see that floozy Niamh instead of me.”

      He winced at the use of his Celtic name, hoping no one else had heard her, but he contained his instinctive action to scan around the small but loud diner.

      “Your father is still angry you know. He has...intimated...that you need to pick up the pace a little.” She looked down at the greasy food on the plate with a grimace of disgust on her face. “You call this edible?”

      Diocail opened his mouth to remind her that around here he was known only as Jake, as close to his real name as you could get. The server, an older woman of indeterminate age and parentage with dark skin and even darker eyes, walked up to the table. She smiled broadly and carried a dented metal coffee pot in one hand and he noted whimsically that it matched her dented and battered face. Only, I know what lies beneath the visage you assumed daily.

      “Excuse me? Would you like a refill? Ma’am, can I get a cup for you too?” Her voice was slightly hoarse, which was probably the result of the years of hard living and a tangible reminder of the equally hard man she’d known. It was a shame, he thought, she’d been his assignment before he got a little sidetracked. Diocail reminded himself there was always time to make her his next project and smiled at the thought.

      Then Diocail started in amazement, realizing that she could see his aunt Cailleach sitting opposite him. He looked at the woman who was sister to his father and she winked conspiratorially. He goggled at the action, never having seen this more playful side of her. Well, at least, never up close and it felt more than a little odd. And creepy.

      “No thanks. Just a bottle of water, please.” Cailleach smiled.

      The flash of perfect white teeth and twinkling eyes must have done something magical to the server and she hurried to fulfil Cailleach’s order. Meanwhile, Diocail sat there, stunned at Cailleach’s appearance in this greasy little diner.

      “Won’t be a minute, hon.” She scurried quickly behind the counter pulled open the fridge with a rattle and clank, grabbed a bottle and efficiently twisted the top with a quick movement of her hands then returned. Other customers tried to catch her eye as she hustled around the counter but she seemed determined to serve his aunt first.

      Jake wondered, not for the first time, if this wasn’t some god-power-thing he’d never get the hang of, before shrugging the thought away. He wasn’t a full god anyway, just the mixed-up offspring of his father’s mating with a faerie.

      “Thanks so much. Jake”— Cailleach winked at him—“will fix the bill at the end.”

      The server nodded and smiled before wandering off to another table. Jake waited as she padded off, her pen hovering over the pad in her hand for just a moment, before he turned his attention back to his aunt.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m in the planning stages, Aunt, so if you could please leave me to do my job, I can return home sooner. That is, unless you can change Father’s mind?”

      Cailleach shook her head. He wasn’t surprised. Father had made his point, casting him out of his comfortable home in Scotland until he had made some restitutions for the mess he’d made in the past.

      He thought fondly of the woman who he had left waiting, naked, ready and willing in his bed. No doubt she’d be long gone, he thought with a weighty exhalation.

      He groaned heavily. “Has he given you an idea...?” Before he could finish the question, his aunt disappeared, and he felt yet another layer of frustration at his fate. “I hate it when she does that.” With a quick move, he grabbed his fork and toyed with the cooling food on the plate, but his appetite was gone.

      Back to work. He turned to look at his new target woman, only to find her gone too.
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      James made his way slowly to the elevators, feeling foolish as he usually did. He had nearly fallen climbing out of the car, and today he felt more awkward than usual. The burning sensation of being watched left the back of his neck itching, but he brushed it aside. It was no different to any other time, he reminded himself.

      Tuesday morning and he hoped he might get a glance of the bountiful woman he’d lusted after for eighteen months. Well, to be exact, it was seventeen months, three weeks and two days. Hell, he could even count down the time in hours and minutes, he thought, sparing a quick glance at his watch, doing the mental arithmetic.

      Not that he was keeping tabs.

      James snorted in his head at the foolish lie he kept tell himself, not that he actually ever believed it. He’d hankered after her ever since she’d raced into the gym to deliver the package for his financial controller. Unfortunately—or in his case fortunately—he’d left the shower, and wore a towel slung around his hips. He had wandered into the locker room, ready to pick up the clothes he’d forgotten to take into the shower room with him, when there she’d been. A siren in the misty locker room. Her cherry-red lips so full of promise. Her blouse strained over sensually full breasts while her little skirt had revealed miles of leg. She’d walked forward confidently, and when she turned, that striking gaze had taken in his state of undress.

      He remembered the burn of her inspection down his midriff all those months ago.

