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WELCOME BACK

––––––––
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AFTER BEREAVEMENT LEAVE, the last thing thirty-two-year-old Taylor Atwood wanted to do was return to work. Although she loved her job as the manager of Reliable Property Management, she was otherwise filled with dread. Her fellow colleagues would have good intentions to say and do the right thing, but what she really wanted was to fade away into the walls. At least, forward-thinking caused her to come into work early. Although she liked everyone, their gossiping could be overwhelming. So, she had a thirty-minute window to prepare herself as best she could for their arrival.

Taylor flipped her long blunt-cut black hair over her left shoulder while looking around the office filled with cubicles. Oddly enough, the smell of stationery and toner from the printer, mixed with office furniture, served to soothe her. Sort of like a comfy quilt protecting her from the coldness.

She liked her co-workers, even though challenging at times. Hildy Middleton was an iffy person that could be aggravating with consistent preaching that Taylor should convert to her religion. But so far, she smiled and took the woman with a grain of salt while pacifying her with indirect responses. Although for how long was anybody's guess. 

The office Casanova, Russ Gettyslink, had always been somewhat problematic. The obnoxious but tolerable asshole to the company never failed to try his macho come-on. It didn't matter that she had been happily married to Derek for eight years. 

At least, her best friend, Miley Beckwith, worked there as well, so they could sound off to each other. While Taylor had been there shortly before marrying Derek, she had been friends with Mylie since they went to school and were as close as sisters. 

After taking her cup of coffee from the Keurig, she walked to her private office after a promotion to office manager a year earlier. Tears sprung to her eyes when she saw a bouquet of pink carnations and daisies.

Taylor breathed in a deep breath when sitting at her desk in the contemporary office while admiring the flowers... 

«»

Welcome back Taylor

We're all thinking of you with love... 

«»

It was more meaningful when knowing that carnations symbolize thinking of you, while daisies represent love and loyalty. She felt it deeply and wondered why she had reservations about returning. 

There was no getting around it—she was a widow. Nothing would bring Derek back after such a brutal accident from a drunk man's running a stoplight. Tears fell while remembering happier times. 

«»«»«»

Tall and brawny Blake Kincaid had slicked-back black hair with a slight wave. At forty-nine, he looked younger... charismatic.

Even though everyone in the office picked up the slack while Taylor was on bereavement leave, he was glad to have her back. He missed her usual bubbly personality and positive attitude. However, now, she dealt with the depths and turmoil of grief from the sudden loss of her husband.

It was a given that she was in for some rocky days ahead. Blake knew all too well since losing his wife five years earlier to cancer. Because of it, he had lived and breathed the agency he built fifteen years prior. However, it was the most reliable property management company in Rockport, Arizona. It had been the goal he strived for—hence the name—Reliable Property Management. 

When he pulled into the parking lot of the office, he smiled. Blake knew she would be in early. As he did, the alone time before the doors opened was productive workwise and helped prepare for the day. 

After locking his Lexus, he unlocked the back door. Once inside and closer to Taylor's office, he could smell her favorite perfume, Tabu. Today of all days, it seemed mysteriously comforting. He remembered she had said that her grandmother always dabbed it on her during every visit. Even though her door was open, he tapped his knuckles on the doorjamb, trying to sound upbeat." Hey, welcome back, Taylor. It's nice to see you."

She looked up from the file with misty eyes. "Hey, yourself, Blake."

"May I sit?"

"Of course," she said, smiling while closing the folder. "Thanks to you all for the beautiful flowers."

"It's the least we could do." Blake sat back in the ergo chair with arms crossed over his chest. "Now that the niceties are over, I want you to know, if you need some extra time off along the way, take it. Since losing my wife a few years ago, I know the road you're forced to travel now. It will have bumps. So, don't hesitate to take it in your time."

She grabbed a tissue as tears fell. "Thanks, I appreciate it. While I was hesitant to come in this morning, this is probably the best for me now that I'm here. As I recall, you did the same."

