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      What if?

      

      What if, all your life, you’ve always done the right thing? You’ve been proper, prudent, even cautious; never wavering from the straight and narrow—not, necessarily, because you are better than anyone else, but rather from an unacknowledged “Chicken Little” fear that if you do anything the least bit wild, something terrible will happen.

      Then one day you finally let go. You do something rash, something impulsive, something--okay, let’s admit it—something illegal. And suddenly, all your fears come true.

      Such is the plight of Diana “Dee” Edith Evans. For twenty-four years, Dee has been the perfect daughter, the perfect student, and finally the perfect employee as executive assistant to Jason Masters. Then Dee is jilted by a prospective boyfriend Stewart for being too “conservative,” and she suffers a moment of temporary insanity. Egged on by her friends, she decides to prove Stewart wrong by mooning him from the company carpool van.

      Unfortunately, Dee’s aim is off. Instead of Stewart, she moons her boss… and the sky starts to fall on Dee’s proper, predictable world….
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      MOON

      noun (also Moon) 1. A natural satellite of any planet.

      verb (to moon) 2. To expose one’s buttocks to (someone) to insult them.

      The NEW DYLAN JAMES DICTIONARY

      

      Funny how insanity can strike—so suddenly and without warning. Especially with friends nudging you gently over the edge.

      To be fair, Dee’s friends didn’t know she’d just been through a hellish Friday, capping an even more hellish work week. They knew she’d joined them in one of the company’s carpool vans because her car had died in the parking lot; they didn’t know she suspected the bill to get her vintage Volkswagen bug going again would be beyond her meager savings. They knew her job as executive assistant for the big boss, Jason Masters, was difficult at the best of times; they didn’t know Masters’ temper had been hair-trigger all day as he worked to close a major deal.

      They certainly didn’t suspect their remarks on her love life would feel like salt on a raw wound. The five women had all been friends since high school and commenting on Dee’s love life—or more often, the lack thereof—was a common pastime among the group.

      Marlene was the one who started the round this time with the innocent query, “What are you and wonder-boy Stewart planning to do this weekend, Dee?”

      “Nothing,” Dee answered briefly, trying to ignore the pang of hurt the mention of Stewart’s name caused in her chest.

      She had sat in the back seat of the van hoping the others would sit at the front near Andrea, who was driving. Elizabeth and Bonnie had unconsciously complied with her unspoken wish, but Marlene—the one Dee had hoped to avoid the most—had sauntered down the aisle to flop in the seat directly in front of Dee.

      She didn’t even put on a seat belt, Dee noticed disapprovingly, automatically tightening her own as the van hit a bump in the road. Instead Marlene leaned back against the window and stretched her long silky legs out on the bench seat as she scrolled through her cell phone messages. She looked sleek and sexy, from the top of her spiky blond hair down to her polished toenails displayed in strappy sandals.

      “You’re not going to get together to hold hands while sitting chastely upright on the sofa tonight?” Marlene prodded, throwing her phone in her bag to inspect her immaculate manicure while continuing her inquisition.

      “No,” Dee answered. She deliberately kept her answer curt so that some people—say, those with a modicum of sensitivity—would sense she didn’t feel like talking.

      But Marlene was known for her alluring walk, come-hither green eyes and “live for the day” attitude. And although she had many admirable character traits, sensitivity wasn’t among them. Without shifting her gaze from her maroon nails, Marlene pressed, “What do you mean nothing? Don’t you and Stewie have a standing date to eat prunes and watch the news every Friday evening?”

      “We eat popcorn,” Dee corrected her, staring out at the cars speeding along the crowded L.A. streets on their way to the 405 freeway.

      “Prunes would be better. You both need something to loosen you up.”

      The other three women chuckled at Marlene’s teasing remark. Usually Dee would have laughed, too, before launching into her ongoing debate with her friends on why the sedate courtship she and Stewart had embarked on six months ago was preferable to the weekend flings that Marlene indulged in. After all, unlike Marlene, who was outgoing and confident, Dee was an introvert and a little shy. Raised by her maternal grandparents after her parents died in a car accident when she was a toddler, Dee had been brought up to believe that sex was a commitment, not a pastime. She’d wanted to take things slow. Something that she and Marlene had debated about more times than Dee could remember.