      James had felt a mesmerizing fascination at the pink tide of embarrassment which crested her cheeks, while her lips formed a subtle moue before she turned away.

      It had taken him three agonizing months to find out where she worked in his organization. Three months of intense searching in each and every department until he’d reached the typing pool.

      Now, he took any opportunity to wander through the cavernous room, looking for her on the street and in the halls of the offices he visited from time to time. He’d always hoped she too felt that spark of awareness which rushed through his body, but then reminded himself it was a vain hope.

      He felt that enervating rush of awareness and desire each time his gaze fell upon her, and it continued riding him without surcease.

      I don’t even know her name.

      He had never mentioned the incident in the locker room to anyone, at least not in any context that might allude to his awareness of her. No, he’d reasoned, it was better to study her from a distance. After all, he was too much of an uncoordinated geek for any woman of her fine figure to notice him and feel a similar connection.

      James was honest with himself, usually. He liked larger women, finding something arousing in the graceful curves of belly and breast. They made him tingle all the way through.

      She reminded him of a Rubenesque beauty in modern clothing, so unlike the scrawny chicken-winged versions magazines seemed to prefer these days.

      He wasn’t game to approach her in case she rejected him. Experience told him rejection was something he could live without.

      Even now, a rivulet of sweat trickled down the back of his shirt and desire pooled deep in his belly when he thought of his personal goddess.

      The elevator pinged once, loudly. It pierced the cool silence of the marbled lobby while the door slid open with a grind. He stepped in, feeling the slight rock of the small box. When he turned he noted with amazement that she was also at the elevator, and had been waiting patiently behind him.

      Today, she wore a bronze-colored blouse of some silky material with intricate cutwork at the top, shadowing her pale skin, and teamed with matching pants. Spiky nude shoes completed the look and her gorgeous black hair was swept back into a ponytail, leaving her swan-like throat bared for his scrutiny.

      Her luscious breasts, full and high, filled the fitted top to perfection and he had to control the urge to step forward and kiss her pale, glossy painted lips. He peeked at her fingers, just as he always did. Still bare. He breathed a sigh of relief knowing she remained single, for now, anyway. Or at least her lack of rings showed no visible signs of a relationship. The thought ricocheted through his mind and he had to control himself, otherwise he knew he would have blurted out a question as to her current status.

      “Can you press ten, please?” Her voice filled the air, its breathy quality heating him from within. He wanted to close his eyes as the pleasure curled through his gut.

      “Sure.” He reached over to depress the button, watching her graceful movement towards the back of the car, and he nearly fell over, losing his center of balance with the heavy briefcase in one hand. He was such a klutz.

      “Are you okay?”

      He shook his head, unable to answer, too distracted by her small hands supporting him. She touched him! It was only a friendly touch but his hormones went into overdrive as little zings of electricity shot from where her hand rested against his arm down to his abdomen, causing the already firm muscles to contract further.

      Oh God! Here he was with the woman he dreamed about and he still couldn’t get it together. His heart thudded. He wanted to close his eyes and cringe in embarrassment.

      “Yeah, I just lost my balance a little.”

      She smiled at his words and stepped back against the wall, her lips curving upwards. He wanted to lean forward and touch them, but couldn’t. Wouldn’t, really. What if she thinks I’m a nut? He was so much better off concentrating on what he knew best. His business. He gave a mental nod, congratulating himself on the cool-headed thoughts. But it didn’t ease the ache in his chest. Here lay an opportunity. One he was too craven to accept, he admitted.

      The bell rang once more as they reached the tenth floor. The Muzak playing overhead as the opening doorway revealing the typing pool. Cubicle upon cubicle filled the area, silent except for the tap of keyboards and muted phone chatter. It was soulless. Devoid of personality, but effective in ensuring the work was completed with as few distractions as possible. His aunt Horatia made sure of that, watching over the actions of the men and women who worked for him. It was her single mission in life, to ensure Veha Industries thrived from their commitment to the business, instead of being distracted by personal issues.

      He watched as the Siren, as he’d dubbed her months ago, stepped out. The gentle sway of her hips enticed him to do something very unbusinesslike and very personal. James released a breath as she reached a small cell straight ahead, then stepped left and out of sight.

      As always after one of their encounters, he adjusted his pants, relieving the pressure of his erection, feeling the action as the lift once more continued upwards to the fifteenth floor. He finally stepped out, crashing into the arms of his waiting PA. “Oomph. Sorry, May,” he muttered, feeling clumsy once again. A usual state of affairs for him, and one he hated.

