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      For my darling daughters Britt and Livy, may you continue to find your own pride from within.

      

      For Scott, always and forever you manage to be my rock.  I love you!

      

      To my Grandpa Armand, you were the lion that helped me cultivate my pride from within and I can never thank you enough for showing me. Your thoughts live on in my kids, now and forever. I’m tickled pink you got to spend so much time with them in their critical growing up years. I love and miss you.

      

      To my dear Uncle John, even death will not break our bond. You, like your father, also helped me with my pride. I love and miss you always.
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      True pride comes from within.

      Levi Reis inherited more than he bargained for when Layla Gallo showed up on his doorstep. His great uncle left him the castle, the kingdom, and the ability to shift into a lion at will.

      With the help of his fated mate, Layla, will he be able to summon his pride from within to free her from the clutches of Abel? And can he kill the rival lion shifter in time to protect what is his?
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      “Damn it!” Levi shouted for what seemed like the hundredth time in the past few minutes. “All I’m asking, Google, is for a search that comes up with my uncle in it. Is it really that hard for you?”

      He pounded his fingers against the keys in protest to his Ancestry search. All the while he wondered if the hard taps would break the keys. That wouldn’t be a good thing since his keyboard was attached to his computer laptop.

      “God! This is pointless!” He screamed as he closed the computer. “And what is it going to accomplish anyway? It’s not like my parents ever talked about Uncle John. They never talked about any of the family!”

      He picked up the letter his cousin sent him and pulled out the obit. As he traced the photo of his uncle with his index finger, he hoped to get a tangible connection. It was hard to believe his own image stared back at him from the paper. An uncle that looked THAT much like him should have been more prominent in his life. But being his parents broke off ties to the family, it became impossible for him to connect with his great uncle. Anyone with Reis blood seemed a perfect stranger now that he’d become an adult.

      The problem wasn’t so much his parents as he got older, and he knew that. The blame fell on himself once he got into his twenties. He didn’t try to find a way to reach out, and that fell squarely on his shoulders. His grandparents would have been the best bet for getting reconnected. They always hosted early family Sunday brunches that lingered throughout the day. And those visits would have gone into the evenings if his extended family didn’t have to take a 2-4 hour drive back home.

      None of them lived too far away from Levi while growing up. His grandparents and parents lived in a rural part of Connecticut. Not too far from any major cities like New York, Boston, New Jersey, and Philadelphia. The places where all his relatives lived. He always had legitimate reasons for not visiting his grandparents. And he felt guilty that he didn’t have the time to come visit them and the rest of the relatives as he got older.

      Life seemed to get in the way when it came to studying for college exams. And working 2-4 jobs to go to college made things difficult. His friends vying for what was left of his time made things worse. In college, the friends won out and he’d find himself hanging out with them until the sun came up on most weekends.

      A thought of his best bud Judd Nelson hit his mind, and a smile washed his face. The dude always needed a wingman for the ladies. Levi obliged the request since he got his pick when hanging out with Nelson at the local dives.

      Judd’s skills at scoping out the ladies when they’d hang out to shoot some pool and darts proved legendary. Levi liked the women Judd picked. These consistently cute women never looked for any long-term attachments. This suited Levi fine because he didn’t wish to look for anything permanent either.

      He brushed over the obit picture again and read the paragraph they had on his uncle. He seemed to be a loner like Levi because the paragraph made no mention of a wife or kids. Levi frowned a little as he wondered if he’d wind up sharing the same fate as his uncle. At the age of 27, he still had no desire to tie the knot.

      Who am I kidding?

      He opened up his laptop again and logged into his Facebook account. He went into the photo tab and scrolled until he found Tara Winston’s picture. A half-smile formed on his face as he remembered the two glorious weeks they dated two years ago.

      She wasn’t any prettier than the other girls he had dated, but special in her own right. She was like the girl next door, a girl you’d take to meet your mother, and he wished he didn’t let her go. But at the time he was only interested in thinking with the head between his legs. And he knew that that girl deserved more so he broke it off quick.

