
  
    [image: Forbidden Desires]
  


  
    
      FORBIDDEN DESIRES

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ERIKA WILDE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © Erika Wilde 2025

      2024 Cover Photo: Wander Aguiar

      Cover Design: Maria @steamydesigns

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any means without the prior written consent of the Publisher, excepting brief quotes used in reviews. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FORBIDDEN DESIRES

          

        

      

    

    
      Our agreement was strictly professional…until it wasn’t.

      

      As an escort to the ultra-rich, I knew my place in the world. I’d mastered the art of blending in and keeping my true self—and my desires—hidden. When billionaire Eric Maxim hired me to be his date to an exclusive art show, I expected another impersonal arrangement. But Eric, with his piercing blue eyes and arrogant charm, was anything but ordinary.

      

      Eric didn’t want complications. All he needed was a polished date—not someone like me—a much younger woman who challenged him, exasperated him, and worst of all, made him feel.

      

      Just as we were on the brink of something real, shadows from my past threatened to tear us apart. Would Eric and I find a way to overcome our fears and fight for the connection we never saw coming, or would doubt and betrayal destroy our chance at happiness?

      

      Forbidden Desires is a steamy, age gap, billionaire romance about love, redemption, and finding the courage to truly be seen. HEA guaranteed!
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      Florie’s in Palm Beach was comfortably packed, with just enough patrons sitting in the light, airy dining room to create a low undercurrent of conversation, laughter, and contentment, without being a total cacophony of noise. It was one of two reasons I loved to come here. The second reason, of course, was the delicately indulgent seared scallops I always ate while gracing the table situated at the window that overlooked the Florida coastline.

      Usually, being here would be a comfort for me. Today, there was far too much on my mind to even be enticed by the half-eaten plate of scallops in front of me.

      “Jasmine, darling. I didn’t invite you out to lunch just to watch you stare at your plate as though it were going to grow an arm and strangle you.”

      I lifted my gaze to the woman sitting across from me—my mentor and my one true confidant left in this world. The one person who took a destitute young girl without a family under her wing and had offered her a better future than the one she’d currently been living. She’d given me choices when I’d had none, and I was grateful to her for that. But sometimes, admittedly, what I did for a living was a lonely existence, despite being surrounded by people.

      Dominique La Rue was a seasoned woman. Her glossy, thick black hair that held a single, silvery stripe of grey was the opposite of my pale blonde waves. She was well into her sixties—a fact only those closest to her knew—but could easily pass for a woman a decade younger than herself, with wise crows’ feet and snarky smile lines that made her smirks mischievous and enticing. She had taught me everything I now knew about what it was to be an escort—a damn good one at that.

      Ironic that that’s what caused my state of distraction today.

      I laughed at her comment and shifted in my seat. It was fair enough that all I had done this meal was give despondent, single word answers and pick at my food. “I’m sorry, Dom.”

      A perfectly pencilled and filled in brow rose up. “Oh, a whole sentence out of you. Most I’ve gotten since planting my rear in this seat,” she said in a dry tone. “Go on. Spit it out. You’ve clearly got something on your mind.”

      She always managed to read me liked she’d just cracked open the pages of my life story, which she knew all too well. “It’s about this last client. Well, about all of them, I suppose. And this line of work.”

      She hummed, nodding. “Go on.”

      I sat back in my chair and exhaled a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking about the future.”

      Dominique laughed, this time heartily. “Barely into your twenties and already thinking forward? I wonder who put such a mature mind set into your head.”

      “Who indeed,” I said with a smile. “But it’s true. I realized a few things the other night with a client and it got me thinking about how fun the flings are, how the pretending and the playing is so much like a game. I like the game,” I said honestly. I was only twenty-four and I enjoyed the companionship, the social events I was privy to, and yes, even the luxuries that came with my job. “But many games come to an end eventually, and in this line of work it’s so easy for people to get bored and move on to something, and someone, different.”

      Dominique took a sip of her wine. “Your client said something to you, didn’t he?”

      I nodded, folding my hands in my lap. “I’ve seen him a few times. Nothing too serious. He’s doting, likes taking me on business trips and showing me off to his friends. Then we part ways until the next time he needs me.”

      She tipped her head curiously. “And something went wrong?”

      My lips pursed. “He’s gotten engaged, and I had no idea he was seeing anyone else.” Which went against my personal rules. Yes, I was an escort, but I didn’t date men who were involved in other serious relationships and Dom knew and respected that. “From what he told me, it’s more a marriage of convenience between two wealthy families, but you know that’s a deal breaker for me.”

      “Yes, I do. So, this man has gotten engaged and now you’re thinking about the future.” She frowned in concern. “Don’t tell me you got attached to your client, my dear.”

