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Chapter One


 


How many times could she turn down these
invitations without trashing her career?

Bailey sighed inwardly, her stomach
knotting. She loved socializing and meeting people, and she knew
attending this work event was important, but damn, it wasn’t that
easy for her.

“It’s important to get to know people in
other departments.” Sloane crossed her arms, leaning against
Bailey’s desk, her eyes curious but compassionate. “That was a
mistake I made when I first got into the business. You can’t just
focus on your own little niche, you need to network. Build
relationships.”

“I get that, I really do.” But what the hell
was she supposed to do about Maya? Thursday night was Maya’s last
swimming lesson of the summer, but even if they skipped that she’d
need to find a babysitter. She could ask Crystal again, but she’d
just done that last week when she’d ended up leaving work late one
day. Crystal, who looked after Maya before and after school, or
right now summer day camps, was sweet and helpful but she had
things to do with her own family in the evenings.

Sloane tilted her head. “But…?”

Bailey had never told anyone at work that
she was raising her little sister. She’d seen what happened to
working mothers who talked about their kids all the time and left
early to attend school concerts or soccer games. Nobody took them
seriously. And she had enough problems being taken seriously.

But in the end, people were questioning her
anyway.

Her lips tightened. “It’s just…I have other
plans already.”

Sloane regarded her thoughtfully. “Well,
okay. I’m not being critical, Bailey, but some might question how
dedicated you are to the agency and to your career if you don’t
come to this. People notice that you rush out of here every
evening.”

“I get my work done.” Bailey tried not to
let defensiveness creep into her tone.

Sloane nodded. “I know you do. In fact, you
go above and beyond. That program you developed is brilliant. You
must have put a lot of time into that.”

“I did.” She’d put in a lot of time at home,
working on her laptop late into the night when Maya was asleep.

Pressure built inside her, a hot swelling
that made her curl her fingers into her palms. Life had been such a
battle the last few years and she was working her ass off. Even so,
she was being questioned and doubted.

She’d thought it would be enough if she did
a good job. Knowing she wouldn’t be able to stay at the office
late, she’d become ruthlessly efficient and often took work home
with her. But face time was apparently just as important as doing a
good job.

“I don’t know how you do that,” Sloane
continued. “But I can’t argue with the fact that you do a good job.
It’s just…people form perceptions about you.”

“I’ll rearrange my plans,” Bailey said
quietly.

“Is everything okay, Bailey?” Concern pulled
Sloane’s eyebrows together.

Bailey pulled out her brightest smile. “Of
course! I’m sure it will be a fun evening. I’m looking forward to
it.”

Sloane had been great to her at Huxworth
Packard Advertising, mentoring her, giving her career advice,
helping her solve problems, like when idiot art directors ignored
her deadlines. Bailey appreciated all that, she really did. She
wanted to move up at Huxworth Packard. She loved her job as media
buyer, but it wasn’t what she wanted to do for the rest of her
life. She wanted to work in accounts, liaising between clients and
creatives, learning about the clients’ businesses and helping them
achieve their objectives.

In a couple of years, Maya would be old
enough to stay home alone and Bailey could start putting in more
hours, but right now, her ten-year-old sister needed her and that
had to be her priority. But, damn, she couldn’t afford to lose this
job or the opportunities she had here at Huxworth Packard.

She’d figure it out. Like she always
did.

“Thank you, Sloane. I appreciate all your
advice.”

“You’re welcome.” Sloane smiled and
straightened. As usual, she looked elegant and professional, her
blonde hair smooth, her makeup understated, her sleeveless purple
dress fitted to her slender body. But she still eyed Bailey with
faint curiosity, as if she suspected Bailey was keeping something
from her.

Which she was.

Should she confide in Sloane? Maybe she’d
have other advice for her. But Sloane wasn’t married and had no
children—what would she know about being responsible for a child,
trying to balance work and home?

And it shouldn’t have anything to do with
work. It was her personal life and she wanted to keep it personal.
The details of how she’d ended up raising her little sister weren’t
exactly something she was proud or eager to share.

“I better go. I have to call Ben at Channel
Seven about adjusting our ad schedule. We need to make some changes
based on the most recent audience numbers.”

As she left Sloane’s office, copywriter Levi
Wolcott passed her in the corridor, no doubt on his way in to see
Sloane. He and Sloane had been dating for a few weeks now—actually
longer than that, according to office gossip, but they’d kept it on
the down low. It had been interesting to learn that Sloane and Levi
were a couple, since a lot of people at Huxworth Packard thought
Sloane and executive creative director Mason Ward had something
going on.

