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Nothing in fine print is ever good news...

The question of the missing money haunted me. Brad Miller, CEO and owner of the Retro art design and technology company, had stolen hundreds of thousands of dollars from his former employees. Or had he? I didn’t know, and the lingering doubts made it difficult to work alongside him. 

Sexy and intelligent, he was as dedicated in the bedroom as he was in the boardroom. I should know; I gave into temptation one night on a business trip. I found myself falling for him, trusting him with all my heart even though my rational mind warned me to stop. 

What if he really did steal all that money? Did I even want to know, or was that something best kept secret?
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​Brad


––––––––
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I stared at the two women in front of me, unable to process what was happening. Theodora, or Teddy as she liked to be called, was my date for the evening. She looked beautiful in a gown that I’d picked out, her throat sparkling with diamonds that set off her eyes.

We had shared one amazing night in a hotel in Paris, and I had set my mind to encourage her to repeat the performance. For days, I’d watched her every movement, holding myself back. I wanted to touch her shoulder at breakfast, to run a finger up her thigh as we rode the elevator and smooth the hair from her face during our frequent business meetings. But Teddy made it clear that she wanted to take things slowly.

I knew that didn’t mean no. She indulged in secretive glances as often as I did. I caught her studying me as I read the news on my phone, and when I leaned in close, I could feel her heart beating. It had all culminated in that evening’s festivities. We were at a gala at the Louvre, the perfect climax to a week spent acquiring art.

Teddy was my executive assistant. She was the one who’d booked the hotel and communicated with all the private collectors we were there to connect with. We had seen the Museum of Modern Art and half a dozen smaller venues in our pursuit of new artwork for my digital platform, Retro.

When I’d bought the company, they were largely into text-based content, with news and lifestyle articles written by an army of contractors. I’d taken over four months ago and let nearly everyone go, keeping on only the barebones staff I needed to run the place. In addition, I’d amped up the art department, plundering the storage room for the best illustrations. I redid the interior, hiring a decorator with an eye for the understated. I wanted my brand to appeal to wealthy clients, hence the trip to one of the world’s greatest artistic hotspots.

I was back and forth on my feelings for Teddy. Sometimes I imagined that our single tryst would blossom into something more permanent. Other times I chastised myself for taking advantage of the situation and luring my assistant into my bed. Teddy professed a desire to keep things professional, and while I wanted to honor her wishes, I felt drawn to her in a way that I had rarely experienced.

Teddy was one of two women in the hallway outside the ladies’ room, staring at me expectantly. The other was Alyssa, a woman I might have been willing to spend the rest of my life with if she hadn’t rejected me. I couldn’t decide which one to speak to first. Like an idiot, my gaze shot back and forth between the two of them, searching for an anchor.

Teddy seemed as shocked as I was. Her eyes held shards of hurt and longing that I desperately wanted to comfort. Alyssa seemed excited, as if the months that had passed were of no consequence. She looked ready to pick up right where we’d left off and expected me to be equally as interested.

“Alyssa,” I said finally, “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I live here, silly,” Alyssa said playfully, touching my arm with the affection of an old lover.

My brain served up images of the first time we’d slept together. It was on top of a desk in her office, before my purchase of her father’s company had been complete. That began a heated affair where neither of us could keep our hands off each other.

I’d spent a glorious few weeks in bed with Alyssa before she dumped me to move to Paris. I had known in the back of my mind that she would be in the same city. For some reason, it didn’t occur to me that she would have been present at the evening’s gala. As a member of the elite, of course she had been invited. It had been incredibly short-sighted of me to overlook the possibility of running into her.

“Teddy, this is Alyssa; Alyssa, this is Teddy,” I introduced the two women.

“Your assistant,” Alyssa replied smugly.

I was momentarily caught off guard by the title. It took me a moment to remember that Teddy was my assistant, and not my date for the evening. I had walked up on the two women together. It seemed that they’d shared some information between them before I arrived.

