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I’d drifted off into a fantasy again.  It had only been momentary, but it was happening with alarming regularity lately.  I blamed my coworker, Erin.  She was the one who had dubbed our new boss Mr. Naughty.  She’d meant it in an inappropriate way, since she’d come up with the nickname after viewing the many online photos of him with various beautiful women on his arm at upscale events he attended.  It wasn’t surprising, given his status as one of the most eligible bachelors in the city.  Yet his demeanor in those pictures was just as cool and aloof as it was in the office.

If I was putting him on the naughty list, it would be because of his ice-cold attitude toward his employees.  He showed no appreciation for a job well done and never had a smile for any of us.  Even worse, his demeanor toward me seemed especially frosty.  While he displayed annoyance and intimidating glacial glares toward my coworkers when they didn’t perform to his exacting standards, I got nothing but cool indifference—even when I made small mistakes on purpose.

“Miss Taylor,” he would say with no hint of emotion on his face.  “You misspelled liabilities.  Please correct it.” 

I found myself wanting to make bigger mistakes just to get a reaction out of him, but I couldn’t bring myself to do anything that would actually jeopardize business.  Therefore, I didn’t schedule the wrong time for a meeting with a client or misplace any of the paperwork he needed.  The company wasn’t going to lose any clients because of me.  It certainly didn’t lose any because of him.  In fact, he landed a big-name client within his first six months of being the new CEO.  He should have been smiling and celebrating, especially since we were only weeks away from the holidays.

Instead, he fired a longtime employee who had dedicated fifteen years of his life to this company.  That was when Zachary Becker really earned his place on the naughty list.  He became a real life, heartless Scrooge as he stood watching security escort the poor, shell-shocked man from his desk after suddenly telling him that he was fired.  As Zachary’s personal assistant, I stood helplessly beside him as he abruptly ruined a man’s life—right before the holidays.  It was two weeks until Thanksgiving, and he was kicking a loyal employee out on the street without warning.

That solidified my resolve to quit.  I had been torn, because I’d been his father’s personal assistant for five years, and I had loved my job.  But Zachary wasn’t anything like his father.  He wasn’t warm and appreciative and an absolute pleasure to work for.  He was cold and uncaring.

If only he didn’t look so hot.  With his GQ model body, his handsome face, and his glacial blue eyes, he was the sexy boss fantasy I hadn’t known I’d been harboring.  And there were so many fantasies—of him bending me over his desk and saying erotic things to me while his hands wandered beneath my skirt, of him pressing me against his office door and kissing me, of him taking me against that same door with my legs wrapped around him as he pounded into me.  The thought of seeing his cool control snap as he became crazed with lust excited me. 

But his reprehensible behavior ruined his physical perfection.  He was like a pretty package with a lump of coal inside.  Once you unwrapped it, you got nothing but cold, hard disappointment.

Well, I was giving this unwanted gift back.  Mr. Naughty could find himself a new assistant, and I was going to tell him so today.  As soon as I worked up the nerve.  I had planned to do it first thing in the morning, and I had even marched into his office—with his coffee just the way he liked it.  Hey, I had to tame the beast before I went in for the kill, right?

But then he’d lifted his icy blue eyes to mine and said, “Do you have the reports ready for my meeting, Miss Taylor?”

This was another display of his distant, aloof manner.  After six months of working together, he had yet to address me by my first name.  

“Yes, Mr. Becker,” I answered.  “I’ll bring them right in.”  I pivoted quickly and rushed out to get them from my desk, buying myself more time before I confronted him with the news that I was quitting.

No, this was not a confrontation.  I avoided those at all costs, which was why I had been horrified to be standing right beside Mr. Naughty as he fired poor Ryan.  We had been on our way to a meeting with the department heads when he’d blindsided me by stopping to ruthlessly fire the man before continuing on his way like nothing had happened as I trailed behind him with my heart breaking for Ryan as I thought about him having to go home and tell his family the bad news right before the holidays.  It would ruin Thanksgiving, and would he even be able to afford Christmas presents?  How long would it take him to find another job?  How could Zachary Becker be so cruel?

I’d watched him coolly lead the meeting like he hadn’t just destroyed a man’s career, and I’d had none of the sexy thoughts I usually did when I saw him take charge.  Anger had started to simmer within me, and it reached a boiling point by the time the work day was over.  For once, my boss hadn’t kept me a minute past five o’clock.  I might have quit right then if he had.  Instead, I’d gone home and promptly updated my resume before applying for several jobs that looked promising.  