      But not tonight. Tonight, merely the thought of the way Stewart used to solemnly munch his popcorn while watching World News: The Week in Review caused tears to burn behind Dee’s eyes. Knowing that Marlene wouldn’t stop teasing unless she confessed what had happened, Dee finally admitted, “Stewart broke up with me today.”

      For a second, silence filled the van. Then everyone spoke at once.

      “The jerk!”

      “He’s a loser!”

      “Why on earth did he do that?” Andrea asked. Andrea always wanted to know the whys and wherefores of things and now was no exception. Her steady brown eyes met Dee’s in the rearview mirror as she added, “You two seemed to be getting along so well.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Dee said. Averting her gaze, she pulled out a tissue and blew her nose. “But I guess I was wrong. He said I was too conservative, too boring, to keep up with his wilder lifestyle.”

      Andrea snorted, lifting a hand from the steering wheel to tuck a strand of golden-brown hair behind her ear. “The only wild lifestyle Stewie has is in his head. This is probably just another pitiful attempt to emulate Masters—he certainly goes through women fast enough.” She signaled for a left turn before adding, “Stewart’s an idiot. You’re better off without him.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Dee muttered. Andrea—indeed, all the other women—never had any problem finding men. Unlike Dee. She blew her nose a bit fiercely as another wave of regret rose in her chest. It had felt so good to have a boyfriend, someone to talk about when her friends mentioned the different men they were going out with or her grandmother asked who she was dating. Having Stewart as a boyfriend had made her feel normal somehow—like a regular woman rather than the quiet, retiring, destined-to-remain-a-virgin-forever oddity that deep in her heart she knew she really was.

      “Well, be glad you never slept with him,” Marlene said, as if in answer to her unspoken thought. “If you had—”

      “If I had, maybe he wouldn’t have broken up with me,” Dee burst out. “But he never even tried to have sex with me. Not once!”

      The thought shouldn’t have hurt so much. She knew she wasn’t the kind of woman to inspire lust in a man. After twenty-four years of living with her medium brown hair, common gray eyes, and short—not fat, but not thin, either—figure, she’d come to terms with the realization that she was basically nondescript. But still….

      “He must be gay,” Marlene declared.

      “He isn’t gay.” Dee knew he wasn’t. The gleam in his eye as he watched the voluptuous weather girl on the news vouched for that. He’d stare unblinkingly at the blonde for her entire five minute segment—even forgetting to chew his popcorn. Dee had no doubt that if Ms. Summer Storm was sitting next to him every Friday night he’d try to seduce her. “I’m obviously just not worth the effort,” she said, voicing the fear uppermost in her mind.

      Once again silence filled the van.

      Then Andrea said, “Oh, come on, Dee,” in a bracing tone, taking her eyes off the brisk evening traffic long enough to frown at her in the rearview mirror. “That’s not true. You probably didn’t give him any encouragement.”

      Dee stiffened in surprise. “Yes, I did—or at least, I didn’t discourage him.”

      “Maybe not verbally, but I bet you froze him off just the same,” Marlene drawled. “You do it all the time—you’ve always done it—even in high school. You stand there with that ‘I’m-purer-than-driven-snow, Miss-Goody-Two-Shoes-is-a-whore-compared-to-me’ aura that makes men freeze in their tracks.”

      “I do not!” Dee declared, shock and indignation at this unexpected attack momentarily replacing hurt. “I’m very approachable.”

      “Sure you are,” Elizabeth agreed in her soothing voice, sending Marlene a reproving look. “To animals and little children. But men…” She hesitated.

      “Men want something more,” Bonnie chirped in to explain, bouncing a little in her seat. Bonnie always bounced when she got excited—a habit no doubt left over from her cheerleading days, Dee reflected. Bonnie bounced again, making her shoulder-length red hair flip up and down as she added earnestly, “Men want the chance, the hope, the merest possibility that someday—”

      “They might see you naked,” Marlene concluded.