He held palms up. "Guilty as charged. Without a doubt, work got me through the tough times. Just know, I have your back."

"That means a lot, Blake."

"You bet. Well, I won't keep you." He got up while saying, "The office wasn't the same without your smiling face."

She chuckled. "Okay, now, I know that you are feeding me a line of bull. I bet you say that to all the girls."

This time he chuckled while at the door. "Hey, only the pretty ones." 

«»

Before Taylor could open the file again, her best friend, a perky, blonde pixie-haired Mylie, walked through the doorway. "Boy, I'm happy to see you. Life around here without you is rather boring. How goes it, my friend?"

"Have a seat, Miley. It's good to see you. Even though we talked until late last night, I feel as if it's been ages since we did."

She walked over to hug her friend. "Easy goes it, honey. Take it a day at a time."

Taylor moistened her lips. "Miley. It feels as if this nightmare will never end. I mean, it's as if Derek will call at any moment, or I could call him, and he'll pick up and say, 'Hey, T, I was just having some not so appropriate thoughts about you.' But when I reach for him in our bed, all I come up with are cold, empty sheets."

"Ahhh, honey, it will just take time." She looked at the clock on the wall. "I wish we could talk more, but everyone will be

coming to work in the next few minutes. I'm sure they'll bombard you. How about we go to Nelson's Café for lunch, so we can talk, and you can unwind?"

Taylor nodded. "I'd like that."

"Hey, beautiful," said Russ. "It's good to have you back."

Aggravatingly, Taylor ignored his ogling her. "Thanks, Russ."
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EIGHT MONTHS LATER

––––––––
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"I'M GLAD YOU AGREED to have dinner with me tonight, Taylor. I thought good ole Italian food at Excellente's was in order. Eating alone can make the walls close in at times."

She grinned. "Close in, indeed. Thank you for thinking of me. I love this place, and as per its name, excellent says it well. And I must confess that it is no fun to go home to an empty house. Having said that, I've finally reached the point where I understand there will be no more phone calls, no more walking through the door at night."

"Oh, I agree. I went through the same realization. You know, grief is an odd thing. Some heal faster than others. Some, only to a certain point, then they get frozen in time. I suppose it is a form of denial about the reality of loss. A way to cope for a while."

"Would you care for some more wine, folks?"

"Yes. That would be nice," answered Taylor.

"I will as well," said Blake.

"Would you care to order now? Or shall I come back?"

"Give us a few minutes, please," said Blake. 

"Of course, I'll check back." After pouring more wine, the server left them. 

Taylor smiled from across the booth of the candlelit table. "I appreciate your pep talks the last few months. You've been more tolerant than I probably deserve."

"Hey, don't sell yourself short, Taylor. There is nothing easy about letting go of what was. As you know, since you were here, I ran the gamut of emotions as well after losing Marci. Huh. To tell you the truth, before as well. It's hard to watch the woman you love slowly fade away from the once vibrant person she had always been."

Taylor reached across the table and clasped his hand. "I'm so sorry, Blake. It's rude of me to go on about my loss when you suffered as much as I did."

He grinned sadly. "Hey, there is nothing easy about suddenly losing someone either. It doesn't matter how we lose a person that we love because the loss is just as real and tragic to overcome."

"Indeed."

"How about we order now, then I will call Uber since neither one of us should be driving? Tomorrow, I'll have my son, Ty, take me to my car. Then I'll pick we'll you up since your car is at the office."

"Oh, goodness, you're right. That sounds like a plan."

Blake nodded at their server, and then they ordered. 

Later, at Taylor's doorstep, the Uber driver waited for Blake. 

Taylor reached out to hug him. "Thank you so much for the evening. It felt good to talk with someone who understands our grief. I mean, unless they've traveled the road we've been forced to travel, they have no idea."

Blake wrapped his arms around her. "Exactly. You can count on my getting you through this, Taylor."

