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Chapter 1

 Blake

“I fired Vinnie today.” I grunt, resting my boot on the
kitchen chair opposite me, speaking to my brother, Zack, as he
walks through the front door.

Pulling
his Stetson off, he hangs it on the brass hanger on the wall by the
door. “I’d a done that weeks ago if it were up to me.”

“Yeah, well, we can’t seem to find decent help lately. Didn’t
want to let our last boy go.”

He walks
into the kitchen and shakes his head slowly, giving my hair a
tousle. “You look like shit, Blake.”

I ignore
him. “How’s mama?”

He nods
once. “Good. She was asking about you.” He could pass for my twin.
We’re a year apart in age, but you’d never know it. Came in handy
in high school when we traded places skipping class.

“They move her back to the room again, or have they still got
her in the ward?”

“She’s back in her room, Blake. I told you about that a week
ago.” Zack doesn’t hide the annoyed tone in his voice. “And if
you’d come visit her, you’d know that.”

I
shudder just thinking about it. It’s been three months since daddy
died, and nearly that long since we had to commit mama to a mental
hospital. The minute we buried him after he got shot accidentally
by a drunken hunter, she started slipping. But I can’t go see her.
Not there. She’s not the only one who took it bad when daddy died.
Blake knows not to pull at this thread, so he moves on to the next
subject. “Austin called. Told me he’s coming around this
weekend.”

“Yeah. He called me, too.” Austin, our other brother, lives in
El Paso.

Zack
pulls the chair next to me out, pulls his shirt out of his pants
and takes it off, draping it over the back of the chair, and then
he takes a seat, grunting theatrically as he sits, exhaling
heavily. He props his boots up on the table, taking full advantage
of the fact that mama isn’t here. “So, what now, man?” he rakes a
hand through his mussed hair, looking as exhausted as I
do.

“Well, we bust our asses again, I guess. Until we can find a
few boys to help.”


Maverick, our eldest brother, moved away just before daddy
died, and Gunner, our baby brother, left for college. Everything
happened so goddamn fast, we didn’t have time to think, let alone
have enough help around to keep the place up. And with daddy and
mama gone, me and Zack can barely keep the stalls from falling over
we’re so overwhelmed with work.

“This place looks like a dog’s breakfast, man.” Zack comments,
looking around. Dishes are piled up, there’s an unknown family of
crusts living on the stove, an inch worth of toast crumbs are on
the tablecloth, and you can draw on the floor with your finger
there’s so much grime built up.

“I’m too tired to deal with it. We ought to hire a maid while
we’re at it.”

“Mama’d slap you upside the head if she heard you say that.”
Zack chuckles, yet I detect a warning tone.

“She’d kill us if she saw this place right now, I tell you
that.”

Zack
sucks his teeth, saying after a beat. “I’m damn near
starved.”

“Me too.”

“Whaddya say we head on up to the saloon and grab us some
grub. Couple beers while we’re at it.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice.” I grunt, getting up out of
the chair. “I’ll get started cleaning this place when we get
back.”

“Yeah, I’ll help.” He says, grabbing his dirty shirt off the
back of the chair.

We take
Zack’s truck, since his is parked closest to the curb, and head out
to Zollo’s. Pat, the owner, sees us as soon as we come in, and he
motions us over to him. “I hear you fired Vinnie today.” He says to
both of us.

“Yeah, I did.” I admit. “He have anything to say about
it?”

“No, but his tab sure did.” Pat says. “He was drunker than a
skunk here not an hour ago. I had to call him a cab, and Estelle’s
still in there scrubbing the bathroom floor, where he puked and
missed about ten times.”

“Ah, shoot. Dang idiot.” I mutter. “He had it coming. I caught
him drinking on the job, too, as a matter of fact.”

“Can’t say I’m surprised.” Pat says. “Hey, wasn’t he your last
hand?”

“Sure was.” Zack says. “You know anyone else?”

I elbow Zack, giving him a knowing look. Vinnie was Pat’s
recommendation. Thanks, but, I’ll
pass. Zack looks at me and recognition
comes to his face. He changes tack. “Hey, on second thought, it’s
okay, partner. We’ll find someone.”

No
sooner do those words come out of his mouth when a set of females
come walking in the bar, looking stunned and lost. Women almost
never come into this bar. At least, not women that look like that.
These girls are not from this part of town, for sure. One’s got her
hair tied up in a bun so tight she’s giving herself a partial
facelift, and the other one’s wearing a tailored suit. Ain’t no way
in hell would you find a local girl wearing anything like that
here.