“Yes,” I recovered, plastering on a smile. “Can we talk?”

“I would love to,” Alyssa responded, threading a finger beneath my jacket to touch my abdomen. 

It was a bold move and left no room for doubt. I didn’t necessarily appreciate it, but it didn’t turn me off either. I knew exactly what Alyssa had to offer, and her aggressive tactics spoke directly to the hurt she had caused when she left.

I stepped back, gently enough so as not to offend Alyssa, but quickly enough so as not to offend Teddy. With a casual determination, I turned to my assistant. “Would you mind?”

“No,” Teddy said quickly. “Of course, you two should catch up.”

“Are you sure?” I hesitated. Something about her made me wonder if I was pushing too far. I had barely spent any time with her that night. Everyone who was anyone was at the Louvre that night, and I had been networking most of the time. I saw one business partner after another, gotten caught up in some family drama, and had only just resurfaced to find the two of them together.

It wasn’t fair to Teddy. I’d showered her with gifts for the evening and then evaporated as soon as we walked in the door. I wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d scolded me for treating her poorly or asked to be taken back to the hotel. But she did neither. Instead, she gave both me and Alyssa a winning smile and turned to walk back to the courtyard.

There was a brass band playing, and the music blended historic and modern traditions in a way unique to the art museum. Dinner was over, and people were dancing. I watched Teddy’s back retreating until she merged with the rest of the partygoers and disappeared into the crowd. For a heartbeat, I panicked. Was I making a mistake? Did it appear that I had chosen Alyssa instead? It had been a while since I’d talked to the former owner’s daughter, and to be honest, I missed her. I just wanted to find out what she was doing with her life. It didn’t mean I was offering her my heart.

“Let’s go,” I began, pointing to the stairs. “There’s a balcony.”

Alyssa put her arm in mine, and we walked together up to the second floor. Finding a space far enough away from everyone to talk privately, I stopped. There was artwork even surrounding the courtyard. The backdrop to our conversation was a lovely watercolor of a New Orleans street scene.

“How have you been?” I asked.

“Fine,” she replied, batting her eyelashes at me. “I was hoping to run into you here.”

“How did you know I would come?” I asked.

“I keep track of my father’s old company,” she admitted.

“Making sure it’s in good hands?” I responded, falling back into our easy rapport.

“Oh, I know it’s in good hands,” she said, reaching out to stroke my forearm. “I just like to stay informed.”

“I enhanced the focus on art,” I found myself saying, falling deeply into her eyes.

“I saw. I approve,” she answered with a smile. “You know your assistant worked for my father?”

“I know.” I remembered Teddy belatedly and averted my gaze from her competitor. “She’s been invaluable as a bridge between what the company was and what it will become.”

“Mmm.” Alyssa pursed her lips, apparently uncomfortable with the praise I was showering on Teddy.

“Um, how is life in Paris?” I asked, attempting to lighten the mood.

The ploy worked. Alyssa lit up, dropping her seductive act to reveal pure joy. “I’m loving it. Just like you, I’m focusing more on art than business.”

“I didn’t say that,” I cautioned.

“No, but you see the value in paintings and sculptures,” she continued. “Just being in this city surrounded by all the creativity is wonderful. Everywhere I go, I’m reminded of the best that humanity can do.”

“That’s fantastic,” I responded. 

I really was happy to see her so excited about her life. When we’d last seen each other, she was staring down the barrel of a life in her father’s shadow. He’d wanted her to take over the company for him, and when she refused, he’d wanted her to stay on as COO. I knew she was intelligent and capable but also disinterested in devoting all her time to her father’s legacy. She was free now, and it was evident by her enthusiasm that she had made the right decision. As much as it hurt me to have been left behind, she’d needed to break away.