      Even though he would have loved to see how things went, he had no plan of marrying her. He had no intention of marrying any of the girls he dated. He only wanted to have some fun and not be so lonely.

      His apartment was about as empty as a bachelor’s place would be. There weren’t any paintings or pictures on the walls. No tchotchkes on his coffee table. No plants or even a pet. He only had functionally comfortable furniture in his living area and a flat screen. He didn’t need anything else.

      The kitchen was just as sparse. He wasn’t much of a cook unless heating frozen dinners were some kind of culinary art. He only owned a set of four flat dishes, drinking glasses. And none of them matched. Matching stuff was something a girl does for dinner parties. Dinner parties weren't his thing. Judd was the only one who’d come over. They drank from beer bottles, so fancy frosted mugs weren’t a priority.

      Levi shut the laptop once more and headed for his bedroom. He kicked off his dress shoes and flicked them into the open closet. A large space that only contained two other pairs of footwear, a pair of sneakers and a pair of cowboy boots. He then slid off his tee shirt and jeans and shoved them in a crumpled pile next to his shoes and hopped into his bed. It was just as plain as the rest of his place. He only had it on a simple bed frame with no headboard. His bedding was all black from the sheets to the comforter. The only other piece of furniture in the room was another flat screen.

      He flicked on the TV and scrolled through the channels until he settled on the movie John Wick. When Keanu Reeves discovered his dog had died, Levi was already asleep.
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      Layla's alarm blared against the quiet night. She rolled over to shut it off and placed the pillow over her head.

      “Why did I agree to take on this stupid case?”

      She yelled into the pillow and let out a large sigh before kicking some covers off.

      “It should be against the law to have to wake up at 3:30 in the morning to drive to San Antonio from Dallas. UGH! Why did I have to be so stupid? Oh yeah, that’s right! I want to make partner.” Layla slid out of bed and shuffled into her kitchen to make some coffee. She couldn’t deny she needed caffeine before she got into the shower. One cup of the sweet nectar of the gods would not cut it this morning, either. Not with a four and a half-hour drive ahead of her.

      Normally her firm would have passed this estate case onto a lawyer living in San Antonio or Houston. But John Reis had been a long-time client and friend to the firm she worked for. Her boss would have seen to the case himself if he didn’t have court this morning for another case. Layla got the luck of the draw being the new kid at the firm, still.

      She shoved a Death Cups pod into her Keurig and placed a cup underneath. Before closing the lid, she hit the start button. Full pot brewers were now a thing of the past. So when her 12 cups stainless steel and smudge-free brewer bit the big one, she settled on this model in black. It makes small cups to travel-size mugs. The only drawback on days like this had been she needed a full pot to get through the day. For that—she alone missed her 12-cup brewer.

      I’m not going to bother with cream and sugar for this one.

      She said to herself as she sucked it down in record time. When she had the time to enjoy a cup, she made it light and sweet. When she had to be somewhere and needed to be on top of her game, the darker the coffee, the better. Death Wish Coffee was the darkest and strongest they came. And she was grateful it lacked the awful bitter taste that made her feel thirsty afterward.

      After she rinsed out her cup and placed it on the dish rack to dry, she padded into her bedroom again. After picking out a dark pin-stripe pantsuit and black classic pumps, she placed them on her bed. She opened the top drawer of her antique dresser and grabbed miss-matched unmentionables. She placed them with the suit before she hopped into the shower.

      Once she toweled herself off, she got dressed, made her bed, and put on some makeup. All before she made another Death Cup for her travel mug. With her briefcase in hand, she dashed out the door. She turned on her car and let it rev for a minute. Then she peered into the briefcase to check that the inheritance papers for Mr. Levi Reis were there. John Reis was Levi’s great uncle who owned a large estate in South Africa. He had no children or wife and left everything to his great-nephew, Levi. He spoke often of Levi the few times she had met John Reis in the office.