I’d then called Erin and vented about what a horrible person my boss was.  “Mr. Naughty?  Ha!  That’s the understatement of the century.  He’s the meanest Scrooge that ever lived.  I can’t believe he did that to poor Ryan!”

“Did he say why he fired him?” she asked.

“Because he’s a heartless bastard,” I ranted.  “And right before the holidays!  I hope he gets visited by every creepy ghost there is.  Somebody needs to scare his ass out of being so mean and awful.”

“And what an ass it is,” Erin said with a sigh.

“I don’t care how good he looks, he’s terrible!”

“He is very naughty,” she agreed.  “Maybe you should give him a spanking.”

“Erin!” I admonished her.  “Stop thinking about his ass.  This is serious.  I’m quitting.  I can’t work for him anymore.”

That got her attention.  “Don’t be crazy, Madison.  You’ve got a dream job.  You can’t quit because he fired someone else.  You’re too damn nice for your own good sometimes, and this is one of those times.”

“It was a dream job,” I corrected her, “until he took over and ruined it.”

“Or improved the view,” she retorted.  “Not that Mr. Becker doesn’t look good for his age, but Mr. Naughty is on another level.”

“Great, well, now you can apply for the job yourself and view him up close every day.”

“You’re not really going to quit, are you?” she asked.

“I really am,” I answered.

“But he hasn’t even seduced you yet,” she complained.  “You can’t leave before you get your man.”

“He’s not my man,” I told her for the thousandth time.  “Get that through your head.  Oh, but hey, now you can go after him when you get my job.”

She sighed.  “I’ll have to take your job if you’re actually crazy enough to quit.  I can’t let some other woman get it and steal your man.”

“Ugh, whatever,” I said in exasperation.  “I’ll recommend you when I give him my notice.”

Except I still hadn’t done it yet, having failed to speak up all day.  And now I’d fallen back into bad habits and had a sexual fantasy about him to avoid the dreaded confrontation a little longer.  Perhaps I belonged on the naughty list too.

“Miss Taylor,” he said, jolting me out of my guilty thoughts.  “We’re finished here.”

It was his dismissive tone that brought back my anger from the previous day.  Not a word of thanks or even acknowledgement for me staying to work late again.  Just, we’re finished, like he had been finished with Ryan.

I stood up abruptly and let the words loose.  “Yes, Mr. Naughty, we are finished.  I quit.  Don’t worry, though, because I won’t leave you high and dry like you left Ryan.  I’ve got my replacement ready to take over my job, and I’ll train her myself to make sure she transitions smoothly.  You won’t have to have security march me out, because I’ll leave gladly with a bounce in my step.”

Something sparked in his glacial eyes, but I turned away before he could intimidate me and hurried to get out of his office.

His voice stopped me at the threshold.  “Close the door, Miss Taylor.”

Somehow, I knew that he meant for me to remain inside, and I obeyed and slowly turned around with my back against the now closed door.  My heart was pounding from speaking that way to him.  I’d never spoken to anyone that way, least of all my boss, and all my bravado was now gone.  Too late, I realized that I needed a recommendation from this man for potential employers.  I could get one from his father, I reminded myself.  I’d worked for him longer anyway, and he’d be much more likely to give me one than his cold-hearted son.

Except that he didn’t look so cold now.  His usually icy eyes were intense with some kind of predatory heat, although he still spoke in his usual cool tone.  “Mr. Naughty?”

I stopped breathing.  Had I called him that aloud?  Mortification swept over me in a heatwave that left my face burning.  “It’s a joke about Santa’s list,” I explained, sounding as flustered as I felt.

He rounded his desk and moved toward me, making my breath catch again as he stepped close.  “So, you must be on the very nice list then.”

Why did that sound sexual?  Maybe it was the way he was looking at me, in a way he never had before.  I shifted nervously, not knowing what to say, and feeling more than a little hot and bothered.  What was this conversation, and how had we gotten here?  This man didn’t do banter.  He was all business all the time.

To both my relief and disappointment, he reverted to that familiar state.  “I need you to help me close a deal.  If you do that, I will write you a glowing recommendation.”

