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      I bury my head deeper behind my computer screen as the familiar click-clack of Shelley’s heels echoes down the marble hallway. It’s almost five, and I’ve successfully avoided her all afternoon. But as I flick my eyes upward, she’s already standing there, hip popped and looking right at me.

      “Avoiding me?” Her eyebrow quirks like she’s caught me red-handed.

      “Unsuccessfully.” I push my glasses up my nose and lean back, bracing myself for what she’s here to deliver.

      Friends since college, we lost touch for a few years while she climbed the corporate ladder and I struggled to find even the first rung. But when she called, needing a new team member for a special project, I came running. I needed the work, so here we are. We’ve been working together for about six months now. She’s a pit bull, my manager, and fast becoming a close friend.

      “When are you going to learn to trust me?” A small smile plays on her lips, and I feel my shoulders loosen.

      “So, he liked it?” It’s stupid to get my hopes up. But this is a major project, one I’ve spent months on. I was hired at York Enterprises as part of their finance team. Shelley tasked me with finding ways to cut costs and boost profits, without laying off staff, risking company culture, or upsetting our shareholders.

      Because that’s what I do. I fix problems from the shadows, mostly without anyone knowing. It’s also why I can’t hold down a job. Once I solve the problem, which I inevitably always do, then I’m let go. My job is another cost-cutting measure. I’m the girl constantly on contract, never permanent, never settled, never secure, never wanted or kept. A metaphor for my life, really.

      In some ways, I prefer it. I like learning new things, not being tied down. It’s probably why I’ve also been single for most of my adult life. I blame my parents and their nomad lifestyle. Always chasing the next big adventure instead of providing a stable home. I was homeschooled, lonely, never really fitting in until my aunt and uncle opened their doors to me.

      “He did.” There’s something in her expression that tells me there’s more.

      “Annnnndddd?”

      “He wants to see you.”

      “Me?” The shriek escapes before I can stop it. Donovan York, CEO of York Enterprises, is an enigma. His office is on the top floor of this sleek city skyscraper. He’s a billionaire worthy of the title, having taken over from his late father a few years ago. He works hard and expects the same from his team. It’s an honorable quality, one I admire. Yet he’s also quite elusive, at least within the office walls. I’ve never met him, never been in a meeting with him, never passed him in the hallway. I only see him in the media—financial news, society pages—always looking untouchable and dapper, usually with a gorgeous blonde on his arm.

      “Yes, Jay Jay, you.”

      “But why?” Shelley’s my manager; she’s the one who presents our work to senior leaders. I come in, do my job solo, and leave. Just how I like it. I hate corporate politics and prefer to fly under the radar, simply keeping my nose down and taking home a paycheck.

      “He wants to meet the staff member who saved him and his company millions of dollars in six months, all without a peep. The entire board is talking about it. You’re practically a god in their eyes.”

      “But we did it.” Sure, I’m responsible for the daily grind, combing through expenses, forecasts, and economic trends. I now practically specialize in trade agreements across continents, too. But Shelley’s the one who has so much faith in me and supports me every step of the way.

      “We both know it was all you. I just approved your ideas, gave you access to company information, and presented the final report. But unlike most managers, I don’t take credit for others’ work, especially not from someone who’ll be buying me a cocktail in about… thirty minutes.” She makes an exaggerated display of looking at her watch.

      “Shit…” I stand on shaky legs. “What do I even say?” My palms are already sweating. As an introvert, walking into the CEO’s office feels like marching toward a firing squad. I’m either going to shrink in size and barely talk, the panic overwhelming. Or I’m going to talk too much, the nerves making me smart-mouthed and sassy. Neither of those options feels remotely okay when it comes to Donovan York.

      The man is an Adonis. With confidence bordering on arrogance, extreme good looks and a sexy-as-sin smile, and don’t even get me started on that seductive little flick of hair that falls across his forehead when he doesn't think photographers are looking. He’s enough to make any red-blooded woman weak at the knees. Including me. God, can’t I just go back to hiding behind my monitor?

      “You walk your fine ass up there and tell him what he wants to hear. He’ll probably ask a few questions about the project, and then that will be it. I’ll meet you at the bar.” She winks, and I swallow hard.

      It’s not that I'm scared of him. But technically, he could fire me and send me back to the job hunt again for the hundredth time in my life. And let’s be honest, he probably will, since my contract is almost up. Although I was expecting Shelley to be the one to confirm my last day.

      I’m just not a people person. That’s why I prefer numbers and facts. Why I choose to stay home. Why, instead of going to the bar to meet Shelley later, I’ll likely catch the subway home and spend the evening in yoga pants with leftover takeout and the evening news. Plus, it’s freezing. Who wants to go out in the cold, at night, in New York City?

      “Aaaand don’t even think about bailing on drinks. We need to celebrate,” she calls over her shoulder as she returns to her office, obviously knowing me too well.

