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Description
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Walk into your office to meet your new boss (you already hate him because he’s been hired for a position YOU deserved), and guess what? 

He turns out to be your ex! 

No...get yourself together girl, you don’t need an office romance to complicate your already complicated life! 

And certainly not with the man who broke your heart five years ago. 

I am trying hard to fight my heart, it still does a somersault in my chest. 

And suddenly, ‘boss’ begins to feel too formal. 

The intensity of his eyes makes me want to squirm, 

Not in a scary way, but in a god-I-need-you-to-touch-me way.

Being with him feels so right.

And his playing with my four year old feels just perfect.  

I should be the happiest woman alive. 

Wasn’t this how I wanted it to be? How it was supposed to be?

The problem? 

Well, let’s say that he’s been so completely honest and open with me and I? 

I’ve acted like the biggest jerk, keeping the biggest secret of my life. 

A secret that would probably rock his world, hopefully for the better.

But would he be able to forgive me and take a chance with me once again? 

Or would this ruin my so perfect happily ever after?
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Chapter One
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Michaela 

Although I’ve always been a perky person, I’d never been a morning person until I became a mom. I wasn’t as organized either. But now I’ve got the morning routine down to a science. Today was no different. I was out of bed by six a.m., and my coffee was already hot and waiting for me when I headed straight to kitchen for my morning caffeine jolt. I took my first sip admiring my handiwork. The kitchen was the first project I completed when I set up the lease purchase of the home from my sister and brother-in-law. The early twentieth century home had wonderful bones, but needed a little...or a lot, of TLC. Not unlike me sometimes.

But I didn’t have time to contemplate my home or my fixit needs. With my extra-large mug of hot coffee made from beans from a local Berkeley roaster, I headed to my one bathroom to shower. The black and white floor tiles were original, as was the tub. The room was gorgeous, or would be as soon as I painted, fixed the cracks in the wall tiles, and changed the light fixture.

I was in and out of the shower quickly to save time and water, which is expensive in California because it didn’t rain much. In my fuzzy robe, my long auburn hair wrapped in a towel, and my coffee mug in one hand, I went to my son AJ’s bedroom.

For a minute I watched him sleep, my heart filling with love and gratitude. The vastness of my love for him was always able to overcome the sadness that I felt over his father. To this day, I don’t know why Alex ended things with a text message. The end of the relationship was so unexpected and abrupt, it made my head spin.

At the time, I hadn’t had time to process what had happened, because a week before that, my parents died in a car accident, and a week after I learned I was pregnant. I did make an attempt to tell Alex about the baby, but by then he’d blocked my phone number.

Even after five years, I hadn’t been able to come up with a suitable explanation. I was left with simply he either lied about how much he loved me, or once away from me, the feelings dissipated. Fast. Or maybe it was the lure of the beautiful woman he’d gotten together with.

Terrified but determined, I put my life back together, finishing graduate school earning my MBA, and having a baby. My sweet, sweet baby was now four years old, and would be heading to pre-school in the fall. As difficult as my life had been when he was born, today, I couldn’t imagine a life without him. For that, I had to be grateful to Alex.

For a second, I wondered what he was doing. Did he stay in New York after graduate school? Was he married? Did he have other children...ones he knew about, and loved and cared for?

I pushed those thoughts aside and brushed my hand over AJ’s dark hair. “Good morning, good morning, it’s time to start the day...” I sang the song from the movie Singing in the Rain, just as my mother had done for me and my sister when we were growing up.

He moaned and rolled over. His green eyes, his father’s eyes, opened and he smiled. “Mommy.”

I smiled back. “Good morning, sweetie. It’s time to get up.”

He nodded, and at this point, he was good about getting up and starting to get himself ready for the day. I wondered how long it would be before morning times would get hard, as I’d heard it often did from other moms. He and I had already set out his clothes last night, and packed a backpack of his favorite things to take to my sister, who watched him for me while I worked.

Another wave of gratitude washed over me to have such a wonderful sister and brother-in-law. Without them, I don’t know if I’d ever be able to get a master’s degree or become the VP of marketing at a wine import business. They let me and AJ live with them until I finished school and was able to get a full-time job. They watched AJ for free during that time too.

Today, I was in a better situation, doing a lease purchase on the home that they’d had as an investment property. And I paid for AJs care, although I know it was nowhere near what I’d be paying if I had to find childcare somewhere else.