      The man almost tried to set her up with Levi because, as Mr. Reis stated, Levi was only a year older than her. He’d then carry on about how they’d make a cute couple. She always smiled and was polite with Mr. Reis, but she had no intention to meet Levi, even if it was for business. As far as she was concerned, any 27-year-old who wasn’t serious with someone yet would never settle. There could be a logical explanation of why he wasn’t dating someone seriously at this stage in his life. But usually, any guy who had his family trying to set him up was a player that his family thought a good girl could tame. At least— that’s what her Aunt Aviva had always told her anyway.

      She wasn’t interested in domesticating a man. She could barely take care of herself so she didn’t need to have someone in her life that was looking for a mother. She wanted companionship, yes. But she didn’t need a burden.
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      Layla made it in record time to San Antonio. The time on her clock radio read a few minutes before 10AM. She pulled down her visor and peered in the mirror to make sure she looked decent. But she frowned when she saw that her face was shining. She never sweats much in Northern Texas, but the Southern side made her glisten a little too much. She took out her compact and tried to press a little powder under her eyes. It was a feeble attempt to tame her eyeliner so it didn’t make her look like a raccoon.

      She got out of her car, which she had parked on the street and walked up the driveway. The house was a traditional home with red brick and had accents of terra cotta shutters. The door was a colonial blue and was framed with towering Italian Cypress trees on each side of the door.

      She gave the door a light tap. Within a minute a man with tousled chestnut hair and amber-colored eyes answered the door. Layla gaped at the uncanny resemblance the man had with his great uncle. The only difference was that he was the younger version.

      “My goodness, you look so much like your uncle!” She found herself saying as she pressed her hand into her chest. Her heart raced. Her palms were all the sudden sweaty. And she needed to find a way to conceal her bubbling nerves in her stomach. The man dripped of sexiness as he slumped over the doorframe in front of her. His bloodshot eyes told her he had just woken up. He clearly was a god when he got out of bed. Not one thing looked out of place and that’s so not the hot mess that she was at 3:30 this morning. Hell, she was a hot mess right now, and she had to own it.

      The man raked his hair and blinked twice before speaking.

      “I’m sorry, you’ve met my uncle? And you are?”

      “Oh, where are my manners! I’m Layla Gallo of Goldstein and Berliner. We represented your late Uncle John Reis. We want to extend our condolences and⁠—”

      “Well, thanks for stopping by Layla, but I’m late for work.” He said as he raked his chestnut hair once more. It glistened blond highlights when the sun caught it.

      “I’m sorry that you are late, but my boss Adam Goldstein told me that he called you and that you’re expecting me.”

      Levi squinted his eyes a bit and pulled out his cell phone. He was trying to remember the night before but was having a difficult time. He had only had one beer, but he seemed to be as fuzzy as if he had had 12. His fitful sleep did him no favors with this woman before him. He clicked on his recent calls and looked at one that came in the night before. His phone said he already saw the message. He squinted again in hopes that the shift in his eyes would make him remember more. But all that he could place was the internet search he did on his distant uncle. He placed his phone back in his pocket. And then the memory finally hit him.

      “I didn’t think this call was meant for me. I barely knew my Great Uncle John.”

      Layla narrowed her brows.

      “Well, he always spoke fondly of you at our offices. I can assure you this is no mistake, Mr. Levi Reis. I’m here so we can go over the last will and testament of your uncle.”

      “Last will and testament? Now you’ve got to be mistaken. Why would I have to look at a last will and testament of someone I didn’t know that well? I mean I am related to him, but we were by no means that close.”

      “Well, the family you claim to not be close to left you his entire estate. Again, I’m sorry that you are late for work, but you are going to have to make other arrangements with your boss. I drove here from the Dallas area early this morning. I need to go over all of this with you and I have no intention of driving back without signatures from you.”

      “Damn! Really? You’ve got to be kidding!”

      Layla’s eyes widened.

      “No, Mr. Levi Reis, I’m not kidding you. We need to go over this paperwork and it needs to be today or at the very latest tomorrow. Some of this is time-sensitive.” She said with a glare directed straight at him. Layla wasn’t a prude by any means. But she certainly wasn’t going to have a man she never met swear at her this early in the morning.

      Levi blinked again.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just that you caught me by surprise. Why don’t you come in and I’ll tell my project manager that I’m taking a day.”