      “I can do this,” I breathe out, fixing my hair and swiping on some lip gloss. Not because I wear much makeup, but I need a little armor before I meet the man the girls in marketing swoon over daily.

      As others pack up to leave, I take a few tentative steps toward the elevator in my sensible heels.

      “I can do this…” I repeat to myself as the elevator doors open, and I step inside. I pause, eyeing the buttons, then I press the one I’ve never dared touch before.

      The doors close quickly, and as the elevator ascends, so does my heart rate. Christmas carols filter through the speakers, not helping my jitters. It’s almost the holidays, but with Thanksgiving still a few weeks away, clearly the facilities team is already excited. I blow out a breath, rolling my head like I’m a boxer preparing for a fight. I catch my reflection in the polished doors, pushing my long mousy brown hair behind my shoulders and straightening my posture.

      “You’re a strong, capable woman. You just saved his company millions. You have worth. You have value,” I whisper my mantra, giving myself a death stare in the reflection of the doors, forcing the words to stick in my mind.

      I think back to the conversation with Shelley. She’s right; most other managers would’ve claimed the credit. So, while I’ve always delivered, I’ve never really been acknowledged. Maybe that’s why the Reuben sandwich I had for lunch is now sitting heavy in my stomach.

      When the doors open, the opulence hits me like a sucker punch. Every floor in this building owned by York Enterprises is high-end, but this is luxury on steroids. I shouldn’t be surprised, since that’s what they’re known for. The company is in the luxury textile business. Sourcing and manufacturing fabrics used by the major fashion houses around the world. Donovan York is often abroad, building his empire and creating timeless fabrics fit for royalty. That’s why he attends many red-carpet events. He’s one of the most dapper men in the city. Fashion is his game. As I glance down at my professional yet somewhat librarian appearance, I know that one look at me, and he’ll realize fashion is not in my DNA. I prefer vintage and love the clothes I wear, but I’m certainly not what one might refer to as a fashionista.

      My confidence wanes, but I force my head high as I walk to his assistant’s desk. The lighting reflecting off the glass and marble almost blinds me, and as I spot a massive, professionally decorated Christmas tree twinkling in the corner, I can’t stop my smile.

      “Jay Jay?” The woman behind the desk gives me a once-over before obviously deciding that I'm harmless. Her lips purse, her eyebrows arched comically, and her nails resemble talons. I roll my shoulders once more and tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear before I push my glasses higher on my nose.

      “That’s me.” Internally, I cringe, wondering if I could sound any more adolescent.

      She stands on black stilettos with heels so thin I wonder how they hold her up. Although she’s clearly a size two at most, and my average frame looks large next to hers. Her red lips are immaculate, her eyeliner sharp, her hair perfectly coiffed. Yep, she belongs in fashion.

      “This way.” Striding over to a large door off to the side, she knocks three times and enters, announcing my arrival. I swallow roughly, following her lead.

      “Jay Jay from finance is here.”

      Taking a deep breath, I step through, expecting gold trim, a boardroom full of Rolex-wearing executives, maybe a crystal decanter and a cigar humidor.

      I did not expect this.

      There’s warmth. Mahogany. A sweeping view of the city around us through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Bold abstract art adorns the walls. And there, rising from behind a sleek walnut desk, is the man himself.

      Donovan York.

      My heart somersaults, my breath catches in my chest, and for one horrifying second, I forget every word I've ever known.
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      I’m focused on the file in front of me so intently, I barely hear my assistant, Ashley, knock. What the finance team has produced is unlike anything I’ve seen before. Budgets adjusted, expenses cut, yet not a single department workload has been affected.

      No impact on culture, output, or business function at all. On top of that, they've included forecasting, income generation ideas—some of which I can’t believe I didn’t already think of—and projected financials for multiple scenarios, from European trade agreements to what happens if a ship full of our fabrics from the Philippines sinks, doubling spend and jeopardizing our existing commitments. This is what I need. This is the kind of work that needs to happen here in order for me to take York Enterprises to the next level. To make it bigger and better than my father ever could.

      When Shelley from finance presented this, I was speechless. She delivers monthly reports, but when she mentioned a new hire named Jay Jay was the lead on it this time, I knew I had to meet him.

      The door closes, startling me from my thoughts, and I look up, ready to congratulate the man responsible for this brilliance.

      “Jay Jay, this is…” The words die on my lips, as does my grin. Jay Jay is not who I expected.

      I’m never lost for words. I speak at global conferences, I’m fluent in multiple languages, I network with people I like and many I don’t, and often. Yet here I am, mouth slightly agape, my throat dry.

      Jay Jay is a woman. A young, breathtakingly beautiful woman.

      Standing in my office, she looks entirely out of place. Her outfit is smart, conservative work attire but slightly ill-fitting. Unremarkable to an untrained eye, yet I immediately recognize the fabric, a unique vintage tweed, which everyone is expecting to make a huge resurgence and is a top pick in our upcoming line. And her heels, they’re shorter and thicker than the women in this building usually wear, yet they complement her outfit perfectly. They wouldn’t be out of place on the streets of Milan or Paris. It’s clear she knows fashion and trend cycles.