That stung.  Not even a token attempt to get me to stay.  It almost sounded like it had been his idea for me to quit, like it fit right into his plans.  “Of course,” I said, adding, “I always do what’s best for the company.”

All I got in response to that was a nod.  “We’ll fly to Connecticut on the twenty-third.  Bring a dress for a black-tie affair as well as casual clothing.”

“The twenty-third!” I protested.  “That’s cutting it too close to Thanksgiving.  I have too much to—”

“The twenty-third of December,” he interjected, stopping me short.  “They’re spending Thanksgiving with us, and we’re going to their house for Christmas.”

I stared at him.  “We?”

“You and I,” he clarified.  “Make sure you have warm clothing for the outdoors.  Apparently, they go caroling on Christmas Eve.  Also, pack a few—”

“You expect me to work on Christmas!” I cut in.  “I knew you were a Scrooge, but this is unbelievable!”

“It’s hardly work,” he replied.  “We’ll be guests at their home.  All you have to do is be pleasant.”

“Who negotiates deals during the holidays?” I questioned.  “That’s family time.  Why would anyone want to spend Christmas talking business?”

“We’re not going to mention business,” he said.  “This is about proving that my values align with theirs, and the holidays are the perfect time to show them how family oriented I am.”   

“And you’re going to do that by being away from your family?  I don’t understand your logic.”

“My father is going on a cruise this year, which is why the Suttons extended the invitation to spend Christmas with them.  I’m sure they also wanted to see me with my fiancé.”

“Your fiancé!” I exclaimed in surprise.  “You got engaged?”

I was stunned by this news, since I couldn’t imagine him getting married and settling down with one woman.  I wondered who she was.  “Wait,” I said as something occurred to me.  “Why do I need to go?  Don’t you think it will look strange to bring along your assistant?”

“Not if she’s my fiancé,” he replied smoothly.

I was slow to comprehend what he had just said.  At first, I felt disappointment that he was giving my job to his fiancé instead of Erin.  Then I recalled that I had just asked a question about myself.  “Wait,” I said.  “What?”

“You’ll be going as my fiancé,” he explained, like he hadn’t just uttered the most ridiculous words ever spoken.

I gaped at him with my mouth open, struck speechless.

He strode back to his desk and pulled open a drawer, taking out a small box and bringing it to me.  Taking my hand, and causing an electric zing when he touched me, he paused as his startled gaze flew to mine before he recovered and placed the box in my palm.

Letting go, he said, “Here’s the ring.  Let me know if you need it resized, or if you prefer a different style.”

In a daze, I opened the box to reveal a dazzling, diamond engagement ring.  I gazed at it, feeling like I had stepped into a fairytale.  The handsome prince took the box, removing the ring and gently slipping it onto my finger.  And it fit just like Cinderella’s slipper, like it had been made for me.  And the perfect prince gazed into my eyes, and I knew that he was going to kiss me, and that we were going to live happily ever after.

The sound of a ringtone startled us both and broke the spell.  He turned away from me and went to snatch his phone off his desk, answering it with a gruff and impatient, “What?”

The rough tone of his voice sent an erotic thrill through me.  I’d never heard it anything but smooth and cool before.  Had he really been about to kiss me?  And had he been as affected by the anticipation as I was?

After a short conversation that I was too distracted to pay attention to, he broke through my haze of lust by stating, “I have a dinner date.”

It was said in the same clipped, efficient manner that he might announce that he had a business meeting, but the word date hit me in the gut.  Of course, that was completely ridiculous, because he wasn’t mine.  We weren’t really engaged, despite the ring on my finger.  I started to pull it off, but his harsh admonishment stopped me.

“Leave it!”

He cleared his throat.  “Leave it on.  We need people to see you wearing it and know that you’re my fiancé.”

I finally came back to my senses.  “But I’m not, and I’m not participating in your stupid scheme.  Ask one of your ‘dates’ to pretend to be your fiancé.  I’m sure any one of them would jump at the chance.”

“Be that as it may, I’ve already told the Suttons that you are my fiancé.  I cannot suddenly bring another woman in your place.”

My mouth dropped open.  “Why would you do that?  Before you even asked me!  What if I said no?  You don’t even know if I have a boyfriend.”

“You don’t,” he replied.  “You broke up with Connor Murphy seven months ago.”  His lips pressed into a disapproving line before he continued.  “As for why I would give them your name, it makes the most sense for a plausible love story.  I spend more time with you than anyone else.”   

