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      This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents in this book are the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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      This story was first published as a serial on Amazon Kindle Vella and now features additional content exclusive to this edition.  For the best reading experience, it is highly recommended that you read Left before diving into this book.
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      Right: Part 1 is the first half of Leonardo and Jasmine’s emotional journey and is not a standalone. Their story will conclude in Right: Part 2. This book contains mature content, including adult language, graphic sexual scenes, and references to physical child abuse.
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      JASMINE

      Jasmine watched as Emmanuel stood behind Ivy and encircled her in his embrace. Ivy was all smiles as everyone in the room boisterously sang her happy birthday. All except for the man who held her. His voice couldn’t be heard as he sang into her ear, sharing a secret meant only for her. It was sweet. A testament to their love. It was also heartbreaking. His face was the face of the man Jasmine was still trying to convince herself she didn’t love.

      Hell, it wasn’t just Emmanuel and Ivy. All around the room, there were couples who shared deep bonds. Jasmine wanted to be happy for all of them, but it was depressing. She had hoped to have a love like these people. Like her parents had. Now, she accepted it was not to be her fate. Not when she could never trust a man again.

      Speaking of trust. The man who broke her trust was in attendance. Her traitorous body had alerted her to his arrival. Well, it was the one thing he hadn’t lied about.

      In those five days, hadn’t he told her, “Your body will be so in tune with mine, all I’ll have to do is walk into a room for you to get wet.”

      When he had first said it, Leo had been peering into her eyes as he stroked his length deep into her core. Jasmine had been so dickmatized she hadn’t realised it had been a curse. Now, with her body betraying her, she recognised it for what it was.

      Jasmine didn’t turn her head when her arms broke out in goosebumps. Or her stomach repeatedly flipped like a rollercoaster ride. No, she had escaped, and avoided him since his arrival. Now they were all in the same large room. Even with all the space and people between them, Jasmine could sense the direction in which he stood because she could feel his gaze concentrated on her. She refused to look in his direction. It was not like she needed to turn her head to recall what he looked like. Between her memories of their time together and the replica of his face, his twin Emmanuel sported; she didn’t need to. What she needed was a moment away from all this bliss. Ivy told her she was free to use her office. This seemed like the time for her to slip away and have a moment alone to herself.

      As she stepped into Ivy’s office, Jasmine closed the door behind her. The room was elegant, luxurious, and functional. It had a beautiful picture window overlooking the garden. She was drawn to the view. For a few moments, Jasmine forgot all her woes. The various colours of Ranunculus flowers she had never seen before captivated her eyes. Unfortunately, memories crept in and hijacked her peaceful moment. Leo had been the first man to bring her flowers. Her ability to hold on to the exquisiteness faded away. Leaving her with the sadness of her decisions.

      What did it say about the history of Jasmine’s love life that the five days she spent with Leo were the most… sensual, romantic, and meaningful of her life!? He had crushed her heart. It wasn’t like he didn’t leave her with a precious reminder of their time together. Tommaso Journee, who she called Tommy, was a light in an otherwise dark situation. She loved being his Momma. Not even Leo could dull the joy of motherhood for her. It was a good thing she had her sweet boy, because the memory of the time with Leo was tainted.

      Jasmine’s phone alerted her to a text. She didn’t bother to look at it because she knew exactly who it was. He was persistent. The text alert was personalised just like the ring tone assigned to the number.

      Her sister Jelissa had frequently pointed out. “You know, Jas, you wouldn’t have to ignore Leo reaching out to you, if you would just block his ass already.”

      She was well aware the sensible thing to do would be to block him. Leo had deceived her. The betrayal had taken root and irrevocably shattered her trust in men. Bitterness wasn’t something she embraced, but held onto as a reminder not to be so foolish ever again. It was in the same spirit she refused to block Leo. Let him call, text, and leave as many voice messages as he wanted. Jasmine was painfully training her heart to ignore him and his damned apologies.

      “Please, just give me a chance to explain what happened. I owe you an explanation.”