      Her makeup is understated and brings out her features, and her hair is neat, glossy, and long, the type men notice, the type that makes me want to run my fingers through it before gripping it tight. With her hands clasped calmly in front of her, she watches me closely. There’s no nervous fidgeting. Aside from the slight blush to her cheeks, she seems in control and not the least bit intimidated.

      I’m immediately very interested.

      My eyes drop over her frame and back up again. Women rarely take my breath away, but this one makes me forget how to breathe altogether.

      It’s then I realize I’m staring. I clear my throat.

      “Sorry, I was expecting…”

      "A man?" Her eyebrow arches with barely disguised amusement. Obviously, she’s heard this before. And just like that, I’m a cliché. It stings more than I expected.

      I toss the file on my desk and pocket my hands, pulling myself together. I’m rarely surprised. I don’t get thrown off course by anyone or anything. But as she blinks up at me expectantly from behind her thick glasses, I feel a little off-kilter.

      I run a fashion empire. Most of the women who work for me are either trying to get in my bed or on the front cover of a magazine. Many use me for my connections, for my profile. They love to take photos and expand their social media. Something I’m hotly against. They almost fall over themselves to get to me. This woman looks uninterested in either of those options. She’s small in stature, yet she’s completely captivating.

      “A common theme for you?”

      “Somewhat.” Straight to the point, so I match her energy.

      “This file is outstanding.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You have things in here that our team have been trying to achieve for over twelve months…” Picking up the file again, I flick through, still thoroughly impressed.

      “That’s why Shelley hired me.”

      “On a project basis, is that right?” I glance at her employment file on my desk. Apparently, I didn’t look at it closely enough to know that Jay Jay isn’t a man.

      “Correct. Assuming you’re pleased with everything, the project completion date and my contract end in a few weeks.”

      “Do you want to leave?” I’m winging this now. But as she pushes up her glasses again, her eyes land on mine, and there’s absolutely no way I’m letting her walk out of here. Her gaze is unwavering, and my body fills with a renewed sense of challenge. A feeling I haven't felt for a very long time. In business or my personal life.

      She looks taken aback by my statement so I continue.

      “The work you’ve done to date here is financial, but I need eyes like yours on our logistics, our exports, our manufacturing. I’m working on an acquisition strategy that I could use your help with. There are more measures we can take to streamline, forecast, and restructure. York Enterprises should not only remain profitable but also grow market share.”

      “You already hold the majority market share.”

      “Thirty-five percent is hardly a majority,” I banter back.

      “There’s no one else that comes close.”

      “Still… I think it’s time for a solid acquisition strategy.” I see the wheels in her head turning. I want to grow this business; I want more for York than my father ever thought possible.

      Her head tilts in question as she says, “Jasper Textiles…”

      I grin. I’ve known her for five minutes, and I’m already certain we’d work well together. Her thoughts mirror my own. She’s quick. On point. My heart's racing.

      “I’ve been wanting to buy them for a while.” The Jasper family has been a thorn in my side for years. Underhanded, unethical, and desperate to see me fail.

      “They’re an obvious choice. Unlikely to sell, yet vulnerable.”

      “You’ve worked in fashion textiles before?” I grab her employment file again. I must have missed something else.

      “Never.”

      Her answer has my head whipping back up, eyes meeting hers. “Never?” She’s got to be kidding. The quality of work she’s done… Her insights…

      “No. My last job was in lawn sprinklers.”

      “Lawn sprinklers?” What the hell is she talking about?

      “It’s a two point eight billion dollar industry,” she tells me simply.

      “Huh.” I toss the file aside, knowing it's not going to tell me what I want. I’d rather have my eyes on her anyway. She’s steadfast, clever, and distractingly beautiful. As I glance at her hands and see no rings, my shoulders lower a little. Those thoughts shouldn’t matter. I don’t care about the personal lives of my employees, and I sure as hell shouldn’t be entertaining any romantic notions with a staff member. And yet as I notice her minimal jewelry, I know diamonds would look good on her.

      The room is still as I step around my desk and lean against the front, gripping on to the edge so I keep a little distance from her. Because the urge to walk over and touch her face is disturbingly strong.

      Fuck. My thoughts are already so unprofessional, it's startling.

      “So you come into businesses, lift profits, decrease expenses, add value to shareholders… and then… disappear?”

      She nods. “Usually.”

      “Why?”

      Her brow pinches as her pretty eyes search mine for a few seconds. “Why?”

      “Yes, why? You have the skills. A track record. Why wouldn’t someone keep you?”

      She’s unwavering yet looking at me like I’ve asked the most ridiculous question.