Pat
looks up from the dishes he’s drying and motions with his chin.
“Can I help you ladies?”

The one
with the tidy hairdo speaks first. “Our car broke down and both of
our phones are dead. Can we use your phone to call a tow
truck?”

“What kind of car do you drive?” Zack asks, sizing up the girl
in the suit.

“Mercedes. Late model.”

Yeah, definitely not from this side of
town. “What’s the problem?” I
ask.

“It’s like it boiled over. Steam coming out of the engine.”
The girl in the suit answers. She looks like she must be boiling
herself. It’s easily a hundred degrees outside today, and she’s
wearing a three-piece suit.

“You two lawyers or something?” Pat asks.

“No.” tidy hairdo says but doesn’t elaborate. “Look, can we
just use your phone, please?”

“Well, sure, darlin’.” Pat says, picking up an old-school
landline telephone from under the counter. He plunks it on the bar
and makes sure that she has enough cord. “Here you go.”

She
looks at him. “You wouldn’t happen to know the number for a tow
truck driver, would you?” she looks around, “Or, maybe there’s one
in here, but then…forget it.”

I smile.
“You’re thinking y’all don’t want anyone who’s drinking to handle
your car.”

She gives me a look like I just called her a whore.
“Would you?”

I lift
my hands in defence.

Her
friend intervenes. “Oh, let me deal with this.” She tuts. “You go
use the washroom like you said you had to.” She’s frustrated and
flushed, looking as if she wants to tear off her suit like it’s
burning her skin, and it probably is.

“Fine.” Tidy hair huffs. “Ask for someone who doesn’t smell
like day old pizza.”

Suit
lady rolls her eyes as tidy hair walks away. I watch her undo the
buttons down her suit jacket before I say anything to her. “I take
it it’s your friend’s car that’s broken down.”

“Yeah.” She sighs.

“I’ll go take a gander at it.” Zack offers. “Could just be a
coolant hose come loose.”

“It’s the—” suit lady says, but Zack cuts her off.

“Mercedes?” he smiles, then he scoffs. “Shouldn’t have too
much trouble finding that.”

Pat’s
rifling through an old cookie tin. “Need some help there, partner?”
I ask.

“Na, just looking for a number for a tow truck for the
ladies.”

I watch
Zack walk out the front door. I consider following him to lend a
hand, but it’s like my feet are planted to the sticky floor. “This
isn’t a line, I swear to God.” I lift a hand. “But I’ll bet money
that you’re not from around here.” I say to suit lady.

“No, I’m not. You’d be right about that.” she looks at me and
I can’t help but notice the ghost of a smile on her lips. Her eyes
aren’t quite smiling, and I take it that she’s uncomfortable being
here. Most women are.

I hold
out my hand for her to shake. “I’m Blake. Blake Walters.” I say by
way of introduction. I add, “Me and my brother Zack,” I gesture to
the door, where Zack’s outside, looking at the car, “and I own
Halen Ranch just up the road.” Just so she feels more comfortable
knowing that I’m not a threat, as I wouldn’t be, if I’m telling her
who I am and where I live.

“The one with the big red house and matching fence?” she asks,
smiling.

“The very one.” I nod once.

She
shakes my hand. “I’m Ruby Fisher.”

“Nice to meet you, Ruby.” I grin at her. “Can I buy you a
drink?”

What
little smile she has fades. “No. Thanks.”

I change
the subject. “Your friend seems a little bit out of
joint.”

Ruby
lifts her brows and lowers her voice. “You noticed.”

Pat
finally manages to find a number, handing it to Ruby on a sheaf of
paper, that looks like it’s been ripped off the end of an old
envelope. “Here you go. Sorry for the wait.” He looks towards the
bathroom. “You sure your friend’s okay? She’s been in the ladies’
room a while.”

Ruby
waves. “She’s fine.”

“She one of them types who spends a half an hour in there,
putting her face back on and such?” I ask as I work on draining the
beer that Pat hands me.

“No. She’s diabetic. She’s taking her insulin shot. It’s also
why she seems particularly agitated.” She says flatly, like she
scored a point.

I take
it down a notch. “Oh. Shoot, I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean
to offend.”


