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TO TAME A TYCOON - Vol. 5

Enrico Megalos - A shipping tycoon with a big problem but one which 'lion tamer', Asia Miller, is determined to fix.

SWEET SEDUCTION - Vol. 6

Jake McKoy - Billionaire author, philanthropist and recluse - a man with a past that is tearing him apart.  Will Samantha Fox be the woman to pull him out of his shell?

DADDY BY DECEMBER - Vol. 7

Drake Duncan - Billionaire investor and a man determined to win the love of his life:  a woman who is just as determined...to stay the heck out of his way.

TO CATCH A MAN (IN 30 DAYS OR LESS) - Vol. 8

Stone Hudson - Owner of Hudson Broadcasting Corporation, Stone is thrown for a loop when he meets a woman gutsy enough to laugh at him.  And then she turns into a temptress.  How can he resist?

––––––––

[image: ]


Alpha males at their best - which one will you fall in love with?
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JUDY ANGELO

The BAD BOY BILLIONAIRES Series

Volume 5

HOW DO YOU TAME A TYCOON?
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ENRICO MEGALOS IS BOLD, brash and a big problem...at least for his staff in the Miami office of Megalos Shipping.  And that's where the lion tamer comes in.

Asia Miller, personality coach, is hired to tame the big boss.  She takes on the challenge, not realizing until it is too late that while taming him she is also losing her heart...to the one man it doesn't pay to love.

Sun, sea and a steamy affair - a thrilling ride on the sensual side.  

CHAPTER ONE

Enrico Megalos.  Twenty-seven years old.  Probably the youngest shipping magnate in the world.  Multibillionaire.  Owner of Megalos Shipping and Carinosa Cruise Lines.

Asia flipped through the sheets of paper in the file.  More details on Megalos shipping.  Offices in Miami, Athens and Los Angeles.  She shook her head.  Megalos had all this wealth and power and yet his own staff had to reach out to her in desperation.  The man needed help.

She gathered the papers together then slid the whole lot into her briefcase.  She had an appointment with Enrico Megalos in forty-eight minutes and she did not intend to be late.

After graduation from the University of Toronto with a PhD in Psychology, Asia Miller had set up her practice as an image and personality consultant and after only two years in the business she was sought out by individuals and businesses across the greater Miami area.  Enrico Megalos, though, would be her most prestigious client.  

Based on the profile she’d received and the conversation with the human resources director she knew this assignment was going to be a major challenge, probably the most difficult she’d had to handle so far.  Thank God the man had actually agreed to meet with her.  Now it was up to her to make a great impression.

Ten fifty-five found Asia sitting in the luxurious lounge of Megalos Shipping’s Miami office.  At exactly eleven o’clock a soft-spoken, gray-haired woman came out and greeted her then escorted her into the inner sanctum, the private office of Enrico Megalos himself.

When Asia walked in she blinked, caught off guard by the sheer size and opulence of the room.  If it could be called a room.  The office space looked as large as half of the entire floor.  Furnished with exotic pieces that screamed wealth, the place looked like the palatial residence of a prince.  And there, standing by the plate glass windows that looked out onto Miami Bay, stood the royalty in question. 

As she entered the room Enrico Megalos stepped away from the window and turned toward her.  Asia found herself staring into the deep-set dark eyes of a strikingly handsome man.  Tall and lean, he had the poise of a panther preparing to pounce.  His jet-black hair glistened in the sunlight streaming through the window, framing his strong, lean face.  It was a serious face with not a hint of a smile to be seen, the tight set of his lips clear testament to his displeasure.

“Miss Miller.”  His tone brusque, the business tycoon gave her a curt nod and walked toward her, his movements lithe and smooth.  In his designer suit of deep charcoal he could have been a model on the runway.  But if the man was aware of the gorgeous picture he posed he did not show it.  Enrico Megalos was all business.

He held out his hand.  “Welcome to Megalos Shipping.”

She glanced down at his lean-fingered hands.  A pianist’s hands, agile and strong, with a latent power that could conquer or caress.  She looked up at him, the heat of guilt rising in her cheeks.  Now why had her thoughts gone there?  “Thank you, Mr. Megalos," she said quickly and took his proffered hand. 

And that was when something happened.  She’d heard about electric shocks and jolts like lightning when there was that special connection between a man and a woman.  But...a meltdown?  Probably inappropriate, but that was the only word her stricken brain could come up with in her confusion.  She, Asia Miller, all of twenty-seven years old with a doctorate in Psychology, had simply touched this man’s hand and had suddenly grown moist.  Down there.  Holy heavens, what was happening to her?

She pulled her hand from his grasp, pretending to brush a piece of lint from her skirt.  She needed those couple of seconds to gather her wits about her.  She was a professional, here on business.  Apparently her body hadn’t received that memo.  She would definitely have to rein it in.

“Call me Rico,” he said, not seeming to notice her attempt to put distance between them. 

“Rico,” she said, her voice a breathless whisper.  She’d meant it to be a bold statement, a simple repetition of what he’d said.  Instead, she sounded like she'd just made love.

“Please.  Have a seat.”  He beckoned toward the chair across from his desk then waited till she’d perched on the seat.  Then he walked over to his desk where, instead of going around it to sit in the chair, he set his bottom on the edge, folded his arms across his suit-clad chest and gave her a look of impatience.

“Now, Miss Miller,” he said coolly, “on the request of my head of HR I agreed to meet with you this morning.  I have a tight schedule today so let's make this quick.  What do you need to know about me?”

His abruptness took her by surprise.  No preamble, just straight to the point.  No problem.  She could be just as direct.

“Thank you for slotting me into your busy schedule,” she said, her tone brisk.  “Mrs. Haye told me she already spoke to you about why I’m here.”

He frowned.  “Yes, some horse manure about needing me to tone down.  There’s a problem with my management style, apparently.”

“Yes, Mr. Megalos...Rico...there is.”  Asia reached down and slid her briefcase onto her lap.  She unzipped it as she spoke.  “Your management style is very upsetting to your staff.  They cannot function in an environment where their leader shouts, pounds his fists on the table and uses swear words.” 

“No-one’s complained,” he growled, obviously put out by her plain speech.

“Not to you, they haven’t. But there have been several complaints to your HR department.”  Asia shook her head but smiled in an attempt to lighten her next statement.  “If you were an employee you would have been let go already.  Unfortunately, your team can’t fire the owner of the firm so they called me.”

For the first time since she’d entered his office Rico Megalos smiled.  “And you have the magic formula to change me?”

“I hope so,” she said, responding to his smile.  “I’ve made a name for myself in this business.  As a personality coach I’ve been able to help a lot of people and I think I can help you, too.”

“How?”

“I won’t try to change you, Rico.  You will have to change yourself.”

“And what if I don’t want to change?”  His voice was full of challenge.

“Oh, by the time I’m done with you,” she said quietly, “you will.”