      “Most businesses don’t like that I hold up a mirror to their strategies. They feel raw. Exposed. They think they’re already on the path to success, and they hate it when someone points out how flawed their systems are. Especially someone like me.” She’s right. My ego took a bruising reading her report. Some of the recommendations cut initiatives that I implemented. But my need for success is greater than my ego. I’m happy to admit when I’m wrong and move forward with a new strategy.

      “Someone like you?” I press.

      “Young. Female.” Beautiful. Fuckable… I add silently, then jerk myself upright. Get it together, York. She’s your employee, not a date. I push my hair back from my forehead and scrub my jaw. I date a lot of women. Too many, if you believe everything you read in the social pages. It isn’t something I do consciously. I have a lot of events where I need a plus one, and I meet a lot of people everywhere I go. It’s odd for me to have a night in, but these days, it’s something I’m starting to miss.

      That’s what makes this woman in front of me so surprising. I went on a date last night with Miranda, a fashion model from Milan. Tonight, I’m heading to a new Broadway show with Catherine, a beauty editor from England whom I met in passing at a fashion show a month ago. My cell is full of names, women who would jump at a moment's notice to be on my arm, yet this woman now has my entire attention. Beauty and brains are a deadly combination.

      The need to move makes my body jittery. I step closer to her, almost too close.

      “I think your work is outstanding.” I draw in a deep breath, and her floral aroma halts my steps. My body automatically provides the self-preservation I need from doing something increasingly stupid.

      “I enjoy it.” She swallows roughly, the action making me realize that she isn’t as unaffected by me as I first thought. The silence stretches, neither of us moving, both watching the other, my own heart pounding in time with the rapid pulse in her neck. My eyes drop over her again, something she doesn’t miss as I hear her inhale sharply. The air between us is electric.

      I should step back. I should sit my ass down at my desk, thank her for the fantastic job she’s doing, then tell her to leave.

      “Be my business advisor.” I’m going straight to hell.

      Eyes widening, she asks softly, “Your what?”

      “My business advisor. I want you to sit on the executive floor and report directly to me. I want your eyes and ears on every department, every initiative, and on every employee. This report outlines what can be done over the next six to twelve months. But we have legacy systems, a fragile culture, evolving logistics. I want York Enterprises bigger, stronger, and future proofed.”

      “I’m…” she starts to say, shaking her head.

      “Flattered?”

      “No…”

      I frown. “Honored?” I offer warily.

      Her lips purse slightly. “No.”

      “Surprised?” That one feels closer.

      “Well, yes…” She’s still hesitant. I haven’t won her yet.

      “Full time, six figures. Full healthcare and all benefits.” I lay out my cards, taking another small step toward her, causing her to look up a little more. I pause. Her face is illuminated by the overhead lights, her hair falling down her back, and her mouth opens a little. Fuck.

      “That’s very generous of you.” Her voice is barely a whisper. I have no idea what’s going on. Other than it's palpable.

      “So that’s a yes?” I clench my hands in my pockets so I don’t move them. I’ve never asked an employee to stay and never cared this much about the answer.

      “I don’t think it’s something I can make work.”

      I pause. She’s rejecting me?

      “You don’t think…?” I’m not used to not getting what I want the minute I see it. No one declines a job offer from York Enterprises, or an offer from me. Our graduate program is the most competitive in the country. People bend over backward for the chance to work here.

      Eyes flicking away from mine, she seems to ponder her response. “I have something else lined up already.”

      I watch her closely. She pushes her glasses back up again, and I know she’s lying, but I don’t know why.

      “Whatever they’re paying, I’ll double it.” My shoulders are tight, my gaze unwavering.

      Those eyes widen once more, this time flaring with something I can’t name. “Again, that’s very generous…”

      “So… yes?”

      “No. No, thank you—”

      My cell vibrates, catching both of our attention. I’m needed elsewhere, but I don’t want to move. I feel even more unsettled than I did when I first laid eyes on her. She’s the first woman to have rejected anything I’ve offered in a very long time. I’m now even more intrigued.

      “I don’t often have people reject a job offer at York Enterprises.”

      Her cheeks flush a little more, and she looks unsure for the first time since she walked in.

      “But I’m okay with working hard to get what I want.”

      She rolls her lips, a sweet grin trying hard to break through, and I clench my back molars to prevent a smile.

      “And you want me?” Her voice is soft, almost angelic as our gazes don’t waver. Hell yeah, I want her. But I need to think with my head instead of my dick.

      “Six figures. Full healthcare…” I start to reel off my offer again.

      “I can’t. I appreciate the offer, though. Was there anything else you needed?” She’s dismissing me. Here, in my office. On the top floor of a building I own, towering over the New York skyline that is my playground. And she’s dismissing me?

      I’m stunned for a moment. Did I have this all wrong? Does she not feel the desire swirling between us? I’ve never felt this instant heat with any woman before, certainly not in my office during a workday.