Levi was super sexy and charming and smart,
and he made Sloane relax and smile a lot more than she’d used to.
Not that Sloane was a bitch. She was just focused and driven. And
Bailey envied that.

Damn.

In her cubicle, she dropped her head into
her hands. What the hell was she going to do about tomorrow
night?

“You okay, hon?”

Bailey looked up to see fellow media buyer,
Phoebe. She smiled. “Yeah, I’m fine. I have a bit of a headache,
that’s all.”

Phoebe moved to her own desk in the next
cubicle and pulled open a drawer. She handed a tiny bottle to
Bailey. “Here. Sniff this.”

Bailey blinked. “What is it?”

“Peppermint oil. Sniffing it will help your
headache.”

“Uh, that’s okay.” She didn’t really have a
headache, but even if she did she wasn’t sure she wanted to sit
there snorting peppermint oil.

Phoebe shrugged and dropped the bottle back
in her drawer. “If you change your mind, it’s right here. Just
don’t take drugs. Drugs are bad for you.”

Right.

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.” She
reached for her phone and Phoebe returned to her own desk.

As media buyer, Bailey’s job was to
determine how to best expose their ads to the desired targets. She
did research and analysis to help figure out the best combination
of TV, radio, magazines, billboards—and these days digital media
like YouTube videos and native advertising—to reach as many target
consumers as possible at the lowest cost. Then she worked with
those media outlets to buy space, whether print, digital or air
time, for the ads the creative teams developed.

This morning she dealt with changes to the
TV ad schedule, retrieved a couple of voice mails and played phone
tag with the sales guys who’d been trying to reach her, one of them
from a new local magazine wanting to pitch to her about placing
print ads with them, the other from the marketing department at
Steel, one of Verhoeven’s big beer brands. Then it was off to a
meeting with one of the creative teams to strategize on a new
campaign for Ammen and Ammen Light, more of Verhoeven’s big
brands.

Bailey knew she was lucky to be working with
the “Brew Crew”, the creatives who handled the Verhoeven Brewery
accounts. Everyone wanted to work on the sexy beer account. She’d
made a point of learning all she could about beer and the beer
industry in what little spare time she had. And the guys who worked
on the Brew Crew were awesome—smart and creative and talented. Of
course they had huge egos and attitude, but she still couldn’t help
but like them.

Especially Mason Ward.

As the executive creative director, he was
responsible for the large creative team working on the Verhoeven
accounts. He assigned work to the copywriters and art directors and
made sure it got done. He worked closely with Sloane, the account
director for Verhoeven. While Sloane was involved in the overall
direction of campaigns, she liaised with the clients while Mason
oversaw the creative work. Sloane was the one who could help the
client understand why a particular strategy was good for their
business, while Mason was the expert at getting inside the head of
a target audience. He had a unique ability to understand their
hopes and fears, dreams and aspirations, which enabled him to
successfully guide the creative process at Huxworth Packard.

Bailey knew she was creative—just not in the
kind of way the copywriters and art directors were. But she did
have a good business head and knew she could do well on the account
side of things.

Mason sat at the long table in the board
room, looking at some papers, most likely the creative brief that
Noah had prepared. Noah, the account manager for the Ammen brand,
and copywriter Dash were already there as well, but as usual,
Bailey’s gaze went immediately to Mason and also as usual, a shiver
worked down her spine as she took her seat. He was just so damn
gorgeous.

Thick eyebrows drawn down over dark eyes, he
studied the papers. His lustrous dark hair made her want to run her
hands through it, his lean jaw clean-shaven. His face was sculpted
into almost elegant lines, although his nose was strong with a
faint bump on it, but his mouth was sensual, the bottom lip full
and the top lip curved in a perfect arc.

She’d never seen him naked but she’d
fantasized a lot about what was beneath his impeccable suits. She’d
heard that he’d been a football player in college, destined to turn
pro until some kind of injury had knocked him out, and his wide
shoulders and hard body definitely gave the impression of a fit
athlete, even though his college days were far behind him.

He was thirty-six years old, eleven years
older than her. That sounded like a lot, but he didn’t seem
old…just mature and experienced and definitely brilliant in his
field. And she felt a lot older than twenty-five most of the time.
So the eleven-year age difference didn’t stop her from crushing on
the sexy executive creative director.

He looked up from his paper then, catching
her looking at him. Damn. She gave him a bright smile. “Morning,
Mason.”