Rico Megalos gave her a look of disbelief.  Then his eyes narrowed.  Obviously, he was not used to being challenged.  His staff members were probably too scared of him to do anything but jump at his command.  

Asia gave an inward chuckle.  With her on the case all that would change.  Little did he know what lay in store.

I’ve been doing a bit of research about you,” she continued, “but I’d like to ask you some questions.  I need to understand where you're coming from.”

Rico uncrossed his arms and planted his hands on the desk.  “You do know this appointment is only thirty minutes long.  And I’m not going a minute over that.”

“Not a problem.  Let's get started.”  Asia pulled out her notepad and pen.  “From my research I learned that you’re Greek by birth but you grew up in France.  Correct?”

“Wrong.”  He sounded smug.  He was probably glad she’d messed up on that first point.  “My father is Greek, my mother is Spanish.  I was born in France and grew up there but spent summers in England.”

“Okay,” she said, dragging out the word as she scratched out her line of notes and scribbled down what he’d just said.

“And what does that have to do with anything?”  he demanded.

“A lot, actually.”  She kept her tone cool and nonthreatening.  She had no intention of putting him on the defensive.  “You have a mixed European background but now you’re in an environment where you must relate to an American staff.”

“So?”

“There’s a cultural divide here, one which you have to cross.  And that’s what I’m here for - to help you make that leap.”

Rico gave a snort of derision.  “You book an appointment and tie up thirty minutes of my day to tell me this?  Merde!  This is all Psychology nonsense.”  He got up from the desk and walked over to the window.  He shook his head, looking tense and frustrated.  “Listen, Miss Miller-” 

“Asia,” she said, calmly watching him, assessing his every move.

“Asia,” he repeated.  “I don’t have time to waste.  Europeans and Americans aren’t all that different.  Our cultures are quite similar.  Why waste time discussing my cultural background?  It’s irrelevant.”

Asia shook her head and gave him a gentle smile.  “That’s where you’re wrong.  Family background and culture have everything to do with the issues you're having right now.”

“I’m not having any issues,” he said, his tone defensive.  “The employees are.”

Asia nodded.  “I agree.  But as long as they're having issues you are, too.  The head can’t be okay if the body is in trouble.”

That silenced him.  For the moment.  As he stared back at her he frowned, seeming deep in thought.

Before he could come back with a rejoinder she continued.  “Now let's look at the cultural aspect of things.  From my personal observations I think it is safe to say that Europeans, particularly the French, tend to be more direct in their speech than Americans.”

He said nothing but cocked his head to one side and gave her a sidelong glance.  He was listening but didn’t want to seem too interested.  She knew that look.  At least he was paying attention.  And looking cute while doing it.

Asia shook her head.  Focus, woman.  She continued.  “The manner in which you communicate with your team is very different from the norm in this country.”

“What manner are you talking about?” He was frowning again.

“You express your anger very openly,” she said, keeping all judgment from her voice.  “You’re free with your expressions of frustration and often use swear words during discussions.  Using swear words is your own personal touch but such behavior does not sit well with the recipients of those reprimands.”

“But it’s all part of the discussion,” he said, looking at her like she was stupid to even bring it up.  “How else can you get new ideas if you don’t have spirited discussions?”

“Spirited discussion is great.”  She nodded in agreement.  “However, it gets difficult when the boss dominates the discussion and is so free with his judgment and criticism that his team members are driven into silence.”

He opened his mouth to speak but she put up a hand.

“No, let me finish.”  She was not about to let him dominate her, too.  “It may be out of self-doubt or it may be out of fear but the fact remains that your people are not talking.  They're not sharing their ideas and it’s because of you.”

He was biting his lips now and she could see the struggle on his face.  He wanted to speak but he was not about to let her halt him again.  Clearly, he didn’t like being told what to do.

“Your leadership style needs a touch of diplomacy, Rico.  Sometimes it’s not what you say but how you say it.”

“Zut alors!  That is enough.”  He threw up his hands, finally letting out his frustration.  “Do you think my people are stupid?  Why would they be afraid of me?  Just because I let off steam and express myself in meetings?  That is hogwash.  Basura."

“So why do you think they called me in?”  She gave him a tight smile.  

“I don’t know,” he said.  “Probably a stupid joke, just something to waste my time.  Demonios!"

“Rico,” she said softly, “you do realize you've been using swear words in my presence even though we've just met?”

“Swear words?”

“Yes, swear words.  Whether in French, Greek or Spanish, that’s what they are - swear words.  And whatever the language, they sound just as ugly.”

That seemed to take him aback.  He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what she was saying then he walked over and pulled out the chair from behind his desk.  He sat down.

When he looked at her his lips were tight but his eyes had lost some of their fire.  Just a little.  “What do you want from me?”

Good.  Now she had him exactly where she wanted him.  It had finally sunk in and he was beginning to realize the error of his ways.  “I want you to allow me to coach you for the next few weeks, no questions asked.  I don’t want to make you who you’re not, but I want to make you the most effective leader you can be for your American team.”

She got up then, confident in the power she had to help this man if he would let her.  And, for the moment at least, he was ready to listen.  “If I am to work with you I need you to follow my instructions.”

That got her a glare but she pressed on.  “To the letter.  No objections.  And I want to start with this meeting you say you have in less than ten minutes.  I want to be in that meeting.  I need to see you in action, to observe you as you interact with your various departments.  This will be my starting point.”

He let his breath out in a whoosh and sat back in his seat.  He did not look at all pleased at her demand.  He looked like he was about to object but then he shook his head.  “Alright,” he said with a deep sigh.  “The quicker you get started the quicker I can get you off my back.”  He turned his narrowed gaze on her.  “You can attend my meeting on one condition.”

“Which is?”  She raised an eyebrow at him.

“I don’t hear a peep out of you.  Not a word or else you’ll be out of there so fast you won’t know what hit you.”

For a moment she just stared at him, letting the silence speak for her.  His comment really didn’t merit a response.  He was simply resorting to his tried and true technique of intimidation.  But he was trying it out on the wrong person.

Asia gave Rico a warm smile, making it clear that she was immune to his threat.  “I'm ready for the meeting,” she said, deliberately avoiding mention of his comment.  “Lead the way.”

For a moment Rico just stared at her, seeming nonplussed.  He’d probably expected his nasty comment to get some sort of rise out of her.  He was trying to put her on the defensive.  She knew that tactic all too well and it wasn’t going to work.  Not on her.

As Asia got up from her chair, ready to follow Rico to his meeting, she smiled to herself.  This assignment was definitely going to be fun.

Enrico Megalos would soon find out that he had finally met his match.

CHAPTER TWO

Zut.  Rico marched down the hallway toward the conference room with Asia Miller close on his heels.  What the heck had he gotten himself into?  When Cynthia Haye, his head of HR, had met with him to discuss the little 'problem' in the office he'd been surprised.  He couldn't imagine that his employees took his little tirades seriously.  Still, when she'd expressed the concern he'd agreed to meet with the consultant just to humor her.  He'd had no idea that the consultant would have turned out to be a dark-eyed, ebony-haired pixie who looked like she took her job very seriously.