      When she was tempted to be swayed by his pleas, Jasmine would remind herself how battered Leo had left her heart and bruised her soul. All it took was reminding herself he had lied about who he was. Because of his lie, her son’s uncle was legally his father.

      No. No. She didn’t want to keep rehashing all the ugliness. Maybe it was better for her to excuse herself and head home.
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        * * *

      

      LEONARDO

      Jasmine had been avoiding him for months, and he’d let her. While Leonardo wanted to make things right, he knew he was facing an uphill battle. This was a battle he only had one shot at. He had screwed things up so badly when he hurt her.

      Leonardo had to tread carefully. It wasn’t in his nature to be this patient. However, if there was anyone worth waiting for, it was her. It seemed like the wait was over.

      When Ms. Grace, his brother’s mom, invited Leonardo to his sister-in-law’s birthday party, he had debated coming. Leonardo hoped he and his brother Emmanuel had reconciled enough to receive the invitation directly.

      “It isn’t anything personal, Dear. Emmanuel has been so busy. I’m sure it was an oversight,” Ms. Grace explained.

      He had no intention of attending, but his niece had insisted. “You’ve gottta come. Momma will be so happy for you to be there.”

      It was Ivy’s day, and his sister-in-law had been cordial to him despite everything he had put them through. So, he put aside his offended feelings and came to her party.

      God, was he glad he did. Leonardo had been there for ten minutes when he caught sight of Jasmine. Even though it was clear how out of place she felt. She was a natural beauty. A blue hairband matching her dress pushed her hair off her flawless face, which was devoid of makeup because she didn’t need any. As gorgeous as Jasmine was, she was even more beautiful on the inside.

      For most of the afternoon, she was successful in avoiding him. When he observed her slip out of the great room, he followed. He saw her enter Ivy’s office. Leonardo stood outside of the door for a while. He wanted to rush in there and beg her to forgive him, but his feet remained rooted to the spot. An image of how she looked when he last saw her played repeatedly in his mind. The way Jasmine stared at him with disdain after finding out the level of his deception nearly caused him to refuse to enter the office, he almost talked himself out of it.

      Instead of knocking on the door, Leonardo sent her a text letting her know he was outside. When he didn’t get a response after waiting for a few minutes, he nudged the door open and slipped inside. Closing the door behind him, he turned to find her frozen mid-step, staring at him.

      This was the first time they had been alone in a room since the five days they spent together in Vancouver. Leonardo hadn’t accounted for the rush of emotion he would feel at being so close to her. No woman before or since had ever come close to making him feel the way she had. And then you proceeded to fuck up what could have been the best thing to happen to you.

      What had his therapist called it? Self-sabotage. Leonardo put aside thoughts of the therapist he hadn’t seen in a while. Especially the nagging feeling she wouldn’t approve of him breaching Jasmine’s boundaries. Well, he was a work in progress… at least he was being proactive.

      “Jasmine…” He stuffed his hands into the pocket of his dockers to prevent himself from reaching for her as he approached. “…I think we are long overdue for a talk.”

      What did it say about him, he even found her exasperation sexy? He watched as she rolled her eyes heavenward, then took a deep breath for so long he became concerned.

      “Gelsomino,” he called, reaching his hand out.

      In a harsh rush, she expelled her breath. Then speared him with a death glare. If the look wasn’t clear enough, her words were.

      “Don’t. Don’t call me Gelsomino. More importantly, don’t even think of touching me.”

      As if surrendering, Leonardo raised his hands. “Of course,” he continued. “Can we talk?”

      “Fine. Go ahead.”

      Honestly, he had expected more resistance. From the rigid set of her shoulders, he was certain this would not be an amicable exchange. However, he would take what he could get.

      “Can we sit?”

      “Leo, please don’t drag this out. The only reason I’ll hear you out is we will run into each other, and I don’t wish to be ambushed… again. I would appreciate it if you would just say what you have to.”