Thinking about her father led me down a more troubling path. When I took control of the company, I had let go of nearly all the workforce. I intended to provide them each with an impressive severance check. A month’s pay for almost two hundred fifty employees so that they could pay their bills while they searched for new employment.

My brother Alec had been recently hired as the new director of finance. That in and of itself was a dumpster fire, but he’d brought several important things to my attention. One of those things was the fact that the previous owner had failed to distribute the final checks. The money dedicated for that expense came out of the corporate account, but there was no record of it being distributed among the former employees.

I had been unable to get Alyssa’s father on the phone. He didn’t respond to email or text messages either. The man had absconded with the money I’d set aside for his staff and wasn’t even courageous enough to own up to it. I suspected that he knew I was on to him, and that’s why he was avoiding my attempts to reach him. It was possible that Alyssa knew something. Maybe her father had been in communication with her more recently. Maybe he’d shared something about what he was doing with the ill-gotten gains.

“How’s your father doing?” I asked innocently.

“Fine,” she replied, tossing the question aside as if it were a fly at a summer picnic.

“What’s he up to?” I pursued the line of inquiry, not ready to give up.

“I don’t know.” She shifted gears back into seductress mode, and I had the distinct impression that she was trying to throw me off the scent. “I haven’t spoken to him in a while.” She trailed her fingers up the sleeve of my suit jacket, sending a chill racing through me.

It was a clear signal that she was available and interested if I wanted to go home with her. I thought of Teddy and knew that wasn’t going to happen. No matter what my feelings had been for Alyssa, they were in the past. It was time to focus on the future, and that meant saying a polite goodbye and removing myself from temptation.

I searched for a way to end the conversation, but before I could do that, she transformed again into the savvy businesswoman I knew her to be. She launched into a description of a new entrepreneurial venture she was considering, and I forced myself to listen politely. All the while, I wondered what Teddy was up to and whether she was feeling as trapped as I was. It would be wonderful to return to the hotel alone with her, if only to trade stories about what had happened that night. I realized with a start that I was completely over Alyssa. No matter what she did or how attractive she might appear, she had her own life, and I had mine. We just weren’t destined to be together anymore.
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​Theodora


––––––––
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I couldn’t pretend not to be hurt by the way that other woman approached my man. In a fit of jealousy, I lost track of the fact that Brad didn’t actually belong to me. I was the one who maintained the distance between us. I’d wanted to keep things professional, even after we slept together.

For a bunch of reasons, it just didn’t make sense to start a relationship with my boss. Not the least of those was office gossip. I didn’t want to be that assistant who jumped into the sack with the company leader, no matter how attractive he was. I had my pride.

All optics aside, there was more between us than lust. I’d originally taken the job as a way to get back at him for firing all my friends and coworkers. Standing in the elevator on my way out to the street with all my things in a cardboard box, I’d vowed revenge. Somehow, some way, I would make Brad Miller pay.

When I saw a job posting for executive assistant at the newly renovated Retro office, I’d jumped at the chance. The position would give me access to all his secrets, allowing me time and leverage to force him to rehire people. At the very least, I wanted him to pay them what they were owed.

Though he made a big show out of giving us all severance checks, mine had yet to arrive. I was in touch with quite a few other people who used to work for the company back when Mr. Pierce was the owner. None of them had been paid either. Without so much as two weeks’ notice, we were left floundering to pay our bills while Mr. High and Mighty sat in his corporate office and redecorated. 

That was before I’d gotten to know him. Since I began working with him, I learned that he was a talented businessman who’d built his reputation by delivering what he promised. He was honest and fair in all his dealings, and he really cared about the people around him.

He hired his younger brother even though Alec had a drinking problem. When I was temporarily taken in by Alec’s charms, Brad was quick to warn me away. He was respectful and maintained a level of professionalism even when he was forced to sleep on my couch. Our single sexual encounter had been over the top, proving that beneath his immaculately pressed suits beat the heart of an animal. It had never occurred to me that by taking my time to get comfortable with the evolving relationship, I would open myself up to sabotage.