He'd been shocked when the immaculately dressed woman, her hair pulled up into a sleek bun, walked into his office looking little bigger than a child.  She was probably all of five feet three inches tall - in heels.  But despite her diminutive size he could see she was no pushover.  When he'd tried to bully her she'd refused to be intimidated.

But it was when he reached out to shake her hand that he got his greatest shock.  Their hands touched and right at that moment he went hard.  Rock solid.  Like a damn teenager with a schoolboy crush.  Merde.

Now he would have Miss Asia Miller in his meeting, watching his every move.  He would have to be on guard.  There was no way he was going to let this 'personality coach' catch  him in a faux-pas, no matter how beautiful she was.

They were the first to arrive so Rico took the opportunity to seat Asia at the very back of the conference room and out of his immediate line of vision.  Any closer and she'd be nothing but a source of distraction.

Jim Henessey, the air operations manager, arrived on the dot of eleven-thirty and took up his usual position at the end of the table on the side opposite to Rico.  They nodded in greeting then Jim's eyebrows raised as he caught sight of Asia.  His eyes brightened as he gave her a look of interest.  

Rico scowled.  What business did Jim have, eyeing a woman he didn't even know?  He didn't have time to ponder this further as Sharon Halliday and Nicholas Pringle entered the room, talking animatedly.  They were both regional sales managers reporting to Ben Sampson, the director for sales and reservations, who followed behind.

"Rico," Ben said, and walked over to shake his hand.  His sales managers nodded to Rico and took up their positions on either side of their boss.  Last to come were Sarah Snow, VP of Marketing, and Kyle Pitt, her marketing research analyst.  They greeted Rico and sat opposite the sales team as they always did.  There was an ongoing rivalry between the sales and marketing teams, partly driven by their leaders and partly by the spirit of competition in the office.  Each team was always trying to outdo the other.  On the sidelines was operations, making sure the business ran according to plan.  

Rico picked up his pen and leaned back in his chair.  "Morning, everyone.  Now that we’re all here, let me introduce Asia Miller who’ll just be an observer to our meeting.  She’s here to make recommendations on how we can enhance...our communication skills.”

At his words Asia gave a nod to the group but then her sharp blue eyes returned to him and in her gaze was a hint of amusement.  Rico tightened his lips and was just barely able to keep himself from scowling.  The woman was laughing at him, was she?  He turned his attention to his team, his mood moving from serious to sour in seconds.  He had to regain control of his emotions.  From here on he’d just ignore the woman.

The meeting started out on a less than positive note with Ben giving a sales report that reflected a decline in cruise ship passengers over the last quarter even though they’d already entered the summer vacation season.

“What’s your excuse this time?”  Rico demanded.  “This is the third quarter in a row.”

Ben heaved a sigh.  “And for the third time in a row, Rico, I have to tell you that the best-made sales strategies and customer calls are nothing in the face of this worldwide recession.  People just aren’t booking cruises the way they used to.  Some of our repeat customers are now without jobs.  That’s the reality-”  

“Merde.  That’s no answer to my question, Ben, and you know it.  Our competitors are beating the shirts off our backs.”  Rico gave a hiss of frustration.  “What?  The recession hit us but bypassed them?”

“Jeez, Rico, we’ve gone over this already.”  A pink flush was climbing up Ben’s neck.  “You keep ignoring the fact that our target market is the middle class, working folks who rely on jobs for income.  Fantasia Lines and Chrysalis Cruises both cater to the luxury market.  It’s recession proof-” 

Rico waved his hand and silenced Ben mid-speech.  Then he turned to glare at Sarah.  “What are you doing about this?  Isn’t it your job to drive the business?  Obviously, I can’t rely on sales or else I’ll be locking up this shop.  So what are you doing to stop the hemorrhaging?”

Sarah started then she picked up her pen and began to tap it against her notebook.  “Well, Rico,” she began, her voice sounding high pitched and strained, “as you know, the budget was cut-”

“Don’t give me that crap about the budget being cut.”  Rico almost slammed his palm on the table.  He caught himself just in time.  “Don’t talk to me about what you don’t have.  Tell me what you’re doing with the money you do have."

“That’s what I’m trying to do, Rico.”  Sarah spoke again, her voice stronger this time.  “Each time I try to explain you cut me off.  And you do the same thing with Ben.  You do it to all of us.”

This time Rico did slam his palm on the table.  “Listen, I don’t have time for whining.  All I want is your plan of action to turn this ship around.  We have to see a return to profit by the end of this quarter.  This time failure is not an option.”

Silence.  For a moment Sarah said nothing.  She just stared back at Rico, the tightness of her mouth revealing her anger.

“May I say something?”

All eyes turned to Jim Henessey.  “Sarah’s right.  Every time someone tries to give you information or tries to make you understand a situation you cut them off.  You never listen-”

"Carajo!  I listen to you all the time.”  Rico threw up his hands in frustration.  "That’s why I have these meetings so often, to hear all the problems, issues and reasons why we’re losing business.  But also to hear solutions, Jim.  Suggestions on how to resolve the problem.  And that’s what I’m not hearing from any of you.”  He shoved his chair back and stood up.  "And that’s what I’m paying all of you for, n’est-ce-pas?  Solutions.”

No-one answered.  They all stared back at him in their strange way as if they were afraid to express their feelings.  For the life of him Rico could not understand why they refused to speak up.  When the silence stretched on he decided to continue.  “Sarah, Ben, what about that competition we instituted last year between the sales and marketing departments?  Hasn’t that stimulated some creativity on your teams?  And Jim, where is the creativity from the operations department?  Come on, guys, I need to see results.”

It was Jim who spoke again and his voice was strangely calm.  “Rico, since your previous CEO left and you set up headquarters in this office you’ve called these meetings and they’ve not been successful.”

Irritated, Rico opened his mouth to respond but Jim kept talking.  This time it was Rico who found himself on the receiving end of an interruption.

“Nobody wants to talk, Rico, so here is my suggestion.  Instead of these round table meeting you always call, let's do formal presentations with charts outlining what each person plans to say.  That way, if we get sidetracked with questions or...disturbing comments we can still get back to the main topic.”

“Fine.”  Rico spat out the word, too pissed to argue with the man.  “I don’t see the need for all that but if that’s what it will take to get some information out of you all, we’ll do it.”

“It's what it will take for us to have our say,” Jim said, his eyes unwavering.

“In that case, this meeting is over.  I suggest you all decide on a time for these presentations and let me know.  Till then, I have work to do.”  With that Rico turned and walked out of the conference room, not even stopping to acknowledge his very quiet observer.