I went into my small plain bedroom that also needed some work, and got dressed. I didn’t normally worry too much about what I wore to work, but today, the new head of Altieri Wine Imports was coming in. I let out a growl of frustration. I had wanted that position badly. I knew I was capable, but Giorgio Altieri, the owner, decided to bring in someone else. Someone from the outside.

I pleaded my case, which he was sympathetic to, but in the end, he stuck by his plan. I couldn’t argue too much, because like my sister, Giorgio had been so good to me as well. I’d interned for him in college, and when I was pregnant and trying to get through grad school, he hired me part-time. Then when I finished with grad school, he hired me full time.

So, I’d suck it up. Maybe this outsider from New York would hate it on the west coast. San Francisco, where the business was located, was a different city from most. I loved it, but for some, it was too eclectic or progressive. I laughed. If they thought San Francisco was liberal, they’d think Berkeley, where I lived across the bay, was downright socialist.

I considered wearing black or gray, as I understand they do a lot in New York, but instead, opted for a teal business dress that accentuated my auburn hair. It clung to my curves, but being a bigger girl, most things did. It wasn’t overdone or risqué. 

I put on makeup, not too much, but enough to highlight my clear fair skin and blue eyes, and brushed out my hair, letting it dry in it’s natural wavy state.

I set AJ’s breakfast on the table just as he entered the room. “Did you brush your teeth?”

“Yep.” He climbed up into his chair.

“All of them? Or at least the ones you want to keep?”

He rolled his eyes at me as he picked up his spoon and dug into his cereal. I poured another cup of coffee, as my bread toasted. When it popped up from the toaster, I added peanut butter and then sat with AJ at the table.

“What are your plans today, little man?”

He shrugged. “Dunno.”

“Ah come on, are you and Kyle going to build a Lego metropolis?” I asked, referring to my nephew Kyle who was only a few months older than AJ. Of course, unlike me, my sister had been happily married when she conceived. Today she was still happily married, and now had two kids, Kyle and a two-year old daughter, Sacha. Had my plans gone right, I might have two kids too.

“Maybe.” His eyes lit up. “Did you know they have Legos to make dinosaurs?”

“I didn’t.”

He nodded as he worked to keep the too large bite of cereal in his mouth. He succeeded with the cereal, but some milk escaped. “I want it.”

“I don’t blame you.” I wiped his mouth with a napkin and made a mental note to add his request to the present list I kept on my phone. Being a mom meant writing down everything because there was too much to memorize otherwise.

We finished our breakfast and then made the short walk around the block to my sister’s home, where I dropped him off with a kiss. Then I trekked to the corner bus stop to take the bus to the BART station for the train under the bay to San Francisco. I had a car, but I didn’t like dealing with commuting and parking. Since BART was convenient, and I could read or work during the commute, it was a better option.

I arrived five minutes early, as usual. A few staff were already there. Most were friendly, but a few were a bit cold. They seemed to think I got my job and promotions because of my close friendship with Giorgio. I know I got the job because my family had a long history with him starting with my father working for him, and then Giorgio and his wife becoming surrogate parents when mine died. But I earned my promotions. I was very good at my job.

“Hey Michaela.” Clara, Giorgio’s former assistant, said as I passed her desk.

“Good morning Clara. Is the new guy in?” I nodded toward Giorgio’s old office.

“Not yet. But here are some things Mr. Altieri left for you to help him get settled.” She gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry it’s not you. I think you would have been great.”

“Thank you.” She was one of very few who thought so, which was probably why Giorgio hired someone else. The job was demanding enough, employees who didn’t think I deserved it could make it impossible. “I’ll be in my office. Let me know when he arrives.”

“Will do.”

I went into my office, and only took a cursory glance at what Giorgio wanted me to review with the new guy. I set it aside and turned on my computer to check on the social media that had gone out over the last 12 hours to review the response. It was interesting how popular wine memes and posts could be.

“Michaela?”

I looked up at Clara standing in my doorway. She had an interesting look on her face.

“Yes.”

“He’s here.”

“Are you okay?” I stood up and straightened my dress.

“I think I just had an orgasm.”

I barked out a laugh. It was a funny statement in general, but Clara was in her sixties so for some reason it was funnier.

“It’s been awhile, so I’m not sure.”

“That’s sad,” I said as I joined her at the door. Although it had been years since I’d one, at least one given by a man.