      Now it was Layla doing the blinking.

      “Are you sure he will be fine without you there? I mean, I guess I can wait until tomorrow and drive back here.”

      “No, you came a long way and I don’t like to keep a lady waiting. My manners are better than that—well when I’m more awake they are. Besides—I own the construction company and my manager owes me a day.” He said with a wink.

      Levi stepped out from the doorframe to allow Layla into his place.

      “Would you like some coffee?”

      “That would be great.”

      “Follow me into the kitchen. We can go over this paperwork on the bar top.”

      Levi grabbed some coffee mugs from one of the cabinets. He then got some pods from the drawer underneath his coffee maker.

      “Do you want your coffee strong?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Cream and sugar?”

      “Yes.”

      Levi reached for the sugar bowl and two spoons. He placed them next to Layla as she was getting out the deed to the house his uncle had owned. His eyes rested on the address that was on the paperwork.

      Stratford Castle, South Africa

      “This place is in South Africa?”

      “Yes. And when you have time, we will take you there so you can see the place. My boss has the keys at the office.”

      Levi raked his fingers through his thick locks.

      “I didn’t expect the place to be so far away—let alone another country.”

      “I can appreciate that. But let’s get started so this way you can take the time you need to go out there.”

      Layla pointed to each line that Levi had to sign. With each line that she was pointing to, Levi’s head started to spin faster and faster. He had no idea exactly how much his uncle’s net worth was. But he gathered that what he made in a couple of years was probably what his uncle was making in a week. The investments and the house were daunting.

      House— no it was a castle. A freaking castle! It even had its own street named after it and it overlooked a golf course.

      “Okay there’s just one more place that you have to sign, and I’ll be out of your hair for the day.”

      Levi blinked and then focused on Layla’s verdant eyes. They looked so lush against her blonde hair and her porcelain skin. His stomach went south as he realized that she would be leaving, and he didn’t want her to.

      “Why don’t we get some lunch after this? You must be hungry and it’s an awfully long drive back.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to impose. Besides, there are plenty of drive-thru places while I’m on the road.”

      “Nonsense! I insist! Besides, I have to do something nice to make up for my crankiness this morning. Do you like Italian? There’s this great family-owned place not too far from here called Aldo’s. I actually helped them with the construction. We converted an old farmhouse into a restaurant. Well, my dad and I did. I was just a kid when I was helping with the conversion. It’s a really nice place and I can get private lunch reservations anytime I want. What do you say?”

      Layla’s stomach gurgled. She clutched her stomach and giggled.

      “I guess my stomach is doing the talking for me. Sure, it sounds good. I haven’t had a good Italian meal in what seems like forever.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, my family is originally from upstate New York. I moved here after college when I got a job with Goldstein and Berliner. I love Texas—don’t get me wrong—but I miss real Italian food and a good Jewish rye.” Layla said as she shrugged. “It’s only the little things I miss though. My family’s kinda long gone by this point.” Layla said as her voice trailed off.

      “My family is distant as I’m sure you have gathered by this point, Layla.”

      “Yeah, I gathered, but at least you still have a family that’s among the living. My parents died in a car crash right before my college graduation. They were both only children in their families.”

      “Oh, now I feel even worse with how I acted towards you earlier.”

      “Forget about it,” Layla said with a dramatically thick New York accent and a wave of her hand. She let out a hearty chuckle before continuing. “Seriously, though, the crash happened a long time ago. I mean I miss them and all of that good food, but I’ve been handling it for a long while now. Life moves on, you know?”

      “Well, I’m not sure if this restaurant will live up to your big city expectations. But I can say it’s definitely better than Olive Garden.”

      Layla laughed again.

      “I’m going to hold you to that!”
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      Levi opened the passenger door of his cherry-red Chevy Silverado and motioned to Layla to hop in. She reached for the handle on the ceiling of the truck and hoisted herself up onto the seat. She stood at five foot nothing and the massive vehicle made her appear even smaller. Layla did her best as she shimmied her legs and feet into a forward-facing position but Levi had to offer her a hand. Once in, he closed the door and hopped into the driver’s side.

