
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




[image: tmp_1404dcec4bbff1c15173d31c249ccaf1_EKcmRa_html_4f33f464.jpg]


 


Dangerous Curves Ahead ©2019 Rachel
Kenley

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.
Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, without permission in
writing from the publisher.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or
persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

 


For more information contact:

Riverdale Avenue Books

5676 Riverdale Avenue

Riverdale, NY 10471

www.riverdaleavebooks.com

 


Design by www.formatting4U.com

Cover by Scott Carpenter

 


Digital ISBN: 9781626015197

Print ISBN: 9781626015203

 


First Edition, August 2019


 


Dedication

 


For Nancy, the receptionists, and the members of the
Thursday morning Chelmsford Weight Watchers Workshop.

We know it’s not about the weight—it’s about the life
we want to live!

You are the best support a woman could ask for.

Thanks for being part of my journey.
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Introduction




How do you get a bikini body?

Put on a bikini.

It’s been three years since Ashley Greene was the
first plus-size model on the cover of the coveted Sports
Illustrated swimsuit issue. It was an important precedent and a
gorgeous cover. Since the last time I did an anthology with this
theme, body positivity has become more prevalent even as social
media continues to increase our access to perfect, airbrushed,
photo-shopped images. Accepting ourselves inside and out is one of
the best things we can do to have the lives we dream of—and to
inspire the next generation of women to do the same.

Going for and getting what we want has nothing to do
with weight and the stories in this anthology show that in a
variety of wonderful ways. Moving from sassy to sexy to sizzling,
we start with Lydi in Sara Marks’ Open to Negotiation. Fans
of Pride and Prejudice—as well as Ms. Marks’ 20th Century
Austen series—will recognize a more mature but still highly
energized Lydia in this first person story of a woman ready to take
on the world, professionally and personally.

From there we move to two stories of chance
encounters. First is Anna Fondant’s The Way You Look Tonight
where a New Year’s Eve dance and midnight kiss become more once
Reid finds Melissa again at a hotel art gallery. For Lindsay, it’s
a cat caught in a tree that leads to her first meeting with Jack in
Come to Me, which is my contribution to this book. Lindsay
is going to have to own her own passion if she’s going to make her
new husband accept that he loves her.

If you’ve ever read Trinity Blacio’s sexy paranormal
stories, you’re going to love Her Enchanted Curves.
Chantal Nox isn’t sure she believes what she’s hearing from the
handsome worldly wizard, Asif. Since she’s had men treat her badly
in the past, she’s going to have to decide if she can trust this
sexy newcomer.

Next we have the empowered Olivia who enjoys not one
but two younger men in Elizabeth Black’s The Beautiful Move in
Curves. Oliva is a heroine who knows what she wants and how to
get it. Lia Violet’s Delicious Hearts, another paranormal
tale, is the story of Luna and Ian. They are going to be a
formidable couple in the magic world if she can not only accept her
power but the love being offered to her by this special alpha.

Bad days at work lead to incredible nights of passion
in our next two stories. In Barbara Campbell’s Go For Broke,
Zoe is sure she’s lost her chance with Clayton after he sees her
having a terrible afternoon, but a note under her windshield wiper
changes that. And in Rock and Cinnamon Roll by Trevann
Rogers, Cinnamon is certain she’s going to lose her job as well as
get in trouble for being on stage at a rock concert until the
dashing lead singer shows her she’s exactly what he’s craving—and
she stands up for herself at the office.

And we end with Reunion by Raisa Greywood, a
novelette for anyone who has ever had to face down their former
mean girl or hoped to meet up again with their high school crush.
Rachel is a memorable woman who gets as good—or better—than she
gets.

The heroines in these stories get the same messages
as we all do—be thinner, younger, tighter—but they have found a way
to revel in who they are and all they have to offer, both
physically and emotionally. What makes us most desirable, exciting,
and happy is our confidence. One of the great things about these
stories is they remind us that one size does not fit all and
nothing should get in the way of what we most desire—in and out of
bed.

 


Enjoy,

Rachel Kenley


 


Open to Negotiation

 By Sara Marks

 


Hi! I’m Lydia, and you’re mine for the next several
pages.

You can call me Lydi.

