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Chapter 1

“Damn it, Melody,” Catherine Bennett said as she slammed into the dolly loaded with banker’s boxes her assistant was supposed to be pulling. “You can’t stop like that. This thing has no brake lights to warn me.” As she steadied the pile of teetering boxes, she followed Melody’s gaze to see what had distracted her. She should have known. A man. Dominic Russo, to be precise. And he was definitely a distraction. Mister Dark and Dangerous. Man candy. A professional bachelor with a reputation for notching his bedpost with a new name every few weeks. Name a cliché describing a sexy male, and he fit it. Hell, he owned it.

He also owned one of the most successful public relations firms in Philadelphia and was Catherine’s biggest competitor.

“Damn is right,” Melody said. “Hot damn.”

Catherine bent and rubbed the shin that had borne the brunt of the collision. “You might want to add an ‘ouch’ in there.”

Melody whipped around as quickly as she’d stopped. “Oops. Sorry, Catherine. Are you okay? Didn’t mean to hurt you. I was just admiring the scenery.” She returned her attention to the man who was now almost at the elevator bank. “Look at those shoulders! And the way he moves. I bet he’s a great dancer—and you know what that means. He is definitely sex on legs. Wonder who he is?”

“Your encyclopedic knowledge of Philadelphia gossip is failing you. The ‘scenery,’ as you put it, is Dominic Russo. The Russo Group has offices on the fifteenth floor.”

“Of course! Shoulda looked at his face instead of his ass.” Melody started toward the elevator again. “If you’d told me my days in our new office building would be brightened by sightings of the sexiest man in the city, I’d have been happier about moving here.”

“I’d have used it, believe me, if I’d known it would have stopped you from complaining about all the work it took to move the office.”

“You know how much I hate change and loved the old building.” Melody looked across the lobby again. “Although the old building never offered us something like that to look at. On the other hand, now that we’re in the same building as our competition, we’ll always have to be careful what we say when we’re …”

The service elevator door began to close, and Catherine interrupted Melody’s latest reservations about the new office arrangements to yell, “Hold the elevator!” to her staffer Tom.

But before Tom could hit the “door open” button, Dominic Russo made a graceful move to his left and grabbed the door.

“Thanks,” Catherine said as she and Melody pushed the dolly into the elevator.

“Happy to help. Moving’s hard enough without having to wait endlessly for elevators.” He smiled and the temperature in the lobby spiked. “You’re Catherine Bennett, aren’t you? I’m Dominic Russo.”

“Of course. We’ve actually met …”

He nodded. “After you spoke at the business roundtable about your firm’s approach to socially responsible marketing and business practices. You had so many people trying to talk to you that day, I didn’t know if you’d remember me. I enjoyed your presentation. When you get settled, maybe you’d consider repeating it to my staff. I don’t imagine I did it justice when I tried to relay the information.”

Not remember meeting him? Was he kidding? He was impossible to forget.

If the rumors were to be believed, most of the women in the city would agree. Interesting, because he wasn’t handsome in a classic, young god kind of way. His jawline was a bit too strong and his nose a bit too aquiline for the perfect image of the divine. The bits of silver beginning to show in his thick, dark hair and the lines around his eyes and mouth put him out of the age range of most Hollywood hotties.

But all that was unimportant compared to the devastating smile currently aimed at Catherine and the deep, dark, espresso brown eyes that seemed to say he knew everything worth knowing about a woman merely by looking at her. Any woman he turned that look on would have her knees melted in two seconds flat with the rest of her quickly following.

And then there was the body Melody had drooled over. Not to mention the wrapping it came in. Even in Philly’s humid summer heat Mister Sex on Legs looked cool and unruffled. The dark suit he wore fit as if he had grown it like skin, not had it tailored. The accompanying white shirt was crisp and unwrinkled, the dark gold and black paisley print tie in a perfect knot, the matching pocket square precisely placed.

Catherine, on the other hand, was both ruffled and wrinkled. Her long hair was mostly pulled back into a messy ponytail; her jeans and T-shirt were rumpled and dusty. There were, she was sure, tracks of perspiration running down her neck and arms from helping to load the dolly with the boxes of client records she didn’t trust to the movers. To top it off, she must reek; she hadn’t showered yet today.

Naturally, Dominic Russo not only looked good, he smelled good. Like a gingerbread man.

Right. The hot guy smells like Christmas cookies. Nice, Catherine. Not some sensuous fragrance. A kid’s holiday treat. You’re really out of practice, aren’t you?