      I clear my throat. “That will be all, Miss Jackson.”

      “Have a lovely weekend… Mr. York.” I watch her turn and walk out of my office, standing here, frozen and astounded. Comically stunned. Wondering if I made a mistake by offering her a position, because the way her hips move as she walks away from me should be illegal. And no matter how brilliant her mind, no matter how much I want her on my team… I also want her in my bed.

      And those are two desires I can’t afford to mix.

      My cell vibrates again, but I ignore it. As I lower into my chair, her floral scent lingers like a dare. Then I reach for her personnel file and flip it open.

      Because for the first time in a long time, I need to work a little harder for something I want.
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      My knees ache from kneeling on the hard floor, unpacking what feels like the hundredth box today.

      “How much did you order?” I ask my uncle Bob.

      He looks at me and smiles. “Your forecasting last month was right, kiddo. The weather down south is hotter than anyone expected, so I did what you suggested, ran a sale through the new online shop. Even though it’s almost snowing here, our sales are higher than any other holiday season.” His smile widens, and I match it.

      Uncle Bob took me in as a scrawny, prepubescent tween. When my parents decided that looking after a kid didn't align with their free-roaming lifestyle, he and his wife, Vivian, stepped in. Childless themselves, they became my new parents, especially when the weekly calls from my real ones turned into monthly check-ins.

      I love my parents, but they’re not the nurturing type. While I was getting my first period and starting to notice boys, my parents were camping outside Las Vegas, protesting about water mismanagement and climate change. When I was getting ready for prom, it was Uncle Bob and Aunt Vivian who stood misty-eyed, watching me pose for photos. My parents? Off in some remote place in a country where cell service wasn’t available.

      I’m not bitter. I know I’m lucky to have two sets of parents, both showing love in their own ways. But it was confusing growing up with bio parents who didn’t put me first and made me feel like an unwanted burden.

      “So, the weather patterns were right?” After spending a week analyzing historical climate trends, I suggested setting up an online shop to access new regions. I helped build the site with Aunt Vivian and ran a targeted digital ad campaign across strategic markets. It looks like all that work paid off.

      “As was your idea for online sales. Most of what we’re unpacking today will ship out next week.”

      I’m impressed. There’s a lot of lawn sprinklers here. Uncle Bob’s worked in landscaping his entire life. When the physical labor got too much, he shifted into selling sprinkler systems and hasn’t looked back.

      “Oooh, just what every young woman wants to talk about on a Saturday. Sprinkler sales in Florida…” Aunty Vivian rolls her eyes as she walks in, carrying what smells like lunch.

      Standing slowly, my back protests after hours of bending over. Hard labor was never my forte, but I help them out most weekends. I have nothing else to do, and I like to give back to the people who’ve given me everything.

      “How was work this week, honey?”

      I follow her into the small kitchen at the back of the shop, my mouth watering at the deli sandwiches she plates up for us. Work. I’ve thought of nothing else but Donovan York since I left his office yesterday. The way he looked at me. The way he smelled. I’ve never smelled a man like him. All forest and rain as he stood near me in a way that almost had me wanting to lean into him. Just a little. Then I saw him push back his hair, and I was a goner. How can a hair flick look sexy? I needed to get out of that office before I did something stupid, like launch myself at him. So I did the only thing I could—decline his offer and walk out. A move I’m starting to regret.

      As I grab a sandwich, carbs really my only friend, I shake my head to dislodge his face from my brain, then I see the newspaper and freeze. Like the universe is deliberately teasing me today, I spot Donovan York's handsome face staring back at me in full color from the front page.

      He has a commanding presence, a strong allure. But I saw the look in his eyes. I felt the tension between us. I have no idea how it happened, but Donovan York and I have a spark. An instant flame that felt like it could burn down all of New York. My heart thudded so loudly standing in front of him, I was sure he could hear it.

      He has kind eyes. Aunt Vivian always told me a person's eyes are the window to their soul. Given mine are always covered with my glasses, I try to make an effort to look into other people’s. Donovan’s are… beautiful. I’m pretty sure I went to sleep dreaming of how they looked at me last night. He was confident, maybe a little arrogant, but… unexpectedly bashful too. I watched him stumble the moment he saw me. People often assume I’m a man because of my nickname, so I don’t fault him for that. But it was strangely disarming watching him, the famously unflappable CEO, momentarily thrown. It made me feel more grounded.

      I skim the news article, a puff piece about the city’s powerful elite at a Broadway opening. There he stands, on the red carpet, paparazzi flashing, sleek black suit, hair perfectly styled, looking like he owns Manhattan. Which, honestly, he kind of does. In contrast, while he was out dazzling the cameras with a gorgeous model on his arm, I was at home with a face mask on, eating instant ramen and watching the news.

      “Well, Shelley delivered the report to management.” I look away from the newspaper and concentrate on my sandwich, shoving it into my mouth to try and shift my mind onto something else. Aunt Vivian pauses, her eyes on me.