The new nickname is part of my reinvention
post-Jorge. It’s been a difficult few years since Jorge took me to
Mexico for spring break, blew thousands of dollars that I had
borrowed from my sorority, lost thousands more, and left me to
cover for him. That’s a very simplified version of what happened.
It’s cool, don’t worry. I’ve been in therapy for years! It took me
a while to get from Mexico to my reinvention. I was stuck for
almost all of the six months after I was rescued. Then one morning,
that summer, I woke up, looked in the mirror, and realized I didn’t
like myself anymore. I bet you know the feeling. I think everyone
has moments when we avoid looking in the mirror because we know
we’re not going to like what we see. But don’t worry about me now
because I love what I see. Not only do I like who I am inside, I
have curves that look good!

Back then I saw my beautiful red hair, as limp and
greasy. My skin was oily and covered in zits. My body was just fat
without shape and definition. I didn’t know that person, even after
I took a shower and tried to make myself look pretty. I did some
simple things first, some things that worked well and some that
didn’t work so great. I got organized, asked for help, and made a
strategic plan for the next five years of my life. Really! It had a
vision statement, a mission statement, goals, and an action plan. I
can admit, Lizbeth did most of the work, and I think she was
secretly thrilled that I wanted her help. Our friendship only
developed because of what happened with Jorge, so that’s, you know,
regretful, but cool in the end.

I followed most of the plan for the next five years
making changes as I learned new things. I’m not the skinny, perky
girl I was at 20. I finished my degree (a B.S. in Business) and
realized I wanted to be an event planner. I moved to New York City
and started doing event planning for non-profits. Lizbeth lets me
plan all her holiday parties and Wil’s associates have hired me. I
created a business plan, and I got a business partner, my sorority
sister, Kitty, who is ah-may-zing at planning events.

I’ve been in New York City for almost two years, and
I’m really happy! I’m healthy, and it turns out I love being chubby
because I can eat what I enjoy and then, like, go to the gym if I
want to burn some energy. I can also skip the gym and not feel like
I’ve failed or something. My whole life priorities have changed. I
want to focus on me and my career more than I want to find a
husband so I can have babies. Don’t get me wrong, I have a healthy
sex life. I just have no problem ending things when I’m bored, or
they want more than I’m willing to give. Obviously, my mother has
reminded me I can’t have it all without a partner (ideally a man if
she had to pick). And she continually lectures me about losing
weight and getting on dating apps... blah, blah, blah. She wants me
to find a rich man. I always remind her that rich men are often the
worst. All that entitlement! If I want to irritate her, I talk
about the women I’ve dated.

I’m rambling now, and you’re waiting for the love
story. What’s the set up again? Oh, right, I’m in New York City,
planning events for non-profits. Lizbeth has introduced me to this
woman, Jessica Segal, who is the fundraising manager for a
non-profit that helps people deal with identity theft. Wil Darcy is
on their board of directors. Jessica’s brother Marcus is the
organization’s CEO and an expert on cybercrime. I still don’t
understand all of this, but at the time I knew only my little
bubble of identity theft and even that was minimal. Now my tablets,
phone and laptop have the best security on the market. At least,
that’s what Marcus tells me. Even he can’t break into my stuff.

Ready for my happily ever after?

Me too!

 


* * *

 


Imagine the Grand Ballroom at the Waldorf Astoria in
New York City. Oh, you’ve never been there? The ballroom is huge,
fitting 1,500 people at capacity. If Jessica has done her job,
there will be close to that and all of whom can afford the $1,000 a
plate event. I’ve worked my planning magic, and most of that money
will go back to the organization. There are three stories to the
room. For this evening, on the main floor there are tables that
will fit 10 people each. They are covered in crisp, clean,
cream-colored linens, and the centerpieces are bouquets of tulips.
It’s spring, and they are inexpensive because they’re everywhere.
At the far end of the ballroom is a grand stage with a red velvet
curtain with gold brocade. The second and third-floor balconies
overlook the main floor. Nobody will be up there other than a small
band, but it looks amazing and super classy.

“I love the way the purple and white tulips look. I’m
sorry I doubted you,” Jessica says, walking through the room.

The staff is still setting up the room for the
evening, but nothing has gone wrong... yet. Obviously, there have
been a few hiccups and disagreements leading to tonight, but I’m
pretty positive there are only a few, unlikely, scenarios that can
completely ruin the event. We have four hours until the official
start time and the closer we get, the more excited I am that
nothing has exploded.