“How do you know about Connor?” I blurted, my mind reeling from everything he’d just said.

His mouth pressed into that hard line again, like just the mention of Connor’s name was distasteful.  “My father told me.”

His attitude irked me, because I was the one who should despise any mention of my ex, since the asshole cheated on me.  “What’s that look?” I demanded.  “There is no company policy against dating coworkers.”

“But there should be against dating assholes,” he retorted.

Despite agreeing with him that Connor was an asshole, I bristled at his statement.  “That would prevent me from being your fake fiancé, now, wouldn’t it?”  Immediately realizing I might have gone too far, since calling your boss an asshole might not induce him into giving you a glowing recommendation, I hurried on.  “Anyway, he seemed nice.”

Mr. Naughty locked gazes with me, and the fierce intensity in his had me sweating bullets that I was about to be fired.  “Things aren’t always what they seem.”

He confused me, because his soft tone was so at odds with the harsh words I had expected.  It took me several heartbeats to realize that he hadn’t just fired me.  The intense look in his eyes was still there, though, like he was trying to convey more than he was saying.

“Uh, yeah,” I agreed, because he seemed to expect an answer.  “I know that.”

“Do you?” he queried enigmatically.

Before I could try to puzzle out the meaning of that, he snapped back into the cold task-master.  “Go home and pack your personal belongings.  I’ll move you into my apartment tomorrow.  You may—”

“Your apartment!” I exclaimed.

“Yes.  You’ll need to play hostess there on Thanksgiving, so you should become accustomed to the place before then.  My chef will, of course, prepare the meal.  As I was saying, you may tell your—”

I interrupted him again with a shocked exclamation.  “I can’t live with you!”  Immediately on the heels of that came an indignant, “You can’t hijack my Thanksgiving too!  I’ve got plans, and you already ruined Christmas, so you’re not going to—”

It was his turn to interrupt me.  “Erin won’t mind if you spend Christmas with me, and I’ll hire someone else to cook the Thanksgiving meal for the homeless in your place.”

I gaped at him.  “How did you know about that?”

“Erin told me.  Your parents are going to Hawaii, and—”

“That traitor!” I exploded.  “I can’t believe her!  Consorting with the enemy and telling you my business.”

A slow, wicked smile spread across his face, igniting a fire within me.  I’d never seen him smile that way, had barely even seen him smile at all.

“Indeed, she did,” he said.

My pulse raced.  What had she told him to make him look at me like he knew my naughtiest fantasies about him?  But I hadn’t told her any of those, because I was too embarrassed by them despite her insistence that I should seduce him.  Before my shame—and lust—could incinerate me, he was all business again.

“You may tell her and your family about our engagement, but no one is to know the true nature of our arrangement.  The Suttons must not suspect anything.”

“You expect me to lie to my friends and family?  That’s asking a lot for a recommendation, no matter how glowing it is.”

“You’ll also get a hefty severance package, and I’ll speak personally to Meredith Chapman of Chapman Industries.  Her assistant just gave notice yesterday, and I can recommend you for the position.”

He made it sound like the job was mine, like there wouldn’t be fierce competition for a job like that.  Chapman Industries was one of the biggest companies in Chicago, on par with where I was working now.  I’d already been incredibly fortunate to land this position after beginning as a receptionist in the company.  Even that job had been a stroke of luck gotten through my father’s connection to Mr. Becker—the older Mr. Becker.  My dad was his accountant, and he’d been kind enough to get me a job at his company after I’d dropped out of college.  I guessed it really was who you knew, because here was his son getting me a job at someone else’s company.  I wanted to be able to tell him that I didn’t need his help, but I would have to be a fool to turn down an opportunity like this.  With the bump in salary I’d gotten when I became Mr. Becker’s personal assistant, I’d been able to move out on my own.  I didn’t relish the thought of having to get a roommate or move back in with my parents if I started with a reduced salary somewhere else.  I’d already given them enough trouble, and I didn’t want to worry them ever again.

I decided right then and there that I would do this.  Looking down at the engagement ring on my finger, I knew that I was making a deal with the devil, but I was confident that I could make it through without getting burned.  It was only for a few weeks, and then I’d never have to see him again.  That alone would make it worth it.

“Okay,” I agreed.  “Let’s do this.”

