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Kissing the Billionaire
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Sophie Stern

Falling in love isn't in the cards for 27-year-old Charlotte Ryan. 

Her career as a webmaster at a local college is just taking off, her mom recently died, oh, and her little sister just found out she's 8 weeks pregnant.

With everything life seems to be throwing her way, Charlotte resigns herself to an existence without romance. 

Then billionaire August Mason walks into her life and shows Charlie she has no idea just how good life can be. He’s everything she could have possibly dreamed of, but August has a secret that threatens to tear them apart. 

Is Charlotte strong enough to stay by his side through the darkness?
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The paperwork is piling up on my desk, my phone keeps ringing off the hook, and all I can think about is the fact that my little sister is eight weeks pregnant.

Eight weeks.

Two months.

My little sister.

Babies.

She doesn’t seem old enough to be pregnant, but at 22, she seems like more of an adult than I am. She has it all together: she’s debt-free with a stable relationship, she owns her own car, and she’s in the process of buying a house. 

Now she’s having a baby.

And the only thing I’m having is lunch.

And the fat girl inside of me is counting down the minutes until I can chow down on the turkey-and-cheese sandwiches that are going to be served during today’s luncheon.

It’s going to have to wait, though, because this stack of design changes has to be addressed right away. From minor email address modifications to typos on the website, my new job as the webmaster at Southvale Community College keeps me busy from the time I arrive until the time I leave.

Any notions I had of this job allowing me “down time” have long been forgotten.

I don't mind, though. It's exactly what I want to be doing. I get to live with my favorite person in the world, I get to enjoy a regular work schedule, and I don't have to put up with too much political garbage from my superiors.

Emphasis on the not too much.

There’s a knock at my door accompanied by someone clearing their throat. I turn to see Timothy Shoemaker, my boss, peeking in the doorway.

“What’s up, Tim?” I ask him, trying to look as busy as I feel. The last thing I want to do is give him the idea that I’m somehow not working as hard as I could be.

He probably suspects that I’m daydreaming about lunch.

I don’t need to affirm his suspicions.

“The donor lunch is in half an hour. Just wanted to remind you.”

“Thanks for the heads-up. Don’t worry. I won’t be late.”

“Um, Charlotte?”

“Yeah?”

He gives me a quick once-over.

“It’s a professional lunch. Did you bring something to change into?”

I glance down at my jeans and “Did you try turning it off and then back on again?” t-shirt. Got it. 

“Yeah,” I tell him, nodding toward the dress I have hanging in the corner. “I’ll be ready. Don’t worry.” When the college organized the formal lunch as a thank-you to our generous donors, I had already been notified several times from several different departments that I needed to dress up. While most of the I.T. department wears jeans and t-shirts, it’s somehow really, really, really important to everyone that I, out of everyone, look dressed up.

“Thanks,” Tim flashes me a smile before disappearing. He's going to make sure that everyone else is also dressed appropriately, at least that's what I tell myself. Shoving my paperwork to the side of my desk, I stand up and grab my dress and makeup bag. Time to make myself look pretty.

I make my way down the narrow hallway. While the college is rapidly growing and expanding its buildings, the design team hasn’t quite gotten around to my department yet. The group of tech geeks is still somehow lodged in the basement of the administration building, which is fine, but isolated. Today, though, I don’t mind. I have the entire downstairs bathroom to myself to dress and primp and polish myself before the luncheon.

I close the door to the ladies restroom and don’t bother going into a stall. No one is going to come in here. I work with an office full of guys and the only women who wander down to the I.T. department are students who get lost on the first day of classes.

It’s October, so I have nothing to worry about.

I’m convinced that no other female has been down here since August.

The dress I’m wearing to the luncheon is knee-length and black with white roses all over it. I pair it with an amazing pair of high heels. Then I reapply my makeup and smile at myself in the mirror. My black-and-blue streaked hair reveals that I’m not as much of a lady as I’m pretending to be, but I don’t mind.

I don’t think most people do, either.

While my boss isn’t entirely pleased with my choice of hair color, he lets it go because I’m good at what I do. I’d venture to say I’m the best in town, but it’s a small town, so that’s not really a brag as much as it is a sad reality.

I finish scoping myself out in the mirror and head back to my office to count down the minutes until lunch. Tim knocks on my door and peeks in, smiling his approval of my choice of dress. 

“I’m heading upstairs with Nathan,” he tells me. “See you in a few minutes.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I finish this up,” I nod toward my computer, where I have a spreadsheet open.

“Don’t be too long.”

And then he’s gone.

With a sigh, I glance back at my stack of paperwork. There’s a lot to do today. I’m looking forward to the luncheon simply because it’s a catered meal and means I don’t have to eat instant ramen in the break room again. 