“I’m so happy you can finally see my vision!” I say
with my usual bouncy energy.

“I assumed Lizbeth only recommended you because you
were friends, and she was trying to help you out.”

“Oh, she was! She also knows how well I plan parties.
My staff is ready to go. The four of us are staying in the hotel so
we can get here quickly if there’s an emergency or to stay late if
necessary.”

“Marcus will be thrilled.”

I have yet to meet the infamous Marcus Segal. Jessica
raves about her brother, but, of course, I assume this is a
sister’s reverence for her older brother. I know what he looks
like, but only from the photo on the organization’s webpage. He’s
okay looking with slicked back, dark brown hair and a smirk that
makes me think he’s one of those guys who has more self-confidence
than he deserves. I can see the similarities between him and
Jessica in their noses and the shape of their eyes. I expect him to
have the growing mid-30s beer gut and maybe a bubble butt to go
with it.

You know what a bubble butt is, right? I’m sure you
can imagine. What? Just because I judge you doesn’t mean I don’t
like you. Beer guts and bubble butts are a fact of life.

But I’m getting off track. Marcus. Thrilled.

“I’m glad. Can you think of anything you want me to
take care of before people start to arrive?” I ask.

“No, Marcus and I both have rooms here tonight as
well, to make sure we’re the first to arrive and the last to
leave.”

“My partner, Kitty, is going to be down here in about
two hours to be ready for anyone who arrives early. I can have her
call you if someone shows up before you arrive.”

“Do you think people will?”

“I’m positive someone will be that excited, that
anxious about traffic, or just feel like they’re more important
than they are.”

“Thank you, please let us know.”

I can finally relax and get ready for the evening in
my room. I trust Kitty to be ready for anything. I send her a text
about the early arrival protocol and take a nice bath. My plan is
to arrive about 30 minutes before the invitation’s announced time
and be in the kitchen monitoring the food. When my phone alarm goes
off to get me moving, I put my super small earbud into my ear and
hear the chatter between Kitty and the two young women working for
us, Jen and Marissa.

“I’m online ladies. What’s going on?” I say.

“One early arrival, Jessica, was already here. She
reminds me of Caroline Bingley a little,” Kitty says.

“Caroline now or Caroline at school?”

“A little of both.”

“Who’s Caroline?” Jen asks.

“Nobody important,” Kitty responds.

“Anything else to be aware of?” I ask, not wanting to
get derailed.

“Nothing major. Kitchen looks good, the band is
warming up, people are arriving steadily. Lizbeth says hi.”

I make my way down to the Ballroom. I’m wearing a
super cute black dress that makes me look good but will keep me
from getting too much attention. Event planning is a good way for
me to get energized without being the center of attention. The
hosts get to be the center of attention, and I’m the center of
their attention because they’re so anxious about the event going
well. It’s per-fect.

The room is nearly full by the time I get there. I’m
thrilled to see that not only have people bought full tables, but
they are showing up. I hate when they don’t come to the event they
spent thousands of dollars on. It’s rude. This is the
organization’s first big fundraiser, having relied on grants and
small donations in the past. Having a successful fundraiser not
only makes me happy for them but proud for how it looks for me. I
go back to the kitchen to check on everything.

Once dinner is served, I finally make my way out of
the kitchen to get something to drink. Someone is on stage, running
an auction to help raise more money. I worked with Jessica to get
items and services donated, so they have an enticing collection for
bidders. At the moment they are taking bids on artwork from a local
artist that I know. I have coveted the piece and secretly hoped
nobody else would want it, but the bids are quickly getting higher.
It takes a while, but the piece goes to someone for much more than
it’s probably worth. The room applauds as the bidding ends, but I
don’t see the winner.

I stay at the bar, both taking a break and surveying
what is going on, trying to anticipate any problem. A tall,
handsome man with dark hair and a perfectly fitted tuxedo walks
over with a massive grin on his face. He orders a drink,
practically bouncing as he waits.

“You were the winning bid, weren’t you?” I ask
him.

“Yes! I’ve been trying to get that piece for months,
but the gallery said it wasn’t for sale.”

“Probably because they were saving it for this
event.”

He gives me a curious look, and I give him my best
smile. I’m feeling just as good as he is.

“Marcus Segal,” he says, extending his hand. “I don’t
think I know who you are.”

“I’m your event planner, Lydia Dempsey,” I respond,
taking his hand.