“He’s ...he’s ...he’s just wow.”

I hadn’t been with a man since Alex. Not that there hadn’t been opportunities, at least in the last few years. But I didn’t have to be interested in anyone to appreciate a good looking man. Based on Clara’s reaction, I was really curious about the boss.

“I can’t wait to meet him.” I walked over to Giorgio’s old office and looked in. The man had his back to me as he looked out the window. Something about him had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end.

He turned around, and I stared into green eyes that matched my son’s. I stared into the face of my son’s father, Alex Landon.
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Chapter Two
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Michaela

I was sure I looked like an idiot staring at him. I couldn’t stop myself from taking inventory of all the changes in him. His jet-black hair was shorter, particularly along the sides, and brushed back. He wore well-groomed dark stubble that made me think of Lucifer. He’d replaced his usual college attire of faded jeans and white t-shirt with dark charcoal pants and vest, with a crisp white shirt and dark tie. The fit of his shirt suggested that he was broader than I remembered, and for a second, I wanted to find out what was under it.

But for all the changes, the eyes, those jade green eyes, were the same. Looking at them mesmerized me and pulled me back to five years ago to the last day I spent with him before he left for graduate school...before he left me for good.

“We’ll be okay.” Alex put his arm around me as we sat on the beach along the Marin Headlands. I’d helped him finish packing his things at his parents’ house in Sausalito, and now we were having alone time at the beach. The sun had set an hour ago, and took with it the heat. We were bundled tight in our coats, as we sat on the blanket drinking wine he stole from his parents wine cupboard.

“I should have applied to Columbia.” I rested my head on his shoulder. While we’d known and flirted with each other since meeting in Economics 101 our freshman year, it wasn’t until I broke up with my boyfriend, Lance, just after Christmas our senior year, that Alex indicated he had more than friendly feelings for me. I’d been stunned because I’d always liked him, but didn’t think he’d have those types of feelings for me. His last girlfriend, Cami Hollister, was the typical California girl; skinny, busty, and blonde. I was busty, but no one would call me skinny.

By the time we got together, we’d each already applied for graduate school, me at UC Berkeley where Alex and I both just earned our undergraduate degrees in business, and him at Columbia in New York.

“I could have applied to Berkeley.” He kissed my neck. “But it will be okay. Two years isn’t that long.”

It was an eternity. “It will feel like forever.”

“I’ll be home at Thanksgiving.” He kissed my jaw. “Then I’ll be home at Christmas.” He nibbled on my ear. “Maybe you can come see me at Spring break.” He lifted his head, staring at me with those amazing green eyes. “I got you something.”

“Oh?”

He pulled out a little box and handed it to me. I opened it to find two little birds with their necks entwined. I pulled it out. “Love birds?”

“Yes.” He took hold of one bird, and disentwined it. “I’ll keep one with me and you keep one with you. They’ll be apart, but are destined to be together again, just like us. When we’re back together, they’ll be joined again.”

I couldn’t stop the tears that fell. My heart was so full of love, and yet also, such aching that we’d be apart. “That’s so romantic.”

He wiped my tears. “I’m a romantic guy.”

I smiled. “I always thought you believed romance meant sex.”

He frowned. “Doesn’t it?” Then he smiled as he took the birds and set them aside. He wrapped me in his arms and pushed me back on the blanket. “I love you, Michaela.”

I sniffed. “I love you too.”

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure,” I bantered back.

He laughed. “You don’t know how long I’ve loved you. I waited forever for you to dump that douche Lance.”

“I wish you told me sooner.”

“We can’t have regrets, Mic. Only memories, and our future. We’ll get our degrees, then we’ll be able to be together. As far as memories, we have some excellent ones already, but I suggest we make a new one.” He ground his hips into mine. His dick was easily felt through the fabric of our jeans.

I smirked at him. “How are you going to go so long without sex?”

He grinned. “I have a hand, and my memories.”

I felt my cheeks heat and I was probably blushing. Even so, the idea of Alex getting off thinking of me turned me on. “How would that work?”

He quirked a brow. “That’s private.”

“I want to know.” I tilted my pelvis, putting pressure on his growing cock.

He groaned.

“Have you already taken care of your needs yourself?” I slid my hand between us, and rubbed the hard length straining his jeans.