      Not even close. One of the first lessons Dom had taught me was to keep my emotions out of the equation. That in this line of business the relationships were fleeting and the men were fickle, all of which had so far held true. There hadn’t been a client that had even tempted me to give him anything other than my time and body.

      “No,” I replied, a half grin curving my lips. “The last thing on my mind is getting attached to anyone who pays me to call him ‘Captain Long John’ in bed. Let alone someone who doesn’t have the length to back up the name.”

      Amusement sparkled in her eyes. “I’m just making sure you’re playing it smart, dear. Do continue.”

      I thought for a moment how to phrase what was on my mind. “Well, he’s not the only client who has settled down or has moved on, which is part of this business, I know. But sometimes I think it would be nice to find someone who could offer a bit more…stability.”

      “So, you want someone who will provide you with a comfortable future. Give you the means to live as you please, make your choices according to what you want, not what you need, while providing him with the companionship he desires.” She flashed me a gregarious grin. “Why, Jasmine, are you looking for a future like mine?”

      Dominique was teasing, but who wouldn’t want a future like hers? She wasn’t even escorting anymore and still had means to maintain a nice apartment and travel as she pleased. She still had connections from her former working days that got her into art houses, film festivals, and fashion shows. Dominique did not want for anything, whether it was luxury or necessity.

      Mostly, she didn’t have to worry about security being pulled viciously out from under her feet, which was something I feared and worried about the most. And even though I’d come a long way from the scared, destitute eighteen-year-old I’d been when Dom had taken me under her wing, there was no way I ever wanted to live in such dire circumstances again.

      So, yes, of course I wanted that kind of stability.

      Dominique swirled the last of her wine around in her glass, her expression thoughtful. “I think what you need is an older man who is more in the position to offer you those things,” she suggested. “Someone who can appreciate both your mental and physical attributes and provide you with the security and independence that I know is so important to you.”

      “Exactly,” I said with a smile.

      Her own grin widened. “Luckily for you, I have a close friend who is in need of a woman with longevity and exclusivity on her mind. He’s well established and in his mid-forties. He is also very monogamous when it comes to his arrangements, and generous.”

      My interest and curiosity instantly piqued. Dominique always knew the ins and outs of the kind of class of men who had the need or desire to spend obscene amounts of money on pretty women for dates, to show off, or simply, to fuck. Whether he was older or not was of little consequence; an escort could have all manner of men. The biggest lesson learned was that the outer shell of a man rarely revealed the totality of who he was. It only gave context clues.

      “Well,” I said impatiently, wanting to know more. “Don’t keep all of the important information to yourself.”

      “His name is Eric Maxim. Obscenely wealthy and quite the catch, really. Son of a retired Army general and a French heiress to a sizeable fortune. He owns one of the largest producers and exporters of fine arts products—the sort of fare that would have had Van Gogh, Rembrandt, and the like positively frothing at the mouth to get their hands on the sheer quality of artwork. These days, he is deep in the philanthropy game. His money goes toward funding the arts and keeping the humanities accessible. He’s also well versed in several languages and can be quite charming.”

      A man who had money and an interest in the arts?

      “And he’s single?” I asked, surprised.

      Dominique chuckled. “Eric Maxim is a focused man with specific and particular tastes. He has a hard time finding the right companion who can match his resolve, expertise, and wit for a night around the people he is either entertaining, or funding. I believe you’d fit what he’s looking for. He needs someone for an upcoming art show. Someone who is a little more than your average arm candy exhibition—a woman who knows their way around art, maybe even someone who knows it intimately through experience.”

      At that, I hesitated. “I haven’t made any art in years, Dom.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “That truly doesn’t matter, Jasmine. The fact that you can, and you have, is the thing of importance. You and I have discussed the art world enough for me to know how well versed you are in the field.”

      Then, she smirked. “Besides, it is unlikely that he will ask you to paint for him. Knowledge, however, he will find intriguing. And what intrigues Eric tends to put him in a good mood. I hear he’s quite the lover when someone actually interests him enough for him to put in the effort. I believe you’ll be able to accomplish both, and if you do, you’ll have his attention and a door opened toward the security that you’re wanting.”

      It all sounded too good to be true. I took a drink of my water, letting my fingers linger on the cool glass while I considered all that she’d said. “So, he’s a reasonable, undemanding man?”

      “Actually, he is. Shocking, I know,” she said, humor lacing her voice. “I think an arrangement with someone like Eric would be mutually beneficial, and it would leave you other options to explore in terms of what you truly want for your future, and maybe someday that will include art again. Whether it’s creating it, or owning an art gallery, or opening up your own studio.”

      I glanced away from Dom’s direct stare, and what I’d always believed in my youth was nothing more than a pipe dream. For as long as I could remember, as early as holding a crayon in my hand, I’d loved art. Drawing, painting, the extensive history of artists and all the different mediums used to create beautiful masterpieces. I still surrounded myself with books and immersed myself in the works of masters from various periods, soaking in their techniques and philosophies, but it had been a very long time since I’d dabbled in creating my own art.

