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Chapter 1: Barrett




Iset my laptop case on the bar in the Lighthouse Restaurant on board the Paradise Cruise ship, Electric Emerald. I lean over to get the bartender’s attention. “I’m Barrett Rainey. I’m here to meet with Troy Nixon.”

The bartender turns around. She’s a petite, curvy woman with wavy blonde hair. She wears casual white slacks, white sneakers, and a checked, button-up blouse with huge lapels.

She bursts into a huge, blushing smile when we come face to face. “He’s right over there, Mr. Rainey. I think he’s coming to meet you.”

I have to tear myself away from the bartender to turn around. She’s right. A big, square-shouldered tank of a guy crosses the concourse and enters the restaurant behind me.

Troy Nixon wears business casual attire and has to stop more than once to check in with a few different members of the ship’s staff as well as other passengers who want to talk to him. Everyone knows Troy. He’s a fixture on this ship.

He finally strides into the restaurant and holds out his hand to shake mine. “Thanks for coming aboard to meet with me, Mr. Rainey,” he tells me. “I’m sure we can satisfy all your security concerns.”

“I’m sure you can, too. Chip Manley speaks very highly of you.”

Troy winces. “It’s a shame old Chip had to retire. He was a great guy.”

“He still is. He still comes to company parties and work functions the same way he did when he worked at Starlight Industries.”

Troy dips his eyes to my laptop case. “Do you want to get started? Are any of the arrangements for this conference any different from the last few conferences your company has held on board?”

“No, everything is the same except which company we’re negotiating with.” I open my laptop and scroll through the documents I prepared for this meeting. “My senior COO is requesting the same confidentiality measures that you remove security cameras from the conference room for the duration of our stay.”

He only nods. “That’s nothing new. We can accommodate that with no problem.”

“We haven’t discussed what measures our counterparts at Laguna Systems might want. I don’t know if they’ve contacted you about anything related to this conference….”

“They haven’t. This is the first time I’ve even heard which company you’re negotiating with.”

I pull up a bunch of other pages on my computer. “This is the list of attending officers, executives, and senior managers. They’re all booked into a series of suites downstairs from ours on the port side of the ship.”

He frowns at the list. “There are a few people on here I didn’t know about. I thought they were regular passengers. I’ll have to touch base with them. Who’s in charge?” He pulls out his phone and copies some of the executives’ names into his note-taking app. “I’ll check with them before we get underway. They may not know they can make any security requests.”

“I’m sure someone in their party does. I mentioned to one of their admin people that we were removing security cameras. I said it to reassure them that their confidentiality would be protected. I don’t know how far that information has traveled up the chain of command, though.”

“I’ll check.” He studies my documentation. “The seating arrangement and schedule looks the same as before.”

“It is. The Starlight execs want to keep everything as close to the same as possible. They like everything the way it is. What about having security guards posted inside the conference room? I don’t know how much Chip told you about the way we used to do it. He requested that four years ago, but he only did it once. He never requested it before or after that. No one from Starlight has requested it. He may have found out that one of the counterparty executives wanted it. I don’t know, but I could call him and ask him. He’s still making himself available to answer questions when I need him to.”

Troy grins at me. “I don’t think that will be necessary. I’ll talk to them, and if they don’t request it, they won’t get it. That’s all there is to it.”

I laugh. “That was easy. Is there anything else you need from me?”

“That’s about it. I’ll keep communicating with you throughout the cruise. You can let me know if anything comes up or if anyone from either party has any security concerns.”

I jerk my thumb toward the bar. “Have lunch with me. Don’t rush off.”

“I would love to, but I already have a date.”

“Something tells me you aren’t a cocktail-waitress-type of guy,” I remark.

Now it’s his turn to laugh, and right then, another woman comes into the restaurant. She walks right up behind Troy and slips her arm around his waist before he realizes she’s there.

She smiles up at him and then at me and the bartender who happens to be standing there watching and listening to our conversation.