“Yes.” His green eyes shone with desire and mischief. “If you really want to know, I have to take care of my needs nearly every morning because you, my sexy woman, haunt my dreams.”

I grinned loving that I had that effect on him. I didn’t think I was unattractive, but I’d never thought of myself as sexy until Alex.

“Do you do it in bed?”

He shook his head. “Usually I’m in the shower. Less messy that way.”

“And...?” I prodded him on.

“And, I imagine you’re there with me. Your tits are slick and wet.”

I was getting slick and wet, but it wasn’t my tits.

“I suck them making you moan.” As he spoke, he undid the buttons of my shirt, and slid his hand around my back to unhook my bra. He pushed my bra up, exposing my breasts. The cool air made the already puckered nipples distend. Then he wrapped his lips around one nipple and drew it into his mouth. I felt it straight to my core. Once, early in our relationship, I came from his sucking my nipples. I’d been mortified at the time, but apparently, it had boosted his ego. He made me come three times that night.

“And...?” I deftly undid the button on his jeans and slid the zipper down with one hand.

“I touch you.”

“Like this?” I pushed his pants and underwear down, then wrapped my hand around his dick. It was long and hard, the velvety tip wet with his excitement for me. I had thought about going down on him, but having never done that before, I decided to stick to what I knew.

“Fuck, yah.” He buried his head in my breasts, as he fucked my hand. “Tighter.”

I squeezed a little harder. He pumped a few times and then surprised me by rolling us both on the blanket until I was on top.

“Get your pants down, baby. I need you.”

It was cold out, but there was no other way to do it. I quickly stood and took off my jeans. I must have been a sight with no pants, my open shirt, bra up around my neck, and a big puffy down coat.

I straddled him, and he levered up, putting his hands on my thighs and rubbing them as if he wanted to keep them warm.

“Fuck me good, Mic.” With his hands still caressing my thighs, he licked one nipple and sucked into his mouth.

It was so amazingly good, made infinitely better when I sank over that massive cock and took him inside me.

I groaned.

“Good, Mic?”

“Yes.” I wasn’t one to talk during sex. Mostly I worried I’d be embarrassed by what might come out of my mouth. Like, “Fuck me Alex. Fuck me hard.” I didn’t know why that would embarrass me because when Alex did it, it turned me on.

I moved up and down, back and forth. There wasn’t any music, and yet it felt like a dance. With each sweet slide, he felt thicker, and the friction grew.

“Faster baby...ah fuck I need to come.” His hands moved to my hips and he guided them to a faster pace.

I gripped his shoulders as tension coiled tight in my belly. Any minute now I was going to snap and fly into that sweet high. And then I was there. My whole body convulsed, and tightened, and then exploded in pleasure.

“Ah...yes...Michaela, God so good...” Alex bucked underneath me, and I felt his hot seed fill my body. It was one of my favorite parts of sex with him because not only was his body part of mine with his dick inside me, but he was leaving something of himself with me. Thank God for the pill.

When our breaths returned, Alex cupped my cheeks in his hands. “We’re going to be okay, Mic.”

I looked into those beautiful green eyes and believed him.

But he lied. That’s what I saw in his eyes now. I saw the man who broke my heart and abandoned me and his child by text.

Back in the real world, I pushed those bittersweet memories aside. I had a job to do.

I considered pretending I didn’t recognize him, except that it seemed petty and I was pretty sure the expression on my face was shock. So, I decided to go with professionalism. He was my boss now. I’d do my job, show him the ropes, and continue to manage the marketing campaigns. That’s it.

I would hold back the anger that had me wanting to ask, what the hell? Why had he promised me we’d be okay, and then within weeks was making goo goo eyes at another woman? And if he’d stopped loving me, why didn’t he have the decency to call me and tell me? Coward.

Then again, maybe it was better he hadn’t called. Not being able to get a hold of him meant I’d never been able to tell him about AJ. Maybe it was vengeance and maybe it was wrong, but I didn’t want him to know about AJ. He didn’t deserve it, and odds were he wouldn’t do anything about it anyway. He’d probably deny being the father despite the fact that he was the only man I’d ever been with. Ever. Lance touched me a few times, but we never had sex.

My best course of action now was to be his employee, and let the rest go. I cleared my throat. “Welcome to Altieri Wine Imports, Mr. Landon.”
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Chapter Three
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Alex

I was completely shocked. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought of Michaela since I’d returned to California. I’d even had fleeting thoughts of what I might say if I saw her again. But never in a million years did I think I’d actually see her. And I certainly never thought I’d end up working in the same place she worked in.