She leaned back and looked him in the eye. "Thanks to you, I think I can feel again, Blake. I don't have the emptiness in the pit of my stomach anymore. Of course, I ache for what is lost. But I want to live in the present. Know what I mean? Is it too soon?"

He grinned and lightly tapped his finger on her nose. "That is the first step, Taylor Atwood. No, it isn't too soon. As I said, grief has no timetable. Since you understand the difference between what was and what is now verifies how far you've come." He meant to kiss her forehead; however, their lips met when she tilted her head upward.

The kiss quickly intensified while they were wrapped in an embrace. Blake pulled away from her and stepped backward. "Damn, I'm so sorry. That should never have happened, Taylor. That was not my intention for taking you out to dinner."

"I didn't think that for a minute. But you proved your point."

"What do you mean?"

"A week ago, I couldn't have done that. So, thanks, boss."

"But it was highly inappropriate. We both know how sexual harassment law works."

"Don't worry. After all the years we've worked together, that is the last thing I would think of you, Blake."

He squeezed her hand. "Thanks. I'll see you at 7:30 to pick you up. Is that good for you?"

"You got it. See you then." 

After closing the door to her country chic decorated home, Taylor walked into the living room and sat on the overstuffed couch. A coffee table sat in front of it. Two wingback chairs of brown leather sat on each side. She looked around, where her eyes landed on her wedding picture in a bronze frame on the rock fireplace mantle. 

She touched fingertips to her lips while looking at the picture. Should I feel guilty? I will always love Derek—what we shared. But I don't want to spend my life alone either. It felt good to kiss Blake. Maybe because I know him so well. I feel comfortable with him. He's seen me through so much these last months. Since we have known each other for nearly ten years, maybe that's why I felt so at ease with him. We've both suffered a loss. Then again, perhaps I have become too dependent on him. 

Taylor reached into her purse and dialed Mylie but got her voicemail, so she left a message to call her. Meanwhile, she got up and poured a glass of wine while thinking about the night. Then put on a summer nightgown.

«»«»«»

After Blake called his son about picking him up and taking him to his car, he poured a glass of wine. He walked through his contemporary home of black and white with touches of cobalt blue accents. 

He walked into his bedroom of white and deep greens, and after taking a drink, he set the glass on the nightstand. He undressed to his briefs. After pulling back the duvet cover, he tossed the pillows off to the side, then plopped down. 

For some reason, he could not get the kiss with Taylor out of his head, from his lips. He could still taste her. Should I feel guilty since I've been semi-dating Lexi? We have no commitment, and I like it that way. Still, I don't feel anything toward her but okay company and a good lay when I need it. 

Why in the fuck do I feel something for Taylor? Especially after all the years that we've worked together. Never once did I think about her sexually. Nor, I'm sure, did she think of me in that way. But now? Fuck, I best not go there. I'm just bushed and maybe had a little too much wine.
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TIME PASSES...

GRIEF EBBS

––––––––
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BLAKE AND TAYLOR SHARED warm smiles for the next couple of months, but it was business as usual. 

Melba Whitney was the office gossip and always had her nose stuck in another's business. With her long curly blonde hair, blue eyes, and cute appearance, she knew it and flaunted it. 

One of her office buddies was Sadie Hollingsworth, who had brown curly hair and an appealing way about her. While she and Whitney gossiped, she wasn't quite as bad as Melba.

The two women stood huddled at the Keurig in the break room while waiting for their coffee to perk. Meanwhile, Melba looked around to make sure no one else had come into the office yet, then whispered, "Have you seen the looks passing between the boss and Taylor?"

Sadie leaned in to answer, "So, I'm not imagining it then?"

"Oh, hell, no. I don't know if those two are doing the horizontal mambo yet, but I'd wager it will only be a matter of time."

"What do you think Lexi will think about it? I believe she'll be like a powder keg blowing up."