      “The drive there isn’t all that long. I’m sure you aren’t a fan of driving right now considering your long trek here.”

      “I’m all right. I kinda have to be anyway because I have the drive home to look forward to.”

      Levi reached for the shift and brushed against Layla’s knee. A surge coursed through his hand and arm before it finally settled in his lower belly. Levi cleared his throat and apologized for the innocent touch. But the thought of Layla’s body pressed against his proved hard to get out of his mind. He was happy she agreed to go out to lunch with him because he started liking Layla. 

      Her eyes bobbed between a playful tease and an intense gaze as they continued the paperwork. He’d get lost in them from time to time. This became clear when he looked at them more than the finger pointing to lines in need of his signature. No time seemed like enough with her and he found himself coming up with excuses to stretch the lunch into a dinner. 

      Levi, you’re talking crazy.

      He raked his hand through his hair and hoped it stopped images of her breasts pressed against his chest. The woman’s not only hot but easy to talk to. He considered asking her out, though he still wanted his freedom. And a girl like her would want a committed man by her side. She was an attorney, and a damned dedicated one at that if she drove for five hours for her clients. Making things personal might be so far off of her radar because she's a dedicated career woman. And he didn’t want to taint her impeccable reputation with a fling.

      The parking area came into view and Levi found the closest space to the entrance.

      “Hold on and I’ll help you get out.” He said to her as he opened the door and hopped out. He rounded the corner, opened her side, and offered his hand. When she clasped it, another surge raced through his body. This time the surge rushed to his groin area and made his pants tight. 

      Her legs swung around to the side of the seat, and even though they were covered, he could tell they were toned. Nothing about her frame suggested her being a gym junkie, but she, in her own right is a knockout. She slipped on the footrest of the truck and fell into his chest. 

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry my foot got stuck! Sometimes I can be quite clumsy.”

      “No worries,” Levi said as he lifted her up off of the footrest she managed to tangle herself in. Heat rushed to his core as her body slid down his length. Her hands slowed while they moved from his chest to her sides. As if screaming for her touch, his body instinctively offers her an outstretched arm and she took it. He turned on his heel to head towards the entrance. Her hands felt good as they lightly draped around his bicep when he opened the door to the restaurant.

      “Hi, Mr. Reis! Your table is all set. I have you over in the porch area by the windows.” Said the hostess as she grabbed a couple of menus. 

      “Thanks, Sara. Happy belated birthday, by the way.” Levi said.

      “Thank you, Mr. Reis! I’m surprised you remembered.”

      “Yesterday—right?”

      “Yes, yesterday.” She said as she guided them to the table. “Well, here is your table and your server will be with you shortly.”
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      Layla buried her face inside the menu to hide the look of surprise on her face. 

      How can anyone remember a hostess’s birthday unless they dated? 

      She frowned as she looked over the drink menu. She didn’t expect this to be a date. All his gestures point to this being a business lunch and nothing more. But something about him made her want lunch to be something far more than only business. Despite his initial grumpiness, Levi seemed like a nice guy. A nice attractive guy with strong shoulders and a chiseled chest. At least that’s what she gathered when she fell on top of him getting out of the truck.

      “Hi welcome to Aldo’s. What can I get y’all to drink today? The cucumber fresco is really good.”

      Layla would have loved to order a cocktail, but she had already been up a whole day in comparison to most. She hoped she wouldn’t get too tired, or worse, wired when driving back home. She opted for a glass of water with lemon, and to her surprise, Levi ordered the same. 

      “I’ll be right back with those drinks. Do y’all want an antipasto to start off with? The Caprese is good.”

      “That sounds great,” Levi said as he peered up from the menu. 

      “So I’m thinking of having Capesanto . What about you?” He asked her. “Oh, and let me get this out of the way first, lunch is on me because I’m the one that did the inviting. So if you’d like to order a bottle of wine to split between us I’m all for that. Their wine is great here.” 

      “Levi, you don’t have to pay for me. I mean it is very nice of you, but it’s not necessary.”