She would prefer to think she was relying on food imagery because she’d skipped breakfast, but in truth she was out of practice. Unless he was a client, staff member, or sub-consultant, she hadn’t thought about, dated, or otherwise paid attention to any man, sexy or otherwise, for a long time. With a business to grow and a teenaged son to raise, she didn’t have time for a social life. At least, that’s what she told her family and friends. What she admitted only to herself was she hadn’t recovered from having her ex-husband leave her for another woman. She wasn’t about to take the chance of having her ego battered again by a man who would use her for what he wanted then move on to the next female who crossed his path.

Although even at her best, she would have known better than to waste her time thinking about Dominic Russo in any capacity except as someone who did the same thing she did for a living. He was like the statues of perfectly formed men in the art museum. She might like looking at them, but they were blind to women like her, used to lots of attention, and off limits to the masses. He wasn’t for amateurs.

Come to think of it, though, he was paying attention to her at the moment, waiting for a response to his request. Which was what she should be thinking about instead of mentally concocting some weird thought mixture of art museums, marble statues, and Christmas cookies. If she didn’t say something soon, he was going to think she was an idiot.

Finally she got out, “I’d be happy to talk to your staff. But you’re right; it’ll have to be after we get ourselves settled.”

“Not to worry. We’ll be here when you’re ready.” As he let go of the door, he flashed another of his heat-inducing smiles, which Catherine was sure could not only melt knees but also the hooks on a bra. Lord, even her perfectly straight copywriter Tom was blushing from its high wattage. And Melody was speechless, for the first time in all the years Catherine had known her.

Oh, for heaven’s sake, she wanted to say to her staff as the elevator began to rise to the tenth floor. We don’t have time for this. We have an office to get set up and clients to attend to.

• • •

Dominic hadn’t been in his office more than fifteen minutes when Edie Martin, his creative director, stormed in.

“What were you thinking, Dominic, letting The Bennett Group lease space in our building? Do you really think it’s wise to have that group of newbie pretenders eavesdropping in the elevator every day when they’re the biggest threat to our business?”

“It’s Bennett and Associates, Edie. If you’re going to complain about them, at least get the name right. And I’d hardly call them ‘newbie pretenders.’ They’re one of the up and coming PR firms in the city. Everyone in the industry is talking about their approach as cutting edge.”

“Why are you letting them in our building where they can spy on us and steal our clients?”

“It’s not ‘our’ building. It’s my building.” He took the papers she’d been waving around as she spoke. “Catherine Bennett’s firm has all the qualifications to be a good tenant, and I’ve had a hard time filling the space the engineering firm left when it moved. Besides, we already have several other threats to our business, as you describe them, in the building and we’ve been fine.”

“But the other communications firms aren’t—she’s the one—they’re the people who’ve been getting too much of the work we should have gotten.”

“We have more than enough clients to keep us busy. And we’re on track to have the most profitable year in a decade. I’m not worried Bennett and Associates will listen in on our plans through the HVAC system and we’ll go under.” He could see she was not responding to his attempts to make light of her concerns. “Why don’t you think of it another way—now we have all our strongest competitors in one place so we can watch them.”

Edie’s face brightened a bit. “Oh, I never thought of it that way. Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s a brilliant plan. I hope so, Dominic.”

“Now, other than to bitch about Catherine Bennett what brought you to my office this lovely Monday?”

When Edie left, the thought of Catherine Bennett didn’t go with her. Dominic’s morning encounter with Ms. Bennett had been a welcome start to the day. In spite of being a bit sweaty and in clothes miles away from the stylish suit she’d worn the first time he’d met her, she was stunning. Her olive skin and her dark chocolate brown hair and eyes, which didn’t fit with her WASP-y name, had intrigued him from the first. Still did, even though now he knew from a little background research that her coloring was from an Italian heritage as deep as his own. And there wasn’t a man alive—well, a straight one—who wouldn’t fantasize about the luscious curves even moving-day clothes couldn’t hide. She wasn’t some stick-thin model who served as a hanger for the latest designer’s ideas of fashion. She had the body of a real woman. A real woman with considerable ability and the drive to take her firm all the way to success. It was quite a combination.

Dominic had wanted to get to know Catherine Bennett ever since he’d seen her give her presentation. Mostly he’d wanted to see if she was as smart and interesting one-on-one as she’d sounded on the dais. And he wouldn’t mind finding out if she was as sexy in a more intimate situation as she was when she walked across a room in her pencil skirt and stilettos. He was bored to tears with the business dates he’d been stuck with for what seemed like an eternity. Catherine Bennett looked, sounded, and acted different.