Satisfied, she nods, looking down. Then she picks up the
phone and starts dialing the number. I hear her talking to someone
on the other end, when Zack pops back in, scratching his head. Ruby
sees him when she turns around at the sound of the door. It looks
like she’s on hold with whomever she reached on the phone. “Well, I
fixed it for now. Tied the hose back on and added some coolant from
the back of my truck.”

“So, we don’t need to have it towed?” Ruby asks.

“I’ll need to see if it’s running again first. You got
keys?”

She
hangs up the phone. “No, but Kate should be back any second, and
she’s got them. It’s her car.”

Pat,
overhearing, is the first to see her friend come out of the
washroom. “There she is there.”

“Kate. Where’s your keys? He thinks he’s got it fixed.” Ruby
says.

Kate
gives Zack an evaluating glance. “You sure you’re not just going to
steal my car?”

Zack
puts his hand on his hip. “Honey, that car will get you to a
service shop, but that’s it. The hose is cooked. I’m sure that’s
exactly the kind of transportation I’m looking for, when I’ve got
my brand new F350 parked in the lot.”

She
smirks, unimpressed, handing him her keys. “Fine. But don’t get
anything on the seat.”

Zack
takes the keys. “You’re welcome.” He says facetiously and walks
back outside.

“You need something to eat?” Ruby asks her friend. “Oh, this
is Blake. He and his brother Zack own that ranch up the street. The
one I pointed out that has the flaming red house?”

“Oh…yeah. Hi, I’m Kate.” She mutters. Sour puss still on her
face.

“Yeah, I got that.” I say, shaking her hand, despite her
looking like she’d rather put gloves on first before touching me.
“Nice to meet you.”

Ruby
turns to Pat. “Have you got anything you can whip up fast? She’s
diabetic and needs to eat.”

“Sure, darlin’.” Pat says. “I’ve got something cooking back
there right now.” he looks at me. “You and Zack hankering for
something, too?”

“Yeah, whatever you’ve got, partner. We’ll eat it.”

Zack
appears a moment later, and he hands Kate her keys. “She’s running,
but not for long. There’s a service station just up at the end of
this street. They’re open late, I think. But I’d wait a while
before running her again, so she can cool off and the hose doesn’t
pop off right quick.” He explains to Kate.

“We’re ordering something to eat, anyway. Plenty of time.”
Ruby says.

Pat
disappears out back. Kate puts her keys back into her purse, and
Ruby looks at her, almost evaluating her. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” Kate shrugs, and then she just about shudders. “I
hate these kinds of places.”

“I’m no big fan, either.” Ruby states.

“It’s not so bad.” I comment. “Looks worse than it is. They
have the best wings here, and the draught beer’s pretty good as
well.”

Kate
pipes up. “I’ll remember that the next time I check in with my
penis.”

I
chuckle. Zack is standing behind Kate, and I’m standing in front of
her. He gives me a look as if to say, ‘what the fuck’s up this
chick’s ass?’, and I smile at him. He proceeds to make a lewd
gesture, moving his pelvis in and out, indicating that she needs to
get laid, and I turn my head so that the girls can’t see me
responding to him behind them.

When Pat
reappears, he has a tray over his head, loaded with four full
plates. “I’d a had Estelle bring these up, but she’s still
scrubbing the bathroom floor.”

“You should have her do the ladies’ room next. The whole place
smells like an outhouse. My shoes stuck to the floor.” Kate
huffs.

“Too bad you didn’t lick it.” Zack mutters, so only I can
understand him. It’s a tactic we’ve used since we were kids, first
so our folks couldn’t tell when we were lipping back to them, and
then with the ladies, so they couldn’t hear our inappropriate
responses.

I chew
the back of my thumb to stop from smirking.

“Here. I’ll set these over on this here table.” Pat says, not
bothering to ask if we want to sit at separate tables.

“Just put it all on our tab.” I say to Pat.

Kate
looks at us like we should shower before sitting down to eat, and
I’m about to offer for us to go to another table, but Zack is
sitting down, and he’s already helped himself to a French fry off a
plate, for that matter. He wouldn’t care if we were eating next to
a pile of horse shit, he’s so hungry.

Ruby
removes her jacket and drapes it over her chair, along with her
purse. While Kate takes a wet wipe out of her purse and proceeds to
wipe the surrounding table area at the perimeter of her plate, her
hands, and her fork, changing wipes for each item. Then she balls
the wipes up and signals for Pat to come get them from her. Ruby is
mowing down on her food, which consists of wings and fries. For a
tiny girl, she sure isn’t shy about eating, surprising
me.