“Yikes!” Troy jumps when he feels the woman’s touch. “You scared the crap out of me! I thought I was in trouble or something.”

The woman laughs and leans in to kiss him. Then she turns to the bartender. “Hi, Ariel. It’s good to see you again.”

“You, too, Mrs. Nixon. Where have you been hiding these last few months?”

“Barrett Rainey, this is my wife, Gabby,” Troy tells me. “She’s staying on the cruise for a week while the conference is going on.”

I hold out my hand to shake Gabby’s. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ma’am.”

“Likewise,” she replies. She only comes up to Troy’s chin, but she’s statuesque in her figure and she wears her hair in a flawless long, wavy bob that perfectly frames her face.

She’s one of those elegant, timeless beauties who never gets old. She radiates pure charm even in the first few minutes of seeing her. I can definitely see why Troy likes her.

She sees me looking at her and turns back to Troy. “Are you ready to go?” she asks.

“Yeah. Let’s go.” He shakes hands with me. “See you around.”

I say a quick, “Bye,” before they walk off with their arms around each other. They retreat to a table in the corner where they sit next to each other talking in low voices.

They have the restaurant to themselves, but they only have eyes for each other. Troy holds her hand between their chairs. He spends so much time on the ship. This must be a special time for both of them.

I find it hard to tear my eyes off of them. Ariel the bartender gets my attention. “Did you want to order lunch, Mr. Rainey?” 

I turn around and find myself smiling at her. “You don’t have to call me that. Call me Barrett.”

She blushes. “Yes, Sir. Anything you say, Sir.”

I join in the joke and sit down on one of the bar stools. I make sure to keep my back turned so I won’t see Troy and Gabby together. 

I don’t want to distract either of them by staring—and I definitely wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of Troy. 

He’s a great guy and so easy to get along with, but he didn’t get to be Chief of Security for the ship without being able to deal with anyone who doesn’t mind their manners.








  
  
Chapter 2: Ariel




Ibring a rack of clean glasses out of the kitchen, set it on the bar, and get distracted by a bunch of businessmen coming into the Lighthouse Restaurant. The Electric Emerald has hosted too many conferences for me not to recognize the type.

The businessmen all wear suits and they crowd around the bar talking loud and fast. They’re all too excited about their conversation to order anything yet even though I’m standing right here in front of them.

I start putting the glasses away when Barrett Rainey comes in from a different direction. He stands off to one side holding a normal conversation with two other men. 

They’re both much older, more subdued, and much more dignified than these young hotheads in front of me. The older men look like executives. They look like they could be in charge of something.

Barrett catches my eye and smiles at me. I smile back and look away to go on with my work. I’m on the clock here. I’m not supposed to be flirting with anyone.

I don’t flirt with Barrett—now or ever—but I can’t help but feel the chemistry every time he comes into the restaurant. He has light brown, almost straw-colored hair, pale white skin, and clear blue eyes. 

He’s gorgeous and super nice. He’s also an outstanding tipper—or maybe he only does that with me. 

He’s always polite, too. A bunch of the other servers and concourse staff have commented on how considerate he is to all the staff no matter who they are—which is more than I can say for the other conference attendees.

He’s taller than almost every other man on board. He’s much taller than Troy and not as thick set, but Barrett is no slouch in the muscular department.

He has soft, gentle features. He strikes me as the kind of guy who doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. He doesn’t come across as being dangerous in any way. He’s more of a gentle giant except that he isn’t that giant.

The businessmen bray with laughter like they need to announce to the world how happy they are. They drown out all the other patrons in the restaurant. 

A bunch of passengers turn around and give the businessmen dirty looks, but no one mentions to them that they’re being too loud.

Some of them finally get the idea to turn around and order drinks. They have to yell so I can hear them over their own noise. 

Barrett and the two executives come to the bar while I’m serving drinks to the businessmen. They ignore me except to turn around and yell their orders at me.

Barrett and the two executives have to wait for me to finish. I’m just about to go serve them when one of the businessmen turns around and yells something else. 