Even though she’d had a crush on him
forever, she didn’t want anyone to know that.

“Morning.”

“I’m here.” Renzo Tagarelli rushed into the
room and threw himself into a chair next to her.

Sloane strode in moments later, looked
around as if taking roll and closed the door behind her.

Noah, Dash and Renzo had met with the client
to discuss what they were looking for. Often, a campaign started as
a way to solve a particular problem for the client. In this case,
Ammen’s problem was that drinkers, particularly Millennials,
weren’t consuming enough of it. Especially Ammen Light.

“Wine and spirits continue to make gains,”
Noah said. “And although the craft beer brands are growing, the
gains aren’t enough to overcome declining sales of Verhoeven’s
stalwarts like Ammen and Ammen Light.”

Bailey nodded. Verhoeven had recently been
buying up some of those craft breweries in an attempt to capture
those sales. “Are they looking for something like the big campaign
they just approved for Cerone?” Levi and Scott had developed an
amazing campaign idea and Bailey didn’t think she’d ever seen a
client so in love with a campaign right from the start. Levi had
only recently joined the firm, headhunted away from AdMix because
of his brilliant copywriting skills, and had quickly proven his
value. Or maybe that would depend on how well the campaign actually
did once it was launched. But so far everyone seemed impressed.

Noah sighed. “Yes and no. Of course they’d
love something big and bold like that one, but they don’t have the
budget for it. Something on a smaller scale.”

Noah’s creative brief included competitive
analysis, research and some input from Bailey’s supervisor, Kaleb,
the media planner. Noah continued to talk, briefing them all on the
timelines, budget and proposed media. Bailey’s input at this early
stage was limited, but she took notes of their discussion.

“I’ve heard that the big light beer brands
that launched in the early eighties have dropping sales because
kids these days don’t want to drink what their parents drank,” Dash
said.

Mason nodded, leaning back in his chair.
“Well sure. That makes sense. I don’t want to drink my father’s
beer.”

Bailey absorbed this detail about Mason. Did
he even really drink beer? He seemed like a martini kind of guy. Or
maybe expensive scotch…

Focus, girl.

“And he didn’t want to drink what his dad
did,” Mason continued. “It’s the product life cycle theory—all big
brands will eventually mature and begin to falter.”

“That’s depressing,” Dash said.

Mason smiled. “No. Not at all. It’s an
opportunity. It means they need us.”

After a short pause, Dash pumped a fist in
the air. “Boo-yah!”

“So do we focus on lifestyle marking?” Renzo
asked. “Younger lifestyles?”

Mason tapped a pen on the table. “No.”

Eyebrows rose but everyone was hanging on
his next words.

“There’s a perception that light beer equals
light quality. Those craft beers are all pushing that stronger
taste means higher quality. That’s where we need to focus—on the
quality of the product. Embracing who Ammen and Ammen Light really
are.”

“And if we focus on digital advertising,
we’ll reach the younger people we need to draw in,” Bailey added.
She had a particular interest in digital advertising lately and had
been gathering data and analyzing the results of their efforts.

“Excellent point.” Mason nodded
approvingly.

Bailey sucked in a breath, her heart
thumping wildly. She kept her face neutral and dropped her gaze to
the papers on the table in front of her.

The meeting ended after an hour, with Dash
and Renzo prepared to spend the next couple of weeks working on
ideas. While they worked on the campaign, Bailey would be
researching and considering best options for where to place the
ads.

The rest of her day was hectic with more
phone tag, emails to deal with and a meeting with a salesman from
the largest Chicago newspaper. Huxworth Packard placed a
significant amount of business with them, and Bailey felt they
deserved better pricing considering that, so the meeting involved
some rigorous negotiating, which she enjoyed. It was like a game
and she loved being one move ahead of whoever she was dealing with
and, in the end, getting exactly what she’d wanted.

Late in the afternoon she sent one of her
two best friends a text message. Kate and Lauren had both looked
after Maya for her from time to time, but it wasn’t easy for them
either. Kate had gone back to school and now had classes on
Thursday evenings, so that wouldn’t work. Bailey just hoped that
Lauren wasn’t working. As a nurse, her shifts varied, which
sometimes was great if Maya was sick and Lauren was off during the
day, but more often than not, things didn’t work out.

Luck was with her this time when Lauren
quickly texted back that she could babysit Maya Thursday night,
although it would be best if it wasn’t too late as she started work
at seven in the morning. So fine, Bailey would leave the party in
good time, but at least she’d be able to put in an appearance.