      “Well put,” Andrea said dryly. “Still, Bonnie and Marlene have a point. Sexy is the word we’re looking for here. You have to think sexy to get a man to make a move. You need to appear available—”

      “Easy,” Marlene said.

      “No, not easy,” Elizabeth insisted, her blue eyes narrowing thoughtfully as she absently braided a lock of her shiny, shoulder-length dark hair. Elizabeth did thoughtful very well—achieving an expression Dee always thought of as her Maternal Goddess look. Elizabeth’s eyes were filled with solemn female wisdom now as she explained, “Men don’t want someone who’s easy, just… persuadable. As if you might be talked into doing something… impulsive. ”

      “I can be impulsive. Very impulsive.” Dee knew her friends were only trying to help, but they were beginning to annoy her. “I’ve done lots of impulsive things in my life.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Marlene inquired. “Name one spontaneous, crazy thing you’ve done in the eight years we’ve known you.”

      “I’ve… I’ve… well, I bought those red Jimmy Choo heels. And they weren’t even on sale!”

      Marlene’s lip curled. “Wow, how daring. Especially since you’ve never gotten up the nerve to wear them.”

      “They make me wobble,” Dee admitted. “I’m afraid I might sprain an ankle in them.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me? Let’s list the other stuff you’ve been afraid to do.” Marlene held up her hand, bending down a slim finger. “You wouldn’t try out for the drill team with the rest of us….”

      “I’m not very coordinated.” The thought of everyone watching her try to march and dance made Dee’s armpits prickle with nervous perspiration even now. Oh, her grandparents had insisted she go to Cotillion as a preteen, and as a result, she could waltz, do the two-step and even tango with the best of them. But other than at the occasional 50th anniversary party for aging relatives no one waltzed anymore, and she’d never gotten much opportunity to practice the latest dances everyone else enjoyed so much.

      Marlene bent a second finger back. “You wouldn’t go away to college….”

      “My grandparents wanted me to commute.” Dee hadn’t protested their suggestion. Her grandparents were elderly and she knew they’d wanted her to live at home awhile longer. She added, “Besides, Cypress has an excellent community college. It would have been a waste to spend the money to go away.”

      “It would have been a blessing,” Marlene declared. “Cypress is the boringest city in southern California. Hell, its only claim to fame is as the place that golfer, Tiger Woods, couldn’t wait to get out of. And you are a perfect example of the kind of person such a sleepy suburb breeds. Why, you wouldn’t try even one drink when we took you out for your twenty-first birthday.”

      Dee clenched her tissue in her fist and lifted her chin. “I don’t like to be out of control.”

      Marlene raised her arched eyebrows. “How would you know? You’ve never been out of control.”

      “Now, Marlene,” Elizabeth said, trying to intervene.

      But Marlene was beyond being stopped. Her gaze locked with Dee’s as she pressed on relentlessly. “You wear conservative clothes, read conservative books, don’t drink, don’t smoke—you even stay away from sugar because it’s ‘bad’ for you. You always buckle your seat belt and chew thirty times before swallowing—and you insist on pulling your hair back in that damn bun. For God’s sake, let it hang loose sometimes.”

      Defensively Dee lifted a hand to her head. “It tends to frizz. It’s neater this way.”

      Marlene rolled her eyes. “And heaven forbid you should look a little messy. I swear, Dee, sometimes I think you’re physically incapable of doing anything mad and impulsive—a wild, crazy act just for the sheer hell of it. I’ll bet that not once in your entire life have you ever strayed from the safe and narrow.”

      “So what’s wrong with being safe?” Dee demanded.

      “Nothing, as long as you’re not operating from some Chicken Little mentality that the sky is going to fall down if you let go and live a little.”

      “I live a little….”

      “That’s exactly my point!” Green eyes blazing, Marlene leaned closer, saying earnestly, “What you need is to learn to live a lot. To show Stewart and all the guys like him that they don’t know the first thing about the real Diana ‘Dee’ Edith Evans.”

      Dee blew her nose again, hiding behind her tissue a moment to escape the intensity of Marlene’s gaze while she considered what her friend had said. Dee hated to admit it, but maybe Marlene had a point. Maybe she needed to learn to be more spontaneous, to let go, to develop a bit more backbone—

      Her thoughts were interrupted when Andrea said suddenly, “Speak of the devil, isn’t that Stewart’s car coming up on the right?”