He was mad at Jim.  The man had made it look like he was the one who’d been disrupting his own meetings.  And he’d done it in front of Asia Miller, the hired busybody.  He'd looked bad in front of the ‘consultant’ and he didn’t like it.  Not one bit.

He was halfway down the hallway to his office when he was stopped by the voice of the woman in question.  “Rico.  One moment, please.”

He stopped and heaved a sigh.  He did not turn to face her.  She’d catch up to him soon enough and, of course, she’d give him her professional opinion.

She stepped up beside him.  “I’d like to accompany you to your office,” she said quietly.  “We need to talk.”

Rico did not answer.  He shoved his hands into his pockets and walked on.  Just what he needed.  Another lecture.

CHAPTER THREE

“I have an assignment for you.”  Asia struggled to keep from smiling.

Rico was sulking and he looked so cute doing it.  He was slumped in his chair, his face set like a thundercloud, and he was angry.  He was embarrassed, she knew, because she’d seen him at his worst.  She knew he’d started off trying to make a good impression.  And he’d failed.

“What assignment?”  he asked, his voice a grumpy growl.

“Based on my observations,” she said in her sweetest, most charming voice, “you have two main problems.  Number one, you let your emotions get in the way which results in your bullying your employees.  Second, you institute systems that have built-in incentives for your departments to work against each other rather than together.”

“What systems?”

“You mentioned a competition between the sales and marketing departments.  Such systems foster a rivalry that may not be in your best interest.  Research has shown that giving teams a common goal to work toward is far more effective than setting up competitions between them.  Hence, my assignment.”

“Which is?”  Rico growled.

“I want you to come up with a program that will force the sales, marketing and operations teams to work together.  Design it, implement it and after two weeks, assess it.  I want you to report the results to me at the end of the period.  I guarantee you’ll see a huge difference in the results of your teams’ combined efforts.”

“Uh, huh,” Rico said sardonically.

“Don’t knock it, just try it.”  Asia was not fazed by his sarcasm.  “That’s your assignment number one.  Remember, you agreed to work with me so I expect you to keep your word.  Do I have your commitment?”

She could see the reluctance flit across his face.  He wanted to say no but how could he when he’d already told her he would fulfill her requirements?  He may be a lot of things but she could sense that he wasn’t the man to back out on a promise.

“Alright,” he said finally.  “We'll reconnect in two weeks.  And if what you say works, I’ll eat my hat.”

That made her laugh.  “I have a better idea.  If my suggestion works you’ll have to agree to my next task, no grumbling, no questions asked."

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” she said.  “Just be prepared to do anything I say because I know my experiment will be successful."

“And I know it won’t,” he countered, his look bold and confident, "so I agree.”

Asia got up then, her briefcase in hand, but she did not reach out to shake his hand.  This time she wasn’t taking any chances.

“I’ll see you in two weeks,” she said by way of farewell.

He got up and walked her to the door where he held it open for her.  This time when they parted he was smiling.

“I look forward to it,” he said confidently as she walked through the door.

******
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“ROBERT’S ON HIS WAY over,” Shelley whispered as the tall, gangly youth ambled toward them, his jeans threatening to fall off his lean hips, “and you know what he wants...”

Asia’s friend and fellow volunteer left the sentence hanging in the air.  There was no need to say another word.  They both knew Robert and they were more than prepared this time.  He walked up to the counter behind which both women stood holding long-handled ladles.

“Double on the mashed potatoes?’  Shelley asked with a stern frown.  “Triple,” Robert said, his thin face glowing as he gave them a wide grin.  “You know I’m a growing boy.”

Asia shook her head.  “Don’t we know it.  I’ve got double portions of chicken for you.  And,” she looked to the right and to the left then leaned forward,  "I’ve got something in back for you,” she said in a staged whisper.  “Half an apple pie.”

Robert’s eyes shone and his smile grew even toothier.  “Apple pie is my favorite.  You’re the greatest, Asia.”

“Hey, what about me?”  Shelley gave a perfect pout.  It made her look all of six years old.

That made Robert laugh out loud.  “I love you too, Shelley.  I wouldn’t give you guys up for the world.”

He gratefully accepted the plate piled high with food and rested it on his tray then headed for the table in the far corner by the window, his usual eating place.  There he sat down and dived into the meal.

Asia couldn’t help smiling.  She loved to watch him savor every bite of his meal.  “That kid’s an eating machine,” she said, her eyes still resting on him.

“Yeah,” Shelley said with a chuckle, “all six feet five inches of him.”

“D'you think they’ll pick him for the community center basketball team?” 

“They’d better,” Shelley said, her voice indignant, “or else they’ll have me to answer to.”

“Yeah, right,” Asia said, rolling her eyes, “as if anybody’s scared of your little four foot eleven self.”

“I’m four feet eleven and a half inches.”  Shelley glared at Asia and straightened to her full height.

“Still a shortie,” Asia said with a laugh.

“And I’m in good company,” the smaller woman said, looking Asia up and down.

When Asia moved away to serve the next teenager she was still smiling.  She enjoyed the teasing fun she and Shelley engaged in each time they met.  They'd both started on the same day as volunteers at the youth shelter and community center and had become fast friends.  That had been four years earlier when Asia had been twenty-one and still in university.  Shelley, on the other hand, was a widow and the mother of two teenage girls.  But, as tiny as she was, everyone knew she was a no-nonsense woman who spoke her mind but who was always quick to offer guidance, comfort and love.

Sunrise Community Center was a refuge for the young people in the neighborhood.  It was a place where they could escape from the troubles of abusive homes and dangerous streets, and just be kids.  The land and the buildings were a donation from a long dead philanthropist but his legacy lived on in the positive impact the center was having on so many young lives.  Here, the kids could play basketball, soccer, squash and tennis and a warm meal was provided each evening to all who desired it.

Robert was a regular, and one they both loved.  At the tender age of eighteen he'd found himself alone in the world, no longer eligible for the protection and support of the foster care system.  He’d found a part-time job on a construction site but his wages were not enough to cover the rent and provide for his needs.  That was where the center came in.  He could count on getting one good meal each day and his entertainment requirements were satisfied with the variety of sporting activities available on the location.

Robert’s situation was not unique.  Even though some of the users of the facilities were children from working families the majority were disadvantaged and this place was their only means of escape.  Asia was glad she was a part of their world, a part of the solution to their problems.  She made a good living in her consulting business and made regular donations to the center.  Still, nothing was more satisfying to her than interacting with her young mentees.  Through her relationship with such a diverse group she’d learned courage in the face of adversity, perseverance and patience.

She’d also come to realize the importance of seeing each person as an individual with unique desires and dreams.  You had to see all the kids as seeds of hope and the volunteers as gardeners who would nurture them and let them grow to their full potential.  Some had already blossomed and moved on to better lives but there were always new ones who showed great promise, who tugged at your heart strings and made you want to give them the world.