And it wouldn’t hurt to size up the woman who was making such a splash in his industry. Mixing business and pleasure was what he did on a regular basis. Most of his recent social life, including the women he escorted to the theater or dinner, had been more about marketing his business than about anything personal. At least if he were doing the mixing with Ms. Bennett, he might actually enjoy what he felt he had to do to keep his company on top.

A fixture in public relations and advertising in Philadelphia for more years than Dominic cared to think about, The Russo Group was the biggest, the most highly regarded, most sought after communications firm in the city. Catherine Bennett had only been on the scene for a half dozen or so years, but she’d made a name for herself in a niche he’d never thought about—marketing and advertising for socially responsible companies who wanted to do more than make a profit at any price. He admired someone who could find a new facet to a business he thought he knew cold and owned outright.

He’d told Edie the truth about how he viewed Bennett and Associates—there was plenty of business for both of them. But the fact was, relocating to the building where the big boys played meant Catherine Bennett was moving up in his world. It wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on her.

Or was he making business excuses to do what he wanted to do for personal reasons? And did it matter anyway?

• • •

“Ah … Catherine, someone’s here to see you.” Melody’s voice sounded confused or nervous. Something. Certainly not like her usual self.

“I don’t have anything on my calendar, do I? Who is it?”

“He’s not on your calendar. And he’s on his way back now.” The call ended abruptly. Very unlike her usually efficient office administrator. And why was she working the phones anyway?

Catherine put down the phone and looked up as Mister Sex on Legs sauntered into her office. That explained it.

“Mister … ah … Dominic. What a nice surprise. What can I do for you?” Catherine tried to be more calm and collected than Melody had been. All she could really be was grateful she had an important client meeting later in the day and had worn her favorite cobalt blue suit, the one she knew was flattering to both her figure and her coloring. Because to hold her own in the same room with this visitor who always looked like he’d stepped out of GQ took the best she had.

Dominic Russo must have a closet the size of Rhode Island. In the two weeks she’d been in the building, she couldn’t remember seeing him in the same suit twice. Not that she was keeping track. Okay, yes, she was keeping track. She didn’t know why, but she was.

Today’s suit was a navy pinstripe number with a white dress shirt and a light blue patterned tie that looked like a William Morris print. A white pocket square peeked out of the pocket over his well-toned pecs. The man knew how to dress. And call attention to his assets.

Oh, for God’s sake. Pay attention to something other than his body, Bennett. What is wrong with you, anyway? You don’t behave like this.

She forced herself to stop staring at his chest and glanced around the room, hoping her office made a good impression. It looked tidy, at least. Although her artwork hadn’t been hung yet, all the furniture was in place: her glass-topped desk and small conference table, the cozy little couch covered in a bright red fabric, the Herman Miller Aeron chair for her, and a visitor’s chair next to her desk.

“I wanted to make sure you’d gotten settled,” Dominic said. “Although from looking around, I’d say you’ve done more in the past two weeks than many people manage to do in a month. Your artwork in the reception area is stunning, by the way, especially the image of the woman. I like it. Local artist?”

“Yes, a woman named Jamie Lutz. Thanks for noticing.”

“I hope everything about the space was the way you wanted it to be when you moved in.”

His interest puzzled her. “Does the building owner hire you to check on all the new tenants this way?”

“You didn’t know I’m the building owner?”

She was sure her surprise was visible. “I thought the owner was DR Investments Limited.”

He said nothing, seeming to wait for the penny to drop.

Which it did. “Oh, DR. Dominic Russo. Dear God, how could I have been so obtuse.”

“You’re anything but obtuse. I’m sure there are other tenants who don’t know. The management company that handles all the transactions doesn’t advertise it, and neither do I.”

“But if I’d done my due diligence, I’d have found out. I didn’t dig very deep, obviously. When the agent showed me the space and told me the price, I was so excited I didn’t do much other than talk to some of your other tenants. All of them, by the way, raved about the building and the management, in case you wondered.”

“Good to hear. And I’m happy you’re settling in so well.” He motioned to the chair next to her desk, which she took to be asking if he could sit.

“Please. Sit. I’m being rude.” She returned to her desk chair. “It’s been a pretty smooth transition. It’s a great building. The location is perfect and the layout very creative. Did you have a hand in designing it?”

“Can’t take credit for it, but it is what attracted me to the space. The original developer had gone bankrupt, and it was being sold at a good price when I was looking for new offices. My staff was working in such close quarters, I was beginning to think I’d have to insist they marry each other.”

“We were almost there, too, although on a much smaller scale.”

“You’ve come a long way in a short time, haven’t you? I’ve admired your work and how fast you’ve become such an influence in the business.” His killer smile was back, which almost distracted her enough that she missed the compliment he’d paid her.