      Bonnie turned to the side window, her nearsightedness and vain refusal to wear glasses causing her to squint as she peered through the glass. “You’re right. It is Stewart,” she declared, confirming the sighting.

      Backbone forgotten, Dee slouched down as far as possible. “I can’t bear to have him see me,” she groaned.

      Marlene rose on her knees to glare down at her over the back of the seat. “What are you talking about? He’s the one who should be embarrassed, not you. He’s the one who threw you over—and for what? For being too conservative? Too boring? That’s what he complained about?”

      Dee nodded.

      “Well, you’ll show him,” Marlene declared. “You’re going to do something so reckless, so daring, so downright outrageous, that old Stewart ‘I’m-too-wild-for-you- babe’ Paxton will just die from stupefied shock.”

      Dee was perfectly willing for Stewart to suffer such a fate, but she really didn’t see how she could bring it about. “What do you want me to do?” she asked, risking a peek out the window at the black Lexus edging up next to the van.

      “Moon him.”

      “What?!”

      “You need to moon him.”

      Dee felt as if she might die from stupefied shock herself. “I can’t do that.”

      Marlene raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows. “Why not?”

      “Because… because it’s immoral… and—and childish. And I’m almost certain it’s illegal—why, yes, it would have to be,” Dee added on a more positive note, “because I’d need to take my seat belt off.”

      “Exactly!” Marlene declared triumphantly. “It’s the perfect revenge. It’ll show Stewart that he was wrong about you—and that you think he’s an ass—all at the same time.”

      “Put like that, Marlene almost makes sense,” Andrea said dryly.

      Bonnie certainly thought so. Bouncing wildly, she sang out in the ringing, cheerleading tones with which she’d extolled their 0-wins high school football team on to victory, “It’s a great idea! Do it, Dee! Do it for all the women who’ve ever been labeled boring! Do it for women everywhere who’ve ever been dumped!” On a rising crescendo, she cried, “Come on, Dee! Do it for the Gypper!”

      Dee wasn’t exactly sure who the Gypper was, but she was certain she didn’t want to moon her ex-boyfriend for his benefit. She opened her mouth to say so.

      But before she could get the words out, Marlene took one look at her expression and flopped back into her seat. She said resignedly, “Save it, Bonnie. She won’t do it. Mooning someone is too daring for proper little Dee to ever consider.”

      “No, it’s not,” Bonnie said loyally, but Dee could see the doubt filling her big blue eyes, her previous enthusiasm ebbing away. The same doubt was mirrored on Elizabeth’s pretty face and Andrea’s somber one as well.

      They didn’t think she’d do it, Dee realized. They didn’t think she had enough guts to pull off such a bold prank. Just like Stewart, they thought she was too predictable, too conservative, too… boring.

      A small spark of rebellion, which had simmered unnoticed for twenty-four years, suddenly flared up inside her. Who were they to think they knew her so well?

      “Oh, my goodness!” Bonnie said, squinting out the window again. “I think there’s someone in the car with Stewart. It looks like a woman.”

      Dee’s friends turned as one to glance at Dee, pity on their faces. It was an expression Dee knew well. She’d seen it often in high school, in college, and especially during the last few years. She’d even seen it on Stewart’s face now and again—the two-timing jerk!

      Damn it, she was tired of being pitied. She was tired of being “the voice of caution,” the Debbie Dee Downer. Why shouldn’t she show Stewart exactly what she thought of him? He certainly had no regard for her feelings!

      The rebellious spark burst into a conflagration. She unbuckled her seat belt, her resolution hardening as Elizabeth’s eyes widened and Bonnie gasped. If she could elicit that kind of reaction from her friends, then imagine how shocked Stewart would be.

      Inspired by the thought, Dee rose to her feet while the other women watched her with excited trepidation. They’d never looked at her like that before and the amazement on their faces filled her with elation. She felt reckless, she felt brave—she even felt a little noble with the fate of jilted women everywhere resting on her shoulders. She’d prove to everyone she wasn’t afraid. And after tonight, Chicken Little Dee would be gone forever!