What I’m not looking forward to is the fact that I have to smile and meet people and suck up to the donors during the luncheon instead of doing what I was hired to do: design websites.

***
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THE PRESIDENT OF THE college speaks about the importance of our college’s donors. He shares how much of an impact their financial contributions make at Southvale. One of the football players gives a small speech, as does one of the honor students.

I sit and watch, trying to pay attention to the routine, but it all seems trite and superficial.

I should be grateful, I realize. It’s because of our campus donors that the college has the means to do things like hire a webmaster and improve the tech on campus. I don’t feel that way, though. I feel like the routine of sucking up to people I don’t even know means I’m not at my desk, which is where I should be.

I bite into my sandwich.

It’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten.

I try not to stare at the people surrounding me. I recognize most of the faces. Nearly all of the staff and faculty members are present, along with some of the most popular and best-loved students. Then there are the donors, the ones we’re honoring today, who are all sitting up front.

They all look just as bored as I feel.

I finish my sandwich while a couple of choir members start to sing a song and quietly excuse myself from the table. I grab a cookie from the dessert table and slip out into the hallway as quietly as I can. Once I’m alone, I heave a sigh of relief.

“Not having fun?” A voice startles me. I almost drop my cookie.

I look up and see one of the donors standing there, smiling at me. 

Shit.

“Oh, it’s not that, I just...” I look at my cookie. I’m caught red-handed. “I just wanted some fresh air.” I finally blurt out, trying not to notice how tall, dark, and handsome he seems to be, unlike the rest of the donors who are mostly old, old, and older.

He laughs heartily at my blatant lie and smiles. “It’s okay, these luncheons aren’t really my thing, either. I’m just here because my dad couldn’t make it.”

He holds out his hand for me to shake. “I’m August Mason,” he tells me.

I don't hesitate before grabbing his perfectly manicured hand. My own fingernails are littered with peeling black polish and silver stars I painted less than a week ago. I don't bother feeling embarrassed about them, especially not compared to this guy. He's probably never even cut his own nails, let alone tried to pain them.

“Charlotte Ryan," I tell him with a firm shake and a bright smile. I can't help but wondering what this guy's story is. Sure, he's a donor, but that doesn't say much. Is he a single donor? Is he a super-married donor? Is he someone who is looking for a little action? 'Cause judging by the way sparks are tingly around us, I could definitely make that happen.

“What do you do here, Charlotte Ryan?” He asks me, dropping my hand. I try not to sigh as he returns it to his side. His eye contact is perfect. For a moment, I wonder why he's not lingering on the way my dress clings to my natural D-cups. 

“I’m the webmaster,” I tell him, trying not to worry about it. There's no way this guy can't be attracted to me. He's smiling at me, for one. He struck up the conversation with me. And, oh yeah, I look amazing.

“Ah, so you’re the genius behind the new social media pages for the school?” 

Suddenly, all thoughts of my appearance vanish into thin air as he brings up something that's critically important to me: the pages I've spent months working on. He’s seen them?

I look at him quizzically, mostly because I don't think anyone really notices how much effort and work I pour into creating matching, coordinated, and regularly updated social media platforms for the campus. 

“You’ve seen them?” I ask aloud.

“I have,” he tells me. “I was very impressed by them.”

I feel myself blush from the tips of my toes to the ends of my bright-blue hair. I bite my lip, forgetting for a second about the cookie in my hand or about my recent bout of donor-luncheon boredom. August is one of the most handsome men I’ve ever laid eyes on. “Handsome” doesn’t seem like a strong enough word. His green eyes are positively piercing me as I oogle him.

Oh, the things I could do to him.

“What made you decide to check out our pages?” I ask him, trying not to wonder how big his dick is or whether he knows how to use it. This isn't the time or place, I remind myself. August seems to be a businessman of some sort. I don’t recognize his last name, but that doesn’t mean anything. Most of our donors are businesses and companies. While there are certainly alumni present at the luncheon, there are also a lot of company reps.

“My father is usually the one who comes to these things, but he couldn’t make it. He had a last minute conflict, so he asked me to step in. I didn’t know much about Southvale, so I thought I’d do a little bit of research before I came out.” He flashes me a smile again, “Wouldn’t want to embarrass myself while I’m here.”

“And did you find anything in your time researching that interested you?” I ask, feeling my knees buckle at that smile. It’s been way too long since I was around a guy this hot. Nothing against my tech-support colleagues, but they’re called nerds for a reason.

“I found out that the webmaster is a lot hotter than most of the I.T. personnel I’m used to dealing with.” He winks at me as he heads back toward the double doors that lead into the banquet hall. “I’d better get back before I’m missed,” he tells me. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Ryan.”

“Mr. Mason,” I nod.

“August,” he tells me.

“August.”