“Good?” I ask Ruby, when she stops to wipe her
fingers.

“Fantastic. You weren’t kidding. Best wings ever.”

I smile
at her.

Kate
reluctantly picks up her fork and stabs a French fry.

“It won’t kill you, Kate. Come on, eat up.” Ruby says to her
friend, with a good-natured smile on her face. “You’ll feel better
and you know it.”

Blowing
the steam off a French fry, Kate stuffs it daintily into her mouth,
and tries to fight off the smile on her face.

“See?” I gesture to Kate. “I told you it’s not so
bad.”

“Where does he get these?” Ruby asks, pointing to her fries
with a fork. “They’re delicious.”

“Straight from Idaho.” I answer. “Try the wings. You think the
fries are good, those’ll knock your socks off. Pat here makes the
sauce himself and slow cooks the wings.”

Heeding
my advice, Ruby picks up a wing and takes a bite. Her eyes roll
into the back of her head, and it’s kind of hot. I smirk, as she
gives me a glimpse of what she’d look like after what I’d like to
do to her. Her long brown hair is French braided loose, like one of
those streusel pastries, all down her back, with a small fringe off
to the side on her forehead. She’s got big hazel eyes and long,
dark eyelashes. Pretty thing. Her tiny frame is highlighted by her
tight rear, which I noticed when we sat down. It’s one of those I’d
like to take a bite out of. “Good?”

“So good.” She exhales. I catch Kate elbowing her in the ribs,
chiding her.

“What do you think?” I gesture with my chin to Kate. “Give the
wings a try.”

Kate
picks up a wing and takes a bite. Although she isn’t as emphatic
about it, she does nod and raise a brow. “Not bad at
all.”

We’re
quiet for a bit as we enjoy our meal, and then I signal for Pat to
bring me another beer, and he brings the girls water glasses,
offering to bring them something with more umph. “No, thanks. We’re
driving.” Kate answers with a snarly wince.

“What about you, sugar? You’re not driving.” I push Ruby,
wondering what she’s like drunk. She’s awfully cute sober, that I
can tell you.

“No, thanks.” She says.

I give
her a look but decide to write it off. “So, what are you two girls
doing out here in Clarkstown?”

“We were just passing through. Took a wrong turn.” Ruby
answers.

“Yeah?” I say, interested. “Where are you headed?”

“Dallas. For an appointment.” Kate says, and I gather by her
glare that she doesn’t care to say much more than that.

“This some kind of legal appointment? How come you two are so
dressed up?” Zack tries.

“I’m a head hunter.” Ruby explains. “I dress like this on a
regular basis.” She doesn’t have a Texan twang like Kate does, I
notice.

“You mean for companies, right?” I joke. “Not like one of them
paid assassins.”

“That would be a paid assassin.” Kate clarifies icily. “And do
you think she’d tell you if that’s what she was?”

“Listen, I don’t know what your problem is, lady, but I’ve
never been talked down to like this before, even by my
good-for-nothing cousin, who stole one of my horses.” Pat brings me
my beer. “Now, my brother fixed your car, and we’re treating you to
dinner, see, so I don’t know what we’ve done to put the pole up
your dang ass, so why don’t you come out with it?”

Pat
looks at the ladies, interrupting my tirade. “You ladies want a
beer?”

Kate’s
nostrils flare as she looks at me. “That’s none of your business.
We didn’t ask anyone to fix the car. We were just as happy having
it towed.”

“By someone who doesn’t smell like day old pizza.” I point out
her earlier rhetoric.

She
laughs without a trace of mirth, and I feel like I’m going to be
wearing the last two wings on her plate in a minute if I keep it
up.

Ruby
shakes her head no to Pat.

“And you. Why aren’t you drinking, huh? This lady here pushing
you around or something? Telling you that you can’t enjoy
yourself?”

“She can do what she pleases, asshole.” Kate
seethes.

“Right.” I say facetiously. I look at Ruby. “Look, I learned a
long time ago to not let people push me around.”

“She’s not pushing me around…” she trails off, like she forgot
my name. Either that, or by not using it, she feels like it’s more
of an insult.

“Blake. My name’s Blake.” I add, raising my voice.

“I know that.”

Kate
interjects snidely. “She knows that, asshole.”

Ruby
draws in a deep breath. “Look, Blake, I’m not from around here,
neither is Kate. We just came out here to do some business, our car
broke down, and now I just want to get the hell out of here before
we get shot or something.”