      The Lexus was pulling up alongside them now. Dee slid down her white cotton panties. Turning around, she grasped the back hem of her three-inches-below-the-knee-length skirt.

      “She’s going to do it,” Bonnie said, awe in her voice.

      Dee’s palms felt damp with sweat. Terror and excitement were making her head swim. From the corner of her eye, she could see the dark-haired driver start to look over. Taking a deep breath, she yanked up her skirt—

      —just as Elizabeth gasped out, “That’s not Stewart! Oh, my God—it’s Jason Masters!”
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      “It is the very error of the moon;

      She comes more near the earth than she was wont,

      And makes men mad.”

      WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

      

      At thirty-two, Jason Masters had pretty much seen it all.

      From the time his mother died when he was twelve, Jason and his three brothers had run wild, losing their innocence and broadening their cynicism at a rapid pace. Robbed of her gentle guidance, they grew up doing what they wanted, when they wanted and how they wanted.

      Their father certainly made no effort to curb them. Born in England into a hardworking, pragmatic family, John Masters had traveled to America to study the latest advances in electronics; he stayed after uncharacteristically plunging in love and marrying a sweet Latino waitress in Los Angeles. When his wife died, John drowned his grief by immersing himself in his work. He emerged long enough to try marriage a second time, but retreated again when he realized loyalty and faithfulness—not to mention monogamy—were alien concepts to his new wife’s narcissistic nature.

      Loneliness for his first wife, disillusionment about his second, soon completed John’s emotional isolation. As long as his sons made it through school, didn’t do drugs, kill anyone and—most importantly—didn’t disturb his absorption in the predictable scientific world he found so comforting, John figured they were doing just fine.

      Since all four boys were highly intelligent, making it through high school and then college hadn’t been any problem. But the same smarts that helped them ace tests without studying bred a restless curiosity that all too often led them into trouble. Before their father’s business took off, they prowled the rough streets of L.A. with arrogant confidence, unimpressed by the gangs that claimed the area. The quick temper they’d inherited from their Latino mother landed them in plenty of fights. The shrewd intelligence bestowed by their practical English father guaranteed they came out on top. When John’s business became a success and money started pouring in, his sons changed their venue without altering their behavior in the least. They prowled through the gatherings of the rich and famous throughout the world with the same cockiness they’d displayed in the scuzzy bars and dives of L.A.

      Jason was the oldest. For years he was also the wildest. His mocking blue eyes smoldered with a hot restlessness that lured the daring and frightened the cautious. His time was spent pursuing whatever new diversion came his way. His extensive mechanical knowledge insured he had the fastest cars. His dark good looks and muscular build attracted the fastest girls.

      The hearts he broke meant no more to him than the engines he burned out. He walked away from both with an uncaring shrug, unconcerned about the reputation he was earning as unpredictable and heartless. He didn’t think about the future, or the possible repercussions of his actions. He didn’t give a damn what anyone thought of him or his way of life.

      All that changed the day his father died.

      Within twenty-four hours of his father’s heart attack, Jason—just twenty-seven at the time—learned his father’s company, Masters, Inc., was on the verge of bankruptcy, its assets depleted by his stepmother’s unceasing demands on his father’s wallet. Within forty-eight hours, Jason had bought her off and assumed control, resolved not to let the company go under. John Masters had been a neglectful father, but he’d loved his sons and the electronics firm he’d poured so much of his life into was their legacy. Jason was determined to build it into a profitable one.

      He used his brawling instincts to fight off his competitors. He used his shrewd intelligence to make executive decisions that were quick and successful. He used his good looks when necessary, to charm the women clients and his tall, athletic build to intimidate the men. When he realized his reputation for wildness wasn’t good for business, he tried to bury it beneath a cold, conservative film of icy control.

      For the most part, he was successful. When—as it did every now and then—that control melted under the heat of his quick temper, he pushed twice as hard to overcome the setback, applying the same unrelenting determination that he’d used all his life to get his own way.

      If sometimes it seemed life consisted simply of business, he didn’t let it bother him. If sometimes he felt lonely, he ignored that, too, determined not to make the same mistake his father had of marrying a money hungry bitch like his stepmother.