      May stood waiting patiently as he collected the files he’d knocked to the floor, then accepted them wordlessly, a broad smile on her face. “I have fantastic news. The internal memo worked a trick. Just as I knew it would.” Her voice was exultant, and he watched the way her animated movements mirrored her birdlike frame. “There were three internal applicants, but one was a standout candidate. I have her file here, and I think she’ll work out. It’s clear she’s the best choice.” May grinned and he grimaced back as she continued blithely. “Oh, and I’ve arranged for the technician to check your computer this afternoon since you complained it wasn’t running so well after you dropped coffee all over it.”

      He winced again. Yet another clumsy moment. One he would prefer to forget.

      Straight after being in an enclosed area with the woman of his dreams, May’s jubilant protestation was too much and it battered at his beleaguered senses. He needed a couple of minutes to gather his thoughts. Obviously, that wasn’t going to happen now, not with her trailing along behind him up the corridor.

      He raised a hand slowly, ceasing her chatter. “Hang on, May. Wait until I get to my office and then you can show me.” He walked towards the wooden door of his spacious office.

      The office was more like his personal refuge. The paneled walls were dark, rich and welcoming. The light green carpet cushioned his footsteps as he reached the partner desk he’d chosen for himself and the black leather chair gave slightly beneath him as he sat. “Now, what was that about applications?”

      “Three came in, but one looks to be the best of the lot. Cara Chamberlain. She works downstairs in the typing pool. I know her slightly. She has a great sense of humor and is excellent at what she does, so she won’t frighten any of your clients. She also attended secretary school, so she would be the best bet, in my opinion.”

      May dropped a pile of folders on the desk. “I moved her to the top, because I know it’s the best. Now, the only issue is Horatia may not like her as an option, because she’s not... thin. You know how she gets about larger women.”

      James nodded as she grabbed the seat opposite his desk. She became quiet, as the smile slipped from her face. “Seriously, James. I need to finish early. I have a ton of jobs to complete and...well...I really need to finish up today, or at the latest tomorrow. The flowers haven’t been ordered, my dress fitting has been postponed five times and the wedding planner is threatening to cancel if I don’t find time early next week for her.”

      James felt bad for May. Her mother had run away with her father’s partner, leaving the other man depressed and May with no one to rely on during this trying situation of planning her wedding. James knew that.

      Although he worried about the change in the office, in his heart James knew he needed to ensure May got her special day. She’d been with him since the beginning, had given up so much of her precious time to help him grow his business. It was time to give something back, no matter how personally difficult he would find it.

      “Okay,” he said with a nod. “Let me look at this and I’ll see what we can manage.” He picked up the file only to drop it again with an, “Oww.” A welling blotch of blood stood crimson on the pale skin of his finger.

      “What’s wrong?” May sat forward in her chair.

      “Got myself with the darned staple.” The words were spoken absently. This time he left the file on the desk and opened the buff-colored card cover, gazing in amazement at the picture inside. Heat bloomed within his chest at the thought of being so close to the lush young woman who haunted his dreams.

      May’s voice startled him. “That dratted guy in postal. He loves staples and sharp things. I don’t know. Maybe he thinks he’s Cupid?”
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      Cara worked furiously, typing the letters and memos assigned to her. She could hear the mutter of other women doing the same and felt frustrated, both sexually and career wise. Eighteen months at a secretarial school to end up in the typing pool. Not exactly the outcome she’d imagined. No, she had graduated with high hopes of becoming a personal secretary to someone important. Someone just like James Veha.

      She’d also had dreams of romance and love. Babies and white picket fences, nights by candlelight and a puppy had always figured in her plans. So, she had met the perfect man, but he was still unattainable. The other issue which created an insurmountable barrier, in her mind, was a man like him didn’t fall for a woman like her—with large breasts, hips and heaven forbid...a stomach—when he could have any model he wanted.

      Being in the elevator with him was like a form of sexual torture. All those desires had rushed back at her, overwhelmingly intense. Then she had topped it off with her inane single comment of ‘Are you okay?’. She seethed. Surely, she could have come up with something a little more interesting than that? Her mind whirled with the endless possibilities.

      The words scrolled across the screen as the insistent buzz of the phone caught her attention. The light at the top flashed and she realized the buzz was definitely meant for her.

      “Cara Chamberlain.” She answered the phone using what she always thought of as her automatic sunshine voice. The one they had drilled into her at the school for secretaries.