Now that she was standing in front of me, I was paralyzed. A longing ache filled my chest, which surprised me because I’d have thought after five years, I’d be over the woman that took up with another man a mere few weeks after I left for New York to attend graduate school. I focused on that fact, and the hurt and anger at how she betrayed me.

The only problem was, I found it hard to hold that anger. Jesus, she was even more beautiful than I remembered. Her hair was still long and that gorgeous red color. The memory of running my fingers through it made my hands twitch. I shoved my hands into my pockets.

Her body was still smoking hot, all lush curves in the right places. I glanced at her left hand, wondering if she was married. No ring. That shouldn’t have made me happy considering our history. I blamed my libido, which was side-tracked on how sexy she was in that dress. A part of me thought it wasn’t appropriate for her to wear such a dress at work, but then I realized, there was nothing wrong with the dress. Michaela was just a sexy woman. I remembered in college, I’d get hard just seeing her in jeans and a t-shirt. She couldn’t help that.

It took me a moment to realize she spoke. I must have looked dazed, because she squared her shoulders and came toward my desk. “How about we start with your computer.” She finally stopped looking at me with those amazing blue eyes, and instead turned her attention to the laptop on my desk. She tapped on it for a moment, and then she looked up at me expectantly.

Shit, she said something. “What?”

“Did Tyler give you a passcode so you can set up your account?”

Tyler? Jesus, Landon, get your shit together. I was a badass businessman. I couldn’t let memories and a body made for a man to addle my brain. “Ah, yes.” I pulled the paper Tyler had given me out of my pocket. I started to hand it to her, but she turned the laptop toward me.

“You can log in on this page, reset your password, and set up your account.”

“Right.” I sat down and stared at the screen without looking at it. I felt like I was in the Twilight Zone. I shook my head and stood, willing my brain to function. “Michaela.”

Her breath hitched. “Mr. Landon.”

I frowned. “Really?”

She looked at me for a moment then out the door. She walked over, shut the door and then returned to my desk. “It’s been five years, Al...Mr. Landon. You’re my boss now.”

Having been through a ton of sensitivity training, I realized that I was in a precarious situation. Ogling an employee was a no-no. It didn’t seem like acknowledging someone you knew from college would be off limits, but clearly, it was what she wanted.

I nodded. “Okay.” I sat down. Before I entered my information to access the computer intranet system, I looked up at her again. “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Green.”

She bit her lower lip, as I remembered she’d do when she was unsure about something. Was she not as indifferent to me as I thought? Or maybe it was her lack of indifference that was causing her be so cool. “You too, Mr. Landon.”

I tapped away on the laptop but the passcode didn’t work. “It’s not working.”

“No?” She stepped around the desk. She set her hand on the desk as she leaned over to look at the computer.

The sweet scent of Jasmine, of Michaela, filled my nose, making me drunk with desire. My dick hardened, and I swore under my breath, shifting so my lap was under the desk. My cock didn’t care that this woman was my employee. That she’d broken my heart five years ago. It wanted what it wanted, and what it wanted was Michaela.

I turned, and my face got a great view of her cleavage, and goddamn if my dick didn’t start to leak.

I looked up at her face.

“That’s an O not a zero.” She turned her attention to me. Like the proverbial deer with its eyes caught in the headlights, her blue eyes widened. She blinked and jerked back. “Try O.” She hurried around the desk again.

“O.” I tried again, willing my dick to deflate. At some point, she’d probably recommend a tour and then what would I do?

The rest of the morning was a constant repeat of that first encounter. My continuously reminding myself that I was her boss and she hurt me, and my dick not giving a fuck. It was a relief when she finally left me to my own devices and headed off to her own office. Not that I could focus on my work because her scent lingered, as did my hard on.

After work, I got into my Audi and instead of heading over the Bay Bridge back to my new apartment in Berkeley, I drove north, making my way through the city and across the Golden Gate Bridge into Marin county. I took the Sausalito exit to my parents’ house.

“Alex, you made it just in time for dinner.” My father opened the door when I arrived.

“Good, I’m starving.” I went over to my mother who was in her wheelchair sitting at the dining room table that was now in the living room near the large window overlooking the San Francisco Bay. I kissed her on the cheek.