“It feels like a long time and a short way, but thanks. I’m flattered.”

“Not flattery. Just the truth.” He rose from the chair and extended his hand. “I won’t keep you any longer. I only wanted to make sure everything was as promised. I know you’ve met the building manager—if you have any problems at all, let him know.”

When she took his hand, a pulse of electricity went up her arm, startling her enough she had to swallow a gasp. It warmed her all the way to the base of her neck and down her chest. He clasped her hand with both of his, his eyes holding hers in a look so warm she wanted to turn up the air conditioning. She also wanted to keep the conversation going so she didn’t lose the connection with him.

“Uh … yes … the building manager.” She swallowed hard. “He’s been great. About getting movers in and out, I mean, stuff like that.” Stuff like that? Where was her skill with words when she really needed it?

Dominic didn’t say anything right away, seeming to be as reluctant as she was to break the contact between them. Finally he released her hand. “I’m glad he was helpful.” He moved toward the door. “But let me know if you have a problem he can’t solve. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around the building.” And he was gone.

Catherine sank back into her chair feeling like all the life had left the room, along with most of the air in her lungs.


Chapter 2

Catherine certainly did see Dominic around the building, almost every day. If he wasn’t at the coffee stand where she went first thing for her caffeine fix, he was strolling in the front door as she waited for the elevator. They rode together to their respective floors most mornings. She’d get off at the tenth floor with the faint smell of his body wash or aftershave or cologne or whatever it was in her nose. It was an extremely pleasant if sometimes distracting way to start the morning.

He always seemed happy to see her, chatting, making her laugh with some gossip from the building or their industry. Over the weeks, they exchanged bits of personal information. They had a mutual passion for the Sixers, a mistrust of the new coach of the Eagles, and an interest in art. She talked about her son. He passed on stories about local politicians, many of whom he’d done election campaign work for. It was amazing what one could learn in the time it took to walk across the lobby of a building, wait for an elevator, and travel ten floors. For all his reputation as a high-profile player, he never came on too strong, never pushed to make their conversation anything other than casual. Although he made a couple joking references to having lunch someday, he wasn’t serious, she was sure.

She started to think of their morning chats as the beginning of a lobby-and-elevator relationship. She’d never had anything like it before. It was fun, but more importantly, it seemed simple and safe.

And if there was anything Catherine Alessandro Bennett needed at this point in her life, it was something that was both. Between her rapidly growing business and her equally fast growing teenaged son, she had enough complications and risk in her life. More, in fact, than at any other time in her thirty-eight years.

Though she’d been a stay-at-home mom after Noah was born, when he’d entered kindergarten she’d been eager to return to work at the PR firm where she’d been an account exec. Andy, her then-husband, had said he wanted her to continue focusing on their child. After a tough negotiation, he’d grudgingly given in to the idea of her taking on a few clients as a freelancer. Developing public relations and advertising campaigns for a client or two would not only help her keep up with the world she’d left when she’d become a mother, but also give her a creative outlet for her talents.

It was all that and more. The freelance jobs she picked up from her old company increased with every month. Then she started attracting clients on her own. She had to hire an assistant—which was how she met Melody Mason—to keep it all going. Then a second creative type. And another.

Her business model changed as she became interested in, and acquired a reputation for skill at, developing effective marketing and community engagement campaigns for socially responsible companies. She was subcontracting more and more with freelancers she wished she could hire full time. But she didn’t have a place for them to work. Proper office space was obviously what she needed.

The month she moved her business out of the basement was the same month her husband left her. While she was juggling home, child, and business (effectively, she thought), he was even more effectively juggling home, job, and mistress. The affair had been going for several years. They’d been so careful hiding it, no one, including Catherine, had suspected.

It took over eighteen months to negotiate the divorce. Noah was ten by the time it was final, and he was not happy to have his father gone. It showed in his behavior—he acted out at school, let his grades drop, refused to take seriously the detentions he earned. The only thing he did well and regularly was play soccer.

Which left Catherine overseeing the growth of a business, now the main source of income for her and her son, as well as helping Noah come to terms with the divorce. It took a while, but by the time they celebrated his thirteenth birthday, he seemed to have settled into their new life. His grades improved. She stopped getting phone calls about the classes he’d cut.

Now, after what felt like a long time and a lot of work, all parts of her life seemed to have fallen into place. Well, two parts of her life. The third part, a personal life, didn’t really exist. Catherine went from home to office and back again in a pattern that hadn’t varied in years. Her extracurricular activities were family events with her mom and sisters.

