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Chapter 1: Vivian




Ipick up a stack of files and carry them in my elbow on my way to the conference room, but I have to hustle back to my desk when my phone rings for the thousandth time. 

I pick it up and answer it. “Welcome to Cast Iron Securities,” I announce. “You’re speaking with Vivian. How can I help you today?”

“I’m calling about an insurance policy I purchased yesterday,” a man’s voice tells me. “I want to cancel it.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Sir. If you tell me which salesperson you purchased the policy from, I can transfer you to that person and I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to assist you.”

The guy’s voice spikes with tension. “The salesperson was Ian Fawcett, but I don’t want to talk to him. I want to talk to David Newman. He runs Cast Iron Securities, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, he does, but I’m afraid he’s just going into a meeting at the moment. I can take your name and number and have him call you back in about an hour.”

“Yeah, you do that,” the guy snaps. “And while you’re at it, you can tell him that Ian Fawcett screwed me over! He lied about the cost of the policy and the amount of coverage it provided. He left key details out of his sales pitch so I would sign and buy the policy. He had to send the full prospectus to me afterward. That’s how I found out. A guy like that shouldn’t be selling any kind of financial instrument.”

I cringe. “I really appreciate you telling me. I will definitely pass that on to David. I’m sure he’ll be glad you brought this to his attention. This isn’t the first time David has caught Ian doing something like this.”

The guy changes his tone immediately. “Really? Wow. That’s bad. I didn’t know that.”

“Would you mind giving me your name and number? I’m sure David will want to follow up with you later today. We will definitely cancel your policy…..” I hesitate. “And I know David plans to take action with Ian very soon.”

“Oh, okay. My name is Alex Rickenbach.” He gives me his phone number. I scribble it on the back of my hand. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” I tell him. “I assure you Cast Iron Securities takes these things very seriously. I’m going into the meeting with David now. I’ll tell him right now and I’m sure he’ll call you as soon as he comes out of the meeting.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem at all. If you’re still looking for an insurance policy, I’m sure David can talk to you about some of our other products that would meet your needs.”

“That would be great. Thanks.” He gets off the phone.

I take a deep breath and make a command decision to power off my phone so I don’t get interrupted by another call before the meeting starts.

I pick up my files and race to the conference room just as David and the salespeople show up. David hobnobs with them for a while before we get down to business.

I have to interrupt their conversation to pull David out of the room and give him a rundown on the phone call I just had.

David is a middle-aged guy with jet-black hair and tiny streaks of grey right above his ears. He has a huge personality, a loud voice, big, broad shoulders, and a steamroller attitude toward life in general. 

He always wears immaculately tailored suits and he keeps his personal presentation just as refined. He’s one of the classiest businessmen I’ve ever met and he’s always bursting with energy.

He reminds me of J. Jonah Jameson from Spiderman. He intimidates people who don’t know him well, but he has a heart of gold and always does the right thing.

He reacts to the call exactly the way I expect him to. He sucks air between his teeth, puts his hands on his hips, and turns away. “Shit!” he growls.

“This is nothing you didn’t already know, right? It doesn’t really change anything, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t, but it doesn’t help, either.” He throws up his hands. “I don’t need this right now. I’ll deal with it later.”

“Just make sure you call Alex back after the meeting. He did say he was still interested in buying an insurance policy as long as it was above board. You have to tell him how you’re handling this and make sure to sell him a policy he’s happy with. Don’t let this slip away.”

“Right. Of course not.” David turns back to the conference room, but right then, a bunch of other salespeople show up for the staff meeting.

David and I stand at the entrance and let them enter first. They all shake hands with David before they file into the room.

The rest of them ignore me. I’m just David’s administrative clerk. Most of the salespeople would rather pretend I don’t exist—or at least that I’m not as important to the company as they are.

David is the exception. He always tells me how much he appreciates me. He always says he couldn’t run this company without me—which is true.

The salespeople greet and shake hands with each other next. 

David and I follow them inside, take our places at the head of the table, and David raises his voice. “Take your seats, all of you! Let’s get this party started.”

The others laugh and move toward their seats. They’re just getting settled when a different man enters the room. I’ve never seen him before.

He’s tall, thin, has black hair, and blue eyes. I can’t tell how old he. I don’t see any grey hair or wrinkles. He just looks worn out and exhausted. Dark circles surround his bloodshot eyes.