She shoved a USB drive into her purse with
spreadsheets she would work on later at home and left the office at
five o’clock as usual, since she had to pick up Maya from the
babysitter’s by six. Today she was smiling and energized after the
meeting that had gone so well.

Mason stood at the elevator on their floor
and she nearly skidded to a halt at seeing him. Her heart gave the
usual lurch it did when she encountered him. “Oh hi,” she said a
little breathlessly. Her voice sounded breathy at the best of
times, another curse that made people look at her as a little
blonde ditz, but around Mason she almost always did lose her
breath.

“Hi, Bailey.” He smiled at her. “Heading
home?”

Was it her guilty conscience, or did she
just imagine the hint of censure in his tone at the fact she was
leaving early? She gritted her teeth briefly but kept a smile in
place. “Yes. You too?”

“I have an early dinner meeting.”

“Of course.” No doubt with one of the many
gorgeous women he was often seen with.

A bachelor at age thirty-six, Mason dated an
endless string of women. He kept his private life very private, but
office gossip was rampant, rumors started by people who’d seen him
out with one sexy woman after another. He’d had girlfriends, but
never any that lasted more than a few months at the most.
Apparently he wasn’t into commitment or settling down.

Nobody knew much about Mason other than he
used to play football, dated a lot of women and was a brilliant ad
man. He’d worked for Huxworth Packard for six years, and before
that he’d worked for a big advertising agency in Los Angeles.

The elevator doors slid open and Mason
gestured for her to enter first. A gentleman.

Awareness prickled over her skin as he
stepped in too and they began the descent from the thirty-fifth
floor to the lobby of the Lachman building.

“Great input in the Ammen meeting this
morning,” Mason said to her, his intent gaze focused on her.

She blinked and tried to get her galloping
heart back under control. “Thank you.” She flashed what she hoped
was a professional smile.

“Sloane was telling me about some kind of
program you designed for us.” His forehead creased. “She was pretty
impressed.”

“Oh. She told you about that?” Bailey
resisted the impulse to jump up and down. “It’s been working well
for me.”

“Technology can be our friend. We need to
make use of that.”

“Absolutely.”

She knew what he was thinking—little blonde
media girl Bailey had done something smart? She sighed inwardly but
lifted her chin and met his eyes.

Her belly fluttered. He regarded her with a
curious intensity. Her hand wanted to lift to her hair to smooth it
back but she kept it pinned to her side, working to appear casual
and professional.

“I liked what you said too,” she blurted.
“About big brands maturing and falling, but that’s an
opportunity.”

The corners of his eyes creased up, though
his lips barely moved. Heat slipped through her veins at how damn
attractive that was. “Thank you.”

The elevator car stopped and the doors
opened. Again he let her precede him out. Her heels clicked on the
stone floor as she made her way across the lobby and out onto South
Wacker, aware the whole time that Mason was behind her watching.
The August heat blasted her as she left the air-conditioned
building, even though it was late in the afternoon. Rush hour
traffic coursed on the street.

“Whew! Scorcher today!” She spoke over her
shoulder to Mason.

“No kidding.” He smiled. “Have a good
evening.”

“You too! See you tomorrow.”

She smiled back at him before turning to
walk to the L station. Damn, she needed to put some speed on.
Crystal was patient when she was late, but she hated to abuse her
services. She paused and ducked into an opening of another office
building. Off came her high heels and she traded them for the
tennis shoes in her tote bag. Now she could move faster.

She slung the bag over her shoulder and
broke into a jog.

Standing on the Brown Line train, holding a
railing and keeping her knees loose so she didn’t lose her balance,
she replayed her short conversation with Mason. She was crazy to be
so affected by him. He was older, he was a superior, he was way out
of her league. But since she had no other men in her life—who had
time?—she allowed herself the luxury of imagining them together
from time to time. Except when she did have to interact with him,
memories of her sometimes X-rated fantasies made her blush and
stammer, which was not good for the professional image she wanted
to portray at work.

After getting off the train at the Irving
Park stop, she caught the bus for a short ride then walked the rest
of the way to Crystal’s bungalow. “Sorry I’m late!”

Crystal smiled, her light brown hair pulled
back into a ponytail. She stepped back to let Bailey in. “Only a
few minutes.”

“Be right there, Bails!”

Bailey smiled at hearing Maya’s voice from
Crystal’s living room. “Come on, Doodle Bug! Hurry up!”