      “I’m well aware of that fact, but as I said before it is the least I can do to make it up to you. You had to drive at the crack of dawn to make me sign a ton of paperwork. That’s no fun!”

      “Okay, if you insist.” She said with a smile. “Thank you.”

      “So what do you think you want for lunch? All of their fish is really good—that is if you like fish.”

      “I actually had my eye on the poached salmon.”

      “Oh, it’s delicious! I’ll order us a white wine since we are both having fish. Are you a white wine drinker?”

      “I will drink white or red. It depends on the meal.” Layla said as she reached for the spirits list.

      The waitress came back with their drinks as Layla thumbed to the wine list.

      “The lady would like the Salmone Alla Grigliaand I would like the Capesanto. We will also share a bottle of the Hess Chardonnay, thank you.”

      “Okay, great I will put that order in for you.” The waitress said while she closed her pad and took the menus.

      “I hope the chardonnay’s okay. The pinot grigio is good, but the chardonnay pairs better with the salmon and the scallops.”

      “Oh, no! That’s fine.” Layla said as she started to fumble with her napkin. She opened it and took her time laying it on her lap. This may be a business lunch, but she found it hard to squelch her nerves. An hour to an hour and a half of conversation that didn’t involve work was challenging enough with friends. She was clueless how she'd pull it off with him.

      “So as I said before, keep the firm abreast of when you are ready to go see the place, and we will be happy to fly out with you.”

      “We?” Levi said with a slight frown. He shouldn’t want her taking the flight with him. He was only another client to her, but he hoped for more time with her. It had been too long since he enjoyed someone’s company. And any excuse to get a look at those verdant eyes again was a good excuse as far as he was concerned.

      “Oh, I’m sure my boss will want to be the one showing you the property.” 

      Layla’s cellphone buzzed in her pocket right after she finished her sentence. She glanced at it and a message from Joel Berliner flashed two words, Call Me. 

      “I’m sorry, I have to take this. I’ll be right back.” She said to Levi as she hit the call back button on her phone. She headed towards the entrance doors of the restaurant. Joel picked up on the third ring.

      “Hi, Layla. Is the meeting going well with Levi?”

      “Yes, Joel. We are almost finished. I sat down for lunch with him about five minutes ago. After lunch, I was going to start to head back.”

      “Well, that’s the reason for my call. Both Adam and I will be in court for the next few weeks. The case is messier than we anticipated so neither of us will have time to go out of the country. We’ll need you to show Levi the house. I’ve made arrangements for you at The Westin River Walk in San Antonio for the weekend. And I’ll be Fed Exing the keys to the front desk, along with some other paperwork that the secretary forgot to hand to you. I will also make arrangements for the plane tickets too. Give me the time that Levi is available on Monday and I’ll finalize the ticket information. I’m hoping you both can finish up all the time-sensitive paperwork by Monday evening.”

      “Okay, Joel. Thanks.”

      “I’ll text you the address to the hotel but I’m pretty sure Levi can show you the way. He and his father have done a reno for that hotel before.”

      Joel hung up, and within seconds, there was a text that appeared with the address to the hotel. Layla put the phone into her pocket and headed back into the restaurant. 

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t like answering my phone when I’m with a client. Joel was in court this morning. I wasn’t sure if he needed me to explain something from the depositions I prepared for him.”

      “Oh, no! You’re fine! I hope everything turned out okay, though.”

      “Well, it sort of did. Looks like I’ll be staying in San Antonio for a bit longer. The secretary has more paperwork for you to sign so he is going to Fed Ex it to a hotel called The Westin River Walk.”

      “Oh, I’m familiar with the place! Dad and I did a reno for them a while back. It’s also not that far from my home.”

      “So, it appears that you are stuck with me through the weekend, and into the workweek, as well. Any chance you can take the week off to fly to South Africa? Joel was kinda hoping he could arrange the flight as early as Monday evening for us both.”

      “Let me make a call, to my project manager. But after all this paperwork we’ve been doing this morning, I was planning on asking if we could go early, anyway. It’s not good to let a house stay dormant for a long period of time. At the very least I need to open up the windows to let the house breathe.”