His suit doesn’t fit him well and it looks like it has seen better days, too. His hair has been cut recently in a short, neat, business style, but that’s the only thing about him that looks taken care of.

The other salespeople occupy all the chairs at the table, so he has nowhere to sit. He stops next to the doorway and then moves a few steps inward. He takes a position near the back wall and remains standing.

David gives the guy a hard look and then pretends he isn’t there. The salespeople all turn around to look at the stranger. Their expressions tell me none of them recognize him, either.

David distracts everyone into facing the front. “I’m sure you’re all as excited about this month’s staff meeting as I am, so let’s not beat around the bush.”

Laughter breaks out. “I’m so excited I’m pissing myself back here,” Isaac Steinman interrupts.

“We have bathrooms down the hall for that,” David tells him. “Don’t do it in here or you’ll be paying to clean the chairs.”

“Give us the sales rankings for the month,” Rowan Barrymore interjects. “Don’t leave us in suspense.”

“First things first. I’m sure you all noticed our new salesman.” David waves toward the back of the room. “This is Derek Salazar. He’ll be joining us starting today.”

A hushed murmur races around the room as the other salespeople turn around to look at Derek a second time. He doesn’t look like he has two pennies to rub together.

David breaks the uncomfortable silence again by opening his laptop and switching on the big flat screen behind him.

“Now getting to this month’s sales rankings…..in first place, we have Ian Fawcett…..”

Groans break out all around the table. “Not again!” Rowan snarls.

“That’s impossible!” Isaac snaps. “There aren’t enough people in New Jersey for him to sell insurance policies to.”

Ian laughs. He’s a tall, strapping lady-killer with highlighted blonde hair and a crazy, devil-may-care grin.

He pushes back his chair. “Read ‘em and weep, suckers. I’m the best and I always will be.”

Grumbles follow him to the front of the room. He strides up to David grinning like anything and holds out his hand to shake.

David shakes his hand and pulls Ian in to stand next to him. David puts his hand on Ian’s shoulder and turns him around to face the room. Here it comes.

“Ian sold thirty insurance policies, fifteen investment instruments, and seven securities portfolios this month,” David goes on. “He sold almost forty percent more than Rowan, who comes in at second place.”

“Bastard,” Rowan mutters and makes Ian laugh again.

No one else says anything. The salespeople all glare at Ian.

“We also uncovered evidence that ten of the insurance policies were sold under fraudulent terms,” David goes on. “He misrepresented both the cost and coverage amounts of these policies and half the investment instruments belonged to discredited or, in some cases, non-existent investments that would channel investment funds into an offshore account with Ian’s name on them.”

Ian jumps out of his skin and spins around fast. “What?! I never did any of that! You can’t prove I did anything wrong! You’re all just jealous.”

David waves to me. I hand over the files I’ve been holding in my arms all this time.

He puts the stack on the table and starts opening them one after the other. “We have cases of similar fraud and malfeasance going back six months. In fact, we just got another complaint from a customer this morning that you did the same thing yesterday. Does the name Alex Rickenbach mean anything to you?”

All the color drains from Ian’s face. He stares at David and then Ian’s eyes dart out to the rest of his fellow salespeople.

“You’re fired,” David tells him. “You have ten minutes to clean out your desk and vacate the premises. I’ve already reported you to the SEC and handed over all this evidence. You might want to go home and put your affairs in order.”

Ian gulps, takes one last wild look around, and beats it out of the room. Another tense silence falls over the group after he leaves.

David inhales a deep breath and puffs out his cheeks in exasperation. At least that part is over with.

“So….getting back to the business at hand….Rowan is our first-place sales finisher this month……” David pushes a button on his computer and deletes Ian’s name and sales data from the screen.

Cheers break out around the table along with plenty of relieved laughter. Everyone claps Rowan on the back before he stands up, comes to the front of the room, and David hands him a fat bonus check.

They shake hands. Rowan won’t stop beaming and his cheeks color. David turns him around to face the room and everyone hoots, whistles, and applauds him.

“That’s all we have to cover today,” David yells over the noise. “You’ll all receive this month’s leads in your email. Let’s get out there and get it done.”

The meeting breaks up. The salespeople crowd around Rowan, congratulate him, and everyone talks much more excitedly about the prospect of competing against him and each other, now that Ian is gone.