Ellie and Maya appeared. Crystal’s daughter
Ellie was Maya’s best friend and classmate at school, so it worked
out great that during the school year Maya went to and from school
with Ellie. Right now, during the summer holidays, Maya went there
after the day camps Bailey had signed her up for this summer.

Bailey smiled at her little sister. “Got
your stuff?”

“Yeah. See you tomorrow, Ellie!” Maya waved
as they headed out, dragging her heavy backpack with all the things
she’d needed for camp.

“So how was camp today?”

“Good! Today was our trip to the zoo.”

Bailey set a hand on Maya’s small shoulder
as they walked the three blocks to their small apartment. “That’s
right. You had fun?”

“Yeah! Did you know that capybaras are the
biggest rodent in the world?”

“Capybaras?”

“Yes! They’re like a gigantic rat!”

Bailey shuddered.

“And they eat their own poop.”

Bailey choked on a laugh. “Oh, really.”

Yeah, sometimes life was hard, but Maya made
all the struggles totally worth it.



Chapter Two


 


Mason leaned against the bar in the
restaurant they’d taken over for their client appreciation evening
and sipped his Rockslide Red beer. Drinking the client’s products
was pretty much required. He watched Sloane talking to Tom
Verhoeven, the CEO of Verhoeven Brewery. Then his gaze shifted to
Levi Wolcott, laughing with a group of creatives across the room.
One corner of Mason’s mouth lifted as he watched Levi and Sloane
exchange glances. Levi left the group he was talking to and moved
over to join Sloane, shaking hands with Tom Verhoeven.

Who would’ve thought those two would end up
together? Mason was far from a romantic, but had to admit they made
a good couple. That Levi was quite the charmer, and all the women
at Huxworth Packard had been damn disappointed when he was off the
dating market.

Now Levi was charming Tom Verhoeven.

Mason’s gaze then shifted to some of those
women—Alia, one of their producers, Bailey and Phoebe the media
buyers, their receptionist Carly. He was surprised to see Bailey
there. She rarely socialized outside of work, yet she seemed to be
having a good time. He’d seen Sloane introducing her to some of the
other Verhoeven sales people, and she’d been doing a good job of
mingling all evening.

Why he was watching her, he had no idea.

He lifted his glass to his mouth and took
another swallow of the cold beer.

There was just something about her that
captured his attention. Sure, she was gorgeous, but damn, she was a
baby, barely out of college, and she and Phoebe both had a bit of a
reputation as airheaded eye candy. Yet he found himself studying
her, listening to what she had to say when she spoke up, and often
what she said was pretty damn bright.

He let out a short breath and turned to face
the bar. He’d been networking all evening, mostly at the side of
his boss, Joseph Huxworth, and he was about ready to call it a
night. He finished his beer and set his empty glass on the bar. But
as he turned, he bumped into Phoebe, standing there with Bailey
waiting to catch a bartender’s eye.

“Sorry, Phoebe.” He stepped aside. “Are you
two ladies looking for another drink?”

Phoebe, nodded, smiling at him with shiny
fuchsia lips. “Yes.”

Mason lifted a finger and the bartender
hopped right over. He looked at the girls.

“I’ll have another margarita,” Phoebe
requested.

“Same.” Bailey smiled at the bartender.

The bartender cocked an eyebrow at him. What
the hell. “Another Rockslide Red, thanks.”

The two girls were both attractive, although
Phoebe wore a lot more makeup and her hair was way bigger than
Bailey’s. It seemed that Bailey had toned down the hair and makeup
and sexy clothes lately, though she still had it going on. Nothing
short of a miraculous minimizer bra would hide her amazing rack.
Which he should not be noticing.

Hell, how could he not notice? He was a man.
He just knew better than to ogle her.

“The guys were just talking about the Cannes
Lions,” Phoebe said to him. “Have you ever been?”

Mason smiled. “Yes. A few times.”

“Where will they be held next year?” Phoebe
asked.

Mason blinked. He met Bailey’s eyes and
caught her lips twitching.

“Pheebs.” Bailey touched the other woman’s
arm. “They’re in Cannes. Every year.”

“Oh.” Phoebe giggled and reached for the
margarita glass set in front of her. “Of course.”

Mason and Bailey’s gaze connected again and
a sense of shared amusement passed between them.

“Oooh, I want to go say good night to Ravi.
Looks like he’s leaving.” Phoebe pushed away from the bar and her
hips swayed across the room as she strutted in her platform
heels.

He turned to Bailey who sipped her drink.
“Having a nice time tonight?”