      But I couldn’t deny that something within me stirred at Dom’s encouragement. A quiet longing to reconnect with the canvas, to feel the texture of paint beneath my fingers once more. The idea of creating felt distant, almost like a forgotten language I once spoke fluently, but had since been lost with the tragic death of my parents. But as we spoke, I could feel a small spark of desire inside of me to revive those dreams again.

      Dominque reached across the table and placed her hand over mine, redirecting my gaze back to her kind eyes.

      “You’re twenty-four, Jasmine. You’ve been doing this for six years and you’ve made a nice life for yourself when things could have gone horribly wrong for you,” she said quietly, reminding me of how and when she’d saved me from a much worse fate. “And you’re such an old soul. You’ve experienced pain that most people wouldn’t expect from someone so young, but you are not one to wither when it comes to hardships and challenges. I think your parents would be proud of the life you’ve made for yourself, of how strong and resilient you’ve been in the face of adversity.”

      I chuckled incredulously. “I’m not sure my dead parents would be proud of me being an escort, regardless of the circumstances of me becoming one in the first place.”

      Her gaze softened. “Jasmine, it doesn’t matter the method. Your survivability and resilience are something to be proud of. And now, maybe with Eric and him being so involved in the arts, it will give you the push you need to get back into your real passion. And even if it doesn’t, maybe it will push you closer to that life you’re dreaming of, the one where you don’t have to be so scared anymore.”

      I swallowed back the painful lump in my throat. Was that even possible? To not live with that bit of anxiety always niggling in the back of my mind and driving my actions? After losing my parents in such a horrific way, and not having any other family to fall back on, I’d gained a lifetime of fear in a few months just to keep surviving. Until Dom had given me purpose and direction.

      I didn’t want to just survive anymore. I wanted to truly live.

      I sat quietly as our waiter came by and cleared our table and Dominque took care of the bill. What she was proposing sounded like it could be a perfect case scenario on paper for me to do just that, if it worked. The thing that would make or break the deal wouldn’t be whether Dominique’s information about this client held up—it always did. It would depend on whether or not the seemingly perfect arrangement was sustainable when we actually met.

      “I assume you already set up a meeting between the two of us?” I asked, glancing across the table at my mentor, and friend. “If you’re bringing this up so confidently and he seems the type of man who doesn’t like wasting his working time on disasters.”

      She laughed, the sound light and filled with confidence. “Of course, my dear. What sort of match maker do you take me for?”
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      Lunch with Dominique ended with a meeting time and place with this Eric Maxim—at an art gallery smack dab in the middle of Coral Gables. It was by all accounts one of the most luxurious cities in Florida. Socialites from all over vacationed there, retirees spent their billions, and new money young bloods blew lottery winnings, inheritances, and lucky break earnings at the casinos, clubs, fashion parlors, and art exhibits held within the city limits.

      Most of my clients lived in the area. I knew its streets and businesses well, even though I lived outside the limits of the city next to it. Far less opulent, but my tiny, modest apartment meant most of my money was squirreled away into my savings, as opposed to sunken into overpriced rent. I did grant myself a small allowance for hair, clothes, nails and make-up to keep up my appearance, along with the occasional non-work-related treat. But overall, escorting was a good living that enabled me to live quite well.

      Still, I was grateful for Dominique’s opportunity to make a good situation better.

      Wearing a pretty dress in a pale pink hue along with my favorite pair of beige Louboutin heels, and scenting of expensive perfume, I had an Uber drive me into Coral Gables around noon and drop me off at my destination. The gallery itself was an architecturally unique building with slants and curves set to the roof and walls that gave it a peculiar shape, yet somehow made it all the more beautiful of a place.

      I was in awe as I approached the building. Though I knew of its location there, the Spinel Fine Arts Exhibit and Gallery was somewhere I had only had the pleasure of viewing from the outside, but never traversing within. Many of my clients frequented the clubs and restaurants and social hotspots of Coral Gables, but Eric Maxim would be the first to pull me into these illustrious halls I’d always secretly wanted to see and explore.

      All Dominique had told me of this meeting was that I should dress nicely, but not overtly sexy, and to give my name to the woman who would be at the ticket counter since my admission had already been paid for by Eric. To the woman’s credit, she didn’t seem too scrutinizing when I introduced myself. She was a vision of respectability as she looked through her notes, then nodded when she found my name seemingly on a list of pre-approved folk and told me to go on through.

      The first low hurdle overcome, I was free to roam as I pleased while I waited for Eric Maxim to approach me based on the recent photo Dominique had sent to him, along with my other pertinent information. I didn’t have any such luxury and had no idea what he looked like.