      “It’s long overdue. I’m sorry Jasmine.” He slipped his hand back into his pockets. “So very sorry. You didn’t deserve to be caught up in this storm I created.”

      “How very poetic.” Her tone was blasé, but her orbs burned with fury. “You know it doesn’t really mean anything, don’t you?”

      “You’re right. I am sorry I lied to you. Especially after what we shared. I’m sorry I put my selfish needs before you. Most of all, I am sorry I used you and our son to fuck with my brother.” Leonardo cleared his throat. The words burned his esophagus. The acidic shame burned him as surely as if he was regurgitating it from the pit of his stomach. It had been churning there for years.

      “Um.” Jasmine pressed her hand to her mouth.

      He hated hearing the tears in her voice. This was going to be so much harder than he had ever imagined.
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        * * *

      

      JASMINE

      Jasmine wanted this apology and now Leonardo was telling her what she wanted to hear; she didn’t know how to feel. It wasn’t because she didn’t believe him. In fact, it was the opposite. She believed him. Damn her bleeding heart. She could feel his sincerity.

      Woman, put some steel in your spine. Even if he means it, what the hell does it change? Nothing!!

      “Well, okay.”

      “I know this isn’t something you can accept now. Please know I mean it.”

      “Leo.” Jasmine’s tone conveyed so much with just his name.

      This was a bad idea. She was just about to tell him so when his words forced her to take a step back.

      “I have no right to ask anything of you, but I can’t make this right without you. I’d like to meet our son.”

      The buzzing in her ears started off softly and increased until Jasmine was forced to press her fingers against her ears. Leo couldn’t be serious. All the calls which she imagined had been a lame attempt at trying to win her back. She hated to admit it, but she could see herself risking her battered blood-pumping muscle. Tommaso’s? Never!! Not a chance in hell.

      Hadn’t Jasmine begged him to meet his son? At the cost of her pride? She had left the door open for Leo for so long. He’d put it off until finally he asked her to take a paternity test. A test which caused untold havoc. A man capable of such duplicity didn’t have the right to ask this of her.

      “No. I can’t allow it.” She said it with confidence. Knowing the law would stand with her. No one would force her to introduce this man into her son’s life.

      “All I am asking is for you to consider it. From everything I’ve heard, he’s an amazing little boy. I’ve been working on myself. To be better for him. Our little boy can have two parents who give him all the love in the world.”

      There was so much she wanted to say to him. Jasmine wanted to rage, but despite all he had put her through, she held back. “It’s a nice sentiment and all, but I need to look out for my son.”

      “I don’t intend to just jump into the role of his father and overwhelm him. We can start with Tommaso meeting me. I’ll do whatever it takes. However you want to do it. Please don’t decide now. Think about it.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      “It’s alright. Just think about it. Okay?”

      God, he sounded so hopeful. Jasmine was torn. She equally wanted to grant his request and to deny him, but what she wanted most was for her little boy to be happy. She already saw the joy he experienced in spending time with his extended family. Tommy had taken to his Uncle Emmanuel, Aunty Ivy, and his cousins. Could his father add to the fulfillment? She needed to think. Tommy needed her to make the right decision for him with a clear head.

      “Fine,” Jasmine agreed.

      “Thank you. Will you let me know?”

      “Give me some time. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      “Thank you. I’m going to head back out there.” Leo pointed at the door. Then left quietly.

      A melancholy feeling overtook Jasmine. Shouldn’t she be happy her son finally might get a chance to have a father in his life? His biological father. The man who fathered him.

      There was so much to consider. Her family certainly would have something to say if she allowed Leo into Tommy’s life. As it was, her parents didn’t trust her judgment. Tommaso’s conception and paternity hadn’t put her in the best light. There had been so much she had been ignorant of. While her father understood it was because of Leo’s deception. Her father also felt she owned a part of what happened to her. Jasmine had acted out of character. For the first time in her life, she engaged in a one-night stand. Well, technically, it was five days.