“Oh yes. It’s been fun.” She gave a quick
glance at her watch.

“You have a curfew?”

Her head snapped up and she tensed. “No!”
Then she smiled. “It is getting close to my bed time, though.”

Christ. From someone else he’d take that as
a huge come on.

“Kidding,” she added. “Although I probably
should be going soon.”

Her humor surprised him and he studied her
again. Her honey blonde hair was long and straight, hanging nearly
to her waist, and she wore the front pinned up and back from her
face. This emphasized the perfect oval shape of it, with big brown
eyes and a small full mouth that gave her a sweet and innocent
look. Tonight she wore a sleeveless black dress and modestly heeled
pointy-toed black pumps. She was probably only about five foot two
or three, and when she’d started at Huxworth Packard she’d teetered
around on sky-high platform shoes similar to what Phoebe was
wearing tonight, no doubt trying to add height. Along with the
short skirts and tight tops, she’d attracted a lot of male
attention.

Hell, she still did.

Even from him, which was just dumb. He was
way too old for her and she was so not the kind of woman he dated.
He liked women like Sloane—mature, sophisticated, not looking for a
relationship. Well, Sloane hadn’t been looking for a relationship
until she met Levi.

He liked Sloane a lot but there’d never been
anything more between them than camaraderie. And over the years,
he’d definitely learned that hooking up with women he worked with
was a bad idea. Sure he’d done it, when he’d been young and stupid
and horny.

Now he was old and stupid and horny.

“Is something wrong?”

Bailey was studying him. Christ, what had he
let show on his face? “No, of course not. I was just feeling
old.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re not old.”

His lips quirked. “A helluva lot older than
you.”

“Yeah, well.” She sighed. “Some days I feel
old too.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “That’s hard to
believe. What are you…twenty-two?”

“Twenty-five.”

“Oh. Much older.”

One corner of her soft mouth lifted. “I know
it doesn’t sound old. But sometimes life just feels…hard.”

He studied her quizzically. “You don’t look
like the kind of girl who has a hard life.” Yeah, he knew it was a
stereotype, but a lot of the girls who took jobs in media were rich
sorority girls who hadn’t known what to major in at college and
wanted a fun job to earn a little money.

“I’m not sure what that means.” Bailey
sipped her cocktail. “But I guess I’ll take it as a compliment. At
least you didn’t think I was forty.”

He laughed.

Bailey’s eyes widened and she stared at
him.

“Now what? Do I have something stuck in my
teeth?”

“No, no.” She shook her head. “I just…don’t
know if I’ve ever seen you laugh.” Her long eyelashes fluttered.
“You look…nice when you laugh.”

Huh. “I’m not sure what that means.” He
repeated her own words back. “And I’m not sure if it’s a
compliment. What do I usually look like? A snarly bastard?”

“Of course not! That’s not what I meant at
all.” Color washed into her cheeks, making her even prettier.
“You’re a gorgeous man. You just don’t laugh very often.”

Now he felt his face heat at her compliment.
So much for his own sophistication.

“Damn,” Bailey muttered, closing her eyes.
“Tell me to shut up now.”

He grinned, more at ease seeing her
discomfort. “Okay, gorgeous is a compliment. And I do laugh.”

“Well, yeah. I don’t know how you couldn’t.
The people we work with are all pretty hilarious.”

“Yes they are. Sometimes too much so.”

Bailey smiled. “Those Brew Crew guys have
settled down a little lately. But we spend enough time at work, it
has to be fun sometimes. Huxworth Packard is a great place to
work.”

“Glad to hear you like it here.”

“I really do.” She gave him an earnest look
that somehow grabbed his heart.

“Tell me more about your digital advertising
ideas.” He’d loved what she’d said about using heavy internet
advertising to reach younger beer drinkers in that meeting, which
was pretty fucking perfect, since his strategy was to focus on
quality.

“We Millennials are a pretty digitally savvy
group.” Her quick smile punched through his stomach. “But it’s not
the only way to reach us. TV ads are actually still the most
influential for Millennials, but digital ad formats beat out the
other traditional ones.”

Mason focused on her, mesmerized not only by
the way her sexy lips formed words but by what she was saying.

“But it also depends what kind of digital
ads we’re talking about. The majority of Millennials say they
ignore online banner ads, and a lot also don’t pay attention to
social media or search engine ads. It has to be something special
to catch their attention.”

“Sure,” he murmured.

She bit her bottom lip in a sexy little
gesture that made his balls pulse.