      Jason preferred the hard reality of business to illusions of affection. He set goal upon goal for the company, and his stratagems worked. With his brothers’ support, in a mere five years Jason had restructured his father’s business into an international concern that was growing more powerful daily by allowing nothing and no one to get in his way. In the process, he’d been threatened, pleaded with, cussed out and swung at more often than he could remember.

      But Friday evening was the first time in his entire life that Jason Masters had ever been mooned.

      And he didn’t like it. Especially from his company van.

      Circumstances had prevented him from pursuing the offender right then, but doing so was at the top of his agenda on Monday morning. Pacing past his wide ebony desk, he paused to slash through the item “Take care of Mooner” with a firm, broad stroke of his gold pen. He’d handle that infuriating matter as soon as his assistant—Diana Edith Evans—arrived.

      When he finally heard her enter the adjoining office, a grim smile curved his mouth. Stabbing at the intercom button with a long finger, he demanded, “Come in here as soon as you’ve put your stuff away.”

      He didn’t bother to wait for her reply. He knew she’d obey his command. She always responded promptly and unquestioningly, and damn efficiently, to any order that he gave. She was the perfect assistant—quiet, unassuming—a predictable piece of machinery that never gave him trouble nor a moment’s second thought. Until today.
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      In the outer office, Dee jumped and stared at the small intercom unit on her desk as if it were a snake waiting to strike. Under the circumstances, she wished it was a snake—a large poisonous one. Then her death would at least be less painful than the one Jason Masters no doubt had planned.

      She sank into her chair with a low moan. “He’s going to kill me.”

      It wasn’t the first time she’d uttered the phrase. Her early demise had occupied her mind the entire weekend.

      “I’m going to die,” she’d informed her friends when they gathered in the living room of her little house on Friday evening, still shaken after their unexpected “encounter” with their boss.

      “No, you’re not,” Andrea had replied in her practical tones. “You only mooned the man—you didn’t commit a drive-by shooting, for heaven’s sake. You can’t die from flashing your bottom at someone.”

      “I can,” Dee declared, lying on her flowered couch with her hand pressed to her aching forehead. Horror at what she’d done seized her every few minutes, making her flush with heat, then shiver with shock. How could she have committed such a disgraceful act? She cringed every time she thought of it.

      Glancing at the concerned faces grouped around her, she said, “I’ll never, ever be able to face him again.” She considered the matter a moment, then added with a shudder, “Or turn my back, either.”

      “Of course you will.” Elizabeth sat down beside her to pat her shoulder comfortingly. “Maybe he didn’t even realize what you were doing. Andrea speeded up almost immediately—but perhaps you don’t remember that part. That’s when you fell, wasn’t it? And bumped your head?”

      Andrea leaned over Elizabeth’s shoulder. Pulling Dee’s hand away from her forehead, she studied the swelling bump on her friend’s right temple. “My goodness, you did get whomped didn’t you? Bonnie, hurry up with that ice!”

      “Here it is,” Marlene said—the only remark she’d made since helping Dee regain her seat in the van. Marlene looked pale, but belligerent—a sure sign, Dee knew, that her friend was upset. The blonde held out a green bag, adding in a gruff voice, “It’s not ice exactly—you don’t have any, Dee—but this bag of frozen Brussel sprouts should work just as well.”

      Bonnie wrinkled her dainty nose and perched on the coffee table next to Fluffy, Dee’s furry white tomcat. “Yuck, Brussels sprouts. How can you eat the things?”

      “They’re good for you.” Dee sighed a little as Elizabeth gently laid the plastic bag against the bruise on her temple.

      “Do you think she’ll have a black eye?” Bonnie asked, her own eyes widening with dismay at the thought.

      Elizabeth started to say, “Maybe—” but Andrea cut her off.

      “No,” Andrea declared, her firm tones brooking no argument. “She’ll only have a colorful bruise. She’s just lucky she didn’t get hurt worse.”