      “And?” my aunt prompts.

      “They liked it.”

      She smiles. “Of course they would. What company wouldn’t want to save millions each year.” Uncle Bob comes in and takes a seat, starting to eat.

      “The CEO actually offered me a permanent job.”

      They both pause and look at me.

      “Congratulations, honey!” Aunt Vivian beams with pride, something Uncle Bob mirrors.

      I shake my head before they get too excited. “I declined. I’m not sure it's for me.”

      Her smile fades, and Uncle Bob cocks an eyebrow.

      “What do you mean? You've wanted something permanent for a long time now.” It’s true, I have. Working full time as Donovan’s advisor is actually a dream job. But meeting him yesterday, experiencing the way his gaze hardly left me. How could I work so closely with a man who has my pussy clenching at every meeting?

      “I know, but… I mean, look at me!” I glance down at my outfit and then back at them like they’ve missed something obvious. At work, I scrape together enough to appear semiprofessional, but in the fashion world, I stick out like a sore thumb.

      I do love clothes. Specifically, the classics. Which is why I’m always dressed in vintage attire. Some of it’s designer, some of it’s not. But I’m not a fashionista. All my clothes come from Mabel, the kind lady who runs a thrift shop in the city who, for some reason, always seems to have the perfect thing for me, and I always walk out with an outfit of her choosing. I can’t say no to her. She’s delightful and one of my best friends, even though she’s triple my age. Today’s outfit is one of her finds. I’m in old denim overalls and a cute little peach-colored long-sleeve, both extremely comfortable, considering the work I’m doing. With my hair tied up haphazardly in a messy topknot, no makeup, and wearing boots better suited to a bricklayer, chic is something I’m not.

      “You’re beautiful. I always tell you that. Both inside and out,” Uncle Bob says gently.

      “Thanks, Uncle Bobby. I’ll make you an extra big batch of Christmas cookies this year.”

      “Besides, who wouldn’t want to hire you? After all the work you did, Shelley said that you made a huge difference.”

      “What did I say now?” Shelley walks into the kitchen, right on time, with two coffees in hand, sunglasses on, even though it’s overcast outside.

      “That for me?” I look at her, hopeful. I skipped my morning caffeine hit to get here early. My sleep last night was interrupted by thoughts of Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome, the very man making women all over the city weak at the knees, and the same man who’s completely off-limits. Because he’s my boss.

      “Yes, although I shouldn’t reward someone who ghosted me last night.”

      I wince. “Yeah, but… you knew I would.”

      She sighs and takes a seat. Shelley’s known Bob and Vivian for years and stops by the shop sometimes when she’s in town visiting her own parents who live around the corner.

      “You should go out more, honey.” Aunt Vivian nudges. “When was the last time you met a nice man?”

      Yesterday, I think, biting my lip to stop the image of Donovan York from flooding back. Stupid brain, I can’t develop a crush, that’s ridiculous.

      “That’s my cue to get out of here.” Uncle Bob grabs his sandwich and walks back to the front, escaping the girl talk.

      “But the news channel is much better company,” I tell them both with an innocent smile.

      “You’re a news junkie,” Shelley teases, and I laugh. “So, your meeting with the boss man went well?”

      “He offered her a job…” Aunt Vivian chimes in, grabbing her sandwich before following Uncle Bob and heading out front to check on customers.

      “He what?!” Shelley shrieks, startling me.

      “Shhh! They have customers,” I whisper, eyes just as wide as hers.

      “Donovan York offered you a job? He never does that. What is it? When do you start?” she rambles out, a smile taking over her face.

      I inhale slowly to steel myself. She’s not going to like my answer.

      “He wants me to be his business advisor. But I declined.”

      Shelley stares at me like I’ve grown two heads. “You what now?”

      “I declined.” I take another bite of my sandwich to busy myself.

      “I heard you, but I’ve never seen you make a dumb decision before. You are literally the poster child for making smart, sensible decisions. I just need to memorize this moment. Why the hell did you say no?”

      “Because he wanted me to move up to the executive level, report directly to him, be his personal business advisor…”

      “And?”

      “…and I think that’s just asking for trouble.” I pause with a shake of my head. “The man exudes power like cologne, and I prefer a quiet life that doesn’t involve boardrooms or billionaires.”

      Shelley narrows her eyes. “You’re afraid of him.”

      “No,” I say too quickly. “Not afraid. Just… wary.” I don’t add that it’s not just his job offer I’m dodging, it’s the heat that built in that office, thick as velvet, with a single look.

      Like a light bulb went off in her brain, she gasps. “Oh my God. Do you have a crush on the boss?”

      “No,” I deny with mock disgust, though considering I haven’t stopped thinking about him, it’s entirely possible.

      “We all do, Jay Jay, so you’re not alone. You’re female after all. Did you see the photos of him from last night in the paper today? Hot. I’d jump his bones in a second if it was even remotely possible.” Shelley grins while sipping her coffee.