He heads back inside and I can’t do anything but stare at the half-eaten cookie in my hand. I feel my heart racing as I try to get over the feelings that are burning up inside of me.

There’s too much to deal with in my life right now. The last thing that I need to do is start crushing on a guy I’ll never see again. I mentally tell myself not to obsess. After the banquet, I will not Google or Facebook this guy. I won’t look him up on Twitter. I won’t try to find out if he’s single.

I’ll just let it go.

Sometimes a meeting is just a meeting.

But sometimes it’s so much more.
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“I can’t stop throwing up.”

Anna is sprawled across the bathroom floor, bringing back Visions of her early years in college when she came home from her first party. This time, though, she’s not hung over from drinking too much. This time she’s experiencing the worst morning sickness of her pregnancy to date.

And she’s only eight weeks in.

I hold a damp washcloth over her head and offer her a small glass of water. She refuses it and I don’t blame her. Throwing up is awful. Throwing up water is even worse.

“I miss Mom,” she tells me, and I cringe, even though I knew it was coming. My first thought when she announced that she was expecting wasn’t, “but you’re so young.” It wasn’t, “but you aren’t married.” It wasn’t even, “Are you going to keep it?”

My first thought was, “I don’t know how to help you through this.”

I’ve never been pregnant and the only other woman Anna could turn to just died.

It’s been less than a year since our mom finally lost her battle to cancer and we’re both still struggling to make things work in a world without her. For the most part, our lives have been uneventful, but now Anna is going through one of those things you really, really, really need your mom for.

And she’s not here.

“I know,” I tell her softly, and stroke her hair. “I miss her, too.”

Anna sits up and leans against the wall of the bathroom. “I appreciate you helping me,” she says, “it’s just that I always miss her when I’m sick.”

“Me, too.” 

A big sister can only do so much. I get it. Somehow the way I care for Anna will never be quite as nurturing or sympathetic as the way our mom managed to do it. I still try, though, and I promise to help her through the pregnancy as much as I can.

“I’m going to lie down,” she says after a minute, and manages to crawl from the bathroom to her bedroom. The small house we rent together has hardwood floors, and I make a mental note to get a rug for the hallway so she’s not hurting her knees when she crawls around. I have Visions of her learning to walk as an infant.

But that just makes me think of mom even more.

“I’ll be in the study,” I tell her, and head into our shared 3rd bedroom. We opted to rent a three bedroom home simply because it enabled us to have a multi-use room that we could do anything with. I have my computers and gaming consoles set up on one side of the room. Anna has her art projects on the other side. 

I slide into my comfortable seat and turn on my computer. I didn’t manage to finish everything I needed to do at work today, so it’s time to start conquering the mound of paperwork I brought home. 

I glance at the first sheet. It’s a request for a new staff member to have his own profile page on the website. Easy enough. I open up a web browser and prepare to log in to the school’s website, but instead find myself Googling August Mason.

His picture pops up and I melt.

It’s him.

It’s the hottie from the luncheon, and I am smitten.

I promised myself that I wouldn’t Google him. I had good intentions, too. I’m not the type of girl who just looks up boys in the Internet and cyber-stalks them. 

Then again, I guess I am.

With just a few clicks, I find out that August’s father, Marcus, is the CEO of Strongdelt Robotics. They’re the ones who make those vacuum robots, I think. I have no idea they're based near Southvale or that they have an interest in our school. From my reading, I learn that Marcus Mason has an interest in encouraging students to pursue careers in engineering and that he offers scholarships and internships at his company.

I wish I knew about this when I was in college. 

Despite working my way through school and applying for scholarships and grants, I still managed to rack up quite a bit of student loan debt. I make double payments each month to whittle it down as quickly as possible, but I find myself envious of students who get free rides through school.

I wonder if they actually appreciate what they’re getting.

I hear Anna heaving in the bathroom again and I glance at the clock. Nearly an hour has gone by and I’m no closer to completing the paperwork than I was before.

All I’ve accomplished is actually lowering myself to the same status as one of those dorky girls who drools over strangers she barely knows.

Awesome.

I really do need a man.

***
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I ARRIVE AT WORK 10 minutes early and my phone is already ringing.

Awesome.

Way to start my Friday off with a bang.

I glance at the receiver and realize that it's an outside number. Strange. Usually when I get phone calls at work, they're from another department asking me to update something for them or to come over and fix their computers. Not this morning.

"Charlotte's office," I answer the phone, not bothering to sit down yet. It's not the most professional way to answer the phone, I realize, but it's the most they're going to get from me. I don't like giving out my full name over the phone, especially when I don't know who's calling. I'd rather just answer it, "Hello," but my boss won't go for it. Charlotte it is.

"I'm glad I caught you," a sultry voice tells me over the phone. It's a man's voice, and a handsome one from the sounds of it.