“She tell you that?” I ask, pointing the lip of my beer bottle
at Kate.

“Fuck you, shit for brains.” Kate spits.

Pat’s
still standing there. “Do you want a beer or not? We’ve got the
best draught beer in town.”

“Yes, Blake here has already enlightened me.”

“So, have one.” I look her up and down, giving her my best
bedroom eyes.

She
catches the look. Something in her eyes betrays her. She looks up
at Pat. “No, thank you.” Her voice has lost its clout.

“Why not, sugar?” I say, my voice is low and
sultry.

Her
nostrils flare, and I can see her jaw working, like she’s grinding
her teeth together, trying not to say something she’ll regret. Then
she says something that would silence a fucking starving coyote at
midnight.

“Because I’m pregnant.”


Chapter 2

 Ruby

He’s
just about the richest man I’ve ever met, and he’s handsome, with
freshly cut hair, a shiny ring glinting on his right ring finger,
offset by a matching gold watch on the same hand. His name is
Terence Daniels, and he’s sitting in my office, after having
completed our customary online form, waiting for me to review his
request.

“Is this full-time staff for all positions, or just for the
management position?” I ask, looking for clarification. He’s
forgotten to add that in one of the fields.

“All full-time.”

Terence
co-owns a huge beverage company with his father, Thomas. They
produce specialty sports drinks, teas, and other non-alcoholic
drinks that are found in stores, restaurants, and all over the
world. They’re net worth is probably akin to a rock star’s income,
especially in the last few years, when they opened factories
overseas, and now they’re looking to expand further, and that’s why
Terence is here with me. I’m a head hunter, and I only find the
best workers available.

Why he’s
here, and not their HR Manager, is beyond me. But being graced with
his presence has brightened my day to say the least. “And who
should I connect with once I have a list of candidates? Do you have
an HR Manager?”

“No, not yet. In fact, put one of those down as a potential
position, too, please.”

“Wow, you’ve really got your hands full.” I observe. “You
don’t have anyone you can recruit from one of your other
plants?”

“No.” he shakes his head. “Not in the corporate office,
anyway. And this is a job that needs to be done meticulously. We
never hire anyone that isn’t right for the job, but it’s just
getting to be too much, and that’s why we hired you to do this for
us.”

“It’s a smart move. A lot of businesses don’t hire the right
people, and waste millions of dollars replacing them, time after
time.”

“We don’t squander funds.”

I look
at his watch. “I can see that.”

He
smirks, and then he cracks a smile. He’s too young for a gold
tooth, but I suppose he’d have one if he needed it, he’s that rich.
I bet he has a fleet of cars at his disposal, or a driver, but all
I care about is that he pays me. Sometimes it’s the rich people who
try to dodge the bills, and I have a hunch about this guy, so I had
him complete a form, requesting a deposit, knowing that I’ve had
enough experience with people who walk away without paying a dime.
“It was a gift.” He says, catching my gaze.

“Really.”

“When I graduated from college. My grandfather gave it to
me.”

“Ah.” I give him a warm yet tight-lipped smile. Then I gently
pull my earlobes, where two, small, diamond-studded earrings sit.
“My favorite aunt gave me these when I started this
company.”

“How long have you been here?”

“At this location? Two years.”

“Where were you before?”

“I started out in New York, where I’m originally from, but
then I moved out here to Louisiana.”

By his
smile and nod, he’s impressed. “And what brought you out here, to
Louisiana?”

“Got sick of the hustle and bustle of New York. I made a ton
of money, so I used it to come out here. Started from
scratch.”

“And how’s the money here?”

“Believe it or not, it’s better. There’s more demand here.” I
clasp my hands together and look at him, taking my eyes off the
screen. “Aside from meetings like this, the job is almost
completely remote, too, with technology as it is.”

“What about your staff?”

I frown.
“It’s just me and my assistant, Maria. She works mostly from home,
but we have this office space if we need it.”

He
raises his eyebrows. “And you trust her to work from
home?”

I nod.
“Absolutely. All my emails get fielded through her, but we both
have access to them. The website is handled by a third-party
company and we both have company cell phones. She takes the new
customer calls and hands the existing ones to me, unless it’s
special circumstances.”

“What special circumstances?” he asks, and his eyes have
darkened. He’s also playing with his ring.

“Like this one. A new client that has more than one position
to be fulfilled.”