Robert was one of them.  His greatest dream was to become a professional basketball player and so he spent hours on the court, practicing long after everyone else had departed.  He was dying to be discovered and Asia prayed that one day he would.  She smiled as she watched him rake his fingers through his curly blonde hair and slouch back in his chair, his ritual after a good meal.  It was the sign that he was ready for dessert.  Where he put all that grub, she could never tell.  He was as thin as a pole.  It had to be a combination of naturally high metabolism, daily manual labor and practice sessions that went on for hours.

As she stared over at Robert her eyes went out of focus and her mind wandered back in time to another man who was tall and lean but older and with hair the glossy black of a raven’s wing.  Enrico Megalos.  Her renegade mind kept taking her back to him, making her relive every moment she’d spent with him.  It didn’t matter that all her interactions with him had been on a professional basis only.  No, crazy brain that she had, it kept playing back each scene in her head and each time it ran the movie it was sexier than the time before.

The movie ran in slow motion, giving her a close-up view of his broad forehead, the thick dark brows, the lashes any warm-blooded woman would lust for, the long lean nose that spoke of his heritage and the piece de resistance - the firm yet sensuous lips she was dying to taste.

“Who is he?”

“Uh, what?”  Asia blinked, dragging herself back to the present, and turned to stare at her partner in the food line.

“Who is he?  The guy you’re mooning over?”  Shelley cocked an eyebrow at her and her lips trembled like she was trying not to laugh.  “This is the first time I’ve seen you spaced out like that and it can only mean one thing.  You’ve found a man.  Finally.”

“I...didn’t,” Asia protested but her voice was too weak, too airy, for her statement to be true.  She knew it, and she knew Shelley knew it.  Or at least she could guess very easily.

“Mm-hmm.”  Shelley rolled her eyes and pursed her lips, looking so comical that Asia burst out laughing.

“I didn’t find a man,” she said again, her voice stronger this time.  “Really, I didn’t.”

“Tell that to the birds,” Shelley said dryly then turned toward a lone straggler who approached with a tray.  She loaded the girl’s plate with food then watched as she headed off to a free table.  Only then did she turn her attention back to Asia.  “Girl, I’ve known you since you were still beating the books on campus.  I know every expression on that sweet face of yours.  And psychologist or not, you’re no good at hiding your feelings.”  Shelley dropped her ladle back into the mashed potato and reached for a napkin to clean up a blob that had fallen onto the counter.  As she wiped she continued speaking.  “What I see is love, honey.  No use denying it.  You’ve got a heart full of love.”

“But it can’t be.”  Asia shook her head vehemently.  “He’s a client.”

“Ah ha!”  Shelley pointed a finger in Asia’s face.  “I knew it.  You’ve found a man.  And thank God for it.  You’re finally listening to me.”

“Shelley,” Asia whispered, “that’s not how it is at all.”

“How is it then?”  She demanded, hand on hip.  

“Carol, can you come here a minute?”  Asia waved a hand at the white-aproned woman who was chatting with the cook.  As Carol approached she began untying her apron.  “Can you hold the fort for a while?  Shelley and I need a break.”

“Sure,” Carol said with a shrug.  “Most of the kids have already eaten, anyway.  Nothing much to do.”

“Thanks,” Asia said then grabbed Shelley’s arm and marched her out the back door.  Only when they were outside and out of earshot did she release her.  

“Okay, Miss Nosey Parker,” she said, “here’s the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”  She took a deep breath.  “I admit it.  I know I’ve been picky but I’ve finally found a man who actually...makes my heart race."

Shelley rolled her eyes as she always did but now she was shaking her head in what looked like exasperation.  “You can’t say it, can you?”  She put her hands on her hips in classic Shelley pose.  “You finally found a man who turns you on.  Say it, girl.  Come on.”  Then she gave her laugh, the one that sounded like a dog yelping.  “I found a man that makes my heart race,” she said in a singsong, mocking voice.  “Say what you mean.  The man turns you on.”

“Alright, alright,” Asia said, looking around.  “Will you keep it down?  Are you planning to announce it to the world?”

“So what’s his name?  What does he look like?”  Shelley said, ignoring her plea.  “Is he hot?  He’d better be.  After your everlasting wait I don’t want you bringing me any old-”

“Will you stop?”  Asia felt like gagging the woman.  Nice though she was, Shelley had no clue about speaking softly.  She pulled her away from the door.  “I will not under any circumstances tell you his name.  He’s a client.”

“Client, schmient- ”

“Stop.”  Asia put up her hand.  “All I’m going to tell you is yes, he’s hot and yes, he turns me on.  Big time.  But there’s nothing I can do about it.  Not as long as I’m working for him.”

“So quit,” Shelley said with a shrug.  “Then ask him out.”

“I can’t do that-”

“Yes, you can.  Asia, you are twenty-seven years old, going on twenty-eight.  When are you going to find a man and settle down?  Those eggs of yours won’t be doing much in a few years.”

“Oh, Shelley, you’re so funny,” Asia said dryly.  “This, from a woman who had her first child at thirty-four.”

“Yeah, but you might not have my kind of luck.”

Asia gave a sigh.  “I’ll be fine.”  Then she smiled.  “All I have to do is keep my mind on the job and out of the bedroom.”

To Asia’s surprise Shelley reached out and pulled her into her arms.  “You’re like a daughter to me, Asia.  Please don’t keep dallying until it’s too late.  I want you to find a good man and be happy.”

Asia wrapped her arms around the little lady and hugged her back.  “I will one day, Shelley.  I will.”

But even as she spoke she knew that her heart yearned for only one man.  Or maybe it was just her body that was doing the yearning, but still...

That man, excruciatingly handsome and lust-inducing, was - sadly - totally off limits for her.

******
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“RICO, WHICH ONE OF these American women plans on making a good man out of you?”  Julio slapped him on the shoulder, almost pitching him into the pool.

Rico shrugged away from his older brother’s heavy hand and put some distance between then. If he knew anything about his brother it was that he should never trust him when he was at his most amicable.  As a kid he’d suffered at the hand of a brother who was nine years his senior and brawny, to boot.  How do you defend yourself from a brother like that?  You use your wits and you move damn fast, never letting him get the upper hand.

So Rico chose to do that now.  Never mind the fact that he was in his twenties and his brother was in his thirties, Julio would think nothing of launching a surprise attack and knocking him over into the pool.

“Don’t you worry about that,” he said coolly and walked away from the poolside and toward the patio where his parents sat, Julio’s daughter on the lap of the matriarch of the Megalos family.  

Carmelita Megalos was a tiny woman but her body was the only thing about her that was small.  In her family she wielded a power that rivaled that of her husband.  Between the sparrow with her snapping dark eyes and the bearded lion who had fathered the small tribe of three, there was a constant battle for control.  To this day, though in their fifties and sixties, they refused to give up the fight for domination.

But it was a loving rivalry that they enjoyed.  They’d been like that for as long as Rico could remember and they’d be just as feisty for many years to come.