No one notices or tries to include Derek. He stands off to one side watching and listening. He doesn’t come forward to introduce himself or break the ice.

David mutters, “I better go call Alex,” and leaves the room.

He stops off at the doorway to exchange a few words with Derek and then David beats it.

That leaves Derek here alone with a bunch of strangers.








  
  
Chapter 2: Vivian




Ipick up the stack of files from the table along with David’s laptop. I’ll take it back to his office, but I’ll wait until he gets off the phone first. 

I don’t envy him having to tell Alex what happened. I’m glad Ian is gone. He cast a cloud over the whole company. 

I head for the door to go back to my desk. I have to pass Derek on the way there.

I stop and hold out my hand. “Welcome aboard,” I tell him. “I’m Vivian Cooper. I’m the administrative clerk for Cast Iron Securities. I’m sure I’ll be seeing a lot of you around here in the coming days.”

He nods and shakes my hand. God, he looks so sad and depressed! “It’s nice to meet you,” he murmurs.

“Would you like me to show you around the office? You probably want to settle in at your desk and get started swimming with these sharks.” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder at the other salespeople.

He doesn’t register even a twinge of a smile. “You don’t have to. David showed me around when he interviewed me.”

I frown at him. David never told me he was interviewing another salesperson. I would definitely remember that. I’m the one who has to process all the paperwork when we bring on new staff.

I wave at nothing. “I better get back to work, then. It was nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

I head out of the conference room. He follows me and gets ready to turn off in the other direction. 

My desk sits outside of David’s office where he can call me if he needs me and also so salespeople and anyone else who wants to see him have to go through me first.

The salespeople’s cubicles fill the office’s central floor. More offices surround the floor. The consistent high sellers usually get assigned to those offices, but no one works in them now. Ian was on his way to earning one of those offices, but not anymore.

Derek turns toward the cubicles. I plan to go back to my desk and check to see if David assigned Derek his own cubicle yet.

Neither of us gets anywhere before the other salespeople come out of the conference room. They all talk, laugh, jostle each other around, and talk about making plans to meet up after work.

Rowan spots Derek. “Hey—the new guy!” He holds out his hand. “We totally didn’t expect David to bring on a new person—but then again, none of us saw that coming with Ian.”

“Thanks,” Derek mumbles. “I’m just happy to be here.”

Another chill falls over the group. He doesn’t look happy about anything. He looks like a loser.

He won’t be able to sell much when he looks like this. The potential customers won’t be able to take him seriously—and neither will the other salespeople.

Rowan tries to thaw the ice. “So…..did you work somewhere else before this?”

David comes back before Derek has a chance to answer. David passes his hand across his eyes. “I just talked to Alex. He is interested in another policy, but he doesn’t want to do it today. You can take that one, Rowan. You deserve it.”

“Thanks, man,” Rowan replies. “I’ll make sure take to good care of him.”

“I know you will.” David furrows his brow at Derek. “Have you met everyone? This is Isaac Steinman, Rowan Barrymore, Ellie Shelton, and this is our administrative clerk, Vivian Cooper.”

Derek shakes hands with everyone he hasn’t already shaken hands with. He repeats again that it’s nice to meet everyone.

David bumps Derek’s shoulder before anyone can ask Derek any more questions. “Come with me and I’ll show you which cubicle is yours.”

David and Derek leave together. The salespeople start whispering to each other about how beaten down and disheveled Derek looks. 

“I can’t believe David gave him a job,” Isaac murmurs.

“Maybe David just wanted to bring someone in to replace Ian until he finds a real salesman.”

I don’t listen to anything else. I go to my desk and then put David’s laptop on his desk in his office.

I refile the folders I pulled for the meeting. Then I have to get busy entering a bunch of data and doing a bunch of other paperwork—including Derek’s employment paperwork.

I find myself looking up at him across the office. He’s a mystery and he keeps it that way by acting so quiet and reserved. He really won’t be able to sell anything if he acts like that around the customers.

I turn back to my work, but when I start to enter his employment details, I find some information missing. This is what I get for letting the boss handle this without me.

I stand up to go over to Derek’s cubicle, but he’s already gone. The other salespeople stand around the water cooler talking. None of them has even checked their leads for the month.

So Derek is a go-getter after all. He’s out there beating the bricks before anyone else. Maybe he knows something the rest of them don’t. 