      This situation was an uncommon set up. Normally, if a client needed to meet me to see if we were compatible before moving forward with any arrangement, he would usually FaceTime me. ‘Compatible’ was often whether they found my face and voice attractive, and therefore, whether or not they could see themselves fucking me.

      Often, the simplest of intentions were the easiest to navigate.

      This Eric Maxim was somewhat of an enigma, however. As I wandered the mostly empty art exhibition hall, eyes drawn from one painting to another, to grand sculptures and puzzling abstract pieces, I wondered if maybe Eric Maxim was an eccentric type for having me out here by myself, simply waiting for his arrival. Maybe he fancied himself a Phantom of the Opera type, watching his unwitting Christine Daaé from the shadows.

      The idea made me smile in amusement as I continued on. Though this was technically work and a job, I found myself easily forgetting it as so, and willingly enjoyed the atmosphere of this place which was quiet and unimposing.

      Not knowing how long it would take for Eric to make his appearance, I immersed myself in the experience. It had been so long since I’d indulged in any art. The scent of dried paint—oils differing from acrylics, differing from watercolors—was as welcoming as the notion of reuniting with an old friend.

      I had not expected to feel so nostalgic. To have the tingle in my palms as though my body knew that it wanted to be once more in the presence of paint brushes, ink pots, and grainy art papers beneath my fingertips. Or the way colors splashed in monochrome or vibrant mixes of pigments, how hard and soft mediums came together to create beautiful, dynamic sculptures.

      My browsing brought me to a particular painting and forced me to stop in front of it and move closer with curiosity. It was a naked woman, bathed in a series of decaying flowers. They flowed over her naked form, the desaturated, muted colors of the flowers contrasting beautifully with the rich depth of her brown skin and ringlet curls fanned out around her head. It was almost like the life in those flowers had transferred their vitality into her.

      “Exquisite, isn’t it?”

      I was startled by the sudden male voice that spoke beside me, but I found myself too enraptured by the painting to look away. “It is. Whoever did the coloring is an expert at blending and contrast. Even the imperfections could be called perfect.”

      “Imperfections?” he questioned, his voice as smooth as fine bourbon.

      Still enthralled by the exquisite piece of art, I pointed to a particular area and explained what I meant. “The artist uses chrysanthemums, spider lilies, and popover poppies for the flowers. Each has a specific color palette corresponding with it, yet once you start getting to the bottom half of the painting, the color palettes shift just so from the exact hues of the flowers in the upper half, which suggests that the artist probably mixes their own paint colors—the original batch likely ran out, so they replenished with a new batch of mixed paint. The artist got insanely close to the original hue that they used, which is impressive with custom paint colors unless a painter is precisely measuring their paint ratios. The fact that they probably mix their own paint explains why the skin tone is so rich; it’s hard to get that straight from the tube. But it’s also why an imperfection like a mismatched color is actually quite charming. It’s a detail most people would miss otherwise.”

      “And yet you caught it immediately, Miss Greene.”

      My back straightened with the unexpected use of my name. A shocked shiver ran up my spine, and I turned toward the source.

      A man towered over me, even as his eyes remained fixated on the painting in front of us. Towered was not putting it lightly. He was one of the tallest people I had ever seen, with a golden tan to perfectly smooth, well cared for skin that beautifully contrasted with the tailored black suit that he wore. Tailored, I knew for a fact, because nowhere on his sculpted body was the three piece ill-fitted. All of it came together in a picture-perfect rendition of a man and a life well lived if the salt and pepper hair—erring more on the side of pepper than salt—was any indication.

      It was when he glanced down at me, though, that I swallowed hard as my heart took flight in my chest. His thick, soft looking hair was styled back from his face, leaving nothing to take away from the clarity of the palest blue eyes I had ever seen.

      Fuck…he was breathtakingly gorgeous.

      Was this Eric Maxim? Had to be, didn’t it? No one else, aside from the receptionist who’d allowed my admittance, could possibly have guessed my name out of the blue.

      Damn. Of all the things Dominique had said about Eric, she did not prepare me for how beautiful a man he would be. Even if you’ve spent years—or your whole life—escorting, it rarely diminished the effect of someone who looked like they were carved from the finest marble with loving sculptor’s hands.

      “Mr. Maxim, I presume?” I managed to say after a moment.

      I was, of course, a professional, and if I couldn’t even carry on a conversation with a client first meeting, then I had no business trying to carry on a whole evening event with them, either. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself, especially not in front of a man Dominique already told me was very particular.

      He inclined his head. “Eric,” was his polite correction. “Just Eric. There’s no need to be so formal. We were speaking about the painting. I’m not sure I’d call them imperfections when you have such a high opinion on the outcome.”