We shake, and I feel his fingers linger across my
palm as he pulls his hand away. He’s nothing like I expected.
There’s no beer gut and no bubble butt. His picture was apparently
an old one. His hair is completely different with a more mature and
professional cut. He’s taller and his face is leaner than it had
been whenever that photo was taken.

“Thank you for organizing this with my sister. She’s
very impressed with you.”

“Thank you for the opportunity. An event like this
will hopefully help my partner and me build a stronger
business.”

Marcus smiles and I wait for what he wanted to say
next, but he doesn’t get the chance as Jessica takes the microphone
and calls him up to the stage.

“It was nice to finally meet you, Lydia Dempsey.”

“You too, Marcus Segal.”

I watch him walk away before returning to the kitchen
to resume my post. Yes, I can admit I watched his butt. I had to
make sure it’s not a bubble-butt and that requires a focused
attention to detail.

 


* * *

 


Kitty and I sat in the hotel bar after the party
ended. I allow myself a glass of champagne, and we toast to a job
well done. Aside from a few minor hiccups, the night had gone
amazingly well. We sit giggling on a couch, both of us exhausted
but too energized to go to bed. Kitty finally gives up when her
girlfriend sends her a text.

“I have a rendezvous to get to!” Kitty says between
giggles.

As she gets up, I see Marcus walk into the bar. He
has changed into a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie. He spots me,
waves, and walks over. I introduce the departing Kitty to him, and
he takes her spot as soon as she’s gone.

“I told Jessica I would follow up with you about the
party.”

“I’m at your disposal,” I say.

“She noticed a few problems she will probably want to
discuss, but I thought the party was flawless. We got more
donations than we expected.”

“Well, you did pay far more for the painting than
anyone was expected to pay.”

“It’s an easy way to put money into my own
organization. I get very focused and pushy when there’s something I
want.” He locks his eyes on mine, and I raise an eyebrow.

Marcus Segal makes me want to climb into his lap and
have my way with him right there, on the couch, in the bar. I’m
pretty sure he is just as receptive as I am; the look, the
lingering handshake, and him coming over once he saw me. He has
even scooted closer, leaning in. There are inches between us.

“I know the feeling,” I say.

He takes a deep breath and sits back a little.
“Jessica and I spoke, and we’d like to hire you for a few other
events we have coming up. The first is a conference we’re trying to
get started around consumer protection and technology.”

“Why don’t I talk to both of you about it in a more
professional setting and when I’ve had a little less champagne. I
think it’s something I want Kitty’s input about and she’s not going
to come back down.”

“No?”

“No, her girlfriend is in their hotel room.”

“Are you staying here?”

“I am. Jessica said you both were as well.”

Marcus stares at me. I know he’s trying to decide
what to do next, but I’ve already made up my mind about what I
want. I take his arm, pull him to me, and kiss him. There’s no
hesitation from him, he puts an arm around me and pulls me in
closer. I don’t know how long we sat there making out, but it’s
hot.

“I want to go to your room,” he whispers, as we pull
away and catch our breath.

I don’t say anything as I take him by the hand and
lead him to the elevator. Once the door closes behind us, his hands
are on me, and we’re kissing again. He pushes me against the back
wall, and I feel his hands go up, under my dress.

“Wait, it’s not far,” I say, removing his hands from
my body.

We make it to my room, fumbling with each other’s
clothes. He pulls down the zipper of my dress as I do the same on
his hoodie before pulling it off him. He isn’t wearing a shirt
underneath, and he was in better shape than I anticipated. I don’t
mean perfectly sculpted abs and chest. I mean he doesn’t have a
beer gut and even if he did it wouldn’t change anything, but he is
totally hot.

My entire body is aware of him. It’s been too long
since I’ve desired someone this much. Small shivers pass over me as
his fingers find the right spots on my body. He doesn’t know my
body yet, but he’s figuring it out quickly, returning to those
spots with his lips and tongue. There’s no need to work this hard
to arouse me, but he does. I can feel my body build to a peak of
pleasure. He’s hard the entire time. My pulse races when I hear the
condom wrapper open and by the time I feel him slide into me, we’re
both on the brink of orgasms. I don’t know if it takes five minutes
or an hour, but it’s the most powerful orgasm I’ve had in at least
a year.

The perfect end to a wonderful event.