      “I was going to suggest that to you, especially if you weren’t planning on leaving for a while. Your uncle has been gone for a couple of weeks now. And it’s best to solidify all the assets, especially the ones sitting, like this castle, as quick as possible. Who knows? You might even want to sell it. And the quicker you can decide that—the quicker you can make that money work for you.”

      “Well, Ms. Gallo, you have a great understanding of finances. Are you sure you didn’t miss your calling?”

      Levi’s lips curled as the waitress came by with a set of glasses and a bottle of wine.

      “Your dinner will be coming out shortly.”

      “Okay, thanks!” Said Levi as he was handed the cork.

      Layla smiled and quickly covered her mouth to hide her amusement. The cork-smelling escapade before her was cute. Sure she was used to people doing this. It was customary for a man to select the wine, but she never once saw it done in Texas. And especially not at a restaurant that wasn’t upscale fine dining. It was almost as if the waitress was trying too hard. And yet, Layla already understood the waitress was only trying to stall. The cooks were probably backed up in the kitchen. It was kind of a cute gesture because she could see that Levi was enjoying the attention. And yet, his eyes flashed a sense of worry when he accepted the wine. She figured it was because she was a perfect stranger to him. But she was at an advantage because she rarely had a wine she couldn’t drink. Most of the wines that soared straight to her head were merlot. But this one was a white wine, so her head would approve.

      Once she was done pouring the wines, Levi raised his glass to her.

      “Here’s to beginnings.” He said with a smile. 

      “Yes, to new beginnings.” She repeated with a smile of her own. 

      The waitress then appeared with their appetizer and Levi made some small talk with the woman. It wasn’t anything Earth-shattering, but the waitress appeared to be flirting back. A pang of jealousy crept over Layla as she watched the woman pat Levi’s shoulder. She put the glass to her lips to try to hide her distaste, but she found herself choking on it. 

      “Layla are you okay?” Levi asked as he pulled his shoulder from the woman’s grasp and cupped Layla’s hand in his. 

      “I’m okay. Went down the wrong pipe is all.” She managed to huff out between gasps of air.

      “Can you bring her some more water, please?” He asked the waitress as he lifted Layla to her feet. “Come on, let’s get you a little fresh air before the meal arrives.”

      “Oh, no! Seriously I’m fine. Biggest injury is my pride—that’s all.”

      “Are you sure?” He asked as he rubbed her shoulder. Bumps immediately littered her skin from his touch.

      “Positive.”

      The waitress appeared with a glass of water and their meals. She placed them on the table before heading back into the kitchen.

      “So, being in the construction business must keep you busy all hours of the day, huh?” Layla found herself asking.

      “Sometimes it can keep me all hours of the night too. I have a background in architecture, so I draw up a lot of the plans at night when I’m not on site.”

      “Your girlfriend must hate that.” The attempt to fish for the answer proved weak, but she had to ask him outright.

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.” He said with a smile.

      “Oh? I just assumed you had a thing with the waitress because you guys looked pretty chummy.”

      “Carrie? Oh no! We graduated high school together—that’s all. And as a matter of fact, she’s getting married in about six months to her high school sweetheart named Bo Daniels.”

      “Oh? Does he have dark hair and works for Smith and Williams accounting firm?”

      “Yeah, he does. Do you know him?”

      “His office was down the hall from ours for a long while until he moved down here. Small world.”

      “It sure is! But what about you? You must keep crazy hours that the boyfriend doesn’t like so much.”

      “Oh, I’m not seeing anyone. That's the reason why the boss thinks I can drive all over God’s green Earth for signatures,” Layla said in a loud chuckle.

      “Well, that’s an interesting bit of information,” Levi said with a wry smile. He paid for their meals and reached for her hand. His eyes bore into hers so much so that she assumed she was completely naked from his undressing of her. 

      “Let’s get out of here.” 

      He guided her towards the truck and then opened the passenger side door for her. “Hop in. I’ll take you back to my place and then I’ll have you follow me to the hotel. What do you say to having dinner with me since you are now staying here longer than expected?”