“How did your first day go?” My mother’s speech was slightly slurred and her hand trembled as she lifted it to my face. I hated seeing her like this, but that was why I’d returned to California, so I could be close and help her as MS slowly took her from me.

“Interesting.”

My father put two plates on the table. “Wine, son?”

“That would be nice. Let me help.” I went to the kitchen and pulled the wine from the cupboard they’d stored it since I was a kid. I had a flashback of jacking a bottle the last night I’d spent with Michaela when we’d gone to the beach, talked, and made love. I wondered if she still had the love bird I’d given her? I shook my head. Let it go, Alex.

I brought the wine out to the table and poured some for my dad and me. “Mom?”

“Yes please.” She held out a plastic cup with a straw.

“Just a tad, Sarah.”

My mother frowned at my father. “Party pooper.”

“But I’m your party pooper.” My father squeezed my mother’s shoulder as he sat next to her.

My heart contracted at the sense of loss I felt. Michaela and I could have had this type of relationship. I’d been so sure we would. My parents had said college love was beautiful and special, but not usually lasting. “You’re so young and have so much of your life ahead of you,” they’d said to me when I told them Michaela and I had broken up.

My brain knew they were right, but my heart still grieved for Michaela. It was probably why in five years I still hadn’t met anyone that sparked any interest. And now, I’d have to work with her.

“So, what made your day interesting,” my father asked.

I sat across from my mother, and looked down on the chicken and rice my father had made, but not feeling hungry. “Michaela was there.”

Both my parents stopped mid-bite. “As in...your college girlfriend Michaela?”

“Yep.”

My mother looked at my father and then back at me. “And...”

“I’m her boss now.”

“Will that be a problem?” My father’s brow quirked up. He’d always been a devoted and faithful husband, but there were doctors in his clinic that often had affairs with nurses. One almost led to a lawsuit when a nurse was fired.

“I don’t...” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” My mother’s kind eyes looked at me with sympathy, as if she knew my heart still beat for Michaela.

“She’s...smart, beautiful...”

“She’s your employee,” my father said sternly.

“She is also aloof. I think she was surprised to see me, but she’s over me. Of course, she is.” I finally realized why I was there and put my napkin in my lap. “She’s the one who left me.” I’d never told them that she’d cheated. To be honest, it was more to save face that to protect her. I was a guy with pride who didn’t want to admit a woman would cheat on me.

“Her loss,” my mother said.

“It’s been what...five years? It might be awkward at first, but soon you’ll see that you’re both different people than you were after college. I’m sure it will be fine.” My father held up his wine glass. “Now, how about a toast. To the most wonderful wife and son a guy could have.”

“I’d drink to that, but I don’t have very much.” My mother teased.

After dinner, I started to help my father with the dishes, but he insisted I spend time with my mom. She told me about her special therapies and local gossip.

“Are you thinking of moving someplace that doesn’t sit on the side of a hill?” I asked. “It can’t be easy to go places?” Coming home, I’d been surprised at how quickly my mother had deteriorated since getting diagnosed six months ago. Their house was wonderful, with a fantastic view, but it wasn’t conducive to someone in a wheelchair coming and going.

“Where around here is there a place that’s not on a hill?” My father joined us in the family room.

“I don’t know. North? San Rafael? Novato?”

“I like it here.” My mother’s eyes turned fierce. It was clear she didn’t want to move. And I wasn’t going to argue with her about. Not now, anyway.

I held my hands up in surrender. “Okay.”

Before more could be said, there was a knock on the door. My father rose from his chair to get it. “Camille. What a surprise.”

My stomach lurched. I thought I’d seen the last of Cami when I turned down her offer to comfort me when she’d made a surprise visit after sending me the incriminating photo of Michaela.

“Hi Mr. Landon. I heard Alex was back in town.”

“He is. In fact, he’s here now. Come in.”

Cami and I had been friends since grammar school, and we’d both gone to Berkeley to college. I’d dated her for a short time, but it had been a mistake. It was douchey of me, but she’d been a diversion from when Michaela was seeing Lance.

But my mama raised me well. I stood as Cami entered the family room.

“Alex!” She smiled, her blue eyes were bright, but they weren’t as crystalline as Michaela’s. She wore a short dress that did little to hide what was underneath it.