Alyssa was even more beautiful than the last time I’d seen her. Of course I knew her. She was the previous boss’s daughter, and she had been a frequent visitor to the office. I wasn’t sure if she recognized me or not, but I would certainly be offended if she didn’t. When she approached me, asking if I was Brad’s date, I assumed it was only because she saw us enter the museum together. That didn’t necessarily mean she remembered me from before. It would be just like the wealthy elite to ignore us lower mortals.

I drifted through the courtyard, looking for something to do. The band played on a stage brought in for the event. They were quite good, and the happy tunes nearly pierced the thick fog that had collected around my heart. How could I be upset in the midst of so much magic? I thought about the coffee shop I used to work at and how jealous all my coworkers would be if they knew where I was.

The opportunity to attend a fabulous gala at the Louvre, to hob nob with rich people and spend the night surrounded by magnificent art was nothing to sneeze at. I should be happy, but the knowledge of that fact didn’t exactly erase the sting of Alyssa’s entrance.

I wondered what she and Brad were talking about. Was she trying to convince him to leave the party with her? The mannerisms she’d employed even when I was standing next to her were unmistakable. She wanted him. I just couldn’t tell what Brad wanted.

I could kick myself for being so cold to him. If I’d allowed him into my life and planted a flag, I would have cause to break up their little conference. But I didn’t, so it wasn’t any of my business. I needed to find a way to distract myself so I could enjoy the rest of the night.

Alcohol was the obvious answer. Putting on a brave smile, I wove my way through the crowd to the bar. Drinks were complimentary, a nod to the exorbitant price of the tickets. I didn’t actually know how much money we were talking, since I hadn’t booked this particular event. Whatever it was, I was sure it went onto the corporate account. Brad had been working all night until his time was hijacked by an ex-girlfriend, so the write-off was well deserved.

“Do you speak English?” I asked the bartender.

“Of course,” he responded in a sexy accent. “What would you like?”

“I’d like something a little stronger than wine,” I admitted.

“Is mademoiselle having a difficult night?” he asked gently, mixing me a martini.

I sighed, setting my purse up on the bar. It seemed as good a place as any to waste a few minutes. I preferred to talk to someone rather than drinking my cocktail alone as a wallflower. Besides, the bartender wasn’t busy at the moment, so I didn’t feel guilty monopolizing his time.

“I came here with someone who just ran into an old girlfriend,” I admitted.

“And of course, he told her to get lost.” The bartender set the drink in front of me, leaning forward to hear my story.

“No,” I said with a dry laugh. “He’s somewhere talking to her right now.”

The man clucked and shook his head. “He is an idiot.”

I cracked a smile, feeling a ray of sunshine invade my private rain cloud. “I was thinking that I was an idiot for not making myself clear.”

“Any man who would choose another woman over you is...how do you say it? A loser.”

I laughed outright. There were a lot of things I would call Brad Miller, but a loser wasn’t one of them. I knew the bartender was just being friendly, but the words went a long way toward cheering me up.

“Wait, I know just the thing.” He left me at the bar and ducked away from his post for a moment. 

I hoped no one else would come looking for a drink. But he was back before I knew it, bringing another man with him. This man was a classic French hunk, complete with unbuttoned collar and a ripped chest. The only thing that was missing was a thin mustache and a beret; in all other ways he looked like a Parisian Don Juan.

I found myself blushing, uncertain what I was supposed to do with this new beefcake. Did the bartender think I would take him home with me? Or was he meant as a conversational distraction?

“Jean-Paul, this is...” The bartender attempted introductions but paused when he reached my name.

“Teddy,” I supplied, offering Jean-Paul my hand.

“Teddy?” Jean-Paul repeated, his accent even thicker than his friend’s.

“Theodora,” I elaborated, guessing that the question was about my masculine-sounding name.