      They couldn’t get enough of each other, and neither could walk away. When they finally separated, Jasmine didn’t blindly think they would ride into the sunset and have a happily ever after. However, it was a sensual, rapturous experience, which she played on repeat.

      Leo’s reaction hadn’t been ideal, but it was one she could live with. However, it was before he decided she and her child were expendable.

      Maybe being around his brother and seeing how much Emmanuel loved fatherhood rubbed off on him. Jasmine should be happy, for Tommy’s sake. She was, but part of her felt rejected all over again. She’d secretly thought all those calls were his attempt at getting her back. Before she had met him, she had been a logical woman.

      Jasmine shook her head. This was a good thing. His attention was on his son and not on her. Good—the door swung open. She jumped, then turned to the sound. Leo rushed in, slamming the door behind him. His steps didn’t falter until he stood in front of her.

      Leo’s breathing was slightly laboured as he began. “I promised myself not to do this… I would deal with one thing at a time and not rush things. But here is the thing; I can’t walk away without telling you this. As much as I want to be a part of our son’s life…” He ran his hand through his curls, tugging at the roots. “…I want a chance to prove to you those five days in Vancouver weren’t a fluke. What we felt⁠—”

      Be careful what you wish for. Even though she had just been thinking of this as he spoke, Jasmine knew it wasn’t something she was prepared to handle. “Leo, please don’t⁠—”

      His finger pressed against her lips, halting her words. She inhaled at the sensation of his touch. The last time his hand was near her mouth, he had offered her his thumb and told her to “suck.”

      Her russet-coloured eyes locked with his blue-grey ones. Leo dropped his hand as if it had been scorched.

      “I know this may not be fair, but I need to tell you this. No matter what has happened since, please understand no one else knows me the way you do. No one ever has. Also, I’m not sorry for this.

      “Not sorry fo⁠—”

      Before she could finish, he crashed his mouth to hers. This man and his kisses demanded and gave all at the same time.
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        The beginning…

      

      

      LEONARDO

      Leonardo did not keep liquor in his condo. Which was the only reason he was heading in the opposite direction of his home. In his attempt not to fall victim to the same fate as his mother, he took this little step to save himself from the ravages of addiction. He wasn’t sure what triggered his memories of the young woman whose life was tragically cut short. However, couple it with the issues he was having at work, and he needed a few drinks.

      Physical activity would normally have eased his discomfort, but it was too hot to do the kind of workout he needed. Also, in his state of mind, he didn’t have the charm to pick up a woman. While he strictly engaged in one-night stands, he always attempted to offer the women a rewarding experience. Which he wasn’t up to.

      Leonardo’s friend Enzo owned Vega, the bar in the Lancaster Vancouver Boutique Hotel. Not only was his friend working, but, in a rare turn of events, he was also bartending. Enzo would keep an eye on him. While Leonardo prided himself on his self-control when out drinking, his day had been difficult. The deal he had spent months working on began unravelling right when his client was about to sign the contract.

      One could only access Vega through the hotel. Which made it a convenient hookup spot for those with more discerning tastes. With its sleek décor and red cherry wood, the upscale atmosphere of Vega encouraged intimacy. Consequently, its patrons abandoned wise decisions under the influence of top-shelf liqueur.

      By the time he arrived at Vega, it was nine-thirty. The place was quiet. A few customers sat at tables around the room, but the bar was empty. Still, Leonardo selected a seat in the corner at the side of the bar. Making it clear he wanted to be left alone.

      After a brief greeting, Enzo took one look at his face and handed him a menu. “Here, order something to eat, so I can bring you your first drink.”

      Leonardo finished his third neat Scotch sooner than he wanted, despite eating his club sandwich and nursing his drinks. The Scotch was having no effect. Not even a little buzz. The loud thoughts he had when he arrived were just as persistent.

      “Enzo, make the next one a grappa.”

      “Are you sure, man?” his friend confirmed.

      “Yes.” Leonardo nodded. Since he had a business account at this hotel, he could grab a room if necessary.