“Cami. How are you?” I accepted her embrace, but ended it quickly. She and I had been friends, which I’d be happy to continue. But I didn’t want to be more than that. I wanted her to be sure that’s where things stood.

“I’m sorry to drop in like this, but I wanted to say hello, stranger.”

“This is the second reunion Alex has had today,” my mother said.

“Oh?”

“I saw Michaela.”

Cami stared at me for a moment as if she didn’t understand. It was a strange reaction and it had me wondering what had weirded her out. Then she smiled. “How nice.”
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Chapter Four


[image: image]




Michaela

I was happy for the commute home to get my frazzled thoughts and emotions back in order. But as the bus dropped me at the stop near my sister’s house, I realized I’d be going through this every day. Alex was my boss. Not just for today, but for tomorrow, and then next day, and next week, and next month. For years probably. Aside from the fact that he was still sexy as hell, he was AJ’s father. How could I see him every day and keep this secret?

I’d have to. I had to protect AJ, and while Alex seemed nice enough now, I knew for a fact that he wasn’t the type of man to keep his promises. I couldn’t let him break a promise to AJ.

As I made my way to front porch of my sister’s home, I pushed everything about Alex out of my head in order to be present for AJ.

I knocked and then opened the door. “Knock, knock, anyone home?”

“Mommy!” AJ jumped up from where he and his cousin were playing with cars. “Look. We built a city.”

“My, you sure did.” The boys’ city took up the entire living room floor with blocks for buildings, a train track, roads, construction vehicles and more.

“Want some wine?” My sister, Daniela, asked from the other side of the room near the kitchen.

“Sure. If I can make it over there.”

“Don’t knock our city down,” AJ said with a stern look.

“I’ll try not to.” I felt like Godzilla as I carefully weaved through their city.

“In a few minutes you’ll need to start packing up,” Daniela said.

“Why?” Kyle whined.

“Because I said so.”

“Why can’t we leave it here so we can play tomorrow?” AJ asked.

“Because it’s a hazard. Look at your poor mom.”

“Don’t bring me into this.” I finally made it across the city and followed my sister into the kitchen. I sat down at her kitchen table and let out a long breath.

“Ut oh. That sounded ominous.” Daniela filled my glass a little fuller.

“Thanks, I need that.”

“I’m guessing this is about the new guy Giorgio brought in to run the business?” Daniela set the glass on the table in front of me and sat down with her own wine.

“You won’t believe it.” I took a large gulp of the wine, wishing it could wipe away the day, wipe away Alex. I looked at my sister, a slightly smaller version of me, with lighter hair, who waited patiently for me to expound. “My new boss is Alex Landon.”

Daniela simply stared for a moment. “As in, AJ’s father?”

“Yes.” I waved my hand and looked out toward the living area where AJ was preoccupied with a backhoe. “I don’t want him to hear.”

Daniela sat back and I knew her brain was whirling. I was a little worried what she might say. “You’re going to have to tell him.”

She said exactly what I was afraid she would. 

“He has to know someday, Michaela.”

“No, he doesn’t. AJ thinks his father is dead.”

“But he’s not. You can’t really think you’ll be able to keep this from him forever.”

“Who, AJ or Alex?” I gulped my wine.

“Both. Look, I know why you made the decision you did, but if he’s going to be in your life—”

“He’s my boss not my boyfriend.”

“Still, he’s the father. He has a right to know.”

“Then he shouldn’t have made it impossible for me to contact him when I found out I was pregnant.” I took another long swig of my wine. There was a part of me that knew she was right. It was probably the part that believed in fairy tales and hoped that I could still have what Alex had promised me five years ago. My brain knew better.

Daniela must have realized it was a lost cause to argue, because she moved on to a new subject. “Was it weird to see him again?”

“I can’t even tell you how strange it was.”

“So...what was he like?”

“I think he was as shocked to see me as I was to see him.” I played with the stem of my glass. “My God, Daniela, he should be a model or an actor.”

“Better with age huh?”

“Clara said she thought she had an orgasm when she saw him.”

Daniela let out a loud laugh. “I’d like to have seen that...her saying that, not the orgasm.” Then she turned serious. “Was it okay though? Did you find out what happened five years ago?”

“I know what happened. He stopped loving me when he met someone new.”

Daniela rolled her eyes. “But did you talk about it?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t want to go back to that time.”

“He didn’t say anything?”