“Come here, Athena.  Come to Uncle Rico,” he said and held out his arms to the two year old.

She blinked up at him then pulled the pacifier out of her mouth.  “No,” she said, her voice strong, firm and resolute.  Then she closed her eyes, leaned back against her grandma’s belly and popped the pacifier back into her mouth.

Rico straightened with a sigh.  “No-one can deny that she’s a Megalos.”

Alexander Megalos chuckled.  “The only sweet one in the family.  Except for your sister, of course.”

“Demetria?  She’s just as bad as the rest of us.  She got Mama's Latin spirit and your directness.”  Rico laughed.  “You never have to wonder what she thinks of you.”

Alexander laughed, too, but then he smiled and shook his head.  “Pity she couldn’t have made it on this trip.”

“I know,” Rico said with a nod.  “But with the baby on the way it wouldn’t have been a good idea.  And remember, she has two other kids under three years old.  That’s quite a handful.”

“Maybe next time,” Alexander said and his voice trailed off as he looked out over the pool, obviously deep in thought.  Most likely his mind was still on Demetria, his middle child, and as Rico and Julio always teased, his favorite.  There was a closeness between Alexander and Demetria that her brothers did not question or even think of resenting.  Who could come between a man and his daughter?

The Megalos family - Alexander and Carmelita along with Julio, his wife and their daughter - had crossed the Atlantic on their mega yacht as they’d done each year since Rico moved to Florida.  They would spend a month in the United States, part of the time at Rico’s home on Fisher Island, and the rest visiting relatives in various cities.  The matriarch and patriarch were retired and free to roam and although Julio was running his own shipping business in Greece he’d decided that time with family came first.  He had no hesitation about spending a month away from the office.  While he was traveling whatever needed to be done could be done remotely.

Rico loved it when the family visited.  It was an opportunity to connect with his culture and heritage.  Carmelita would fix Greek and Spanish dishes like nobody else could.  She loved to cook and he loved to eat.  It was not unheard of for him to gain five or maybe even seven pounds during one of their visits.  And - his favorite part - whenever she visited, his mother spoiled him.

Rico flopped down in the chair beside Carmelita and stretched his legs out in front of him.  He’d enjoyed the outdoor barbecue and now he was full, relaxed and ready to enjoy the cool evening breeze that wafted over the island.  His eyes were closed and he was almost drifting off when he felt a warm hand on his arm.  He opened his eyes to see his mother smiling at him.

“Are you happy here, Enrico?” she asked gently.  She was the only one who still called him Enrico.  There was a slight crease between her brows, a sign that she was worried.

“In Miami?  Of course,” he said, deliberately making his tone light.  His mother was a very perceptive woman and you had to be careful or she’d read you like a book.

“Are you really, mi hijo?  You are not lonely all by yourself in this great big country?” 

“I am fine, Mamita.  You don’t need to worry.”  He covered her hands with his.

“And what about the girls?” she persisted.  “You did not find any American girl you like?  You never tell us about a girl over here.”

Rico frowned.  He should have guessed where his mother was heading with her line of questioning.  On every visit she would find at least one opportunity to ask questions about his love life.  She was convinced that he was lonely without a woman and had even suggested that he return to Europe to find one.  She refused to believe what he told her each time - that he was too busy for a relationship right now.  She was convinced that at twenty-seven her younger son needed to have a woman in his life.

The truth was, he hadn’t met anyone who piqued his interest - until now. 

As it had done so often over the past couple of weeks, his mind zoned in on Asia Miller.  There was just something about her, petite and soft-spoken yet so direct and fearless, that made her irresistible.

She was different from the women he knew.  She actually stood up to him in her own quiet way.  He was not used to that and it had thrown him off balance for a while.  But after he’d gotten over his initial shock he’d found that he liked her style.  She was fresh and she was bold.  A perfect fit for the Megalos family.

He caught himself.  Why in the blazes had that thought crossed his mind?  He glanced over at his mother but she sat serenely rocking Athena on her lap.  It was her fault for planting such thoughts in his head.

No, he couldn’t blame his mother.  Truth be told, Asia had been on his mind ever since they’d parted almost two weeks before.  She’d been so spirited, so confident in her tactics to rescue him from himself that he’d actually agreed to her deal.  And, as she boldly stated, her recommended change to his incentive plan had begun working already.  That same day he’d advised the departments of a new program where they’d only be rewarded if the overall company benefitted from their efforts.  Teams would no longer be rewarded for individual successes.

After only a week there was a definite change in the tone of the departmental meeting.  For the first time in months Ben reported a reversal in the trend.  It had been a phenomenal week with sales exceeding target by almost eleven percent.  And all because a daring young woman - and admittedly one who knew her business - had challenged their status quo and provided new perspective on their business culture.

For the first time since Rico had come to the Miami office he actually observed sales managers and marketing officers sitting in each other’s offices, deep in discussion about how they could combine their skills to achieve the greater goal.  The uptight atmosphere in the office had given way to a camaraderie that he had never seen before.

Asia Miller was good at what she did and, he’d be the first to admit, he had a lot to learn.  On top of all that, though, he had another situation to deal with.  The fact was, he was intensely attracted to her and, advisor or not, there was no denying that he wanted her.

So far he’d kept himself in check but he was a man who went for what he wanted no matter the cost.  Next time he saw Asia it would be time to make his move.

“She’s asleep.”

Carmelita’s whisper broke into Rico’s thoughts and his eyes snapped back to his mother.

“Could you lay her in the crib, please?”  Gently, she shifted Athena’s little body away from hers and rested her in Rico’s arms.  “Try not to wake her.”

Rico nodded and gathered the precious little bundle close.  For some reason he pictured an infant Asia looking just like this, with dark hair curling around her cherub face.  If they had a daughter was this what she would look like?

Carajo.  Was he going sentimental?  He’d better get his wandering mind under control or else his mother would have her wish sooner rather than later.  And he wasn’t about to take any chances with his heart - not even for the irresistible Miss Asia Miller.

CHAPTER FOUR

“Auto what?”  Rico stared at Asia as she sat looking cool and crisp in the chair across from him.

“Autogenic training,” she repeated, giving him a little smile.  “I want to relieve you of all that pent-up anger, teach you how to release it.  Then I’ll take you to the next level where you de-stress.”

“But I’m not under any stress.”  Rico folded his arms across his chest.  What did this woman think he was?  Some kind of kook who needed therapy?  “And I don’t need anger management training either.”

Asia shrugged.  “Maybe you don’t but why not humor me for a little bit?  After all, it can’t hurt.”

“I don’t have time for that kind of nonsense.”  Asia was annoying him now.  This was not how he had foreseen their second meeting.  He’d planned to compliment her on the success of her strategy and then when she was mellow with praise he would ask her out.  But with this stink of an idea she had taken the meeting in a totally different direction.