Something sparked in the depths of his icy blue eyes, reminding me of the glimpse I’d gotten of his hidden naughty side.  Suddenly, I got the feeling that he could fulfill every secret fantasy I’d ever had about him.

Kris Kringle, what the dickens had I gotten myself into?
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The first thing I did when I got home was pop a frozen dinner into the microwave before calling Erin.  “Why the hell are you telling Mr. Naughty my business?”

I groaned as the mortification swept back over me.  “Oh God, I called him that to his face!  That’s your fault too!  You put that stupid nickname in my head.”

She gasped in delight.  “You called him Mr. Naughty?  Ooh, kinky!  Did you do it on his desk?”

“No.  I about died of embarrassment.”

“Madison,” she whined.  “That was your perfect chance to seduce him.  I can’t believe you didn’t take advantage of that great opening.  Ugh!  You’re hopeless.”

“Why did you tell him what I’m doing for Thanksgiving and Christmas?” I demanded.

She brightened.  “Isn’t it great that he wanted to know?  I think he likes you, Madison.  He has to want more than sex if he was asking about your plans for the holidays.  Did he invite you to spend them with him?”

“Yep, and we also got engaged,” I replied casually, relishing the thought of shocking her with that bombshell.

But she laughed in response, not taking it seriously.  “That’s the Christmas spirit.  Seriously though, you should have given him some holiday cheer.  There’s nothing like some sugar and spice to turn a grinch nice.”

I had navigated to my camera while she talked, and I sent her the picture I had snapped.  “I just sent you a text,” I told her.

I waited, and her gasp was one of shock this time.  There was a stunned silence before she burst out with, “He got you an engagement ring?  Holy crap, that’s gorgeous!  Oh my God, Madison, he proposed!  He’s in love with you!  And you’re in love with him!  I knew you wanted his body, but I didn’t know you’d fallen for him.  When did that happen?  You never told me!  Bitch, I’m your best friend, and you’ve been holding out on me.”

I couldn’t let that go on any longer.  “I’m not in love with him.  There is no way that I could fall for that heartless Scrooge.  He just fired a man right before the holidays!”

“Then...you’re marrying him for his money?” she asked slowly.

I expelled a breath.  “Okay, you have to promise me that this stays between us.”

“Of course,” she agreed.

“I mean it, Erin.  If you tell anyone, a huge deal could fall through for the company.  It’s very important that nobody else knows about this.”

“Madison, I would never tell anyone anything you asked me to keep a secret, even if it didn’t matter to anyone but you.”  She sounded a little hurt as she said this.

“I’m sorry,” I told her.  “He made me promise not to tell anyone, not even you, but you’re my best friend, and I can’t keep this from you.”

Sounding mollified, she said, “Okay.  I swear I won’t say a word about it to anyone else.”

I took a breath and said, “It’s a fake engagement.”

After I told her the whole story, she exclaimed, “It’s so happening!  This is even better than I ever could have hoped.  You’re going to be living with him!  You’re going to have sex with him tomorrow,” she sang.

Butterflies erupted in my stomach even as I denied it.  “No, I’m not.”

“Really?  You’re going to sleep in his bed and not have sex with him?  You think you have that kind of willpower?”

Panic seized me.  “I’m not sleeping in his bed!  He didn’t say anything about sleeping in his bed.”

“Duh, why do you think he wants you to move in with him?”

“He said it was so I could look comfortable in the apartment when the Suttons come over.”

“Seriously, Madison, even you can’t be that naïve.  Do you think you’re going to sleep on the couch?  He wants you.  I’ve been telling you that for months.”

“He wants this business deal,” I retorted, my panic dying down as I said it.  “He’ll do anything to get it, even if he has to fool the clients with this ridiculous ruse.  The man is a cold-blooded shark, and he’ll close the deal by any means necessary.”

“He could have asked any of his hookups to pose as his fiancé,” she countered.  “But he asked you.  Because he wants you, and he was desperate to hold onto you when you quit.  I still can’t believe you really did that, by the way.”

“I had to after he fired Ryan.  I couldn’t work with someone that cruel anymore.  I feel bad for dumping the job on you, even if it is a promotion.  Anyway, the reason he’s having me pretend to be his fiancé is because he knows I’ll do what’s best for the company.”

“And because he wants to have sex with you.”