"How can I help you, Sir?" I try to remain professional, secretly wondering who has my number, who is calling me, and what they could possibly want from someone like me.

"Charlotte, this is August. We met at the banquet yesterday."

My purse falls to the floor and I slump into my seat. Dreamboat Dreamerson. He's calling me. August Mason is calling me. August fucking Mason. August please-let-me-have-your-babies Mason. August.

I want to purr like a kitten or make some other similar sound, but I don't. Instead, I take a deep breath, making sure that I sound as professional and grown up as possible, and I speak like I'm talking to anyone else. After all, he's just another person, right? He's no one special. If he were ugly or mean or smelled bad, I wouldn't even think twice about talking to him on the phone.

But he's none of those things, I remind myself.

"It's nice to hear from you, Mr. Mason," I say politely. "What can I do for you?"

I'm wondering how he got my phone number.

I'm wondering what he wants.

I'm wondering how many different ways he could get me off before the end of our first date.

But then I remember to breathe, and I calm down.

"Please, call me August," he reminds me gently. He's nothing if not polite.

"Of course," I repeat his name. "August."

"I have a business proposition for you," he says. "Of sorts."

Of sorts?

Does he want to hire me?

Does he need me to work for him?

What does he mean, "of sorts"?

"Okay..." I carry out the "ay" sound far too long and I worry that I come off sounding obnoxious instead of just confused. That's what I am, after all: confused. He knows that I have a job. It's a good job, too. I make great money and have a flexible schedule that lets me take time off for Anna whenever she needs me. So why is he calling me at work to talk about a business proposition? Shouldn't this be something that's discussed off-site of my current job?

He laughs, aware of how I'm feeling.

"Don't worry," he quickly tells me, "it's nothing bad. I'm just very impressed with your work and I would love the chance to talk with you about it. I realize that it's terribly short notice, but can I meet with you tomorrow? Perhaps we could have lunch."

Tomorrow is Saturday, but it's also the day my sister is telling her boyfriend's parents that she's knocked up. They're insane, and I promised to go with the happy couple to tell them. Dammit. I want to flake out and go out with August instead, but that would be awful.

I'll be a good sister.

"Uh, Saturday afternoon won't work for me," I tell him. "I could do tomorrow evening, though, or anytime on Sunday."

I hope I don't sound too available. It's not my intention, by any means. I want him to know that I'm interested, but I also don't want to seem like I have nothing better to do with my weekend than sit around waiting for hotties to call me.

Even though that's almost entirely true.

"I know a place in Pinebluff," he says without hesitation. "It's called Happy Chance Steakhouse. We could get a quiet table and discuss my proposition over supper. Would 7:00 work for you?"

Would forever-and-always work for you?

I don't say that.

I just really, really want to.

Instead, I tell him that's fine and give him my cell phone number so he can reach me at home. He offers to pick me up, but I say it's not a problem to meet him there. I prefer to have my own car, anyway. Even if he does seem really normal, fantastic, and sexy, I don't want to be the kind of girl who gets trapped or feels obligated to go home with a guy because he paid for dinner.

That's not my style.

But listening to his voice, I realize that maybe it should be.

"I look forward to seeing you again, Charlotte."

"And I you."

I hang up the phone and mouth What the fuck? to myself. "And I you"? What does that even mean? Am I the star of some horribly awful romantic comedy about a modest girl stuck in the 50s? Why so prim and proper? Seriously. 

I hope against hope that he'll quickly forget the awkwardness of our conversation, but I realize that the odds of that happening are basically nonexistent. Oh well. I still have sort-of a date, even though I realize logically that it's a business meeting. I can't help but pour over potential project ideas in my head. What does he want to meet me for? Maybe he needs someone to design a website for him. Maybe he has questions about the newest search engine updates and how they affect website traffic. Maybe he...

I try not to let my mind wander, but it does.

And before I realize what's happening, it's time for me to go home for the night.

I look at my desk for a moment before reaching for my purse and wonder what I did all day.
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"I can't tell them," Anna and I are sitting in the car with Colby. We're outside his parents' house, exactly where we were 10 minutes ago.

"Babe, it's going to be okay," Colby reassures her, reaching forward. He's in the backseat, technically, but most of his body is squeezed up front between the two of us, touching Anna. It's an awkward, weird position, but it's the only real way he can talk to her without getting out of the car.

Chances are that his mom has been sitting at the front door, peering through the curtains at us since I parked on the road in front of their house. Our time is limited. If we wait too long, they'll come searching for us, and I'm not sure that any of us is in a good enough place to come up with a good lie as to why we were loitering in front of their home. 

Anna sighs heavily, burying her head in her hands. She's not crying, but she's about to. 

She doesn't know how lucky she is.

Or maybe she does.