I hold up my forefinger to tell him to wait. Then I walk down the bar and stop in front of Barrett and the other two.

Barrett gives the businessmen a hard look. One of the executives goes over there and tells them to keep their voices down because they’re disturbing the other passengers, some of whom are trying to eat dinner.

The businessmen tone it down immediately, but they don’t stop their conversation and they don’t pay any attention to anyone other than each other. Half of them stand with their backs to me and don’t bother to offer to pay for the drinks they just ordered.

I wind up waiting for the executive to come before I take his, Barrett’s, and the other executive’s orders. They order lunch and non-alcoholic drinks. 

It’s barely lunchtime on the very first day of the conference. These businessmen are already ordering martinis, screwdrivers, and Bloody Marys.

I scribble a quick note to myself describing each of them and what they ordered so I’ll be able to call in their tabs later.

I serve Barrett and the executives their drinks and give them a flag to take to their table. Barrett thanks me and introduces me to Wayne Fitzroy and Raleigh Benedict, the CEO and CFO of Laguna Enterprises.

Both of them are way shorter than Barrett. Wayne can’t be more than an inch or two taller than me. Both of them are greying, overweight, and wear thick glasses. 

Raleigh is a skinny, rail-type figure with a full head of tight, curly grey hair and a nose that bulges on either side of his glasses. Wayne is a tiny, crow-like old man with skeletal hands and a long, thin, hook nose.

They both smile, shake my hand, and tell me it’s nice to meet me before they take their flag to one of the tables off to one side. Barrett stays behind to settle the tab, and right then, a woman comes into the restaurant and walks up to him.

She has waist-length black hair and wears a coal-grey business suit and matching pumps. She shoots a smirk at the cluster of businessmen and struts right over to Barrett.

She slips her hand onto his shoulder like they’re a couple or something. He jolts when he feels someone touch him. He spins around and then relaxes when she smiles up at him.

It’s an intimate smile of a woman to the man in her life. She says something and he has to bend down to move his ear closer to her mouth so he can hear her.

That’s an intimate move, too. They act like a couple and she looks straight into his eyes when he stands upright to answer her.

I turn away so I won’t see. I don’t know why he’s been in here these last couple of days making significant eye contact and talking to me if he has a girlfriend—or a wife or fiancé or whatever she is.

He answers her and then nods toward the businessmen before he walks off to rejoin the executives. That is not the move of a man toward the woman in his life. 

He doesn’t turn around to see what she does. He sits in one of the chairs with his back to her, the businessmen, and everything they’re doing together.

The woman watches him walk away and a very different expression spreads over her long, elegant face. She’s disappointed. I see it all now. She wants him, but he isn’t interested.

He dismisses her like he’s already made it clear that he isn’t interested in her or her advances, but she just keeps doing it.

She finally grins to herself, goes over to the businessmen, and gets involved in their discussion. They talk for a long time while I serve other customers.

She finally struts around the businessmen and comes toward me to order something for herself. She also orders alcohol—a marguerita. She shows me her ID even though I didn’t ask for it. Her name is Mara Laskey. 

Don’t ask me how these people expect to do business when they’re three sheets to the wind. Then again, it’s only the first day. Allie Rosche and Troy Nixon keep going back and forth across the ship taking all the new passengers on their safety tours and briefings. 

Today is just a meet-and-greet for the conference attendees. They won’t start really negotiating until tomorrow. Maybe they can afford to take it easy and relax just for today.

Barrett and the two executives don’t take it easy or relax—or at least they don’t take it easy. They talk over there in serious tones. They look like they’re talking business. 

Wayne Fitzroy has to go over to the businessmen for the second time to tell them to be quiet, and when they still don’t do it, he tells them to leave the restaurant to go talk somewhere else.

Half of them leave. The others settle down at the bar and talk more quietly after that. Mara takes her marguerita over to them and keeps talking and joking around with them. I’m too busy to eavesdrop on their conversation.