I huffed in annoyance.  “My dinner is done.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 

“At least he’ll probably feed you some decent food instead of those microwave dinners you live on.”

She knew me too well.  “Hey,” I protested.  “Some of them are really good.”

I ate half my meal before there were several quick knocks on the door.  I stood up and walked over to it to look through the peephole.  Stepping back in shock, I unlocked the door and opened it.  “Mr. Becker, what are you doing here?”

He held up the boxes he was carrying before barging in.  “I thought you might need these to pack your things in.”

The man who entered behind him was more polite.  “Good evening, Miss Taylor.”  He, too, was loaded down with boxes, and he set them down beside the pile Zachary Becker had brought in to my apartment.

“That will be all, Thomas,” Zachary said in dismissal.

The man gave me a nod, and I called out, “Bye, Thomas.  It was nice to meet you.”

“Likewise, Miss Taylor,” he replied, giving me a friendly smile in passing.

I smiled back.  “You can call me Madison.”

“But he won’t,” Mr. Naughty said in a curt tone that ruined the moment.

I glared at him as Thomas hurried out of my apartment and closed the door behind him, leaving us alone.

“You’ve never invited me to call you by your first name,” he accused before I could voice my displeasure over his rudeness toward Thomas.

My mouth dropped open.  “You’ve had six months to start calling me by my first name.  I didn’t think you needed a formal invitation.  Your dad called me Madison from day one.  It’s my name after all, so what’s the big deal?”

“I’m not my father,” he retorted.  “I don’t have his...people skills.”

I snorted.  “You think?”

He ducked his head and grumbled, “I didn’t want you to feel disrespected.”

I got the disconcerting sense that he was uncomfortable and feeling awkward about it, and it was so endearing that it tugged at my heart.  “I wouldn’t have,” I told him sincerely.  “It would have been nice, actually.  When you kept calling me Miss Taylor week after week and month after month, I felt like you were keeping me at a distance.”

He lifted his head, and his piercing blue eyes captured mine.  “I was, for self-protection.”

In that moment, the look in his eyes—combined with his implied statement that getting too close to me would affect him—made me feel sexy and powerful, like he had to protect himself from getting caught in my seductive web.

Then he ruined it like he did everything else.  “I know that any hint of impropriety can cause problems in the workplace, especially in regards to a supervisor with an employee.”

Irritated that he’d wrecked my momentary delusion of being a seductress, I lashed out with, “So you think that getting engaged to your assistant makes it proper and appropriate?”

He flashed his teeth in a predatory smile that reminded me who I was dealing with.  “You’ve given notice, so I will no longer be your boss.”

“And if I hadn’t quit?” I challenged.  “What would you have done then?”

His slow, wicked smile returned.  “I would have had Meredith make you an offer you couldn’t refuse.”

The sexual heat between us was back with a vengeance.  Which was probably why I blurted, “I’m not having sex with you.”

His eyebrows lifted at my sudden change of topic, and I felt like an idiot.  “Uh, with the whole moving in with you thing.  I’m not sleeping in your bed.”  My face burned hot, surely turning tomato red.

Something wicked sparked in his eyes, but he replied coolly.  “I didn’t invite you to.  I’m sure you’ll find my couch quite comfortable.”

My embarrassment gave way to outrage.  He didn’t invite me to?  Like being in his bed was some exclusive privilege.  The parade of women I’d seen him with on the internet flashed in my mind, and I gritted my teeth.

“I’m kidding,” he said with a laugh.  “You can choose one of the guest bedrooms.”

I wasn’t sure what surprised me more—the discovery that he had the ability to laugh, that he could joke about anything, or that he had more than one guest bedroom.  Of course, I knew that his apartment was probably bigger than mine, but I’d only imagined him having one massive master bedroom in comparison to my small one.  He also probably had the luxury of a connected bathroom, although it wasn’t far from my bedroom to my tiny bathroom.  Every room in my compact apartment was only steps away.  It consisted of the aforementioned bedroom and bathroom, a kitchenette, and a living room that wouldn’t have been able to accommodate a full-size couch, which was why I had a loveseat instead.  It was where I had been eating my dinner, and Zachary eyed it with distaste.

“Not you too,” I complained.  “Why is everyone judging my meal?”

“That’s a meal?” he questioned dubiously.

I picked it up and pointed out the contents of the tray as I spoke.  “See, it has all the food groups.  Protein, carbs, vegetables,” I added indicating the untouched green beans.  