      I raised a brow and easily slipped right back into our previous discussion. “Imperfections aren’t necessarily things that need to have low opinions. Or fixing. Imperfection is a general state of art. There is art that is perfect, and art that is not. I would say that imperfect art is superior, but I think that would piss off a lot of artists telling them that to their faces.”

      He stared down at me for a long, unnerving moment. “You seem to know a lot about the finer details of artwork.”

      The way he spoke was direct. Controlled. Almost like there was a comment that he was holding back. Was his statement genuine, or was he mocking me? It was hard to tell.

      I returned my attention to the painting. “I know enough to hold a conversation,” I hedged with a smile. “Enough to know about mixing paint and how the flowers used in this painting symbolize death.”

      “Ironic, given the subject herself is so lively,” he murmured, his deep voice doing ridiculously arousing things to my body. “That you caught the symbolism is impressive.”

      I ignored the latter part of his statement, which almost felt…derogatory. “I imagine she’s taken the flowers’ vitality for herself. She’s so tranquil laying among them even as they’re dying. Like she knows she’s going to be alright.”

      “A floral succubus?” he mused.

      “Or maybe a witch with an interesting green thumb,” I countered, risking a little humor. “Maybe there’s a reason she cultivates death flowers.”

      Eric chuckled beside me, the sound shocking me. I chanced another look up toward the man and couldn’t stop the warmth that tickled the tips of my ears at the fact that he was still looking down at me. Was he interested or did he think I was foolish? I hated how I couldn’t quite get a read on him.

      “Dominique told me that you were a bit of an artiste,” he continued, his gaze taking in my facial features, but his own expression giving nothing away. “Admittedly, I didn’t expect much out of the assertion. Many like to call themselves such without any real backing for such a claim.”

      I managed, just barely, not to bristle at his comment. “And you can tell that I am one just because I have thoughts about a painting?” I asked saucily, rather than stating what I really wanted to ask. Was it surprising because he didn’t assume a sex worker would know shit about art?

      The corner of his mouth twitched…with a smile? Or was that annoyance?

      “I can tell by the way you speak about art,” he amended. “There’s a certain tone that people have when they’re speaking on something they’re knowledgeable about, or something they’re passionate about, rather than something they’ve forced themselves to learn for the sake of conversation. You carry the former tone with you. Most of the women in your profession put on a pretense, expecting me to believe it.”

      Quiet fell between us after that last insulting remark, and I wondered if this was the reason why he had such poor luck in finding someone suitable as a partner. He started off by saying something that sounded almost like a compliment…only to finish it with a dig.

      Not sure what to think of this man, I continued to look at the painting, following the curves of the woman depicted in it, watching how the flowers flowed like water around them. Had Dominique really thought that this man and I were a good match? Spending one night with him for a work event was one thing, but a long-term arrangement with someone who seemed to have a low opinion of others felt like it was pushing a little too hard into the realm of impossibility.

      Surely Dominique had made some sort of mistake?

      I remained quiet, and moments passed before Eric spoke again.

      “I have a showing here I’m sponsoring in a week,” he said in a more formal, business-like tone. “There will be artists from all over Florida, many of marginalized backgrounds and all with immense talent. I respect all whose work will be shown here, and I would like company while their work is being admired and critiqued. I would like that company to be able to engage with the artists, but also myself.” Then, he exhaled a deep sigh. “I don’t need someone who is obviously here being paid for their lip service. That isn’t the point. I want someone who can interact and blend in seamlessly. Do you think you’d be comfortable with that?”

      His question made me raise a brow. Was he embarrassed by having an escort mingling with the artists in this venue? If so, he was certainly bold in choosing to hire one while also having specific tastes and requirements.

      I immediately wondered if I’d read this entire exchange wrong. Maybe he wasn’t being as open as I thought he was. I had to be right, I was sure of it, that his directness was masking something else. That at the core of things, he didn’t think much of escorts—and thus why he was surprised one might know about art—while still being a man who sought one. It was a contradictory situation I couldn’t make sense of.

      Or maybe he simply couldn’t keep an actual girlfriend because he was a condescending jerk, and that’s why he was in this situation.

      I said nothing of that observation, and instead, nodded.

      “If you want a discreet date, it’s definitely something I can do,” I said, equally businesslike. “Especially around something that I know a good deal about.”

      That little tug at the corner of his mouth happened again, giving me no clue as to the emotion behind it. “I thought you only knew enough to know when an artist has mixed their own paint?”

      I clicked my tongue. “Maybe a little bit more. I have done my own work, in the past.”

      Interest flickered in his eyes. “Yet you guarded the answer to that question close to yourself with deflection.”

      I gave a small shrug. “We all have things that are personal to ourselves, don’t we?”

      When he didn’t immediately answer, I worried that I might have been too blunt in the way that I spoke to him. At the very least, I didn’t want this meeting to end in a waste of time I wouldn’t see a benefit out of. But when I looked up, he had a faint smile that curved his full lips.