Barrett and the two executives finish lunch. He stacks all their plates and glasses together and comes back to the bar to put them in my bus tub. “Thank you!” I tell him. “You’re hired if you ever need a job.”

He laughs. “I waited tables for eight years to put myself through college. No one knows better than I do how nice it is when one of the customers cleans up after himself.”

I smile, but Mara comes over before I can say anything. She doesn’t hold her liquor very well, leans against his arm, and bends all the way forward to peer into his eyes.

“Why do you keep hanging out with the senior executives, Barrett?” she asks. “Come have lunch with us. We really, really need you.”

He turns his head away and barely stops himself from grimacing in disgust. “I just ate and I have another meeting. I’ll see you later at this afternoon’s session.”

He moves his arm to try to subtly give her a hint to get off him. When that doesn’t work, he actually pushes her off and circles his arm away to stop her from touching him.

He couldn’t make it any more obvious that her attention annoys and disgusts him, but she’s oblivious to his cues. She doesn’t try to stop leaning against him. he has to shove her again to make her back off so he can walk out of the restaurant.








  
  
Chapter 3: Ariel




The Lighthouse Restaurant is just heating up for another evening of passengers coming in and enjoying themselves. 

I get busy serving drinks at the bar, taking orders for food, and the waiters carry everyone’s meals out to their tables as fast as the kitchen can pump out the food.

I catch sight of Troy and Gabby approaching the host’s podium. He seats them at their usual table in the corner. Troy doesn’t pay attention to anyone but her. He completely lets his guard down around his wife.

He always acts so professional and businesslike the rest of the time. No one would ever guess he could be so tender and affectionate toward his wife.

He holds her hand, leans all the way forward to hover in front of her face, and strokes his fingertips through her hair to comb it out of her face. She stares all the way back into his eyes. The love between them is palpable.

None of the passengers notice. Troy and Gabby look like any other romantic couple enjoying the cruise. The staff definitely notices. Troy always goes into a little bubble of his own when his wife comes to visit him on the ship. 

The staff stays out of his way and leaves them alone together as much as possible even though he’s still technically on duty as the ship’s Chief of Security.

I try not to stare. I’m too busy to pay attention to them anyway. I get distracted by all the passengers coming up to the bar. Some of them want to socialize, but I can’t stay in one place for very long.

I completely forget about Troy and Gabby. I assume they must have left a long time ago until the first show starts at the theater next door.

Most of the passengers leave to go to the show. The Lighthouse gets much quieter with only a few people at scattered tables. That’s when I notice Troy and Gabby still sitting there. They must have been here the entire time.

I’m not surprised. They don’t see each other very much. They have a lot of catching up to do. 

They stand up still holding hands, kiss each other next to the table for a minute, and then he leads her through the crowd to approach the bar.

His face shines with a different kind of light now that he has his wife around. No one could know what he’s really like without seeing him like this.

He stops across from me and takes out his wallet. “What’s the damage, Ariel?” 

“Fifty-four dollars and seventy-three cents.”

He hands over his credit card. “Give yourself forty percent.”

“Thanks, Troy! You’re a prince.”

He laughs and Gabby smiles at me. “Be careful, Ariel. You and I might have to have a jousting contest for his hand if you keep that up.”

All three of us laugh. “You can have him, Mrs. Nixon. I’m just glad you’re around to wrangle him. He obviously found the right woman for him.”

He blushes and takes his card back from me. “You’re going to give me a reputation, Ariel.”

“You already have one. That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”

They both laugh while he puts his credit card back in his wallet. “See you tomorrow, Ariel,” he tells me. 

“Good night. Have a good evening.”

“Good night, Ariel,” Gabby adds. “Don’t let the customers give you a hard time.”

“They never do. Good night, Mrs. Nixon.”

They turn to leave, but right then, Mara Laskey clips into the restaurant. She always wears a business suit even when she isn’t attending the conference. 