Most girls would kill to have a guy like Colby helping them through this process. Most girls would kill to have a guy who wasn't afraid to move up the date of the wedding just because you accidentally got knocked up or a guy who didn't care what his parents thought. Most girls would kill to have someone tell you that he was gonna marry you anyway, with or without their support. 

But not Anna.

She's just shaking, wondering what her future mother-in-law is going to say when she finds out. I know Anna better than anyone else, even better than Colby, and I know she's not going to handle rejection well if Tanya freaks out, but she's the only mother-figure Anna has now and I realize with a jab that on some levels, Tanya is the only one who is going to be able to help Anna through this.

After all, it's not like I've had a baby before.

"Anna," I place my hand on hers. "Anna, it's going to be okay." 

I look back at the house and sure enough, the curtains slam shut as soon as my eyes reach the baby-blue flowered print on them. I know Tanya spent hours making them herself, slaving over her sewing machine for the perfect set of curtains for her living room. I wonder if she's going to enjoy making clothes and blankets for her new grandchild just as much as she loves making things for her own home.

Anna squeezes my hand. I know she's about to say she wants Mom. I know she's going to talk about how much she misses her, but this isn't the time. It's not fair to Colby or to Tanya or to Derrick to keep them waiting. I know Anna is scared, but it's time.

So I turn off the car and step out, walking around to my sister's side.

I open the door and practically peel her from it. 

I hold Anna by the shoulders and look firmly into her eyes.

"You can do this, babe," I tell her. "You got this."

She nods, but I know part of her doesn't believe me. There's a part of her that's just hoping Colby will say he'll do it alone. There's a part of her that's saying we don't ever have to tell them. There's a part of her that's wishing she could just run away.

But she doesn't.

Anna takes a deep breath and reaches for Colby's hand. They both turn to me and nod, letting me know that they're going to be okay. This is going to be okay. Everything is going to be fine. I follow behind them as Colby places his hand on the lower portion of Anna's back, guiding her gently to the house.

Of course he would do that.

He's a perfect gentleman.

Part of me misses being in a relationship just for those things. Part of me misses being able to have someone to gently touch you, to let you know how safe you are without actually having to say anything. Part of me misses the way that such a touch feels.

But as Anna steps up to the front door and Tanya yanks it open, I don't envy my sister for anything in the world. 

***
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I'M STARING INTO MY closet, debating on what to wear. August said that the dinner involves some sort of business proposition, so I wonder if I should dress professionally.

I pick up a blazer that's probably out of style since it's been more than five years since I last wore it. It's blue with white buttons. It would complement my hair color, for sure, but is it really "me"? 

I know that dressing for a business meeting, even a dinner meeting, isn't about you. It's about making the client feel comfortable. It's about building trust. It's about demonstrating that you're capable of whatever the job might be.

But part of me feels like I need to be honest about who I am.

I already have a job. I don't need August's business proposition. I hate the idea of changing my appearance just to impress him to get a job that I know nothing about, that I didn't ask for, and that I don't need. 

I drop the blazer in the corner, making a mental note to donate it the next chance I get. My closet can use a good cleaning, I realize, starting with that. I don't know what I was thinking when I bought it, considering that I've never worn it. It must have been on sale, I reason, before taking another hard look at my closet.

I finally settle on a plain, black dress. It comes down to my knees and shows off a minor amount of cleavage. It's not skanky. It doesn't say do me now, but it does show off my femininity. I guarantee August will love it. Topping off the ensemble with a bright red cardigan, I decide that I'm ready to go.

I punch the address of Happy Chance into my GPS and start driving. I've never been to the restaurant before. I've never even heard of it. I hope I'm dressed appropriately for the occasion, but that's really all I can do: hope. 

As I turn onto the highway and head to Pinebluff, I wonder exactly what August has to say to me. Part of me wishes that this was a real date. I know in my head that I don't have time for guys right now. I know that there's way too much on my plate, that things are too crazy with Anna, and that I need to focus on work.

I know it.

But that doesn't keep me from wishing that there could be something with someone like August.

He really is the whole package.

I don't care about the money thing or the fact that he's insanely well-to-do. I really don't. I like the way we joked around the first time I saw him. I like how he thought the donors luncheon sucked as much as I did.  I liked that he made me feel comfortable and that he didn't care about my weird hair or my choice of clothing.

I liked that.

The restaurant is only a 20 minute drive from my house. As I pull into the parking lot, I realize that I'm insanely early. As in, I have half an hour to kill. I turn off the car and lean back in my seat, wondering what I'm about to get myself into.

Do I really need a second job?

Do I really have time for a private client?

Do I want to give up my job at the college if it meant more money, better hours, or more experience?

I just don't know.

It's all happening so fast that my head is spinning. 