“Ah.” Jean-Paul picked up my hand and kissed it, his eyes never leaving mine. “Enchanté.”

I didn’t know what to do, but my insides were turning to jelly. I wasn’t the least bit attracted to this man, but he was so classically handsome, my body reacted on a basic level. My stomach flipped onto its side, and my knees quivered. I would have to get out of there if I didn’t want to find myself swept away in the heat of the moment. If I was supposed to be forgetting about Brad, it was working. Brad who?

“I’m sorry.” I removed my hand gently so as not to offend him.

“Just dance,” the bartender said, resuming his spot behind the counter. “Make your boyfriend jealous.”

I looked back at Jean-Paul, making a split-second decision to take him up on the offer. As long as we were just having fun, a few spins on the dance floor couldn’t hurt. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do.

“Thank you,” I said to the bartender.

“But of course,” he replied, moving to the other end of the bar to take care of a new customer.

“Shall we?” Jean-Paul asked, offering me his hand again.

“Yes, please,” I responded, sliding my fingers between his.

He led me out to the dance floor, and we cut loose. I wasn’t any kind of professional dancer, but it was clear that Jean-Paul had taken a class or two. The music was upbeat and modern, with little snippets of top 40 hits woven into classic jazz. I let myself go, following his lead. We hopped, stepped, and kicked our way through the evening, wiggling and laughing hysterically. I forgot all about my heartache and the fact that Brad was somewhere with Alyssa, possibly rekindling their love affair.

My breath quickened, and my heartbeat increased until a light sheen of sweat greased my brow. I didn’t want to stop. Jean-Paul was fantastic. He didn’t grow bored but showed me new steps and urged me to follow him. Soon we were dancing in tandem, impressing all those around us. I laughed until my sides hurt, leaning into my substitute beau with all the drunken exuberance of a sorority girl. The night was turning out better than I’d expected, and it had nothing to do with Brad Miller.
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​Brad
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Talking to Alyssa, I began to feel uncomfortable. The first month after she left me, I’d anticipated this moment with relish. I fantasized about what I would say and how I would convince her to return home with me. I would have been over the moon to discover that she was still interested in me, and yet the more time I spent with her, the more short-sighted that vision seemed.

There was something off about her. When we had been deep in the throes of passion, I wasn’t able to see her clearly. I was mesmerized by her body and the seductive way she entered a room. I was consumed with thoughts of the next encounter, always eager to run my hands up her body. But several months had cooled that fire, leaving me wondering what I had been so worked up over.

Teddy was much friendlier. She took my interests to heart and really seemed to care about who I was beyond my fortune. It wasn’t that I thought Alyssa was a gold-digger. She had enough money coming to her from her father. It just seemed like there was more on her mind than enjoying my company.

After nearly a half hour catching up, I found myself longing for Teddy’s gentle presence. She would have me laughing by now, challenging me in ways that were both illuminating and sensual. I found myself wondering how I could reimagine myself as someone Teddy would want to form a relationship with. What barriers did I need to remove that would convince her to take another chance? Was it just because I was her boss, or was there something else that was holding her back?

I looked at Alyssa as she was speaking, but I wasn’t really listening. If I had to guess, she was talking about her apartment. It was on a friendly boulevard, and there was a wonderful little café she frequented for breakfast.

“Mm-hmm,” I murmured.

Checking the time, I saw that it was past midnight. I hadn’t seen Teddy since we’d walked in together, except for a few brief encounters. Each time I was forced to step away again, leaving her to fend for herself. I felt a strong desire to know where she was and to make sure she was okay. She didn’t speak the language and didn’t know anyone at the gala. I was embarrassed to think she might be seated somewhere waiting for me. What kind of escort was I being? Even if we weren’t officially on a date, she was still my responsibility.

“I’m sorry,” I interrupted Alyssa. “It’s getting late. I should go.”

“Oh.” Alyssa looked disappointed. “I was hoping we could get some breakfast.”