I wake up in his arms, the sunlight streaming into
the windows. I lay there, thinking how relaxed I feel. I can admit,
I love an orgasm and I’m happy to take care of my own needs, but
it’s different when someone else figures out what your body wants
and brings you to a climax. Even after hours of sleeping, my body
still tingles a little. I know it’s a combination of the party and
the sex, but it makes me both energized and at peace.

“Stay in bed, please,” Marcus grumbles as I move to
sit up.

“Coffee?”

“No.”

I let him pull me back into the bed and against his
body. His hand moves between my legs, and I feel him get hard. I
press myself into him, wanting to see if he can do it again. He
did!

“Now I have to get up,” I say catching my breath...
again.

“Nobody’s going to miss us.”

“I have plans of my own.”

“Cancel them.”

“That’s not how this works.”

I untangle my body from his and get out of bed.

“How does this work?” He asks, sitting up and leaning
against the pillow as he watches me find my clothes.

“This was fun, but this was a night.”

“I want to spend the day with you. I want to take you
to dinner, and I want to spend the entire week inside you.”

I had to laugh. No man ever told me he wanted that,
but it wasn’t the last time Marcus would try it.

“I don’t have that kind of time.”

“Then cancel things.”

“No.”

Marcus doesn’t respond. He just sat there, mouth
opened and eyes wide.

“I’m sure women say no to you all the time,” I
add.

“No, not really. I’m a catch.”

Really, that’s what he said! See what I mean about
wealthy men and entitlement. “Your ego is as massive as your
wallet,” I tell him.

“You weren’t complaining last night.”

I slide my shirt over my head and pull up my jeans
before getting snarky. “I’m not looking to catch anything. I have a
business to build.”

“I don’t see why these are two conflicting
desires.”

“Seriously? Last night you offered to hire my company
to plan more events. I like to keep my business somewhat separate
from my sex life.”

“Then we won’t hire you.”

I stand there, staring at him, and giving him my best
“don’t fuck with me” look.

“Sorry,” he says. “I take that back.”

“I’m sure I’ll see you when I come into the
office.”

He reluctantly gets out of bed and starts getting
dressed.

“Can we at least have breakfast?”

I look at my phone to check the time. I have no
intention of leading him on with breakfast, but I don’t want to
look like a complete bitch. I don’t really have any plans.

“Sorry,” I say. “I have to be somewhere soon.”

His face falls, and it makes me feel like shit, but I
pack my bag. We leave the room together, and I feel his hand linger
on my back as we walk out. I resist the urge to turn around and get
back in bed with him.

 


* * *

 


“He actually told you he was a catch?”

Kitty and I are having a working breakfast the next
morning, going over the details of the event and discussing the
possibility of being offered the opportunity to plan a conference.
She knew I slept with him as soon as she saw me. That’s how in sync
we are. I have no choice but to tell her some of the more
interesting conversational details.

“From all the research I did about him, I never got
the impression he was an especially entitled, rich, white guy. I
was surprised at how attractive he is,” she continues.

“Right?! I expected, like, some boring geek who made
a killing selling his tech and is trying to look like a CEO.”

“Yes, and he looks like... well, I bet Jessica has
more to do with his look than he does.”

“That’s why his comment was so fucking
irritating!”

“And he picked a woman who has been traumatized
against entitled, manipulative and suave men.”

Not that Marcus knew that, but it was true. I want to
make this clear: Marcus and Jorge are nothing alike, but there was
something about that moment of entitlement and his complete shock
that I didn’t like. It triggered a reaction and a reminder of how I
had been manipulated by the seemingly perfect man; a catch as
Marcus had put it.

“Do you want to turn down other jobs with them?” I
eventually ask.

“Hell no! They want us to plan a conference and who
knows what else. Think of all that exposure and experience.”

“It could become uncomfortable.”

“If it does then, I’ll take the lead with them and
you can focus on working your magic.”

We meet Jessica the next morning because she insists
on an immediate meeting. They raised twice as much as expected,
which helped smooth over the few hiccups that had inevitably
happened and were resolved without the guests knowing anything.
Jessica is going over what they are looking for from their
conference when Marcus knocks on the door, and she gestures for him
to join us. Kitty gives me a look when he takes the seat next to
me, even though it requires him to walk to the other side of the
room and pass plenty of other spots. Jessica looks annoyed, and I
assume he’s told her everything.