She and the other conference attendees got out of their first session at four o’clock this afternoon. Everyone else from the conference changed their clothes and went straight back out there to enjoy the activities with the other passengers.

She never takes off her suit, not even now when it’s so much later in the evening. It’s almost like she treats her off-time as a business venture, too.

She storms right up to the bar and turns on Troy. “You might at least have said hello to me after all these years, Richard.”

He raises his eyebrows at her. “Richard? I think you might have me mistaken for someone else.”

“No, I recognize you. You ditched me in Honolulu last year during the Irongate launch. Don’t play stupid. We spent the weekend together and you said you would come back to Salt Lake City with me, but you changed flights on the way home and never called me back. You didn’t even have the decency to tell me you changed your mind.”

“Now I know you have me mistaken for someone else,” he replies. “I’ve never been to Honolulu before and I was working on the ship all year last year. I’ve never laid eyes on you before you came on board the ship yesterday.” He takes his wife’s hand. “I’m sorry, but you’re mistaken.”

He turns to lead Gabby out of the restaurant, but Mara dives in front of him. “You can’t get away with this, Richard. I’m not going to just drop this until you admit what you did and apologize.”

Troy goes deadly still. I’ve worked with him for long enough to recognize the signs when he’s dropping into his don’t-mess-with-me zone. He can get downright scary when he needs to.

He stiffens just enough to block Mara from getting anywhere near Gabby. Gabby knows her husband only too well and vanishes behind his bulk so she doesn’t get between him and Mara.

Troy lowers his voice to a snarl. “Walk away right now, Ms. Laskey,” he growls. “Don’t cause an incident here or anywhere else on the ship. I’m not who you think I am. Now back away and drop it. Don’t make me tell you a second time.”

He walks out of the restaurant taking Gabby with him. Mara spins back toward the bar and gasps in exasperation. “Can you believe the nerve of that man?! He has the bad manners to completely ditch me and now he thinks he can pretend to be someone else.”

I don’t answer. I’ve worked on the ship long enough to know when and where Troy Nixon was in the last year. He never went to Honolulu. He works on the ship all the time except for those rare times when he goes home to his family in Indiana.

Troy is the most married man I’ve ever met, but even if he wasn’t, he wouldn’t ditch a woman without telling her point blank that he didn’t want to continue with her. He’s too decent to pull something like that. It isn’t his way. He would at least say something to her.

Mara throws herself down on the nearest barstool and tells me to give her another marguerita with two tequila shots on the side. She pounds both shots and takes a gulp of her marguerita.

“These men wouldn’t know chivalry if it bit them in the backside,” she grumbles. “They think they can railroad all over a woman’s heart, leave her crying in the gutter, and breeze on to their next conquest. You know what I mean?”

I nod even though I don’t know what she means. No man has ever treated me like that. Maybe she thinks that’s what Barrett is doing by pushing her away. Maybe she just doesn’t see that he’s trying to send her a message.

“I have the rest of the cruise to get him to admit what he did,” she goes on. “Whoever that tramp is with him now will see that he’s probably trying to do the same thing to her.”

“She’s his wife,” I tell her. “They’ve been married for fifteen years and they have three children. Troy is on board the ship for six-week cruises at a time. He wouldn’t have time to go to a conference in Honolulu.”

She points at me over her glass. “That’s what they all want you to think. I’m sure his wife has no idea what he gets up to behind her back.”

Troy couldn’t be getting up to anything behind Gabby’s back because he’s always locked up on the ship. The staff knows him well enough. We would all know about it if he fooled around with anyone.

He never does. He’s as straight as they come, but Mara won’t believe that.

She orders another two shots and a second marguerita before she’s even finished half of the first. This is the kind of behavior that would make me call security to remove someone who is dangerously intoxicated.

She isn’t dangerously intoxicated yet, but she’s on her way to getting there. I would normally text Troy about it, but I don’t want to interrupt his time with Gabby. I text one of the guards who happens to be on duty at the security office tonight.