      “I don’t have a crush. It’s just, you know I’m not great with people.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re fantastic with people. Personable, friendly, confident.”

      “I’m not fashion forward… like, at all.”

      She tilts her head, stealing a chip from my plate. “That’s not true…”

      “And if I go from contract position straight to executive, it looks a little…”

      “Like you slept with the boss to get where you’re going?”

      “Yes.” I sigh in disappointment.

      “Jay Jay, half of New York has slept with someone to get where they’re going.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m in the other half. I want to be known for my skills and intelligence.”

      “That’s exactly why he offered you the job. So why did you really decline?” Shelley knows me too well. I take a deep breath and blow it out slowly.

      “I don’t know. I was caught off guard. It was unexpected. He was standing there, all suited up and stylish, looking at me like I amazed him. I panicked. You know I like to take my time with decisions.” I omit the fact that my experience with men is a little lackluster. So much so, I wasn’t sure if he was checking me out or if my brain was playing tricks on me. I had a few short-term boyfriends in college, a couple of drunken one-night stands, but not much since then. Dating is not really my thing.

      “You need to take the job,” she insists, looking at me more seriously now.

      I push my glasses back up my nose, the one act I do constantly. “Maybe…”

      “Alright, look, I gotta run. Just email him. Tell him you’ve had time to think about his offer, and if it still stands, you’d like to take it. If not, no harm.” Shelley makes it all sound so easy.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      She huffs playfully. “Fine. I need to go see my mom. See you later.”

      “Okay, see you later.”

      She walks out, her quick visit leaving me with my thoughts before Uncle Bob snaps me out of them.

      “Jay Jay. Jimmy’s out front to see you.” He looks at me, concerned.

      “It’s fine.” I wave him off, standing and heading toward the front, my sandwich now forgotten.

      “Hey, Jimmy.” Moving to the boxes, I grab another one to unpack while we talk. Might as well get back to work, these boxes aren’t going to unpack themselves.

      “Hey, Jay Jay. Need a hand?” He reaches over to grab the box, but I beat him to it.

      “I’m all good. What’s up?”

      Jimmy Stallone comes in every Saturday. I’ve known him for a while. He’s a young lawyer in the city, and we catch the same train most days. He’s also asked me out more times than I can count. Each time, I say no. But instead of becoming disinterested, it seems to make him even more committed. It leaves me a little unsettled, but I figure he probably just needs a friend.

      “I thought I’d ask you to lunch today. Mr. Zimmi has a soup and coffee special.” He smiles, enthusiastic as ever.

      “Sorry, Jimmy, I just ate with Uncle Bob.” I nod toward the register, where Uncle Bob watches us closely, his sandwich half-eaten. He’s never been a fan of Jimmy, says his kind of persistence is a red flag.

      “Oh, shame! I’ll have to come in earlier next weekend. What’s happening? It seems like you have a lot of stock today.”

      “We’ve got a big sale. Need a sprinkler for your place?” Uncle Bob interjects, his voice sharp.

      “No, sir. Not today.”

      “Well, best leave my niece to her work, Jimmy.”

      I offer a polite smile. Jimmy nods, taking the hint.

      “See you soon, Jay Jay.”

      “Bye, Jimmy.”

      We watch him go before Uncle Bob mutters, “Never liked that kid.”

      “He’s harmless.”

      “Maybe. But I still never liked him.” A weird, heavy feeling settles in my chest as I look out the window at Jimmy’s retreating form.

      “Need help with anything else? Or should I keep working on the boxes?” I glance at the stacked wall of boxes on my right, knowing it’ll take all afternoon.

      “You know you don't have to spend your weekends here. Your aunt’s right; you should be out, meeting new friends.”

      Uncle Bob is protective of me. The idea of me out in the city at night, especially with men, is probably more than he wants to imagine. Although I'm in my mid-twenties, live on my own, and have worked in the city on and off for years.

      “I’d rather be here. Besides, it’s good exercise.” I squat to lift another box, earning a shake of his head and a smile.

      “We like having you here too, kiddo.” He walks off, and I open another box. As I kneel again, box cutter in hand, the little silver bell above the shop door jingles. Uncle Bob and Aunt Vivian are busy in the back, probably finishing their lunch, so I stand partway, still crouched at knee height and glance up to greet the customer.

      My breath catches.

      Donovan York stands in the doorway, black coat open, scarf loose around his neck, like he just stepped out of a winter fashion magazine spread and into my quiet little world. Once his eyes land on me, they stay there.

      For a moment, we simply stare at each other. The store fades. The air stills.

      Then his gaze lowers slowly, taking in the dust on my knees, the box cutter in my hand, the practical boots. And something flickers across his face, something not quite like amusement. Not quite desire. More intense.

      I straighten, drop the cutter, and awkwardly brush my palms over my thighs.