“Are you talking about the conference?” Marcus
asks.

“I’m just going over the proposal now,” Jessica
says.

“Are you going to plan it?” He asks turning to
me.

I meet his eyes and don’t break away.

“We have some ground rules and conditions if we
accept the job,” Kitty says. “I will be your main contact for this
event. I have more experience planning conferences than Lydia
does.”

Marcus finally breaks our stare-off and looks at
Kitty, clearly confused.

“I think that will be best,” Jessica says. “Marcus
can get... distracted and I’d like to keep him focused on his work
instead of other things.”

Yeah, she knows everything.

“I would like to plan the banquet with Lydia. I want
to make sure we have the right keynote speaker lined up,” Marcus
blurts out.

Kitty shrugs.

“Fine,” I say with a sigh.

“Good, we need to start working on that tomorrow. Are
you free for lunch? I know this place-”

“We can work here and order lunch if necessary,” I
say, shutting that shit down.

“That backfired a little,” Kitty says as we leave the
building and grab a cab to get back to our small office space on
the other side of town.

“I promise I’ll make it work.”

“I’m not worried about you. Even Jessica realizes
he’s going to be the problem.”

I mean, he did say he gets focused and pushy when he
wants something. I’m learning how true that is.

 


* * *

 


Marcus is already in the conference room when I get
there the next day. He has his laptop, tablet and phone on the
table. I give his assistant my lunch order, and the young man
leaves us alone. Not that it was private. The conference room has
glass walls. Everyone can see everything, and I assume I had
Jessica to thank for that.

“I promise this will be strictly professional,” he
says once the door is closed.

“You told your sister that we slept together.”

“You told your partner.”

“She’s one of my best friends.”

“My sister is mine. Will our history be a struggle
for you?”

“Our history? No,” I say and sat down with my journal
for notes.

Marcus looks at me like I’m crazy to be using pen and
paper. “You don’t use something more secure, like the cloud, for
notes?” he asks.

“You deal with hackers, and you’re suggesting the
internet is secure? Besides, I remember things better when I write
them down.”

Marcus shrugs and sits. He starts going over the
details he wants for the banquet, the event that will kick off the
conference and feature an important keynote speaker. We eat lunch
as we review the list of people he wants to approach for the honor.
It takes less than two hours to get through all the details we need
to cover.

“I did my research about you,” Marcus says once we
were done.

“Oh? What did you learn?”

“Jorge Wickham, you were the final victim.”

“You make it sound like he’s a serial killer. Anyway,
he didn’t touch my identity. I’m a little different from the
others.”

“You got him put away.”

“Because they were able to make the strongest case
with it.”

“Do you know why I started developing the security
software and why I’m so passionate about protecting people
online?”

“Only a little bit. It happened to your other sister,
Maura.”

“She ran away from home with a guy she met in a chat
room. She was gone for a few months because there was no technology
to track the man who had her. She still struggles with what
happened.”

“I’m sorry that she’s still suffering.”

“I appreciate that, but there’s a reason I’m telling
you.” I don’t say anything, letting him find the words he wants. “I
didn’t know your history the other night. Jessica picked you to
plan the benefit dinner because you were recommended. She did her
research first, and she knew already, but I never have anything to
do with the fundraising. I focus on the big picture.”

“You clearly didn’t know who I was when we met at the
party, and I don’t tell most people about Jorge.”

“I know, I just didn’t expect you, and I didn’t
realize I might be triggering some lingering trauma.”

The old me would have told him to suck it and used
some very fun words. The new me doesn’t want to piss off a man who
could have so much influence over my business. I’m trying to think
and not just react.

“I want to correct an assumption you’ve made,” I
say.

“What is that?”

“I think you’ve assumed that my lack of romantic
interest in you has to do with Jorge and Mexico.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No. I mean, yes, it continues to influence my
relationships, but at this very moment, you’re my boss. You very
specifically told me there was going to be an offer to plan other
events. This can make or break me. I have a partner and two
employees. If you were in my position, what would you do?”

He sits there, thinking about what I said. “I’m sorry
I suggested we not work together so that we could continue a sexual
relationship.”

“I accept your apology, but we should do the rest of
this over email.”

He agrees and gives me a smile that I don’t
understand until I’m back in my office, putting my notes together.
I think he knows I still want him as much as he wants me.