Mara pounds her next two shots, downs the rest of marguerita #1, and is just starting on marguerita #2 when four security guards come in to escort her away.

She makes a face at me and snorts, “Men, huh?” before she storms out of the restaurant. She doesn’t want around for them to make her go.

I’ve been on the ship long enough to see plenty of this, too. It never ends well.








  
  
Chapter 4: Barrett




Icringe when I walk into the conference room and see Mara Laskey already in there. She stands on one side of the room talking to a bunch of our PR guys from Starlight Industries. 

Starlight CEO and CFO Emil Maitland and Erwin Pomeroy talk to Tommy Ordmann across the room. Tommy is one of the senior sales managers who works with me, but I don’t go over there.

I take the opportunity to go greet Wayne Fitzroy and Raleigh Benedict. We had a really good conversation at lunch yesterday—or we would have if Mara hadn’t ruined it by being there.

The PR guys grin at her and try to flirt with her. She doesn’t discourage them here any more than she did at the bar. She really must be desperate for attention if she does it even here when we’re supposed to be starting a business meeting.

Wayne and Raleigh shake hands and Raleigh pulls me in. “You’ll talk to Emil and Erwin about our idea, won’t you, Barrett? Break the ice for us. We don’t even know those guys.”

I jolt back. “You mean….no one has even introduced you?! That’s criminal.”

“Can you help us out?” Wayne asks. 

“Of course!” I exclaim. “I would have invited them to have lunch with you guys yesterday if I had known. Hold on. Maybe they’re wondering who is going to come along and introduce you to them.”

I leave them standing there and go over to Emil and Erwin. Emil is a powerful guy. He would be built like a ton of bricks if he wasn’t carrying so much extra weight.

He wears his long, grey hair tied in a ponytail behind his neck. It gives him an aging-hippy look that doesn’t quite gel with his razor business mind.

Erwin couldn’t be more different. He’s a heavy, plodding, slow-talking man. There’s nothing razor about anything he does. 

That’s his superpower. He just puts his head down and grinds out the basics. That’s how he gets shit done—by outworking and outlasting everyone else around him.

Tommy steps back to make room for me and I shake hands with my two senior execs. “How’s it going, Barrett?” Tommy asks. “You’re hobnobbing with the enemy again, I see.”

“They aren’t your enemies. We’re here to make a deal with them, remember?” I turn to Emil and Erwin. “Wayne and Raleigh say no one has even introduced you guys even though you’re supposed to be meeting over the negotiating table.”

“They haven’t introduced themselves to us,” Emil replies. “Maybe they think they’re too good for us.”

“No, no. It’s nothing like that. They’re over there worried about someone introducing you. They asked me to introduce you—to break the ice. Come on. We can do it right now before this morning’s session starts.”

Erwin puffs out his cheeks. “Thank goodness for that. I was getting really worried.”

I’m just about to lead them over to Wayne and Raleigh when Mara materializes at my side. She smirks, slips her hand through my arm, and bumps her body against me like we’re on a date or something.

“Where have you been hiding?” she teases. “You know we’ve all been waiting with bated breath for you to show up. The conference can’t start without you.”

I make an exaggerated effort to yank my arm out of her grasp and push her away at the same time. “I’m sure you got enough attention from the whole PR department to make up for it. Weren’t you supposed to set up the slideshow?”

She only grins at my efforts to distance myself from her. She nudges my arm again. “Aw! Don’t be like that. It isn’t my fault you’re the hottest guy in the room.”

I groan. This has been going on for as long as I’ve been working for Starlight Industries. She just doesn’t take the hint even when I tell her to her face that I’m not interested in her.

Fortunately for me, I’m not the only person who knows about this. Erwin grabs Mara by the elbow, tows her away from me, and drags her into the opposite corner of the room.

He starts reprimanding her in a low voice. I only hear the part about how her behavior constitutes sexual harassment and she’s been warned about being too forward with me before. He tells her that what she’s doing is illegal and I could sue the company if she doesn’t stop.