      By his second round of Grappa, all thoughts about contracts were nonexistent. He watched the European football game on the screen and tuned out his surroundings. Enzo’s interaction with a customer drew Leonardo’s attention away from the commentator’s play-by-play.

      “May I have a glass of Malbec?” An ethereal voice inquired.

      Despite being tempted, he didn’t look over at the source.

      “It’s only available in the bottle. Would you like me to open one for you?” Enzo offered.

      “The restaurant didn’t mention that.” She sighed and he could hear her disappointment. “No, thank you. A bottle would be too much for me to drink.”

      The woman sounded disappointed. It didn’t sit well with him. Why? He couldn’t say. She was a complete stranger. He still hadn’t even looked in her direction.

      “Would you like to look at the drink menu?” Enzo proposed.

      “Um, sure,” the woman sounded uncertain.

      “Let me know if you have questions.”

      Leonardo waved Enzo over.

      “Hey Enzo. I’ll cover the bottle.”

      His friend’s only reaction was a raised eyebrow.

      Ignoring the look, he continued, “go ahead and give her a glass. Put the bottle on my tab.” Leonardo didn’t know what compelled him to make the offer. He still hadn’t even glimpsed over at the woman.

      “I’ll let the lady know of your generosity.”

      “No, it’s okay.” Leonardo just wanted to do something nice. He didn’t need credit for it.

      “Here you are,” Enzo announced.

      “What’s this?” The woman asked.

      “It’s a glass of Malbec.”

      “Oh, I thought it only came in a bottle.”

      “The gentleman over…”

      Leonardo finally looked in their direction. He barely heard the rest of Enzo’s betrayal. The woman he was speaking to completely captured Leonardo’s attention. She looked out of place. He was certain she didn’t frequent hotel bars.

      Her natural beauty was something he normally avoided. Even across the bar, he sensed she was the kind of woman who inspired loyalty and trust, someone to whom promises were meant to be kept. Not one you bent over a couch for a one-night stand.

      Leonardo should have paid attention, because whatever Enzo had said to the woman had her heading in his direction. Her height wasn’t apparent when she was sitting, but as she walked towards him, he guessed she was around five ten. The royal blue maxi dress should have been a modest selection. Not on her. Even with the loose fit, it accentuated her abundant curves. Although the skirt portion of the dress was full and covered her up, he could still make out her legs were long.

      She stopped two stools away. Her youthful appearance was the first thing he noticed. She was probably half his age. Normally this would be enough to dismiss her, but her dark toasted almond complexion was so flawless. Other than tinted lip gloss, she wore no makeup. Smart choice. She didn’t need any. Especially when she smiled. Her smile transformed her from pretty to mesmerizing. Even with the traces of shyness.

      “Thank you. I’d be happy to share the bottle with you…”

      He had no intention of drinking any of the wine. There was no way he would drink French wine.

      “…and pay for half.”

      “No, it isn’t necessary.” Leonardo couldn’t hold eye contact.

      Her eyes were pulling him in. He shook off the attraction. While she was beautiful, he normally was only drawn to women who weaponized their looks to their full advantage. If Leonardo had to guess, the woman before him had no idea how alluring she truly was.

      “Just enjoy your drink.”

      She worried her bottom lip. “I couldn’t accept a drink from a stranger.”

      Leonardo stood, and he glimpsed her appreciation as her gaze skimmed his height, even as she took a step back.

      “I think such logic is faulty. Personally, I think the world would be a better place if strangers were kinder to each other.” He smiled to put her at ease, but it wasn’t the reaction he elicited.

      Her eyes darkened, and her pouty lips parted slightly. Leonardo noticed everything about her. This wasn’t good. Women like her needed a man capable of good intentions. With the goal of putting her in a house with a white picket fence. Not a man whose only interest was to see how many positions he could take her in and exactly how loud she could get.

      “Honestly, it is nothing. Please enjoy your evening and your wine.” The tone he used was dismissive. He meant it to be. He was giving her another gift. Resuming his seat, he again focused on the game.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He didn’t look up while she retreated. Leonardo avoided looking in the woman’s direction. He watched the match and sipped his grappa. Enzo stopped by, and they had a heated discussion about the call made by the referee.