      “Ms. Chamberlain? It’s May Anderson from Mr. Veha’s office. I was wondering if you would be free for an interview tomorrow at around five-thirty.”

      A hum of excitement welled. He had seen her application and thought her worthy. She grinned even as her mind moved at lightning pace.

      “Ms. Anderson, I would love to attend. Where should I go?” She held her excitement growing inside her firmly in check. She needed to prove herself, because realistically, this was her last best chance at Veha. If this didn’t work, she needed to move on. Her stomach quivered.

      “His office is on the fifteenth floor. If you can be there at five-fifteen, I can take you through the systems I have in place,” May Anderson continued in her melodious voice. Cara scribbled a note in her diary with the date and time.

      “I’ll be there, Ms. Anderson.” The line disconnected.

      Hot damn! She was in with a chance.

      Cara took a furtive look around, no one was in sight. It was against the rules to use your phone at work, but she couldn’t help herself. She pulled the slim unit from her pocket, tapped in a quick text message and sent it before slipping the phone back into place and turning back to the screen. Maybe she was breaking a few rules, but she was sure no one had seen her.

      Even as Cara put the mobile away, her phone buzzed once more.

      “Cara Chamberlain.”

      “Miss Chamberlain, please come to my office immediately.” Cara knew that voice, recognized Horatia Jackman’s tight tones, and closed her eyes. Damn, she’d been seen.

      Cara stood slowly, then left her cubicle, heading to the small glassed office at the back of the large room. Two quick raps on the wood door earned a brisk “Come.”

      With a quick intake of breath, Cara opened the door and entered the cold soulless room.

      “You wanted to see me, Ms. Jackman?”

      “Yes, Miss Chamberlain. I believe you used your phone during working hours?” It might have been a question, Cara thought, but there was also a warning implied in her very correct tones.

      “Umm, yes, I did.” She waited stock still, feeling like a schoolgirl being hauled over the coals by the principal. Except she wasn’t twelve anymore and this wasn’t a playground incident. But even so, Cara knew there was nothing to be gained by lying, just as it had been as a child.

      “We do not tolerate personal interaction during work time.” Ms. Jackman rose from her chair, her action regal and no doubt many people would see it as intimidating. “And your current attire is also inappropriate. Peek-a-boo cut outs...”

      Cara wanted to laugh at the look on her face but worked hard to keep her own still. The woman had no dress sense so how could she possibly be expected to know that this was more than acceptable attire?

      “...are not acceptable at Veha Industries. You may consider yourself counselled this time and a notation will be made on your personnel file.”

      Heat flared on her cheeks. The old bat! Cara might have flouted the rules with messaging Simone, but she was careful when it came to dressing for work. Nothing could be seen through the intricate cutwork on her blouse.

      Swallowing the anger churning in her gut, Cara shrugged inwardly. It wasn’t worth upsetting Ms. Jackman if she wanted to keep her job or have a decent reference when she left. She’d already seen what had happened to Simone after a run-in with this woman. Her reference hadn’t been worth the paper it was written on. So Cara waited in silence while the woman opposite her ran a scathing glance up and down.

      “You may go, Miss Chamberlain.”

      Cara was left in no doubt that the dismissal meant she would be watched, closely. On her way back to her seat, she heard furious whispers from Jackman’s pets.

      “I can’t believe she’d wear something like that. I mean it’s obscene when you’re that big.”

      As always, Cara ignored the snide remarks. I won’t be stuck in the typing pool forever, Cara told herself, then she grinned, gaining her seat and getting back to work, but it was only half-hearted now. With just half an hour to go before she could finish up for the day, her concentration was minimal, so Cara cleared her trays, returning the completed documents to the central repository, dragging her heels on return to her cubicle where she then cleared off the desk. She kept in mind Ms. Jackman would be watching her every move and she didn’t want another opportunity for the woman to take potshots at her. Or worse, dismiss her, now that her goal was closer than ever before.

      Five came around and Cara gratefully logged out then rose from her chair, grabbed her bag and identification. She moved hurriedly through the bodies that waited for the elevator.

      Cara took one look at the crowd and shook her head. She bent to remove her heels and slipped on the ugly black sandals she drove in. The stairs beckoned. She stepped swiftly. Very few people took this option, normally she avoided it too, but today was different she reflected, descending, puffing and panting while she continued downwards. Her excitement at the possibility of the new job and being close to James Veha drove her to get outside as quickly as possible. Maybe a response from Simone would be waiting.