 


* * *

 


We plan the entire conference in six months, which is
insanity. Marcus remains professional the whole time, but I know
when he’s totally flirting in less obvious ways. It’s really easy
to let my guard down. One day we visit the hosting university to
taste the menu options and pick the food. Marcus behaves like a kid
in a candy store, tasting everything and encouraging me to taste
things as well. At one point he puts something in my face and
slides it into my open mouth. Each time he touches me I feel a stab
of desire. In emails, he suggests movies, television shows, art
shows and theater that I should see.

He gives me his complete attention when we’re
together. It’s not in a creepy way. He is listening and learning
what he can about me. He asks me questions and remembers answers.
He sends me a thank you gift for the fundraiser event, a brand new
leather traveler’s journal to keep my notebooks in. This is big
because it means not only did he notice how much I like paper
notebooks, but it’s the style, size, and colors I love. It wasn’t
like I was the only one who got a gift from him. Each of us does,
color coordinated with our business logo and names.

But still.

The more time we spend together, the more I wonder if
I made the right decision. I enjoy his company, and he’s easy to
talk to. He’s always excited to be included in planning. He wants
to be on conference calls with speakers and has some smart ideas on
how to engage attendees. I keep giving him more of my time and
attention learning as much about him as he’s learned about me.

It’s Jessica who doesn’t seem pleased with how things
are progressing. She resists her brother’s input, and I know she’s
irritated when he wants to participate. At the tasting, while he
flirts with me, she refuses to taste anything, staring at her phone
the entire time. When we’re done, she speaks to him like he’s a
child.

“I need you to discourage Marcus,” she says to Kitty
and me a week before the conference began.

“What?” I ask, a hundred percent sure I’ve
misunderstood.

“I appreciate that you’ve not continued to sleep with
him, but he’s not focused on the important things.”

“Is this conference not important?”

“Tasting the food? Picking the seating arrange-ments?
This is my job.”

I look at Kitty, and she gives me a look that I
understand: STFU Lydia!

“Fine,” I say.

Kitty waits until we’re back at our offices before
bringing it up.

“We’re not working for them again.”

Kitty’s clearly angry, but not at me. She’s been
dealing with Jessica for six months, and it hasn’t been easy.
Jessica’s clearly not as interested in the conference as she had
been about the party. Not that it stops me from worrying about my
behavior.

“Have I been inappropriate with him?”

“No, but I agree that he seems easily distracted by
you.”

“Fuck, I’ve been trying to be good.”

“That’s not why I’m angry. It’s not your job to
encourage or discourage the man who is paying you. He can be as
involved as he wants to be. I just don’t like Jessica. She was fine
when we were planning a single benefit, but she has no interest in
this. I need him to be as engaged as he is because she’s not.”

“This conference is what he wants to do. I guess she
would rather focus on benefits and banquets.”

“That doesn’t mean she can shut down like a spoiled
brat. This is her job, and what they should be doing with all the
money they’ve raised. Honestly, I like Marcus. I like you with
Marcus. I see old Lydia come out, the good parts of her. The bubbly
Lydia who giggles and flirts and likes being the center of
attention. I miss her, and I want her to be the center of someone’s
world. That day, at the tasting, it was like watching foreplay
between the two of you. You let him feed you different things, and
he loved every minute of it. I half expected the two of you to find
a way to sneak off together. From the outside, it looks like it
would be so easy for the two of you to be together. Why did you
make the decision to keep things just professional?”

I felt the tears begin to fill my eyes and I wipe
them away before they can fall. I know exactly what Kitty’s talking
about. “I couldn’t pass up this opportunity to grow the business.
Marcus and Jessica were offering us an amazing chance. I was
thinking about us, but now I think I made the wrong choice!”

“We need to stick to our business plan and not jump
the gun. We can finish this and then go back to what we do well.
Maybe you should think about your own needs for once?”

I laugh. “Like Jessica would let him date me.”

“What? I don’t think she cares about dating. She
wants him to be in his box at work, doing the important work while
she plans the events that allow him that freedom. She’d probably be
happy if you two dated, and he could focus.”

I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to cast
Jessica as the evil sister who tried to keep her brother away from
me, but what Kitty was saying made more sense. Jessica didn’t
dislike me, she disliked that Marcus was distracted from his job by
me.

“How do we tell them we won’t work with them again?”
I ask.
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