Before my brain explodes, the clock on my car finally clicks to 7:00 and I grab my purse and head inside the restaurant. The hostess greets me warmly as I step inside. 

"You must be Miss Ryan," she says with a grin. Her teeth are so white. I wonder if she had them professionally done. 

"I am," I tell her, wondering how she knew it was me. Did August tell her to look for the girl with weird hair? 

"Mr. Mason is waiting for you," the hostess says. I follow her throughout the restaurant. The entire place is packed with diners. It's a classy place. Most of the guys are in suits and ties. I find myself relieved that I opted for the tiny black dress instead of the blazer and dress pants. It's always better to go for sultry instead of professional.

Always.

The woman leads me throughout the dining room and up a short flight of stairs to a small, private dining area that overlooks the main dining room. A lone table sits in the center of the balcony. 

And there's August, waiting for me.

He stands and walks to meet me.

I float past the hostess and to his arms, where he wraps me up in a huge, totally-not-appropriate hug.

I don't care at all.

He smells amazing and he looks even better.

"I'm glad you could make it," he says, releasing me.

"Anything for you," I blurt out, then immediately blush as he laughs at my comment. Did I really just say that? Did I really just go there? Damn. I remind myself to have some self-control, to make the best of the situation today.

No matter what happens, I remind myself, I have to play it cool. I just have to.

But as I slide into my seat and look up at August's piercing green eyes, I realize that playing it cool is something for people who have it together.

And I certainly don't. 

––––––––
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"How was your drive over?" August asks me. 

"It was fine. Pretty fast. Easy to find." I tell him. It's true: Pinebluff is less than half an hour from Southvale, but nearly three times as big. The small town I live and work in is nothing compared to the bustle of Pinebluff, but I still find that the city is easy to navigate and get around in.

"That's wonderful to hear," August says, seriously. He keeps looking at me, watching me. I'm just waiting to hear what he has to say.

I've never been the type of girl who was good around guys.

That's not to say guys haven't liked me: they have. It's just that I've always been the friend, the roommate, the tomboy, whatever. I've always been the girl guys come to with their problems: not the girl that causes the problem.

"So, August," I say, finally, tired of waiting for him to spit it out. "Why am I here?"

He laughs quickly and easily. He looks like he's surprised at my question, though I'm not sure why.

"What?" I ask, but just then the waiter arrives. August orders a bottle of something I can't pronounce, but not before he makes sure I'm okay with white wine. I nod and the waiter heads off.

I don't open my menu yet. I'm still waiting to hear what he has to say. I wonder if he thinks that I forgot his laugh or his avoidance of my question. 

I start to wonder if this is less business and more pleasure.

I raise an eyebrow, but August simply opens his menu and glances over it.

"What are you in the mood for?" he asks, gliding his eyes over the selection.

"Answers," I say simply.

He sighs and closes his menu, accepting his fate. "You aren't going to let me put this off, are you?"

"I'm not that kinda girl, August."

"That's what I like about you."

Again, the eyebrow goes up and I'm wondering what it is that he wants. Seriously. What?

"So is this meeting all business?" I ask, taking a sip of water. "Or did you want to mix in a little bit of pleasure, as well?"

"It's both," he says, and I'm surprised at his honesty. Most guys wouldn't admit that. "I need someone to help me with my company's public image."

"Isn't what your PR rep is for?"

"Yes, but I need someone who can do more than she can. I need a social media manager."

A social media manager? That's what he wants? He wants me to run the social media pages for Strongdelt Robotics? Seriously? A mixture of panic and excitement runs through my veins as the waiter returns with our wine. He pours us each a glass and I down it almost as soon as he's finished. 

August just smiles.

Why me?

I'm no one. 

I'm just an ordinary girl living an ordinary life in an ordinary town.

There's nothing special about me, at least nothing special enough to catch the eye of the world's most eligible bachelor.

"You want me to run your social media pages?" I finally spit out, already pouring myself another glass.

He nods, thoughtfully. "It's more than that. I need someone who can create a positive social media presence for my company from the ground up. Right now we have pages, but that's it. They've been created, but we have no fans, no content, and no basis. Our company has relied almost entirely on word-of-mouth and print advertising, but it's time we catch up with our competitors."

I don't say anything. I start to reach for my glass of wine, but August places his hand on my wrist to stop me.

A shiver shoots through my arm. I hope he doesn't notice the goose bumps that are now covering my entire body. August Mason is touching me. 

My mouth goes dry.

"You have a gift, Charlotte," he tells me.

A gift?

That's his line?

A "gift"?

I've been a lot of things, but "gifted" is not one of them.  Weird, unusual, strange, odd, and "not quite there," yeah. I've been those things. Gifted? Not so much.