      “I think we’ll get along well, Miss Greene.”

      I resisted rolling my eyes. This man was going to be a major pain in my ass, I just knew it. “Just call me Jasmine,” I said in a cheeky tone. “No need to be so formal, right?”

      If Eric Maxim was taken aback by my impudence, he didn’t let on that he was, and that was certainly fine by me.
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      After our meeting, Eric and I exchanged contact details. He’d sent over his own requirements for the evening in terms of dress, time and place, as well as etiquette. It was all very precise and direct. Much like his demeanor at the art gallery.

      Though he didn’t seem to be a cruel man—just arrogant and demanding, and maybe a bit jaded—I did wonder if he would prove to be more exacting should his particulars not be fully met. Especially since I still couldn’t tell if his specific conditions were a product of being peculiar in taste, as Dominique told me, or if he simply didn’t have respect for the line of work—mine—he was so willing to throw money at.

      Regardless, a substantial contract was drawn up for my time and appearance at the event, and everything was signed two days after our meeting, with the upfront payment hitting my account not long after. At least the man was prompt.

      For the remaining week, my curiosity followed me, and I couldn’t shake it. Our interaction had been brief, but I wanted to know more about this mysterious Eric Maxim. Why was he so interested in the arts? Why, if he was a man who entertained escorts, did he have a desire for one who would appear as more than just that?

      Most of my clients didn’t care if someone knew that I was paid for. Most thought of it as something to brag about, intently. Because if you could purchase a woman and have her do anything that you wanted her to do, it made you someone with money, someone with power.

      Eric Maxim didn’t strike me as someone like that. So, what kind of man was he? Unfortunately, Google didn’t give me the answers I sought.

      “Dominque, are you sure this is something you think I can handle?” I had asked her the evening I’d met Eric when I hadn’t been able to shake my doubts. “He doesn’t seem to like escorts. Or at the very least, he thinks we’re all stupid and doesn’t think all that much of us. I don’t like clients like that, let alone ones that may be long-term.”

      “Trust me, Jasmine,” she’d said over the phone, with that pacifying, calming tone she always used when I was getting too down on myself. “He’s someone that takes a little time to warm up to. You’ll be butter by the time you’re done with him on your date. You’ll see he’s worth your time.”

      I sure the hell hoped so.
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        * * *

      

      The night of our date, I was picked up from my apartment by the car that Eric sent for me—a sleek, midnight black Maserati with a driver in an equally black suit.

      “Good evening, Miss Greene,” the good-looking young man greeted me as he opened the car door and I slid into the leather backseat. “My name is Jeff, and I’m Mr. Maxim’s personal driver.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Jeff,” I said as I buckled up.

      Jeff closed the door and settled into the driver’s seat before glancing over his shoulder at me. “Mr. Maxim wanted me to assure you that you would be well taken care of, and if there was anything that you needed, I would do my best to provide it for you.”

      Thorough, isn’t he?

      “I’m good, thank you.” I smiled, shaking my head. “But maybe some music on the way to the gallery?”

      “Of course, Miss Greene,” he replied politely. “Any preferences?”

      “Whatever you happen to have on there, Jeff.”

      Much to my relief, Jeff wasn’t the talkative sort, but the low thrum of the pop station that was on filled the car enough that the lack of conversation between us didn’t feel awkward. I’d learned that the worst thing in situations like these were people trying to make small talk when they clearly were uncertain of what to say, or how to interact with you because you were an escort. People tended to forget that I was just a normal person, with normal interests.

      The second worst thing, of course, were valets and chauffeurs who tried to hit on you because of what your work entailed. Imagine, thinking you’d get something for free that your boss was paying for.

      Feeling a little reckless, I considered if it would get me into trouble if I tested out Jeff’s chivalry. Sometimes, you could gauge the kind of client someone was based on the kind of people they hired to be the closest to them. For rich men, if the people they employed who spent most of their time around them were creeps, then they were usually slimeballs too. Why? Because eight out of ten times, it would be the boss who gave them permission to behave that way.

      Curious to test my theory, I put on my best innocent face and leaned forward, letting my proximity waft the soft scent of my perfume Jeff’s way.

      “You been a chauffeur long, Jeff?” I asked sweetly.

      He was quiet a moment before he answered.

      “Few years now, Miss,” he replied, his tone cordial. “Mr. Maxim hired me out of high school.”

      I raised a brow at that interesting fact. That Eric had entrusted this job to a teenager, instead of someone older and more experienced. “So, you’re always around pretty women then. You ever get to talk to them after you shuttle them around? Get a kiss?” I let a brow wiggle suggestively, my mouth curved in a flirtatious smile that could make even the most indifferent of men buckle at the knees.