“And where do you find staff to fulfill your clients’ needs?”
his voice is silky, like he’s coming on to me in a strange way. I’m
not sure if I’m reading him wrong, since it’s been a long time
since a man has flirted with me, or if I’m right on the
money.

“I keep a pool of potential candidates on file. They get
fielded with online applications and I follow up with possible
openings, based on projected data and research, also on client
updates.”

“And is this a task that’s done globally?”

“In the last two years, yes. I have clients all over the
world. Recruitment is done online, so I’m able to serve anywhere.
Any meetings are done through a paid platform, and I have
interpreters that speak any language I need.”

He
uncrosses his legs and sits up tall, resting his hands on his
knees. “Ruby…err…may I call you Ruby?”

I smile.
“Absolutely.”

He seems
nervous, as he switches his hand position from his knee to his
chin, and then back again. “Have you ever dated a
client?”

I’m not
sure if he’s going to ask me out, or if this is a test, but either
way, he’s very handsome, and I find my cheeks heating. “No, I have
not.” I say, using measured words, but I can’t help the smile on my
face.

“Is that a personal rule, because I can’t see a client not
asking you out.”

An email
comes in, pinging, and I glance at it quickly, thankful for the
diversion. “Like I said, most of my work is done remotely, so to be
honest, the opportunity really hasn’t presented itself. Plus, most
of my clients are women. Not too many males are in HR, at least,
not in my experience.”

His
smile is so sexy I blush. “Are you free for dinner
tonight?”

I can’t
think of a reason why not, other than the screaming going on inside
my head, and the hair standing up on my arms. Everything in my body
is saying no, but certain parts are saying hell yes. “Sure.” I
answer too quickly.

“Are you sure? I get it if it’s a little bit
creepy.”

Okay,
now he’s making it that much harder. The fact that he’s reasonable
and nice. “No, it’s fine.” I chuckle nervously.

“I’ve never asked a client out, myself, but there’s
just…something about you that…speaks to me.”

Not used
to ego inflation, I go for coy. “Like what?”

“I’ve never met a successful woman before. At least, not as
successful as you are, that is. It’s…kind of a turn-on.” He
explains, searching my eyes. “It’s a nice break from being worried
about gold diggers, if you’ll pardon me for being
so…brash.”

“No, I get that.” A nervous snuffle. “You would be hard
pressed to find a woman not after you for your money, I
suppose.”

He
smiles. “It gets a little tiring.” Then he changes the subject.
“What do you say I pick you up at around six? Or would you rather
we meet somewhere?”

Okay, mister reasonable. “Whatever
is easiest for you. I’m flexible.” I catch myself before I say
‘easy’. I did that once before…totally gave the wrong impression.
Worst date ever. I swear the guy tried to cop a feel before we even
made it to dinner.

“Okay, how about this…I’ll have my driver pick you up and
bring you to my place. I’ll have dinner catered.”

His
place is probably ten times nicer and bigger than any restaurant
I’ve ever patronized. He’s probably got butlers and maids and
servants galore. “Sure. That sounds good.”

“Six o’clock good?”

I nod.
“Sure.”

He
raises both hands. “And I swear I’ll keep it PG. I’ll be a perfect
gentleman and keep my hands to myself. I have a personal rule about
first dates.”

“Me too.” I lie. The only personal rule I have is to never
lie.

…And I just broke that one.

 



***

 


“Kate!” I hiss, trying like hell to keep myself in check.
Maria is just outside, and I heard the front door close, so I know
that Terence is gone now, and she’s going to come in any second to
chew my ear off. I catch Kate in her car, with her Bluetooth
on.

“Yeah.” She answers flatly.

“Oh my God, you’re not going to believe this!” I
gush.

A sigh.
“This better be good. I had a day of hell.”

My
excitement slips. “Oh, no. What happened?” I almost
whine.

“Well, don’t let me spoil your fun. Go ahead. Maybe it’ll
brighten my day.” She says reasonably.

It’s
back. “This, like, majorly rich dude named Terence Daniels, who
owns this giant beverage company…side note…he’s my new client,” my
voice lowers for a moment, and then I squeak, “and he just asked me
out!”

“Really?” she snuffles. “Good for you. God, I’ve been
wondering when you’re ever going to get out and stop being so
work-oriented. I mean, I get it that your job is demanding, but a
girl’s gotta eat.” She’s tongue-in-cheek.