      Leonardo consciously ignored her presence as he continued to watch the game.

      “Would you like another glass of Malbec?” He eventually heard Enzo inquire.

      He didn’t hear her respond, but something about her expression must have made Enzo inform her. “It’s already paid for. You might as well have another glass.”

      “You know what… sure, thank you. I’d love another one.”

      It had been easy not to look in her direction while she remained silent. However, the moment she spoke, Leonardo’s attention was drawn to her. Enzo presented her with the glass, and she caressed the stem while she focused on an electronic device. Was she reading at a bar?

      Leonardo was giving far too much thought to her. It was time to settle the tab and head home. First, he used the facilities. When he returned to his seat. There was a fresh glass of grappa awaiting him. He called Enzo over. “I didn’t order this.”

      “I know. The lady sent it over.”

      “What?”

      “She told me to send over whatever you were drinking.”

      Leonardo could have just called out his thanks, but without giving too much thought, he moved in her direction, stopping beside her. “I see I’ve rubbed off on you.”

      “How so?” she inquired, looking up from a tablet.

      “Now, you’ve taken to buying strangers drinks.”

      “You’re not a stranger, Emmanuel.”

      Christ, there was a lot to unpack. Enzo must have given her the name. When Leonardo picked up women and was uncertain if they would follow the rules of a one-night stand, he would use the name Emmanuel. Making it impossible for her to find him.

      It was a personal joke of his. At university, he discovered he resembled a football player. So, Leonardo adapted the man’s name for these situations. It had been a while since he’d used ‘Emmanuel’, but the last time he’d been with Enzo. Why Enzo had given this woman that name, he wasn’t certain. However, it felt awkward to correct it. Especially when Leonardo had no intention of seeing her again once they left this bar.

      “You bought me a drink, and I returned your kind gesture.”

      It should have been the end of their interaction. Instead, without responding, he retrieved his grappa and took the seat beside her.

      “Well, the least I can do is have a drink with you. I’m at a disadvantage. You have my name. What’s yours?” he asked as he stretched out his hand towards her.

      “It’s Jasmine.” She took the hand he offered.

      A spark moved between them. He shouldn’t have touched her.
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        * * *

      

      JASMINE

      Jasmine was so glad the vice-principal education summit was behind her. It was her first time in the city of Vancouver, and she was looking forward to spending the next few days exploring. Travelling alone was an unfamiliar experience for her. Normally, her sister Jelissa was her travel companion, but their trips were all international. Her sister didn’t do domestic vacations. So, despite an interest in exploring the country she lived in, and living one province over, Jasmine had never been to Vancouver before. She was looking forward to exploring the city. First, she had to have dinner with her colleagues. After, she could retire for the night and prepare for the next day’s busy itinerary.

      Dinner turned out to be a chore. One of her colleagues had consumed one glass of port too many, and the man who had been quiet for the last four days of the Summit dominated the conversation. He boisterously complained about the education standards and how now anyone could become a vice-principal. His rants included how people were promoted to being a vice-principal when you could smell milk on their breath. She was certain his comments were aimed at her. After all, she was the youngest person in attendance. She’d only held the position of vice-principal for a year. Receiving the role had been unexpected, but she was a dedicated educator. This man knew nothing about how she had gotten the position. However, it did not stop him from taking verbal jabs at her. Despite the uncomfortable appearance of some of her colleagues, nobody intervened to stop him.

      Jasmine normally didn’t drink at work-related events; however, she needed a drink to deal with this man’s microaggression. She had recently taken a liking to Malbec wine.

      “I’m sorry, Ma’am, we are currently out. I’m certain the Vega carries it. Would you like me to have a glass sent over?” The server’s answer was disappointing. However, she took it as an out to end the evening.

      “No, thank you. If you can bring me my bill, I will go over there myself.”