I remembered how he started to, but I put a stop to it. I also remembered how those green eyes darkened when I’d leaned closer to him to help with his computer. I didn’t orgasm, but it wouldn’t have taken much more as the intensity of his gaze sent heat surging through my body.

I shook my head to my sister’s comment. “We just did our jobs.”

“Will you be able to do that day after day, year after year.”

God. I pinched the bridge of my nose as the idea of it hung like a lead weight. “I’m hoping he’ll decide he doesn’t like it and go back to New York, or at least some other job.”

“You’re not going to help him with that are you?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You’re not going to make his work life difficult.”

I was offended. “What sort of person do you think I am?”

She smiled. “Oh right, you’re the nice sister. I’m the one that would make him pay.”

“Heaven help Matt if you ever get mad at him.”

She winked at me.

After helping the boys clean up, I took AJ home. I made us a simple dinner of chicken and rice in my Instant Pot, and green beans, of which I got AJ to eat two.

After dinner, we sat on the couch where I continued to read Harry Potter. AJ listened intently, and on occasion would make moves with his hands like he had a magic wand.

“Mommy?”

“Yes, sweetie.”

“What would you do if you were magic?”

Make my boss go away. “I’d use it to do my house chores.”

He grinned up at me. “Me too. And you know what else?”

“What else?” I ruffled his hair.

“I’d bring my daddy back.”

My heart squeezed my chest. I hated lying to him, but when he first started asking about why he didn’t have a dad, I couldn’t tell him his bailed on us, or at least me. I had simply said he was gone. AJ interpreted that as his father was dead, and I did nothing to correct his assumption.

“I see.”

“Tell me again what he was like.”

Guilt and dread mixed in the pit of my stomach. “He was handsome, like you. You look a lot like him.”

“I do?”

“Yes. He was big and strong.”

AJ bent his arm to show his bicep, which I squeezed.

“You might be stronger.”

He grinned, and then climbed into my lap. “Do you miss him?”

“Yes.” As angry and hurt as I was about what had happened, it didn’t stop me from missing and grieving the dream of a future I’d had with Alex. More than I’d ever admit to anyone. I missed his smile and all the fun we had. And I missed how he touched me. In the dark of night or the privacy of my bathtub, Alex was the man I’d conjure up in my fantasies when I indulged in self-pleasure.

“Would he like me?”

I wrapped my arms around him. “Oh sweetie, he’d love you so much.” The Alex I’d known would have loved him. The one that dumped me by text and was now my boss, I didn’t know how he’d feel about being a father. But AJ didn’t need to know all that. All he needed to know was that he was the best kid in the world, worthy of love from a father who didn’t even know about him.

After our chat, we did our nightly routine that included picking and setting out his clothes for the next day, getting his backpack ready, taking a bath and brushing his teeth, and then climbing into bed. Like the kitchen, AJ’s room was one of the few with a finished renovation. It was exactly as a little boy would want, with a bed frame that looked like a car, dinosaur wall stickers all over his walls and dresser, and a toy box stuffed with cars and other toys.

AJ climbed into bed. “I told Kyle about Claude and he didn’t believe me that there was a white alligator.”

“What?” I pulled the covers over him. “He didn’t believe you?”

AJ shook his head. “Can we take him sometime so I can show him?”

I nodded. It was about time I offered to take my sisters kids to give her and her husband a little free time. A trip to the Steinhart Museum in San Francisco seemed like a good idea. Maybe we could go to the Exploratorium too. “We’ll take Kyle and Sasha.”

AJ made a face. “She’s just a baby and cries a lot.”

“Maybe it’s because she doesn’t get to go see fun stuff like you and Kyle do. You’d cry too if had to miss that.”

He pursed his lips.

“Sleep tight my bed bug.” I kissed his forehead.

“Night night mommy.”

“I love you.”

“Love you too.” He turned over and settled into his pillow. I watched him for a moment, wishing I could give him all that his heart desired, including a father. “You’ll have to settle for me,” I whispered.

Once AJ was in bed, I had my free time, which I usually used to fix up the house. I had lots of painting to do, but didn’t want to do it while AJ was here because I was sure the fumes were toxic. Instead, I turned on my laptop and researched early twentieth century light fixtures for my bathroom and drank a glass of wine. I found a couple I liked and pinned them to my Home Improvement Pinterest board. Later, I’d research to see if I could find any similar lights locally.
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