The implications of her request didn’t escape me. If I wanted her, she was available. But I would have to pass. I had essentially ghosted Teddy, and that wasn’t right. I would have to make it up to her, maybe with a dance. The music from the band filled the air, calling to me with its joyful song. I wasn’t much of a dancer, but the chance to spin Teddy around was too good to pass up.

“I’m sorry,” I excused myself, leaving Alyssa’s offer on the table. “Rain check.”

“Call me.” She straightened up, realizing that her time was at an end and refusing to let me go. She held out a business card, her smile momentarily frozen in place.

I took it, stuffing it into my jacket pocket for later. Before I could walk away from her, she turned and made the first move. Without looking back, she crossed the balcony, disappearing down the walkway past the stairs. I couldn’t help noticing the way her dress whispered across her backside, calling out to my animal instincts. Whatever else she was, Alyssa was beautiful, and she knew it.

I could just imagine Alec standing beside me.

“What are you doing, bro?” he would say.

“She’s too expensive,” I responded under my breath, carrying out a conversation with someone who wasn’t actually in the room.

“If you say so.” Alec’s ghost crossed its hands over its chest. “But I think you’re crazy for walking away.”

I turned to face him, realizing with a start that the real Alec was back in Oakland creating a huge problem for my company. I needed to get back there as soon as possible to try to minimize the damage. I feared the worst and hoped for the best. Maybe he’d just drunk-dialed me and passed out in his own office without offending anyone else. Possible, but unlikely.

Sticking my hand into my pocket, I fingered the edge of Alyssa’s business card. It was there just in case. I didn’t have to use it, but knowing that I could call and slip right back into my previous love affair gave me a boost of adrenaline.

I walked down the stairs in search of Teddy, hoping she wasn’t too upset. Looking around the dance floor, I scoured the edges first. I assumed she would be alone, hunched over in a chair or leaning against the wall. I didn’t see her there, and I was about to move over to the galleries to see if she was enjoying some of the artwork.

A flash of dark blue in the center of the dance floor caught my eye. I took my glasses off and rubbed them to make sure I was seeing clearly. Teddy whirled in the middle of a collection of younger men. She spun from one dance partner to the next, laughing and cha-chaing like a practiced salsa dancer. 

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Not only was my assistant not a wallflower, but she was the center of attention. Around her, other couples danced, but an equal number of people paused to watch the collection of suitors attend to their beautiful princess. She didn’t seem to notice that she had captured the spirit of the evening so perfectly. I saw pure joy on her face and a wild abandon that I seldom experienced.

I was instantly jealous. Jealous of the men who were dancing with her and jealous of her for enjoying herself so completely. I’d spent all my time that evening networking before being blindsided by Alyssa. It wasn’t a complete wash, as I’d ironed out a few details from business dealings, but I couldn’t say I was really having fun.

By contrast, Teddy was having a blast. There was no way she could have been faking it. Her smile was too genuine, and her hips were too free. I wanted to join the pack of hounds at her feet, to demand a bit of her attention, but I hung back. What need did she have for me and my two left feet? She had a whole bevy of men to take care of her now.

I cleared my throat before interrupting their dance circle. It was awkward. I felt like a dad breaking up his teenaged daughter’s party. The other men stopped moving, waiting to see what the verdict was before abandoning their pursuit. Teddy’s eyes were pressed shut, and she didn’t realize that I had joined her. Sensing the lack of movement around her, she cast a hand out, connecting with my chest.

Her eyes opened, and she gazed up into my face. I almost expected to see disappointment, as if my appearance signaled an end to the fun. But she smiled even wider. This was why I was drawn to her over all other women. She actually cared.

“Do you want to dance?” she asked. The words stuck together at the edges, and I realized that she was a little bit drunk. It was a cute look on her while she wasn’t falling down or sloppy. It reminded me of our evening at the campfire weeks ago, when I’d driven her home to her brother’s place.