      “Mr. York.” My voice comes out steadier than I feel as I push my glasses up higher.

      He stalks toward me. “Call me Donovan. I was… in the neighborhood,” he lies. “Thought I’d take a look at this sprinkler empire you’ve built.”

      I arch an eyebrow, because he’s clearly researched me. One look at my resume, and I assume he saw our new website, where Uncle Bob insisted my face be on the ‘About Us’ page alongside his and Aunt Vivian’s.

      My hands hit my hips as I look at him pointedly. “In need of a sprinkler?” Where did that sass come from?

      He steps closer, just shy of too close, and his mouth quirks slightly. “Actually, I’m here to renegotiate.”

      “Renegotiate?”

      “This time”—his eyes lock on mine—“I’m not leaving without a yes.”
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      I look down at Jessica, wondering not for the first time what the hell I’m doing. I went to bed thinking about her and woke up with my dick hard in my hand and her still on my mind. Her work is amazing, obviously, but it’s more than that. I’m not sure if it’s because she’s the first woman I’ve ever met who seems mostly unaffected by me, or one who doesn’t seem interested in telling me yes just to blow smoke up my ass. When we met yesterday, she wasn’t scrambling to please me, wasn’t flirting, wasn’t unprofessional in any way.

      It was refreshing, admirable, and a turn-on. But I do want her working for me. Her vision aligns with my own. After thinking about her all night, I got home from the theater and sat in my home office, reviewing her work for the second time. I poured over her suggestions and the few things that the finance team had already implemented and knew I needed to do anything I could to keep her.

      I spent the next hour of my night looking through her file, researching her last employment, and saw her face staring at me from a lawn sprinkler website. Jessica Johnson from Johnson Sprinklers, a family business in Sleepy Hollow.

      I put two and two together, grabbed a coffee, and headed here in my town car this morning with plans to offer her a job she can’t refuse.

      But that was before I saw her, on the floor before me, looking more real and stunning than any other woman I’ve met. My eyes canvass her. She’s wearing denim overalls, and at first glance, they seem uninteresting, but I notice the stitching and know they are last season Prada. The peach top she's wearing has green thread across the wrists and neckline, telling me it’s Gucci. She looks like the girl next door, yet her fashion selection shows quality. Effortlessly chic.

      She clears her throat, and my eyes flick back to meet hers. I swallow past a sudden lump in my throat.

      Me being here is borderline stalking, something I never do. I never chase people to work for me. I never spend my Saturday mornings traipsing outside the city, following a girl who, before yesterday, I didn’t even know existed. My weekends are usually full of either work, hitting the gym, or I’m away traveling. But as I watch her slowly rise from the floor, her head still barely coming to my shoulders, I feel warmer here than I ever have spending the summer in the Caribbean.

      “I’ve been—”

      “As I said yesterday, six figures, full healthcare and benefits. I will double anything else you’re offered and I want you to start on Monday,” I cut her off, not wanting any more excuses. There’s something about this woman that has immediately captivated me.

      “As I was going to say, I—”

      “You’ll have your own assistant and team if needed. Full access to all departments.”

      “I’m trying to—”

      “I’ll need you to visit our other facilities with me, in both Asia and Europe. I’ll cover all travel expenses. Your own corner office—”

      “Donovan!” Her voice is sharp, and I stop immediately. She looks just as startled as her cheeks heat at her outburst. I’ve never been a bumbling fool. That seems to be a characteristic I’ve acquired around this woman. I pause, watching her—which is becoming increasingly easy to do.

      “What I’m trying to tell you is, I’ve thought about your offer, and I’d like to accept.” She pushes her glasses up her nose, and I itch to pull them away so I can see all of her more clearly. Hell, I want to see her. Not the analyst. Not the strategist. Just the woman who somehow made denim overalls and scuffed boots look like a damn power suit. My fingers twitch at my sides, and I shove them in my coat pockets before they embarrass me.

      “You accept?” I want to ensure I heard her right as I try to tame the smile that’s growing on my face.

      “Yes. I accept your offer.”

      “Everything alright over here, kiddo?” I look up, seeing an older gentleman walking toward us, eyeing me suspiciously. I remember his face from the website, the owner and more than likely Jay Jay’s father.

      “Donovan York.” I extend my hand to him, and he looks at it, then looks back at me, and even though I put him in his sixties, I can tell this guy has a lot of fight left in him.

      “Bob Johnson.” He grips my hand firmly, mistrusting. Can’t say I’ve experienced that much in my life.

      “How many more men are going to be coming in here looking for you today?” He isn’t quiet with his remark to her, and the fact that I’m not her only visitor has my shoulders tightening.

      “Uncle Bobby, this is my boss,” Jessica tells him, and his grip on my hand immediately lightens, making me smirk. My eyes flick around the store, wondering if her father is here somewhere, not missing the reference that he’s her uncle. Although I didn’t see another man on the website.
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