      Jasmine didn’t care how it came across. She had had enough of the man’s buffoonery. It appeared others did as well. They used it as an excuse to leave the table, too. Jasmine thought she would have to do without her glass of wine when they offered to accompany her to the bar. Declining their offer, she got on the elevator and headed to her floor. She even went into her room and changed her shoes, grabbed her e-reader, and placed it in her purse. Then, when she thought the coast was clear, she headed back downstairs to the bar.

      It was surprisingly quiet. In most cases, couples sat together at tables. The bar itself was virtually empty. Barely sparing a glance at the other occupant, she took the seat farthest away from him on the opposite side of the bar.

      Jasmine settled on the high-backed stool, which was surprisingly comfortable. Everything was going so well. She was looking forward to her glass of Malbec. Then she was doused in disappointment. The restaurant hadn’t mentioned the Vega only carried her wine of choice in a bottle. She couldn’t bring herself to order an entire bottle. It wasn’t the money; she could afford it. It was more about the propriety of the situation. Jasmine wouldn’t indulge in a bottle, but she still wanted a drink. After all, she was at a bar.

      “Here you are.”

      While she was deciding between a fruity cocktail or a mixed drink, the bartender placed a glass of wine in front of her. She didn’t like this at all. Did he think he could get away with making her pay for a bottle? One she didn’t order or want by giving her a glass?

      “Oh, I thought it only came in a bottle.” Jasmine pointed out. There was a possibility she misunderstood him and was worrying for nothing.

      “The gentleman over there…” The bartender pointed to the corner where the lone man sat. “…wanted you to have what you asked for. No worries, he has paid for the bottle.”

      “Oh, no, I couldn’t accept.” She regretfully pushed the glass away.

      “Here is the thing…” the bartender explained, “…the bottle is already open. I can’t take the glass back. It’s already poured.”

      “But why? Why did he pay for my drink?”

      She looked over at the man. His attention was focused on the television, as it had been when she entered the room.

      The bartender shrugged. “I’m not sure. You would have to ask him.”

      It took her only a moment to decide to approach him and find out why he had purchased an entire bottle of wine for her.

      As she got closer to him, one thing became very apparent; if his side profile was anything to go by, the man was handsome. His looks put her in mind of the actors from the Golden Age of Hollywood. He was giving off Cary Grant meets Clark Gable vibes. The old films were one of her guilty pleasures. For a moment, she thought she was being fanciful until the man turned in her direction; she immediately stopped in her tracks.

      No, her thoughts had guided her to the right conclusion. The man had movie-star looks for sure. His age was difficult to pinpoint. However, she was certain he had at least a decade on her thirty-one years.

      Jasmine scrambled for words as the man just stared at her. Until she remembered she was the one who had walked over to him. He was probably waiting for her to speak. She gathered herself together, smiled, offered her thanks, then offered to split the bottle with him and pay for half of it.

      When he finally spoke, she barely made out his words. The deep richness of his tone shook her. It took her a moment to realise he was dismissing her. She could have left well enough alone and returned to her seat, but Jasmine didn’t just accept gifts from men she didn’t know.

      As a tall woman, she rarely encountered men so much taller than her. However, when the man stood, she looked up into his eyes. She’d seen nothing like it before. The centre was navy blue, while a stormy grey hue surrounded it. It caused her to gasp, and when she inhaled; she recognised notes of Ambroxan. The warm, musky scent drew her in, and her body responded immediately. Her cheeks flushed, and her mouth watered. Goodness, how was it possible he smelled better than he looked and sounded?

      Luckily, he wasn’t interested in her, because Jasmine was certain if he showed her interest, she would have broken her cardinal rule and allowed herself to be picked up in a bar.

      Her “thank you” was uttered on autopilot. As she made her way back to her seat, she tried and failed not to look back at the man. At least her embarrassment wasn’t witnessed. He’d resumed his seat, and his attention was back on the television. He’d probably forgotten about her before she finished thanking him.