"Okay..." I comment, trying to search for something to say. For once in my life I'm completely speechless. The hottest guy in the world - at least in my world - is asking me to work for him, and I don't know what to say.

He lets go of my hand and I down the rest of my wine.

"So let me get this straight," I finally find words. I remember how to move my mouth and how to speak. I realize it's really stupid, but something about being face-to-face at a private table with this guy is making me lose my mind. If I'm this flustered over being alone with him in a crowded room, how am I going to react to being alone with him in his office? How am I going to react to pouring over an advertising plan? How am I going to deal with smelling him next to me every single day?

I'm already melting in my seat, and it's not just the alcohol.

I realize that I didn't finish my sentence. 

How much wine have I had?

The food arrives. I don't even remember ordering it. I mumble some words of gratitude at the waiter and begin to eat the meal that's in front of me. August is remarkably silent. He's eating his food as I'm eating mine, but while he seems calm and put-together, I feel strange and uneasy.

How can this guy seem so still and relaxed? 

He starts telling me something about the food, how it's made, how the chef spent four years training at a restaurant in Italy. 

But all I can hear is how gorgeous he is, how he wants me to work with him, and how I'm somehow supposed to be able to do so without losing my mind.

I get the feeling that if I'm in close quarters with August Mason for too long, those smoky eyes of his are going to have me doing a lot more than just bringing in new customers.

They're going to be bringing me to my knees.

Again and again and again.

I try to focus on what he's saying, but it's hard when all I'm doing is wondering how good in bed he is. Will he lick me until I purr his name? Will he slide into me so hard that I lose my breath? Will he pull my hair and spank me at the moment I need him to the most?

This is ridiculous.

I need to put a stop to the whole thing.

I drop my fork and try to speak again. "So let me get this straight. You want me to work for you at your office and make your company's social media pages and get you a bazillion likes and a trillionkazillion dollars?"

Holy. Shit.

How much wine did I have?

August looks amused as I realize what the fuck I just said. 

I've had way too much to drink. This isn't good. I realize that I'm not going to be driving home tonight. I reach for my phone to send Anna a text.

"What are you doing?" August asks.

"I'm drunk," I say. "I'm drunk-texting."

"Do you think that's a good idea?"

"It's just to my sister," I tell him. "I'm going to have her come pick me up."

He places his hand on mine and looks at me again with those damn green eyes. "That's not necessary," he says. 

"What? I can't drive home."

"I'll take you."

Is he serious? He's going to drive me home? 

"It's no big deal," I say, not sure of how I feel about his advances. Granted, they aren't really advances so much as they are "manners," but still. Do I want this guy driving me home? Do I want him seeing my tiny place? Do I want him to come back to my house?

Absolutely.

"It's no trouble."

"Okay."

We both look shocked that I accepted his invitation, but he smiles and waves the waiter over so he can pay the check. August offers me his hand and I accept, following him through the restaurant and out to his car. 

"Is my car going to be okay here overnight?" I ask, realizing immediately that it's a stupid question. 

"It'll be fine," he says. "I told the waiter and they'll make sure it's not towed."

"Thanks," I say, wondering how he knows what kind of car I drive, but then I realize that it doesn't matter. I'm out on a not-really-a-date with August fucking Mason.

And I'm blowing it.

Why did I freak out? Why did I drink so much?

"On second thought," August says, taking a look at me, "Why don't you stay in my guest room tonight? I can drop you off here at your car first thing tomorrow morning. That way you don't have to worry about your sister driving you back into town."

I realize that it's a smart idea and I nod. 

"I need to text Anna," I tell him, and I pull out my phone.

I punch in words in an order that I hope makes sense, and August leads me to his car. I don't pay attention to the make, model, color, or license plate number. I hope I don't get murdered because no one would ever find me.

We slide into the warm leather seats and he starts the engine. 

I kick off my shoes and curl my legs up beneath myself, not saying a word until we get back to his place.

Part of me expected a fancy high-rise apartment, but he leads me to a huge mansion with a gated driveway instead. Of course this is where he'd live: a huge fucking house. He pushes a button in the car and the gates swing open, letting us enter the lengthy driveway. I'm too fucked up to be impressed or worried about my behavior. 

Part of me knows that I'm about two snarky comments away from losing the chance at this job.

But I don't really even know if I want it yet, so does it matter?

August parks in his garage and walks around to help me out of the car. My phone beeps and I realize Anna texted me back.

"Hold on," I tell August, stopping in the middle of the doorway to the house to read the text. 

Woohoo! Have fun and make bad choices!

Of course that's what it says.

That's my little sister.

And that's how she got pregnant.

I shove the phone back into my purse and finish walking into the house. 

"Wow," I say, taking a look around the kitchen we just entered. It's seriously enormous. There are two stoves, four sinks, and more decorations than I could ever have imagined having in a kitchen. "Do you use all of this?"