"Well, Blake has made no bones about not becoming serious. Of course, you're right. If Lexi gets wind of Taylor encroaching on what she thinks is her property, well, Katie bar the door because Taylor better run for cover."

"Hey, what are you two gossiping about?" asked Russ. He was handsome in his medium height and a stocky build with loose-cut blonde hair and a well-trimmed mustache. 

The ladies couldn't answer because Blake walked into the breakroom. "Good morning," he said with a huge grin. "How goes it?"

"Morning, boss," said each one. 

"Here, take this," said Sadie, picking up the coffee mug that had just perked. "I'll make another one."

"Thanks." He grinned while lifting his cup. "I didn't mean to interrupt the huddle, so back to business for me. You all have a good day," he said while walking out of the room.

«»

Taylor walked into the office through the backdoor, which was near Blake's office "Hey," she smiled, "it would appear as if I'm the last one here."

"Almost, and good morning." He chuckled. "Hildy hasn't arrived yet, so you haven't fallen from grace."

"Oh, goodness. My faith has now been restored that I'm not a layabout." 

Blake reached out and tugged on a strand of hair lying over her shoulder. "Layabout, you certainly not, my right-hand lady."

"Well, good. When you have a minute, give me a call. I need to talk with you about the Overton Complex."

"Uh-oh, our troubled child."

She puckered her lips. "Yep. I'm afraid so."

"Give me a few minutes to get settled into my office, then go ahead and come on in. I'll be waiting."

"You got it."

It wasn't that Blake needed to get settled workwise, just bodily. Hard as he tried, his thoughts of late were anything but business-like when it came to Taylor. Especially when she was in his proximity. "Damn, man, get it together. Maybe I just need to get laid."

«»

A few minutes later, Taylor stood at the door with the file in hand. I need to stop these random thoughts of Blake and me. Where in the hell are they coming from anyway? She cleared her throat, took a deep breath, then gave his door a tap before entering. 

"Hey," he said with a huge smile. "So, where are we with our troublesome complex?"

She walked over and stood beside him, opened the file, then bent over the desk. "Well, I think we have passed the point of civil letters. For some reason, Max, who is responsible for sending the checks for rentals and repairs, has been slow, to say the least." She turned to him. "What do you think our next step should—"

Blake's answer was to pull her into his arms, where she melted onto his lap. They shared an eager kiss that left them breathless. 

"Oh, my stars, what just happened?"

He shook his head. "I don't know, but I for damn sure liked it. How about you."

She hurried and got up to put distance between them and stood in front of his desk. "I liked it too, Blake. But don't you think there are all kinds of wrong written all over this?"

He sat back in his chair with a wide grin and arms crossed over his chest.

"And just what is that ornery expression on your face, boss?"

"I've fought against thinking about how I have wanted to kiss you again. Longer than I should admit. Although the kiss exceeded expectation."

She touched fingertips to her lips with a slight grin. "Indeed, it did exceed at that."

Their gazes held while Blake thought about what he wanted to say before blurting out the first thing that came to mind—and elsewhere. "Taylor, you'll soon be coming up on a year. I haven't wanted to crowd you. Make you feel uncomfortable. Maybe it's time. How about we try dinner again and see if we want to—"

"Oh, Blake, I don't know. I want to start a new life. And yes, I want to do it with someone. I genuinely feel as if I'm ready. Not only are you my boss, but there is a definite age difference that won't go away. Not to mention we work together. Don't you see the deck is stacked against us?"

"Are you afraid to be seen with me for anything other than as boss and employee?"

"Oh, for heaven's sake, no. It's just, there would be talking amongst everyone at work. And then, we have Hildy, quoting scripture and how we are doomed for hell."

"Well, Hildy will always be Hildy, no matter what anyone does. It's just who she is. As for the rest of the gang—I'm sure they've seen the looks pass between us, which neither of us can deny. Don't you want to see where it will go? Tell you what. If we have dinner and you still feel it's wrong for more, I'll not pressure you."