I wouldn’t do that, but I do have to wonder what it will actually take to get the message through her thick head.

Tommy makes a face at me. He’s seen and heard it all before. Everyone in the company knows about Mara.

I take that opportunity to lead Emil and Tommy over to Wayne and Raleigh. I introduce them to Emil. 

“Erwin has to deal with a little staffing issue,” I tell them. “It’s private—nothing related to the conference. He’ll be here soon. He’s really anxious to meet you both.”

Wayne shoots Erwin and Mara a disgusted look. “It doesn’t look like a little staffing issue to me.”

I don’t turn around to see what Erwin is doing. I wouldn’t want Erwin talking to me like that. The guy is a bulldog when it comes to anything that threatens the company he and Emil worked so hard to build.

Then again, I wouldn’t do anything to threaten the company. I have put too many manhours into this company to sabotage it just because I might think someone I work with is hot.

Emil and Erwin have even threatened to fire Mara if she doesn’t tone it down around me, but they haven’t done it yet. What will that take? I don’t want to find out. If this isn’t bad enough, I don’t know what is.

Emil and Erwin are both old-school. They might realize how serious sexual harassment is, but maybe they aren’t ready to actually give someone the axe over it.

I do my best to downplay the whole thing as much as possible. Mara seems to thrive on the drama and attention. I try to cut that off, but she still finds a way.

Erwin finally walks away from her and comes over to us. I can finally introduce him to Wayne and Raleigh. The four senior execs start talking like old friends. Mara goes back to her adoring fans in the PR department.

Things are just starting to thaw between the four executives when an alert goes out on all our phones. It’s nine o’clock. The conference session is supposed to start now.

We all sit down at the table and Wayne gets up to speak. He gives a presentation about a new line of equipment he wants Laguna Enterprises to supply to Starlight Industries to streamline our production processes.

He barely speaks for five minutes before Mara interrupts him. She doesn’t even bother to raise her hand. “What about the extra overhead of power consumption and maintenance? That would eat into our overall return—not to mention the cost of replacing our current machinery.”

“We have time set aside for Q&A after the presentations,” Erwin cuts in a lot more harshly than I’ve heard from him before. “Let the man finish his pitch without interruptions.”

A charge of tension goes through the room. Wayne goes on as though the incident never happened, but she interrupts again toward the end of his speech. “So that would tack even more overhead onto our budget? I’m not seeing the upside here.”

He completely ignores her this time and so does everyone else. I can see the writing on the wall, but just then, the conference room door opens and Ariel walks in carrying a tray of refreshments for our mid-morning break.

She places it at the end of the table, leaves, and comes back with drinks. She walks around the table serving glasses of water and cups of coffee to anyone who wants them.

Her presence doesn’t disturb Wayne at all. He keeps talking all the way through except when she leaves a glass of water next to the podium at the end of the table.

“Thank you, my dear,” he tells her and they smile at each other.

She vanishes into the woodwork and comes back with a second tray of refreshments. Am I the only one who notices how appealing she is? 

She always hovers in the background. I know that’s part of her job. She isn’t here to attract attention to herself, but her simple elegance and understated presence make her irresistible to me.

She’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen, but no one notices her. Everyone treats her like she’s just some random girl working as a bartender on a cruise ship. No one treats her as anything special.

I’m the only guy on board who hits on her—even though I don’t hit on her. I just want to talk to her. Hitting on her somehow doesn’t do her justice.

None of the other attendees pay any attention to her except to tell her what drinks they want and to thank her for them. Then she leaves.

I have to force myself to pay attention to the rest of Wayne’s speech. He sits down and he, Raleigh, Emil, and Erwin start talking about the proposal. None of the rest of us are rude enough to interrupt. Mara is the only person who involves herself in the conversation.

The four men do their best to ignore her. They answer her shortly and don’t look at her when they answer her at all. She’s too up herself to notice their obvious displeasure at the way she’s acting.