      “I should say.” Bonnie gave a little bounce, startling Fluffy who jumped indignantly down to the floor. “The way she tumbled over I thought she’d break her arm at the least. It was a good thing she landed on her head. Accidents always happen when you don’t wear your seat belt,” she added piously, leaning closer to shake her finger reprovingly at Dee. “You should never have taken yours off.”

      “She should never have listened to me—that’s what she should never have done,” Marlene suddenly burst out. With a violent sweep, she knocked Dee’s numerous throw pillows—her legacy from an industrious great aunt—from an overstuffed armchair, and threw herself down on it. “Now we’ll all get fired—and dammit!” Marlene pounded on the chair’s arm with her clenched fist. “I can’t lose this job. I really need it.”

      Tears burned Dee’s eyes, hidden beneath the plastic bag. She didn’t want to lose her job, either. But when Marlene, in a voice husky with remorse, added, “I’m so sorry I started all this,” Dee managed to swallow the lump in her own throat and say, “It’s not your fault. I knew better—it was just….”

      Her voice trailed off. How could she explain the reckless euphoria that had seized her? Looking back, it seemed insane to have done what she did. A low moan escaped her. “Oh, what’s the use in talking about it? It’s no one’s fault but my own. I’ll just explain that none of you had anything to do with it.”

      She tried to tell herself Masters would overlook it; maybe even laugh about it. Her efforts were fruitless. Picturing her boss laughing over such a juvenile prank by one of his employees was a mental picture beyond her abilities to imagine. Maybe—if she pleaded hard enough—he wouldn’t fire her friends, but Dee knew she’d lose her job for sure.

      The thought made her throat constrict even more. She loved her job. She’d started with Masters, Inc. while still in college, working her way from department to department until less than a year ago, she’d finally been promoted to Masters’s assistant. And, damn it, she was good at the position. She enjoyed the challenge of handling the myriad details the job involved, as well as the challenge of keeping up with Jason Masters.

      Oh, she’d been a little afraid when she started, worried about triggering Masters’s famous quick temper, and at first he had seemed to bark and growl a lot. But soon she’d developed the knack of reading his mood, often intervening at exactly the right moment in a business meeting with a question or a comment, giving him the time he needed to rein in his anger. Lately she didn’t need to say a word; he’d shoot her a look and calm down all on his own.

      In fact, they’d become a good team—so good, that she’d hoped to earn the title of assistant in another year or so. And why not? She might lack self-confidence when it came to social situations, but when it came to her work, she knew precisely what she was doing. She was self assured, responsible, knowledgeable—not once in the entire time that she’d worked for Jason Masters had she ever made a major mistake.

      Except for mooning him from the company van, of course.

      “It doesn’t matter what you tell him, I know he’ll fire us all,” Marlene said bitterly, interrupting Dee’s thoughts. “When Masters takes action, he always makes a clean sweep of things. Remember when he took over that company and fired everyone from the CEO down to the mail clerk? The truth is, we’re all in this together.”

      A gloomy silence fell over the group. Dee blinked back tears beneath her melting plastic bag, while Elizabeth frowned and Marlene kicked at an innocent throw pillow lying by her feet. Bonnie gave a forlorn bounce, but Andrea didn’t move a muscle as she stared with narrowed eyes at the yellow wall opposite. Fluffy, disgusted with the grim atmosphere, indicated his disapproval by jumping up on Dee, who gave a surprised grunt as the cat landed on her stomach.

      The small sound seemed to break Andrea’s preoccupation. Straightening her shoulders, she suddenly said, “Wait a minute, everybody. This situation might not be that bad.”

      Dee lifted a corner of her sprouts bag to stare at Andrea. The other women all stared, too, eyebrows raising in surprise.

      Marlene demanded, “What are you talking about?”

      “I mean we’re jumping to conclusions here. Like Elizabeth said, maybe Masters didn’t realize what Dee was doing—or even see her.” Andrea’s brown eyes narrowed as she looked around at the others. “I was only paying attention to the road. Did anyone else catch his reaction?”

      The women were silent a minute, considering. Dee cuddled Fluffy closer, taking comfort from his small warm body as she tried to remember exactly what had happened. She certainly hadn’t seen Jason. All she’d seen was the floor of the van coming up to smack her in the face. Apparently no one else had caught his reaction, either.