She sat in the chair across from his desk with a smile. "Well, to be perfectly honest, I wouldn't be opposed to the frozen margaritas at The Cactus Bar & Grill. They are to die for—literally."

Blake leaned on his desk with a similar smile. "I'll pick you up at seven."

A tap at the door broke the moment. 
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ANOTHER MARGARITA?

––––––––
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ONCE SEATED IN A WRAP-around semi-secluded booth, where they sat side-by-side, Blake ordered margaritas. 

"This is nice," said Taylor. "Aside from going out with Mylie now and again, I've led a low-key life of late." She shrugged. "Of course, I think it was good before attempting to move on with a new one."

He put his arm on the back of the booth behind her shoulders. "That's why I've not pushed for more. I know the different stages a person goes through, but I sensed you had reached that point. And had we not been interrupted earlier when you were in my office, I'm not so sure I could have kept my distance."

"After working together all this time, why do you think we were never attracted to each other before now? Doesn't it seem rather odd?"

"Maybe. Then again, we both were happy with our spouses. I was devoted to Marci, and you were to Derek. But since we have shared a loss, I believe it put us into a unique situation."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, I believe the mind... the heart knows when it's time to move on and create a new life. You will never forget Derek, and you shouldn't. No more than I could or would forget about Marci. We had good lives together, but what was isn't anymore. So, we learn to move on by feeling our way."

She caressed the side of his face. "I appreciate that you have given me this year to sort through all the things you had to do as well. But, Blake, you have been seeing—" 

"Lexi has nothing to do with what may or may not happen between us, Taylor. It's different with you. Personal beyond belief, truth be told. Besides, there has never been anything serious between Lexi and me. Nor have there been promises made. It's been weeks since we've seen each other. So, no, there is no permanence for her on my part."

She leaned in to kiss him. "Right answer."

He chuckled. "I do like being right. How about we order? I'd love another margarita—a pitcher full, truthfully speaking. But I don't want anything clouding my mind tonight. It's too important."

"Agreed."

Later, after a nice dinner and conversation, Blake drove her home. When he shut off the engine, he turned to her. "I enjoyed tonight. How about you?"

"I did, indeed."

"So, we do it again?"

"Yes, but how about I cook for you? I make a mean lasagna."

"Hey, I love lasagna. When? What time? And for damn sure, don't call me late to dinner."

"How about Saturday." She grinned. "Come over at six. I don't mean to brag, but I also make a pretty mean margarita too."

"It's a date. Now come here," Blake whispered. This time their kiss became heated, and as she reached to caress his thigh, he cupped a breast while moaning his pleasure. 

"Whew," she said, breathless when they came up for air. "And this is only Wednesday."

He threw his head back and laughed. "Anticipation, Special Lady."
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BEST FRIENDS 

––––––––
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BLAKE'S BEST FRIEND, forty-eight-year-old Ryder Palidon, a tall and husky youthful-looking man, wore his sandy hair in a man's short bob. Because Ryder was a broker at Rockport Realty, the two men met when their paths crossed twelve years earlier. They needed to converse about a mutual HOA.

"Okay, pal, talk to me," said Ryder while the men got comfortable in a booth at the desert-themed Cactus Bar and Grill, where they often met up after work for a beer.

A grinning Blake said, "What the hell do you mean?"

"Okay, asshole, need I spell it out. with your puppy dog eyes?"

"Oh, you mean Taylor?"

This time, Ryder chuckled. "I do believe she's come up a time or two, pal."

"Hell, buddy, I will not lie. The woman blows me away. But why? I mean, after all the years we've worked together. Never once did I have thoughts about her past being a colleague."

"And now, it's different because you've bonded, so to speak."

After taking a drink of his beer, Blake answered, "I do believe that is the case, Ryder. Do you think I'm reading into it more?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, I admit in the beginning, I just wanted her to know that I understand the road she'll travel. Fuck, you know how I was a basket case while Marci was sick and those first few months after her passing. I just wanted Taylor to know if she needed extra time away from work or someone to talk with, that I was there for her and understood."