      “No, Miss,” he said, having no facial reaction, no voice inflection, nothing to indicate that he was in any way interested, moved, or otherwise affected by my presence. “I just drive the cars.”

      More silence. I sat back, head tilted at how little Jeff reacted. Was he just trying to play up the straight-laced, good boy routine? Sometimes they did that. Acted really nice, and polite, right up until the moment that they weren’t and suddenly there was a wandering hand up your skirt.

      Jeff didn’t even spare a glance in the rearview mirror as I used it to adjust the slight plunge of my wine-red dress to reveal just enough cleavage to be enticing without showing so much that I might as well just air the girls out.

      Alright. So maybe Jeff was an actual good guy with no ulterior motives to shuffling young women around for his ultra-rich boss. Noted.

      I behaved the rest of the drive, humming to songs that came on the radio that I recognized. We were at the Spinel Fine Arts Exhibit and Gallery in no time, and Jeff pulled up to the curb, then exited the car to open the back door for me. He offered me a hand, which I took to keep myself steady as I slipped out of the vehicle in my heels.

      “Miss Greene, I hope you have a wonderful evening,” he said.

      I smiled at him. “Thank you, Jeff.”

      There were already several fancy cars being parked as I ascended the stairs to the front of the gallery. Couples filed in, arms linked, chattering with each other. Would I have to look for Eric? Or would he, as he had done during our brief meeting, come find me on his own?

      It turned out that it would be neither of these options.

      Eric waited for me at the top of the gallery’s entrance stairs, and I didn’t miss the appreciative glances of the women who walked past him. He was in another pressed and tailored suit, a three piece in a stunning jade green hue that few men could pull off as well as he did. His hair was styled back away from his face again, and just like before, those pale blue eyes stole my breath away and made me feel very inappropriate things as they flicked down the length of my body.

      “There you are,” he said, his arm out for me to take as I approached him.

      “Eric,” I greeted, as I looped my arm loosely through his, his date for the night, bought and paid for. I smiled up at him, feeling so petite next to his height.

      This seemingly stoic man didn’t return my smile, but as my gaze met his, I saw something far more intriguing. Was my mind playing tricks on me or was I really seeing a hungry gleam in his intense eyes as he stared down at me? Those same eyes daringly traversed a little lower, to my cleavage, before returning to my face again.

      This time, the heat and desire in his gaze were unmistakable.

      Huh. Maybe he’s not so offended by escorts after all.
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      I received the alert on my phone from Jeff that he would be arriving shortly with Jasmine. My anticipation had been where it usually was for nights like these—calm, unbothered, eager to get the evening started. It was an important night and ingrained habits inherited from my father taught me that wasting time, no matter how little time it seemed to be, was one of the worst things a man could do.

      Of course, when I saw Jasmine as she exited the car in a stunning burgundy dress that complimented her lithe body, as well as her gorgeous blonde, wavy hair I could easily imagine wrapped around my fist in the throes of passion, I wondered if my father was slightly off the mark about certain things. I could waste an eon simply admiring Jasmine like a fine piece of art, as if she were an exhibit here in this gallery, as if she were there just for me to enjoy.

      She was beautiful. She ascended the stairs, all elegance and classically stated sex appeal, despite her young age. That I knew she held that appeal, and what I had seen of her mind and personality thus far, seemed to make my interest in her all the more apparent as she approached me. Would she be able to see the hunger that she inspired in me, even as I tried to keep it in check?

      “There you are,” I said, being a gentleman and offering her my arm.

      “Eric,” she replied in a sweet tone as she slid her hand into place, the move so natural, as if we truly were a couple.

      The scent of her—something soft, not quite floral, but certainly delectable—wafted up into my nose and I automatically breathed her in. Her skin was like porcelain, her facial features absolutely exquisite, and my eyes seemed to have a mind of their own as they dipped down, stealing a glimpse of her breasts, so perfectly outlined by the clinging material of her burgundy dress.

      Standing at my side, her body brushed against mine. She placed herself there naturally, all grace and sophistication. She didn’t allow her hand to roam over my chest in a possessive manner, didn’t attempt to touch or caress elsewhere, either, in a show of ownership.

      Those intimate overtures were something that I had come to expect with other eager-to-please escorts I’d hired, though the attention wasn’t entirely something that I wanted, personally. While there was a time and a place for overt sexuality—and I could appreciate overt sexuality like any other man with a healthy libido—the older I got the more I had begun to appreciate the understated. The more I began to desire being more discreet when it came to public affection.

      However, that didn’t mean for all the respect I had for public restraint I didn’t enjoy the feel of this small, petite woman tucked against my side. Arousal thrummed through me, surprising even myself for breaking the finely held control I usually had.

      “You were waiting out here all this time?” she asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I shook my head. “No, Jeff let me know when you were close by, so I came out here to greet you.”