      Outside, she fished in her pocket pulling out her mobile, then checked her messages.

      U got ur in2view? Cool. Share deets.

      Cara grinned, dialing Simone’s number.

      “Hi! You’ve reached Simone. Well, Simone’s phone. Leave me a message and maybe I’ll phone back.”

      “Simone, I’m heading home to grab some clothes and stuff. I’ll swing past at around seven. Lots to tell you then. Oh, and make up the spare bed.”

      She pocketed the small device once more, heading across the parking lot towards her compact blue car. The new postal guy, Jake, from level two waited beside it, smiling. She smiled back, a feeling of uncertainty flowing through her. The smallish squat man with the bald head seemed somehow odd to her. She dismissed the thought as he turned and walked away.

      She stepped up to the car and looked around—you can’t be too careful these days, she reminded herself—before unlocking and hopping in.
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      Cara crossed aching feet as she sat in the plush black office chair. She should never have borrowed this suit and the shoes from Simone. She leaned back, enjoying the sound of the argument she could hear from behind the closed door while she waited to be called into the room.

      “You can’t be serious! She’s nowhere near ready for this or in any way suitable for the position. She has no dress sense and she’s not what you want clients to see when they arrive. What will they think?” Horatia Jackman’s voice was snappy and uptight.

      Cara grinned, evilly. Of course she was ready. She had the training and skills to act as a PA. She snorted at what the woman said about her. Well, saying might be an understatement. She was yelling it the top of her lungs.

      “It’s too late, Horatia. I am committed to following this course of action through.” His tone was exasperated.

      Cara let a small smirk pass over her face, quickly schooling it back into a calm exterior before they could enter the room where she waited. No way did she want them to realize she’d been eavesdropping. But keeping that calm expression was harder to do than normal because… she had the job!

      Excitement zipped through her. Now she had her chance to show him she was the right woman for the position. In more ways than one.

      She had spent the previous half hour with May Anderson, learning about the job, and she had known that she could do it. Cara had seen the long list of instructions the Personal Assistant had put together beforehand, the thick folio sat at the end of the desk, ready for May’s successor.

      That was before the other woman had disappeared inside the office, closeted with James Veha himself.

      The quiet discussion had lasted some time while Cara cooled her heels outside the inner office.

      Cara remembered that though she had proved herself to May Anderson, she still had to show James Veha that she could do the job. That was when Horatia Jackman from Human Resources had stalked in, straight past the high-backed seat where Cara waited.

      The discussions tone had changed then, and Cara had no issues with eavesdropping. After all, she was directly involved in the three-cornered argument. May had squeaked in dismay, telling Ms. Jackman that the decision was already made, before leaving the room, softly closing the door behind her.

      May winked as she hurried from the office with the words, “The job is all yours. Just watch out for Ms. Jackman. If James is looking for me, I’ve gone home. He knows how to contact me.” She dashed around the corner, swinging her bag over one shoulder, and was gone.

      Cara waited impatiently, wishing she could be in the office watching the argument.

      “No.” James Veha shouted the final word and her eyes widened in surprise. So he can shout when need be. She smiled. She liked a man who could make a point firmly, but still retain a softer side.

      The heavy wooden door slammed open, the pictures on the walls shivering in reaction. Ms. Horatia Jackman stalked across the room, grey hair piled into a tight topknot, the head nose in the air.

      Cara smothered a laugh. Gee, if it were any higher it would just about touch the moon. The woman stopped at the exit to pin her with a furious stare. “You had better do your job properly.” Her tone was cold and angry as she whirled on sensible two-and-a-quarter-inch black heels and stormed out the door.

      The woman was six feet of skinny attitude, with the salt-and-pepper hair to match her snarly attitude. Frigidly unbending to the last, her piercing blue eyes had always disconcerted Cara. Now they were a source of amusement. With fury bleeding from them anyone would think she had a stake in the outcome of today’s meeting.

      “Uh? Miss Chamberlain? Please excuse Ms. Jackman. She gets excited easily over HR issues, especially when she thinks we’re bypassing her protocols. Now please come through.”

      James Veha stood in the entrance, looking like an undercover Adonis. His dark ruffled hair highlighted his olive skin. He bit his bottom lip, disguising its sensual fullness. The thick glasses hid his gorgeous grey eyes and the rumpled suit did nothing for a body she knew would inspire erotic dreams in a nun.

      Maybe she should
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