“Hardy har. You’re one to talk.”

“I get out.”

“Putting the garbage out doesn’t count.” I chuckle. “What
happened today? Why so scrunchy?”

“You know Layton’s an asshole and he hates the ground that I
walk on.”

I shrug
and answer casually. “Yeah.”

“He’s discovered a new level of making me
miserable.”

Kate is
the executive assistant for the CEO of a huge advertising company
in Dallas. We met at a conference about ten years ago and have been
best friends ever since. “Oh yeah? I thought his making you stay on
conference calls for six hours at a time without breaks was
enough.”

“Not so much. Now he’s decided to pull another one of his
spontaneous projects out of his ass again. And guess who gets to
spearhead this one?”

“I can’t imagine.” I say, playing along.

She
changes the subject back to me. “So, tell me about this Terence
guy…is he cute?”

“Oh, he’s very handsome, and he’s got these dreamy bedroom
eyes.”

“And you’re sure he’s not gay? I mean, let’s face it,
good-looking guys, especially rich ones, they’re usually gay or
there’s something creepy about them.”

“He wants me to come to his house to have dinner. And he’s
having me picked up. Is that creepy?” I ask, taking stock, making
sure that I’m not being totally naïve.

“It’s a little bit creepy.” She says tentatively.

“He’s having it catered.”

“Okay, less creepy. But then again, a man who cooks is quite a
turn-on.”

“A man who cooks on the first date, at his own house, is
looking to get laid. As soon as you put out, he’s never lifting a
spatula again.”

She
sucks her teeth. “True.”

“So, do you think I’m making a huge mistake here? You know,
dating a guy I’m doing business with?”

“Hey, I’m no judge of that.” Kate says fairly. “As long as he
doesn’t turn out to be some psycho, you’re okay. Things don’t work
out, he’s rich enough, he can hire people to work with you, instead
of him. Remember, it’s the men who bail more than the
women.”

“That’s what I was thinking. And he asked me out, not the other way
around.”

“Does he have any siblings?”

I
chuckle. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask him, but I can look it
up.”

“Do it.” she says excitedly, making me smile.

“You want to come on the date with me? Check him out?” I
joke.

“I’ll hide in the bushes.”

 



***

 


Clothes
strewn all over my bed, makeup thrown in the sink, because it kept
falling on to the floor, curling iron, flat iron and brush
practically scorching my sink, I think I may finally be ready for
my date with Terence. Glancing at my watch, I see that I’ve got
fifteen minutes before the car is here to pick me up, and I’m so
nervous I feel like puking. It’s been a long time since I’ve been
on a date, and I’ve never dated a rich person before. Not that that
should make any difference, but for some reason, to me, right now,
it does.

In a fit
of nerves, I start cleaning up my house, as if I’m expecting
company, and then I hear the doorbell, and my heart flips. I feel
like royalty as I’m driven to Terence’s estate in a black
limousine. It’s exactly what you would expect. The house is more
like an airport than a home, with a triple car garage, winding
driveway, a guesthouse, and imposing black iron gates at the
entrance, that the driver has to punch a code into, so he’s allowed
entry. The house is set in the back of a large property, with
plenty of shrubs and trees, lending privacy.

But the
natural elements of the home are the only thing that softens it.
The house is composed of large picture windows, with a view of a
spiral staircase in the center, and the architecture reminds me of
a large mall, not a house. It doesn’t look lived in. It looks
almost sterile and cold, even though it’s beautiful and very clean.
A woman in a white pants suit greets me at the door, showing me the
way to the back of the house, where I find Terence sitting on the
porch, outside, on a large wooden deck. The inside of the house is
like one large foyer, and I gather that they do lots of
entertaining here, and the bedrooms are on another
floor.

The
kitchen is open concept as well, and it’s just before the sliding
French doors to the patio. “Would you like a drink, madam?” the
lady asks me.

“No, I’m fine for now, thanks.”

“Very good.” She smiles perfunctorily and opens the door.
Terence is sitting on a chair, at a table, with three other chairs
and an umbrella. The yard is broken into sections. One is the patio
with two tables; the smaller, more intimate one is where Terence
sits, the second table is off to the right, where a gazebo houses a
couch, two chairs and a coffee table with a firepit, to the left is
an inground pool and a hot tub, and further back is a garden and
greenhouse. There is a maze of cobblestones that provide a border
for each section, and the grass is so green you’d think it was
Astroturf.
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