“Go on.”

Again the eyelashes fluttered. He’d noticed
before what long eyelashes she had and he’d noticed the flutter and
had assumed it was flirtatious. Now it seemed…nervous. Was he
making her nervous?

“I really want to hear more,” he encouraged
her.

She gave a little laugh. “Okay. Sometimes I
get carried away and bore people who aren’t in the business.”

“Boyfriend?” Why the fuck had he asked
that?

“Uh, no.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have
time for a boyfriend.”

His forehead tightened, although a weird
sense of relief loosened his tight shoulders, and he found himself
leaning in closer. “Why not?”

“Er…” She swallowed. “I’m just super
busy.”

Not with work she wasn’t. Everyone knew
Bailey didn’t put in long hours, and yet she blew people away with
what she got done. Curiosity zoomed inside him.

“Anyway.” She brushed her long hair back
over one shoulder, drawing attention to the slender curve of her
arm and the graceful line of her neck. Her skin was honey-toned
like her hair, smooth and glowing. “One defining characteristic of
Millennials is our comfort level with technology. We grew up with
computers in our home and classroom. We don’t know life without
cell phones or internet.”

“I’m not that old,” he said dryly. “I may
not have had a cell phone in my crib but I wasn’t that old when I
got one.”

“I know you’re not that old. I was trying to
tell you that earlier.” She gave him that impish, charming smile
that once again tightened his balls. “So you’re also probably
accustomed to accessing an endless array of entertainment
options—cable TV, PlayStation or the internet.”

“Yeah.”

“Millennials spend a huge amount of time on
multiple social networks,” she continued. “That makes it even more
important for brands to find a way into these various communities
in a way that resonates with them.”

“You’re not just talking websites.”

Her smile goddamn near blinded him, white
and gorgeous. “No.”

He grinned, his fascination with her
growing, and she stared at him again. His smile slipped. “Why do
you keep looking at me like that?”

“Your smile.”

“I told you, I smile and laugh all the
time.”

“Yeah, but not like that. Most of the time
it seems you’re just…putting on an act.”

His eyebrows flew up. “What?”

“Don’t get me wrong—you’re always amazing.
Brilliant. Creative. Just sometimes it seems like you’re not
really…” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Never mind. I
think I’ve had too many margaritas.”

Her words got to him, though, because yeah,
a lot of the time he did feel like he was putting on an act.
Putting on the kind of face everyone wanted to see, pretending he
felt things, when actually inside he was…hollow. It was weird that
she’d noticed that.

“And really,” she added. “You don’t seem
old. You’re in great shape.” Her gaze moved over his shoulders and
torso approvingly as she set her empty margarita glass on the
bar.

There was no mistaking the admiration in her
eyes now and a moment ago when she’d told him he was brilliant and
creative, and that set off a storm of mixed emotions in him. He
liked it. He hated it. He in no way deserved to be looked at with
such worship.

Yep, she’d had too much to drink. “How are
you getting home?”

Her brown eyes widened. “Train. And
bus.”

He frowned. “Alone?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll give you a ride.”

Her perfectly arched eyebrows pulled
together. “No! That’s not necessary.”

“Look, if you’ve had too much to drink you
shouldn’t be taking the train alone.”

“I do it all the time. I mean, not that I
get drunk all the time. And I’m not drunk, by the way.”

“Sure.” Whatever. “You ready to go?”

She bit her plump, delectable bottom lip and
glanced at her watch again. “Yeah, I do need to go.”

He pulled out his cell phone. “Let me call
my car service and tell them I’m ready to be picked up. I was ready
to leave too.” He placed the call, then said, “Okay. I just need to
say good night to Joe and Sloane and Tom.”

“Sure. I’ll, uh, wait at the front
door.”

He paused, and caught her elbow. “Wait for
me.” He gave her a stern look. Her eyes shifted sideways and he
knew she’d been going to leave without him.

“I will.”

He cast her a meaningful glance as he turned
away to go say good night to the others. The crowd had thinned out
now, with many others having already left. He spent a few minutes
longer than he liked, getting drawn into conversation, hoping like
fuck that Bailey was being a good girl and waiting for him.

The idea of her alone on a train at night, a
little tipsy, made his teeth grind.

Why?

Bah, not worth going there. She was a
colleague and she was young and she needed someone to look after
her.

Wow, maybe he’d had too much to drink
tonight too. Good thing he hadn’t planned on driving.