      “We just had a great lunch and I can’t think of dinner right now,” Layla said as she grabbed her stomach. “I’m not used to eating more than one full meal a day. I was going to grab a salad from the bar in the hotel when I was hungry later.”

      “Nonsense! Let me take you out! San Antonio has a lot of great places to go to.”

      “Well, how about this being my treat then since you were so generous with lunch?”

      “We’ve been over this, Layla. I never let a lady pay her way when I’m the one doing the asking. Call me old-fashioned, but I’ve done well in my life and I like to share.” He said to her with a wink. “So what do you say I meet you in the hotel lobby for 7? Sound good?”

      “Sounds good.” She said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to the hotel wasn’t a very long one. And Layla was happy about that because she needed to get to the nearest mall to find suitable evening wear. She wished she was as smart as she was in college and packed an Oh Shit Bag. But the days of living by the seat of pants were far over. 

      She wondered exactly when she became a responsible adult. And then realized it was a pretty recent affliction. Once the idea of partner was floating around the office she thought it best to act more responsible. It was just her and Dan up for the position and she had no intention of letting him get it over her. She had been there longer and was also more experienced with litigation. It should be a no brainer for Goldstein and Berliner, but she was young still. And she also had to wait another month or so for them to make a decision. The partner that was retiring wouldn’t for at least another couple of months. 

      Layla hopped onto the king-size bed in the room and got out her phone from her purse. It was 3:30 already, so she didn’t have a lot of time to drive around San Antonio to look for a dress. 

      She found the Shops at Rivercenter and plotted a drive via Google Maps. 

      Next stop Macy’s! And UGH! I’ll have to go to Victoria Secret too since I need some extra undies and bras.

      Layla sighed as she thought about the excessive money she was about to spend. If she were back home, she’d drive to the nearest Marshalls. She’d only have to drop a hundred bucks. But she wasn’t in a familiar area, so she’d have to make do with the clearance racks. 

      She pulled into a space next to the towering glass complex and headed to the map of the mall. She didn’t have any time to waste wandering. Parking near the entrance to Macy’s helped too. So she stopped there first and perused the classic looks racks. She didn’t mind being a trend-setter during her days at the clubs. But now she’d rather have something in her closet that would last longer than five minutes in the fashion world. She also wanted something that wouldn’t cost an entire paycheck so she headed to the clearance racks.

      Layla never considered herself frugal, but she hated paying full price for clothing. Not when there was about a 70% markup on clothing. She refused to make someone else rich off of her paycheck. She worked very hard for her money and she didn’t like giving it away to a bunch of stockholders. 

      As she swiped through the rack, she came across a Ralph Lauren Floral-Print dress. The navy blue made the light pink flowers pop and Layla liked the simple pattern. It was something she could even wear to the office from time to time. She held her breath as she looked for the tag to see if it was her size. Ralph ran small and her hips were anything but. She found the clothing tag, and it was a size 14. She smiled at the size and smiled even more at the price because it was on sale for $60. She didn’t want to spend more than $50. A pair of shoes would run her far more than a dress, but an extra $10 wasn’t going to break the bank. 

      She peered around and found the fitting rooms and headed straight towards them. She held her breath again as she unzipped the dress and stepped in. The true test of size would be if she could get the damned thing over her hips. And as she shimmied, she was happy to see that she had ample enough room to get the dress on. As she zipped it, she noticed it clung to the parts she actually liked on her body. Her backside and chest seemed to compliment the dress well. After doing a slight twirl in the mirrors, she decided that this was the dress for her. 

      She placed it back on the hanger, got dressed, and headed towards the shoe department. She’d be spending the most time there more than anywhere else. 

      Shoes were always the hardest thing for her to buy. It wasn’t that her feet were fat, in fact, they were the smallest thing on her body. But finding her typical size 6.5 shoe proved next to impossible. With the cute of leather, she now ran anywhere from a size 6, all the way up to an 8. It depended on how the shoe was made and that always frustrated her. But what made her cry the most was how painful many of the pretty ones were once she tried them on.
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