"And now you've got a hard-on for her a lot of the time. Right?" said Ryder while peeling the label on his beer. 

Blake lifted his empty bottle into the air to signal the bartender to bring another round. "Fuck, you know damn well I do. She's all I think about these days. Part of me is glad that I can feel this way again, but I'm scared as hell too."

"Scared in what way? Because you've never felt like this with Lexi? And maybe you feel as if you're betraying your love for Marci with thoughts of Taylor past a fuck-n-run?"

"Bingo. Don't get me wrong. Lexi is a good person. Sexy as hell. But somewhat full of herself. We've had some good times together. But, buddy, when I'm away from her, even though she's a good fuck, I don't crave her. So, I can separate my love for Marci from fucking Lexi. But part of me does feel as if I've forgotten what I had with my wife when it comes to Taylor. She'd begun to fulfill me in many ways. It isn't just about sex."

The bartender brought two fresh beers. "Hey, Blake, Ryder, would you fellas like anything from the grill? Burgers are two bucks off during happy hour."

"Hell, I could dig my way through a cheeseburger and fries."

"I'll have the same. Thanks, Nick."

"You got it."

"One of the last things Marci told you was to find love again by making a new life. Even have more kids since you wanted them. She always regretted she couldn't give you more past Ty and Madison."

"Yeah. I haven't forgotten it. Still, I thought we'd spend our life together. Then, bam-she got sick."

"How about this food for thought? Don't overanalyze this thing with Taylor. See how Saturday night goes. I witnessed how over the top she was for Derek the few times we talked at your office. I'll wager she's having similar thoughts about you and the situation you both find yourselves in as well."

Blake took a deep breath before both men chugged their beer. "I didn't think about that. You're right."

Within a few minutes, the bartender delivered their food. "Here you go, fellas. Do you need another round?" 

"Damn, this sure does smell good," said Blake. "No more beer for me. I'm driving."

"I'm good too, Nick. Thanks."

«»«»«»

"Mylie, did I jump the gun by inviting Blake here for dinner tomorrow night?"

While sitting on a stool at the butcher block island in Taylor's home, Mylie answered, "What do you think? I mean in the pit of your stomach, T?"

She thought about her answer as a warm glow came over her. She smiled. "Nice. Too nice. But it's only been a scant year since Derek has been gone."

"That smile and twice nice says you're healing."

While standing opposite her friend, Taylor leaned over and braced her arms atop the bar. "But is it right? I know without reservation that I want to marry and have a family. And I know that Derek would want that for me. Still, I'm between want and need when it comes to Blake."

"Okay, give me that wine bottle, then explain, T."

"First, there is the age difference. Blake is forty-eight to my being thirty-two. What if I get too into him and he says he doesn't want to start a family. Mylie, you know his kids are grown. For that matter, they may not like their father with me either. I mean, I do like them well enough since I've gotten to know them over the years. But if the dynamics change with their dad—I don't know." 

Taylor puckered her lips before speaking. "And what if I'm just lonely, and you know... wanting sex? I miss that in my life. I don't want to act so needy since it is my boss. Damn, if it doesn't work out, we still need to work together. I hate the thought of working somewhere else. I love my job." She took a deep breath. "Then, there is the sexual harassment thing too." 

Mylie sipped her wine after filling her glass. "Yeah, I get where you're coming from. But you guys have a history of working together, so you know each other. I don't believe Blake would be coming over here if he didn't have genuine feelings for you. Besides, T, you both have experienced loss. I think it's only natural that you'd turn to each other. So, when you think about it, sex might be the thing to define if you want more from each other or not."

After shifting on her stool, Mylie added, "I don't see him getting more involved if that is the case. And since you've always had a great working relationship, I don't think Blake would risk the sexual harassment if he thought trouble might lay ahead. And screw anyone at work who has a problem with it—like Hildy."
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