Chapter
Three


 


Bailey paced in the restaurant foyer,
fingers twisted together. What the hell? What the bloody hell?
Mason was going to drive her home? This was crazy.

Was he…making a move?

No. That was ridiculous. He wasn’t
interested in her like that. He’d already commented on how young
she was. But still…there’d been some interest in his eyes when he’d
looked at her. Guys often looked at her that way, and she knew what
it meant. But she’d never dared to imagine that Mason might be
attracted to her…like she was to him.

Gah! Even if he was, it was probably a bad
idea to get involved with him. In any way. She had no time for
dating. It was hard enough to find someone to look after Maya on a
night like this, never mind if she just wanted to go out and have
fun.

Fun for her for the next few years was going
to be Pixar movies, the zoo and the Children’s Museum, and
sleepovers with pre-teen girls. Not dating handsome, sophisticated,
complicated men like Mason Ward.

But oh…she closed her eyes as a wave of
longing washed down through her. How she wanted that. She so
admired him. She was so attracted to him. If he gave even a hint of
interest in her, how would she resist?

She bit her lip and cast a glance toward the
restaurant. What was taking him so long? Had he changed his mind?
Maybe she should just go.

Then he appeared, all dark and gorgeous in
his perfectly tailored suit, silky gray shirt and elegant tie in
unexpected shades of purple.

“Sorry,” he said. “That took longer than I
expected.”

She swallowed. “No worries.”

He took her arm and led her out. A dark town
car idled at the curb on West Monroe Street and he led her toward
it. He opened the back door and she slid in then scooted over,
tugging her skirt down over her knees.

He was looking at her legs.

She caught that as he followed her into the
car. Her adjusting the skirt had probably drawn his attention to
how high it had ridden on her thighs. Heat washed up from her chest
into her face.

“What’s your address?”

She focused and gave him her address, which
he relayed to the driver.

What if he wanted to come in? She’d have to
say no. Lauren was there with Maya, so there was no way she could
invite him in. Gah. She’d never wish for her life to be any
different—she loved her little sister and would do anything for
her. But sometimes the freedom to just be a normal young woman who
could accept an offer of a ride home from a handsome, charming man,
invite him in for coffee or a drink and…and… Her heart squeezed and
then she felt guilty for thinking like that.

Even if he changed his mind and invited her
back to his place…she’d still have to say no.

It was tempting to feel sorry for herself,
but she didn’t want to start down that slippery slope. Her life was
what it was, and she was making the best of it.

The town car sped along I-90/94 in the
dark.

“Tell me more about digital advertising.”
Mason shifted on the seat so he could face her. “Apparently it’s
one of the top advertising trends this year.”

She eyed him in the dark car. “You really
want to hear more?”

“Really.”

“I’m sure you know all this.”

“I don’t know everything.”

She was sure he did. But this was something
she enjoyed talking about and had put a good deal of research and
analysis into. “Well, it is a growing trend. With behavioral
advertising tools, we can target the people we want to see our
ads…and the people who want to see them. It makes advertising more
interesting and relevant, and useful for people.”

He nodded.

“And native advertising is a hot topic now
too. Much more successful compared to traditional online
advertising like banner ads.”

“There are ethical issues around that.”

She smiled. “Sure. It’s important for people
to distinguish between native ads and organic content.”

“Some of it looks pretty damn
deceptive.”

It was an interesting debate.

“So the question is,” Mason said. “is
digital advertising better for Millenials than traditional
television?”

“That is the question.” She smiled at him.
“I think regardless of the medium, we have to be aware of different
ways to engage them or persuade them.”

Their conversation continued for the rest of
the fifteen minutes or so it took to reach her home. As they
talked, Mason’s intense focus on her made her skin tingle
everywhere. She tried to keep her wits about her, but it was so
darn hard when she wanted to crawl into his lap and devour him. And
when his gaze dropped to her mouth, she’d felt a pull of attraction
low in her belly. She clenched her trembling thighs together
against the heat there.

The car pulled up in front of her apartment
building, an old yellow brick building with carved stonework around
the front door. They watched each other and heat built in the car’s
interior.

Then Mason broke the connection and glanced
out the window. “Nice building.” He reached for his door
handle.

She gave him a skeptical look as the driver
opened her door. She climbed out and rounded the back of the car to
step onto the sidewalk.

“What was that look for?” He took her arm
again, his hand warm and strong. Her knees wobbled.

“It’s an old, cheap building,” she said.
“Well, not cheap.” Rent and childcare expenses ate up nearly her
whole paycheck. “But modest.”
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