Asia did not look the least bit perturbed.  In fact, she was smiling.  “Rico,” she said in that quiet way he had come to know, “may I remind you of something?”

“What?”  He snapped, his tone aggressive and totally unapologetic.

“You already agreed to the training,” she said with the lift of an eyebrow.  “Therefore your comment just now has absolutely no bearing on where we go from here.”

“I never agreed to any autogeneric training.”

“Autogenic,” she said, correcting him.  “And yes, you did.  At our last meeting you promised that if plan A was successful you would undertake the next task I assigned to you, no questions asked.  I’m sorry but refusal is not an option."

For a moment he just sat there scowling, pissed that she had him by that very sensitive part of his anatomy.  Then he shook his head, defeated.  For now.  “Alright, you got me.  I’ll do your autogenic thing...but under one condition.”

“Which is?”  she asked, looking pleased as a prized puss.

“You agree to have dinner with me.”  

That got her attention.  The pleased puss look disappeared and in its place was a frown.  "Did you just ask me out?”

“I did.”

“But...you’re my client.”

“So?”

“So it would be...unprofessional.”

“I’ll pick you up Friday evening, seven o’clock.  Make sure you leave me your address.”

“Did you hear what I said?”  She stared at him, a look of disbelief on her face.

“Sure.  I just chose to ignore it.”

“Ignore...uhm.  Mr. Megalos-”

“Rico.”

“Rico, we have a business relationship.  I can’t go out with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” she said then faltered.  “Because you’re my client.”

“I think I heard that already,” Rico said leaning forward, "and that means nothing to me.  Now what’s your address?”

“Sixteen Beaver Street.”  The words fell from her mouth then she turned startled eyes to his and bit her bottom lip.

Rico didn’t bother to hide his smile.  He had that effect on woman.  Show them who was boss and they gave in sooner or later.  For him it was more often sooner rather than later and, he was pleased to know, he’d found the key to Asia Miller.  Dominate her before she could even try to dominate you.

“Good.  Be ready by seven.  And wear slacks.”

Now she looked really confused.  To her credit, though, she made no objections.  Instead, she nodded and looked away and just for that moment she looked like a little lost lamb.  A lamb he was looking forward to having for dinner.

Right then he couldn’t wait till the work week had passed and Friday evening came around.  

******
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“HOW IS IT GOING WITH the love of your life?”

“Shelley, you never stop, do you?”  Asia chuckled into the phone.

“Well, I have to check up on you, don’t I?  So, did you ask him out?”

“No.”

“Chicken.”

“But he did.”

“He did what?”  Shelley asked.

“He asked me out.”

“He did?” She squealed.

“That’s wonderful.  So when's the big date?”

“On Friday,” Asia said with a sigh.

“For someone who’s got a date lined up for Friday night you don’t sound too happy.”

“I’m not.”

“Now listen to this girl.”  Shelley’s tone was heavy with exasperation.  “What’s not to be happy about?”

“I didn’t want to go out with him.  I can’t even explain how I ended up accepting.”  She inhaled then released her breath slowly.  “Let’s just say the man is a pro at getting what he wants.” 

“And he wants you,” Shelley chortled.  “Sweet.”

“Anyway, I know that wasn’t what you called about.”  Asia deliberately changed the subject.  The conversation was moving into dangerous territory, too dangerous for her liking.  “What’s up?”

“You know what I always call you about.  The center.”

“Something wrong?”

“Yes and no,” Shelley said mysteriously.  “No, because it’s not a threat to the survival of the center but yes because it’s affecting the kids, especially the boys.”

“So what’s going on?”

“With schools reopening in September we’re going to lose three of our best volunteers.  Grad students heading back to university.”

“Don’t worry, Shelley,” Asia said, trying to reassure her, "we’ll find new ones.”

“Yeah, but I’ll bet they’ll be women.”

“So?  What’s wrong with women?"

“Nothing, except that with Frank, Carlos and Trevor leaving we’ve only got one male volunteer left.  And even more than the girls it’s the boys who need role models.”

Asia drew in a breath.  “You're right.”

“So I’m roping you in.”  Shelley’s voice was suddenly bright and cheerful.  “I’m on a mission to find two good men before these guys leave and I’m giving you the same assignment.  Two good men, that’s all I ask.”

“They say a good man is hard to find,” Asia said with a sniff.

Shelley only laughed.  “I’m not worried.  You’ll find me one.  I just know it.”

After Shelley hung up Asia left the living room and went into her bedroom.  She’d be going on her date in two days.  She might as well glance through her wardrobe and see what she was going to wear.

Slacks, he’d said.  Strange request for a dinner date.  She was more of a ‘little black dress’ kind of girl.  But slacks it would be.  That was what the master demanded.  She smiled and shook her head.  Talk about bossy.

She already knew which one she’d wear.  Basic black as always.  Okay, so she was boring.  But it made life easier.  Now all she had to do was find a nice top.

That didn’t take long.  She wasn’t a fussy dresser.  In fact, some had called her ‘practical’ - which was just a kinder way of saying her clothes were boring.  But none of that bothered her.  Particularly in this case, she was not dressing to impress.  In fact, quite the opposite.  Although she had accepted his dinner invitation she wanted to make it clear to Rico that dinner was all he was going to get.  If he didn’t know it already he would soon realize that Asia Miller was no idiot.

But when Friday evening came around Asia did not feel quite so confident.  She didn’t know if it was butterflies but there was definitely something flitting around in her stomach.

She was ready at seven o’clock as instructed and when she heard a car pull up in front of the house her heart gave a flutter.  When she picked up her purse from the table in the hallway there was a slight tremble to her fingers.  She paused to draw in a breath, desperately trying to steady her nerves.  The last thing she wanted was for Rico to see her sweat.

She put her hand on the knob and opened the front door to a sight that took her breath away.  There, in front of her house, stood an all-white Hummer limousine and standing by the door of this magnificent vehicle was a uniformed chauffeur.  She whispered a soundless ‘wow’ then stepped outside.  She hadn’t expected this.  Sure, the man was rich but she’d thought he’d pick her up in a nice car, not a limousine.  What would the neighbors think?  She almost gave a chuckle as she thought of Mrs. Peabody peeping through the curtains to see what was going on.  Mrs. Busybody would have been a more appropriate name for that neighborhood watchdog.  She’d have a lot to talk about tonight.

So Rico had ‘sent’ for her, had he?  No problem.  She was glad he’d not come himself.  Now she would have a few more minutes to gather her wits about her to prepare for battle.

And a battle it would be - not with Rico, but with herself.  She was too darned attracted to the man for her own good.  This is business, she kept telling herself, this is business.  She’d said it so many times that her mind was finally convinced.  Her heart, rebellious as it was, would need more convincing.

As the chauffeur nodded in greeting and opened the door for her she smiled and murmured her thanks then bent her head to get into the vehicle.  And that was when she saw him.