“I’d like to return to the hotel,” I said uncomfortably. “We need to leave early tomorrow morning.”

“Why so early?” she huffed, leaning back and putting one hand against her hip.

“I have some things I have to take care of at the office,” I replied, not eager to get into a discussion of my reckless brother in front of a bunch of strangers.

“I’ll be along soon,” she promised.

“You want me to leave without you?” I asked. It seemed like an outlandish request considering that I would be leaving her alone in a strange city at night.

“I’m fine,” she said, gesturing to all her dancing companions.

The bevy of suitors let out a whoop of appreciation, excited at the prospect of monopolizing more of her time.

I was torn. I didn’t want to rain on her parade, but I needed to know that she was safe. The gallery was one thing, but what about after the party was over? Could I trust any of these younger men to see her home safely? I didn’t think so.

“I think you should come with me,” I pressed gently.

“I’ll be fine,” she reiterated, patting me on the chest. “I’ll meet you for breakfast tomorrow.”

“I’d like to leave early,” I hesitated.

“Just tell me what time.” She turned away, reaching for one of her Frenchmen.

“Nine,” I answered with a sigh.

“I’ll be there,” she promised.

The other man slid his arm around her waist and spun her away from me. I heard her laugh, and felt oddly rejected. Hadn’t she made it clear to me that we were nothing but business associates? Wasn’t she the one who kept me at arm’s length? Why then did I feel like I was wearing my heart on my sleeve, and that she had just reached up to crush it?

I turned away, hurrying from the building. I wasn’t the girl’s husband or her father. I wasn’t even a college roommate who could act like her brother. I was her boss, and she was off the clock. It would do me good to remember that the next time I wanted her company. Feeling the twin stabs of loss and dissatisfaction, I hurried back to the limo. She will be fine, I told myself. But that didn’t stop me from checking in at the front desk of the hotel and demanding a phone call when she came in. Just to be sure.
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Chapter 4
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​Theodora


––––––––
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At long last, I was enjoying myself. The beat of the drum and the swell of the brass instruments carried me away to a place where there was no confusion. I forgot all about Brad and Alyssa, immersing myself in the ball. I was single and just a little bit drunk as the clock ticked on toward two in the morning. It seemed like there was no end in sight.

I had an army of dance partners. As soon as one of them took a break, I was on to the next. A few of them were a bit pudgy, but some were lean and firm. I treated each one with respect, laughing at their jokes and following their lead on the dance floor.

An older gentleman cut in, leaving his wife to use the powder room. I had to keep his hands off my butt while we twirled around, but luckily I was rescued by Jean-Paul. Grinning, I held on to my original companion as he whisked me away from the pervert.

“Thank you!” I shouted to be heard over the music.

“No problem, mademoiselle,” Jean-Paul responded. “It looked like a bit of trouble.”

“I wish his wife was there to see it,” I lamented. “Then I would know he was sleeping on the couch tonight.”

“And where will you be sleeping?” my dance partner asked, a devilish twinkle in his eye.

“Alone,” I replied pointedly.

“C’est domage,” he clucked, shaking his head.

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but by his body language, I could tell that he wasn’t going to press his luck. We continued to dance until the band stopped and the caterers came back to clean everything up.

The remaining partygoers were ushered gently out the door. A good hundred of us remained, spilling out onto the sidewalks of Paris. I looked around for a cab as the rest of the guests climbed into their private limousines.

Jean-Paul stayed with me, lighting a cigarette as we stood beside the curb. “Would you like to get a drink?” he asked.

“No,” I answered with a certain amount of regret. “I really should get back to the hotel. I have a plane to catch tomorrow.”

With no hint of disappointment, he raised his hand to flag down a taxi. Holding the door open, he watched me get inside, bidding me goodnight with a lighthearted salute. I couldn’t stop smiling all the way back to the hotel.
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