      “I didn’t,” Marlene admitted. “I was trying to catch Dee.”

      “Neither did I,” Bonnie said.

      Elizabeth twirled a strand of her dark hair thoughtfully. “I know I didn’t see him. But don’t you think if Masters had seen Dee’s… gesture, he would have chased the van down right then and there and fired us all on the spot?”

      Pushing Fluffy off her stomach, Dee sat up, struck by the truth of what Elizabeth was saying. She lowered the soggy bag of sprouts to her lap, not even flinching at the icy dampness seeping through her skirt. Of course he would have. Jason Masters always reacted swiftly and decisively—especially when he was angry. And he certainly would have been angry in this situation. Totally pissed off, in fact.

      Maybe he hadn’t seen her.

      The thought gave her hope. And her friends built on that faint hope to persuade her to return to work on Monday as if nothing had happened.

      “Just act normal,” Andrea told her.

      “Try to be extra cheerful,” Bonnie advised.

      “For God’s sake, don’t act frightened—or let him see that guilty look!” Elizabeth said. “He’ll definitely know something is up if he sees that expression on your face, whether he caught your act in the van or not. Think pleasant thoughts before you go in to see him. Picture a peaceful lake, full of ducks floating on the calm waters.”

      “And if that doesn’t work, then lie till you die!” Marlene said grimly.

      Remembering Elizabeth’s suggestion, Dee put her purse in a desk drawer, then took another moment to draw a few deep breaths, trying to ease her tension and make her expression serene. She’d pictured a lake and was struggling to visualize a few ducks—should she go with plain white ones or would mallards be better?—when once again the intercom clicked.

      “Diana!”

      The lake evaporated and the ducks fled squawking. Perspiration dampened Dee’s palms. Automatically snatching up the contracts she had ready for him to sign and her notepad and pen, she hurried to his office. Opening the door, she paused, peering cautiously inside.

      White walls provided a stark contrast to the walnut desk and chairs in the room, as well as the vast expanse of gleaming dark wood floors. Sculptures, composed of twisted curves of metal and rock, were placed on pedestals between the high arched windows. To Dee, the postmodern pieces always seemed stern and unyielding, and for the most part, unfathomable. But no more stern and unyielding than the dark suited figure standing by his desk with his back to her, gazing out a window at the city below.

      She swiftly scanned Jason’s rigid figure, from the top of his thick dark hair down to his polished shoes. Her heart sank. He was mad, all right. No mistake about it.

      To her experienced gaze, all the signs of an incipient explosion were there. Tension tightened his broad shoulders, and he’d thrust his hands—fisted, no doubt—deep into his pants pockets. Perhaps the worst sign of all was that he didn’t even turn around at her entrance. She knew he’d heard the door opening. Jason Masters heard all and knew all when it came to his company.

      Why on earth had she thought he wouldn’t have seen her mooning him?

      Dee pressed the notepad and papers against her breasts, and tried to still the trembling in her knees. She wanted to turn and run, to escape before he could see her. Oh, how she hated angry voices—especially angry voices directed at her. But she refused to give in to the impulse to flee. She’d promised her friends to do her best to hide her crime or, if that wasn’t possible, to try to explain. She’d come prepared to apologize, to plead with him not to fire her—or at the least, not to fire her friends—and she wouldn’t let them down.

      Taking a deep breath, she began walking across the endless floor to her usual chair in front of his desk. Jason neither turned nor acknowledged her presence. In the silence, her flat heels hitting on the floor sounded unnaturally loud, the dull clacks affecting her sensitive nerves like bullets. She walked faster. The clacks became louder, making her wince. Finally she reached the leather chair in front of Jason’s desk. She sank into it with a sigh of relief.

      Jason hadn’t moved. He still didn’t turn. The oppressive silence lengthened.

      Dee shifted. She shifted again, rearranging the notepad on her lap, taking a firmer grip on her pen. Then she stared at that unyielding broad back, feeling more nervous by the second. Oh, goodness—this was worse than she’d expected. Even confession had to be better than this unending tension. Her apprehension increased until the heavy thudding of her heart made her almost feel sick.
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