      She seemed to consider that for a moment, then inclined her head. “Shall we, then?” she asked, nodding toward the entrance, a spark of excitement in her green eyes. “I’ve been dying to see this artwork you were so intent on showing off since you spoke about it last week.” Her eagerness was only barely held beneath her words.

      Her enthusiasm warmed me. “I’ve been dying to show it to you, so in that regard, I think we call this a mutual feeling.”

      I caught her surprised expression, schooled just so, as I led her into the venue. I even pulled her closer, simply enjoying the feel of her pressed into my side. She gave a little jump when I did—like she was shocked at the gesture, which made me wonder what kind of impression I’d left her with following our first meeting.

      It did cross my mind that I might have been too direct with Jasmine. Dominque had told me that her normal experience with clients was something quite different than what she imaged her experience with me would be. Should I have been more friendly as opposed to so composed and clinical about what I needed from Jasmine? I almost sighed. Dominique was good at what she did, but she also wasn’t above teasing me for my staunch, analytical ways if she wanted to be entertained.

      No matter. I forced myself to relax and decided to be more invested in showing Jasmine the gallery than contemplating a potential course correction with her before the evening had even begun.

      The gallery had been completely redecorated between my meeting with Jasmine last week and now. Dark drapery hung between wall-mounted pieces of art while red velvet ropes sectioned off sculptures that were placed intentionally throughout the open space. The painting of the woman and her death flowers was up on full display, as well as other works full of the macabre and the light and beautiful alike. The duality of life and death. The beauty and the horror in both. It was the theme of the night, and I explained this to Jasmine as I made the first proper rounds around the gallery, pointing to different pieces and gauging her interest and reactions to ones we might discuss.

      “All of this artwork is so diverse,” she said, her tone filled with awe as we moved on from a life-sized sculpture of a Native American woman.

      I nodded in agreement. “Artists have been putting their pieces together for about six months now, all local from around Florida.”

      Her eyes brimmed with curiosity as she glanced up at me. “Around Florida, not just from Coral Gables?”

      “Almost all of the artists come from outside of Coral Gables and typically not from any of the major cities,” I explained. “The purpose is to showcase artists who would otherwise be barred from conventional events because of finances or other biases that art houses might have. Money buys a lot, but visibility is a currency that is often underappreciated.”

      She studied my face for a long moment. “You give people a chance they wouldn’t otherwise get on their own, without support.”

      I smiled and shrugged. “Yes, myself and others who have entirely too much money to keep for ourselves and would rather put it to decent use before we’re not able to use it anymore,” I said, directing her toward an abstract painting. “I learned the value of artists and those who create from my mother, and the value of applying myself methodically and effectively from my father. Lessons that have served me well here.”

      She looked impressed, and I didn’t think too long and hard as to why that mattered to me. Or how easy and comfortable she was to be around. Her red, glossy lips parted as if she were about to say something, but before she could comment, I heard someone call my name.

      “Eric! You’re finally here.”

      I grinned, turning us toward the source of the lilting, female voice. A beautiful Desi woman in a scarlet sari with gold accents approached, her brown eyes warm and her smile mischievous as she looked between me and Jasmine, still tucked close to my side.

      “I was beginning to wonder if you were intending on standing us up tonight, but I see you have the company of a beautiful woman, so I won’t fault you too much on that.”

      “Hello, Aanya,” I greeted her. “You know I would never stand up an occasion like this.”

      A smirk kicked up one corner of her mouth. “One could only hope that you’d finally chosen to give yourself a vacation, or maybe take an evening off and treat yourself to something delightful.”

      I raised my brows. “Art isn’t delightful?”

      “Oh, it is, but we both know that even the most dedicated need a palate cleanser every now and then, and you’re hardly, if ever, in the mood to indulge yourself.” She looked to Jasmine, her smile widening. “And you haven’t even introduced me to this lovely flower on your arm tonight. How unexpectedly rude of you, Eric. I expected better,” she teased, then held her hand out to Jasmine. “Aanya. And you are?”

      The poised woman at my side shook Aanya’s hand. “Jasmine,” she answered with a friendly smile. “Are you a backer for the gallery?”

      Aanya laughed. “Oh, hardly. No, I’m one of the artists. Eric saw my work online a few years back, put in a word for a few workshops and grants, and here I am now, living the dream.”

      “That sculpture over there is one of Aanya’s pieces,” I said.

      I pointed not too far from where the three of us stood, toward an exhibit that featured a massive marble lotus blossom, and what looked to be gold work details around the edges and seeped into what was likely intentional cracks laid into the marble’s surface. It was a piece that I knew Aanya had been working on for a long time now, something that would end up being one of her best works of hand-sculpted marble to date. It was hard to find work like Aanya’s even in elite spheres. The difference was in the fact that Aanya had an uncommon respect and reverence for the craft and less interest in the commercialization of it.
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