Rico Megalos sat lounging on the luxurious leather seat of the limousine looking very relaxed, very sexy and very much the billionaire.  He fit perfectly in this environment.  He was dressed in gray slacks and a shirt of soft white cotton that was open to reveal just a hint of his muscled chest.  His clothing was casual enough but it was the way he wore it that threw her off.  So confident, so blasé, no matter what the man was wearing he still looked like money.

“Aren’t you coming in?”  There was an amused twist to Rico’s mouth as he watched her still peering in at the door.

To her chagrin a blush crept up Asia’s throat.  She could feel it. 

“H...hi, Rico,” she said quickly, trying to hide her confusing.  “I didn’t expect to see you.”

“Oh?”  He cocked an eyebrow.  “Didn’t I tell you I’d come to get you at seven?”

“Yes, but...oh, never mind.”  She got in and found herself a seat three or four spaces away from her host.  As the chauffeur closed the door she looked around and the word that came to mind was ‘posh’.  She’d been inside limousines before but none like this one.  It came with a lighted bar which was well stocked with a variety of drinks and glasses of every shape and size.  Light ran along the floor beneath her feet, up the walls and along the top.  A huge TV screen covered the back wall and speakers lined the sides.  The car looked like a ritzy party place.

Realizing she was staring she turned her eyes to Rico.  “So,” she said, deliberately adopting a serene tone, “where are we going?”  Her heart was racing like she’d just finished a run but Rico didn’t have to know that.

“You’ll see when we get there,” he said and gave her a satisfied grin.

She smiled demurely at him then looked away, pretending to admire the view outside the window.  So he’d decided to be mysterious.  No matter.  She would know their destination soon enough.  Right now her biggest worry was finding something to talk about.  She was trapped in this car with a man to whom she was extremely attracted but who she had to keep at a distance.  No matter that her mouth had gone dry at the sight of him, she had to remember that he was a client.

“Would you like a drink?” he asked as he watched her through half-closed eyes.

“Yes, thank you.”  Her reply was quick, breathless, as she jumped at the chance for something to occupy her hands and her thoughts, anything to keep her from focusing on his closeness - the woodsy fragrance of his cologne, his strong and handsome profile when she viewed him from the side, the way the fine hairs on her forearm rose up each time he moved near.  “White wine would be lovely.”

When he poured a glass and handed it to her she took it almost too eagerly.  She had to force herself to wait before lifting the drink to her lips.  She was a bundle of tingling nerves and she needed to regain control.

The first sip helped.  She released the breath she’d been holding then took another sip.  By her third sip her heart had begun to slow, moving back to normal pace.  She glanced over at Rico and saw that he was checking something on his cell phone.  He hadn’t been watching her, thank God.  There was no way she wanted him to guess how scared she was to be alone with him.

After a minute he glanced over at her.  “Sorry,” he said and gave her an apologetic smile.  “Bad habit.”  He stuffed the phone into his pocket.  “I’ve got to learn to leave the office at the office.”  Then he gave her a sly look.  “Are you going to add that to your list of things to train me on?”

That made her laugh.  “Of course not.  My list is long enough already.”  And with the laughter her tension eased and she was able to slide back into the plush seat, her body and mind beginning to relax.

Within twenty minutes Asia felt the car begin to slow until it came to a complete stop.  She peered out the window and saw blue sky, blue water and a big, beautiful white yacht bobbing at the end of a dock.

Asia gasped then turned to Rico.  “Where are we?”

“I wanted to take you somewhere where you can let your hair down.”  He looked pointedly at the customary bun on top of her head.  “We’re going to have dinner on my yacht.”

Asia’s heart lurched.  Right then she couldn’t say whether it was from fear or pleasure.  “Oh, that’s...nice.”  Not knowing what else to say she forced a smile and waited for Rico to make the next move.

Her head snapped up as the door opened and she saw the chauffeur standing there, waiting for them to exit.  Rico was holding out his hand to help her and, wary though she was, she placed her hand in his.  When his fingers, so warm and strong, encircled hers she dropped her eyes and forced herself to breathe.  No matter what, she had to act normal.

That was easier said than done.  When she got out of the car she found herself standing directly in front of Rico, her face mere inches from the V of his shirt and that rippling chest she’d admired from afar.  Now she found herself so close she could almost feel the warmth of his body and her nostrils were filled with the freshness of his cologne.  She took a quick step back.

“Are you alright?”  He reached out a hand as if to steady her.

She shook her head quickly.  “It’s okay.  I’m fine.”

He gave her a quizzical look then he shrugged.  “Okay then. Lets go.”

He gave a nod to the driver then led the way down the pathway of wooden planks toward the yacht.  In Asia’s eyes it was huge, probably almost fifty feet long she would guess.  More than impressive.

They were greeted by a tall, somber man in a white uniform.  Rico introduced him as Charles Parker, the captain who would be taking them out onto the water while they dined below.

After they’d helped her on board Rico took her on a tour of the yacht.  With its TV room, bedroom suites and Jacuzzi it was like a magnificent mansion on water.  Their last stop was the dining room.  It was here that Asia got her biggest surprise.  It was a luxurious room with a table set for two, on which sat six softly glowing candles.  The setting seemed so intimate that Asia hesitated.  Did Rico have special plans for tonight?

She didn’t have time to ponder that.  He’d already pulled out her chair and stood waiting for her to sit.  Reluctantly she stepped forward then sank down onto the soft cushioned seat.  She thought he was going to sit, too.  Instead he wheeled a food trolley toward the table.  As he lifted the silver domes that covered each dish the air was filled with a variety of delicious aromas and her mouth watered when she saw the feast of fish fillet in a creamy sauce, a mélange of steaming hot vegetables, savory wild rice and a basket of warm bread rolls that smelled freshly baked.  The lower level of the trolley had soup, salad, an assortment of dressings and, to Asia’s delight, a cheesecake.

“My goodness,” she breathed.  “How are we going to eat all this?”

“One bite at a time,” Rico said with a laugh.  “Bon apetit.”  

Asia had to admit, Rico played the perfect host at dinner.  As they sat eating in the soft light cast by the candles he entertained her with stories of his life in France, Spain and Britain, and of his large Greek family in which he boasted twenty-one first cousins on his father’s side.

“My father has eight siblings,” he explained at her look of shock.  He chuckled.  “It could have been worse.”

Asia could not imagine being part of such a huge family.  How did they keep track of one another?  Compared to Rico’s family, with the collection of intriguing characters and gregarious relatives he’d told her about , her family seemed dull and boring.  Both her parents and her eighteen-year old sister still lived in her hometown of Oakville in Canada, visiting her maybe once or twice a year.  She also went home each Christmas.  A family gathering for them was their household of four people.  She had cousins, of course, but combining all those she’d acquired from both parents, she reached a total of eight.  Even so, they rarely had gatherings where they all met.  Probably only at weddings and funerals.  They were a far cry from the hundred-person parties that Rico told her about.
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