“Very nutritious,” he commented dryly.

“Well, Mr. Snob, not all of us can afford champaign and caviar.”

“I thought I was Mr. Naughty,” he said, his eyes sliding slyly to mine.

Sudden heat enflamed my body, and I couldn’t drop my gaze from his as electricity sparked between us.  This time it was my phone that brought me back to my senses.  I grabbed it from my little coffee table and exclaimed like I was a teenager who had been caught with a boy in my room, “It’s my mom!” 

Unperturbed, he advised me calmly, “Remember to tell her about our engagement.  Pack your most critical items tonight.  We can get the rest later if you need more boxes.  Goodnight...Madison.”

With that, he let himself out of my apartment, and I hurried to answer my phone before it went to voicemail, feeling strangely flustered by hearing him say my name.  “Mom, hi!”

With her mom senses, she immediately picked up on my nervous energy.  “Madison, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I answered, starting to pace around my small space.  “Everything’s great, actually.”  With increasing nervousness, I realized that it would be weird if I didn’t tell her right away, because I would be too excited to hold it back if the situation was real.  “I got engaged today!” I blurted, hoping I sounded the way I was supposed to.

After a stunned silence, she asked, “Engaged?  You got back together with Connor?  And he proposed?”

“No,” I replied vehemently.  “I would never get back with that cheater.  No, this is someone else.”

“Who?” she asked in a mystified tone.  “I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone.”

“Uh, well, it happened really fast,” I said, sweating bullets.  That wasn’t technically a lie.

“Who is he?  Where did you meet him?  I hope it wasn’t on the internet.  How much do you really know about him?  He might not be who he says he is.  He could be married or—”

“It’s Zachary Becker,” I interjected before she got too carried away with her concerns and concluded that I was engaged to a serial killer.

After a stunned pause, she asked, “Your boss?”

“He’s the only Zachary Becker I know,” I retorted.  “God help us if there were two of them.”

Too late I recalled that I was supposed to be pretending to like him, but she was too surprised to notice my mistake.  “He proposed to you?” she said, sounding like she was in a daze.

Then she squealed like a schoolgirl.  “Oh my goodness, that’s wonderful news!  He’s the perfect man for you.  It must have been fate all those years ago when your father saved his life.  Wait until he hears about this!  Oh, I’m so happy for you!”

“Wait, what?  Dad saved his life?  When did that happen?”

“Before you were born.”

“Before I was born?” I exclaimed in dismay.  “Why haven’t I ever heard about this before?”

“Your father never mentions it, because he doesn’t want to sound like he’s bragging.  And I...well, it’s hard for me to talk about, because he almost died.”

“Zachary almost died?”

She let out a wry laugh.  “Yes, hence your father saving his life.”  She expelled a shaky breath.  “But your dad almost died in the process.  He was in critical condition for six days.”

I gasped.  Reverting to his little girl as I asked, “Daddy almost died?  What happened?”

“Zachary’s nanny wasn’t doing her job,” Mom snapped, uncharacteristically harsh and bitter.  “He was only three years old, but she let him wander away from her.  Your father and I were at the park and walking back to our car when we saw him running toward the road.  He took after him and pushed him out of the way, but the car hit your dad instead.  It was the worst moment of my life, Madison.  I was four months pregnant with you, and I thought I had just lost my husband.”

“Oh my God,” I said in shock.  “Thank God he survived!”

She took in a breath and expelled it.  “Yes, thank God.  He performed a miracle for us on the seventh day.  Your father’s condition stabilized, and he was no longer in critical condition.  And he continued to improve from there.  Mr. Becker was so grateful, and he spared no expense to help him recover.  He paid for round the clock care for him when he was released from the hospital and got him the best physical therapists.”

“Wow,” I marveled.  “I had no idea you guys went through all that.  And Daddy is a hero!”

“He sure is,” she agreed, sounding a bit teary.

“And it’s so weird how Mr. Becker’s accountant was there to save his son,” I said to distract her from getting too emotional.

“Oh, he wasn’t his accountant yet,” she replied.  “They had never met before that incident.  Mr. Becker hired him after that, when he learned what your father did for a living.”

“You mean they were total strangers?”  This blew my mind.

“Yes,” she confirmed.  “And now I see that it was all fate, because their children were destined to be together.”
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