Not that she’d been looking for any sort of serious relationship. She wasn’t sure when she’d be ready to trust a man to get that close to her again. But she was beginning to think some male company might be nice. Maybe it was time to take her personal life off the back burner. A pleasant, safe, lobby-and-elevator relationship with the sexiest man in Philly seemed like the perfect way to practice her rusty skills. The ones she’d been using so infrequently she thought he smelled of gingerbread instead of something a little less domestic and a bit more dangerous.

• • •

Thanks to a long and complicated history with women which included a brief marriage in his twenties as well as a relationship in his thirties that had turned out almost as badly, Dominic Russo was a cautious man, but his patience was beginning to wear thin. He couldn’t remember when he’d worked as hard to get a response from a woman as he had to get one from Catherine Bennett. Usually, when he showed interest in a woman, she responded in some manner, even if it was to turn him down. Catherine hadn’t. She was friendly enough in the elevator, but she didn’t react as he expected. She either didn’t get the hints he dropped about having lunch with him or she chose to disregard them, although that seemed unlikely. Not that he was vain. Well, that vain. He was experienced, however, and knew what it was like to be brushed off. There had been no cold response or quick turndown from Catherine. Hell, the problem was she’d had no reaction at all to his attempts to move their conversation out of the elevator to a table for two in a nice restaurant someplace.

He knew she was seven years younger than he was, but he doubted age was a problem. He didn’t think she knew his. He only knew hers because of the paperwork and background check he did on all prospective tenants. He also knew her credit history, where she lived, how old her son was, and what her income had been last year. There were distinct advantages to owning the building and having people work for you who knew how to do a thorough background check.

Among the things he didn’t know, however, was whether she had a man in her life other than a son and an ex-husband. Boyfriends didn’t show up in the kind of search his management company conducted for a lease agreement.

He’d checked out social media, but that hadn’t helped either. The only Facebook page and website he could find connected to her were company pages. So, although he’d never seen her enter or leave the building with anyone but a young boy he assumed was her son, it was possible she had a boyfriend. But if she did, why hadn’t she told him when he’d hinted at lunch?

Of course, it was also possible, God help him, he was losing his touch with women. He shuddered at the thought. But he had to face the fact he wasn’t a kid anymore. He was forty-five, not thirty. No, he refused to go there. It had to be something else.

With enough time, he’d always been able to charm anyone. It was one of the reasons for his success both with women and in business. He was sure all he had to do was figure out a way to get her in a longer conversation, and he’d be able to persuade her to have lunch. Maybe even dinner.

The most likely place for a conversation was the coffee bar in the building lobby. He knew she went there every morning when she came to work. Occasionally she was there in the afternoon, too. He’d seen her a couple of times when he’d been coming in or going out of the building. All he had to do was figure out when she’d be there in the afternoon, when she’d be more likely to sit and talk, and “accidently” run into her the same way he “accidently” ran into her most mornings in the lobby.

• • •

“Here,” Melody said as she handed Catherine a brightly colored envelope. “A bunch of cards for free lattes came from the coffee place downstairs. Nice way to end the week.”

“Thanks.” Catherine took the envelope and started to put it in her desk drawer. “I’ll use it next week.”

“Don’t put it away. You have to use it today. Between three and four.”

“How weird. I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

“It’s probably some promo for new tenants. And they want us to use the ‘get out of paying’ card when they’re not too busy. Then if we like their stuff, we’ll come back.”

“Why would they have to worry about us buying our coffee there? It’s five blocks to the next nearest place. Who’d go out in this heat when we can stay in air-conditioned comfort and still get our caffeine fix?”

“Well, then, maybe it’s a welcome to the building. Whatever it is, a free latte is a free latte. I was hoping you’d go get one for me as well as for yourself. The ISP guy will be here soon to sort out the glitches in the router system they installed.”

“Yeah, we need to get it fixed. It’s so unreliable right now it’s a pain in the neck. I’m ready to go back to our old provider if they can’t make it right.”

“Exactly what I told him. So, bring me back a decaf.”

• • •

There she was. His deal with the coffee bar owner had worked. Dominic closed his laptop and watched, unobserved, as Catherine made her way from the elevator with two other people from her office to where the barista waited to take their orders. Today, instead of one of her business suits, she was wearing black pants and a cream-colored shirt. A heavy gold chain and gold hoop earrings were the only accessories she wore. Simple, good taste, nothing overdone. Dominic liked simple, good taste.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CRIM @)
son © romance

CONTEMPORARY

-





OEBPS/images/188I1032_-13563_0_0.gif