August smiles and says nothing as he guides me to the table.

"Sit down," he says. "You should have some water."

"I'm okay," I protest, but he shushes me like a child and brings me a cold bottle of water from his fridge. He opens it and pushes it into my hands. 

I don't want to drink it, but I know that he's right. It's been a long time since I got drunk and a hangover tomorrow does not sound like fun.

"Thanks," I mumble, taking a sip.

"Good girl," he murmurs, and I glance up quickly. His voice sounds soft and caring. I find myself wishing, for what seems like the millionth time, that this really was a date and not just a business meeting. I find myself yearning for someone like August to make the days go fast and the nights go slow.

I look into his eyes, searching for some sort of sign that we're right for each other, looking for something that says we should be together.

But all I see is the floor as I start throwing up on August's perfectly spotless kitchen.
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"Charlotte, it's okay," I hear his voice over my tears and I realize that I've collapsed in a pile on the floor, crying like a small child.

I can't believe I threw up on the billionaire's floor.

Who does that?

It's been a long time since I drank, but it hasn't been that long. In fact, there's no reasonable explanation for why I would react to alcohol like this. How much did I drink?

"I'm so sorry," I mumble through my tears. I'm disgusted with myself. After his hospitality and being such a gentleman and taking me to dinner, I had to puke on his floor.

There go my chances at becoming Mrs. Billionaire.

"Are you okay?" He pushes a damp washcloth to my head and gently washes away the vomit from my face. I can't believe he's taking care of me. I can't believe I threw up like that. I look up at his face and all I see is tenderness and caring, but I can't even accept it. All I want to do is run away and hide. I've never been so humiliated in all my life.

But I can't tell him that, can I?

I fight back tears of embarrassment as I try to stand up, but August places his hand on my shoulder.

"Give yourself a second," he says. "I don't want you to pass out."

I nod, and he gets me an ice cube to suck on for a second. I've really blown any chance I could possibly have of sucking on him with an ice cube. Ugh. Who does this? I know I'm eight shades of red. Even though I'm not sure if the job is right for me, I know he is. He's right for me. He's perfect. He's amazing in every way.

And I'm just the geeky tech girl who puked on his floor on our first date.

I give myself a few more seconds. When I'm sure that I'm not going to throw up again, I stand up slowly. August is right there, helping me, letting me lean on him.

"I'm so sorry," I mumble again. "I can't believe I just...I'm sorry. I'll clean it up."

"It's okay," he touches my hair. "I just want you to be okay, all right?"

I nod fervently and he leads me out of the kitchen.

"Let's get you cleaned up," he tells me. He leads me through a dining room, a living room, and down a hall. I barely notice anything as we climb a huge staircase to the second floor and he leads me into a bedroom.

His?

I glance around at the pastel colors and realize it's definitely not his. He's more of a black-and-red kinda guy. There's no way he'd stay in a room like this. The huge bed in the center of the room is covered in the biggest, whitest, fluffiest bedspread I've ever seen. I want to go over and collapse on it. I want to curl up in those soft folds and never climb out again.

As if sensing this, August shakes his head. 

"You need a shower and you need to sober up before you pass out," he says. "Otherwise you're going to be fucked tomorrow."

He walks toward a white door on one side of the room and opens it. Marching inside, August turns on the shower and comes back out.

"Go take a shower." It's not a request.

"A shower?" So now not only am I alone with August in his mansion, but I have to strip down and take a shower here, too.

"Take a shower. There's a robe you can wear when you're finished. I'll be back in a few minutes."

He leaves the room and I'm alone in the bedroom. I want time to explore, to be nosy, but I'm still too drunk and too tired for any of that. There's a large dresser next to the bathroom door, so I start there. Leaning on the dresser for support, I strip out of my cardigan, dress, bra, and panties. I lay each item neatly in a pile on the dresser and walk into the bathroom. 

The room is already steamy and warm from the hot mist flowing over the shower curtain. I pull back the curtain and step inside the shower. The tub is enormous. I wonder how many people could fit inside. Four or five, easily. I get the great idea to lay down in the tub and let the water rush over my entire body, so I do that. 

Soon my eyes are closed and the waves are pouring over every inch of my skin. My hair is wet and flowing in the water that's now covering my legs, my stomach, my arms, my face. 

How did I find myself here tonight?

How did I get myself wrapped up with a guy like August?

Every relationship I've ever been in - which hasn't been very many - has ended horribly. Each relationship has been like something you'd see on a bad television show. There was the guy who hated to shower and wouldn't do so unless I begged him to. There was the guy who always got food caught in his teeth. There was Over Possessive Boy who would try to read all of my text messages. Oh, and there was the guy who made me pay for everything: even his tux for prom.
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