      Jasmine reached for the glass the moment she regained her seat. It took effort, but she refrained from gulping it down. Rather than leave, she was determined to complete the task she had come to the bar for. After a cleansing breath, she pulled out her e-reader and sipped her wine.

      While reading, she lost herself in the story’s mystery and intrigue, and the background noise faded away. The detective was about to make a major discovery when raised voices ripped her from a gruesome crime scene. The bartender and her benefactor were having a heated verbal exchange. Despite not recognising the language right away, Jasmine had been to Italy enough times to pick up words. Were they arguing about soccer? She discreetly observed the men as they gestured at the screen. Laughter soon followed their loud voices.

      Of course, the man’s laughter was panty-dropping. Even so, other than being a good Samaritan, he had not even spared a look in her direction. So, she and her panties were safe.

      Initially, Jasmine had turned down the offer of another glass of wine by the bartender, but he was right. She might as well enjoy the drink since it had already been paid for. It became a challenge to get back into the book. She reread the sentences repeatedly. Once the man walked away from the bar, she gave up the pretense.

      Curiosity finally got the better of her. When the bartender checked in with her. She asked about her benefactor. “You and the gentleman who was sitting over there seem to know each other well.” Subtlety wasn’t her strong suit.

      “Yeah, we go way back.”

      “So, your friend is visiting the city?”

      The bartender’s smile grew as he realised she was fishing for information about his friend. “No, he lives in the city, but he frequents the hotel because of business.”

      “This Malbec is good. You know what? I would like to return the favour to your friend…”

      “Emmanuel Scott.” Yes, she had been fishing for the mystery man’s name, but she was surprised the bartender divulged his name so easily. It didn’t stop her from storing away the information.

      “Can you refill his drink and place it on my tab?”

      “Oh. I would be happy to.” It sounded suspicious, but Jasmine dismissed his tone as… playful?

      “Thank you.”

      After she returned the good deed, it was easy to dive back into her book. However, she didn’t get very far before she sensed his presence. Her body heated immediately. Jasmine wasn’t surprised to find he wanted to talk about his complimentary drink. Perhaps she had done it to spark his attention.

      At first, when she cleverly told him she knew his name, he had taken a long glance at the bartender before shaking his head and then, without a word, he retreated to his seat across the bar. This was the reason she didn’t attempt to flirt. Obviously, she sucked at it… wait; he returned with his drink in hand.

      “In that case, the least I can do is have a drink with you. I’m at a disadvantage. You have my name. What’s yours?”

      It was a simple question, but she had to fight the fog of lust descending over her when he reached his masculine, large-veined hand out to her. Her brain jumped steps ahead, imagining him running his palm against her bare skin. Despite the direction of her thinking, Jasmine wasn’t prepared for the pulse that vibrated between them when their hands came in contact. Nor how her stomach clinched when he repeated her name.

      The way he said her name was more seductive than a siren’s call. What on earth? Thank God she was sitting; otherwise, her knees would have given way.

      The most surprising thing about Emmanuel was how easy it was to speak to him. It was probably because he was so engaging. He asked questions and listened to her response. Granted, it was mostly about what she was reading, but still. The man knew how to hold a conversation. She could have spoken to him all night, but the last call was announced sooner than she would have liked. While she was thinking of a way to let him know she would be interested in more, he succinctly brought the evening to an end.

      “It was lovely meeting you, Jasmine,” Emmanuel announced as he stood. Unwittingly, she followed his lead and stood as well. She was walking out of the entrance before she recalled she hadn’t given Enzo, as Emmanuel had called him, her room number.

      “Wait, I have to give him my room number so he can charge the drink.”

      “The drink has already been taken care of. Did you really think I’d let you pay?” he smirked.

      Then, Emmanuel walked her to the elevator and waited with her for its arrival. Jasmine hadn’t even thought about her purse or e-reader until he handed them over to her. Then, he pressed his hand to the small of her back and guided her inside the bank. Rather than enter, he gave her a sexy smile that was devastating. “Sweet dreams, Jasmine.”
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