I put his employment paperwork aside for later. I’ll ask him after he comes back to the office. Heaven knows I have enough to do apart from that.

The other salespeople leave to go hunt down their next sales. The SEC calls for David and then sends over one of their officers to go over the evidence against Ian. I forget all about Derek in the commotion.

David slumps behind his desk after it’s all over. “What a mess this is turning out to be,” he growls.

“Why didn’t you tell me you hired Derek?” I ask. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say you were trying to hide something from me.”

“I was trying to hide it from Ian. I wanted to humiliate him in front of everyone. If I told you about Derek, the rest of the office would have found out and the news could have gotten back to him. I wanted to spring it on him.” He waves that away. “I’m sure I can hire people in my own company without consulting you.”

“It isn’t that. I just thought you would have confided in me.”

He turns away. “Now you know why I didn’t.”

Those words dismiss the subject. He’s right. He doesn’t have to consult me about anything.

I head back to my desk just as the salespeople file in. They gather around the water cooler to talk about how much luck they had with their customers today.

They’re still standing there in between occasional trips to their desks. Derek doesn’t come in until five-thirty when everyone is getting ready to leave.

His arrival causes another commotion. The others crowd in to surround his cubicle. “How did it go?” Rowan asks. “Did you have any luck?”

Derek takes a stack of manila envelopes out of a heavy-duty leather business satchel he carries over his shoulder. The bag looks well-built—and expensive. It conflicts with every other impression I’ve been getting from him.

He holds up the envelopes and lays them on his desk. “Seven closes.”

Everyone in the group gasps and their jaws drop. “Seven?!” Isaac exclaims. “No, you didn’t!”

Derek turns his back on them. “I gotta log these in. How did you all do?”

They won’t stop staring at him. One sales closure a day is really good. That was Ian’s average and he only accomplished that by cheating the system. Seven is unheard of, but Derek plays it off like it’s nothing.

The others take a long time to pick their jaws up off the floor. He starts tapping on his computer and pretends the other salespeople aren’t there.

The other salespeople exchange glances and then Rowan gulps to get his voice working. “Hey…..man…..just tell us…..You must have worked in sales before.”

Derek replies over his shoulder. “Yeah, I have.” 

“Well……where did you work?” Isaac asked. “Maybe we know some of the people you worked with.”

“I worked in New York,” Derek replies.

He shows no other acknowledgment of their reaction. They shuffle their feet and then exchange glances.

They would congratulate anyone else in the office who accomplished so much. Some of those salespeople might even ask him how he did it.

None of them asks or even says anything. They all end up wandering away to their own cubicles and then leave for the evening.

He sits at his desk for a long time working. He and I are the last people left in the office. 

I finally muster up the courage to take my tablet and go over there. He stops what he’s doing to turn around and face me.

“Excuse me,” I begin. “I need to fill in some gaps in your employment paperwork. David didn’t tell me he was hiring you. He wanted to keep your employment a secret so he could fire Ian publicly.”

Derek nods. “I know. He told me.”

My eyes shoot up to meet his. “He told you?! You knew he was going to fire Ian?”

He nods again. “He told me the whole story. He said he needed to hire someone to take Ian’s place right away and didn’t want anyone else in the office to find out I was starting the same day.”

I gape at him in shock. He knew. Derek is the only person David told. Does this mean something?

Derek snaps me out of my trance. “What do you need me to fill out?”

“Oh, right!” I jump out of my skin, step into his cubicle, and put the tablet down on the desk in front of him. “I just need your Social Security number, designated receiving bank account number, prior employment experience, emergency contact details, and your signature at the bottom.”

I scroll on the screen and point out each place one after the other.

He enters all the information, signs on the dotted line, and hands me the tablet back. “Is there anything else you need from me?”

I find myself frowning at him. “I heard you before when you said you’ve done sales before.”

He sits there staring up at me while he waits for me to say something. “Yeah?”

“The prior experience you entered into this form isn’t in New York. It’s in Pennsylvania.”

He doesn’t move. “Yeah? What’s your question?”

I study him even more closely if that’s possible. I might as well be talking to a brick wall. He won’t tell me anything.

I mumble, “Never mind,” go back to my desk, and enter the rest of his information into the company employment files.

I go over his information with a fine-toothed comb. I’m still doing it when I find an email from David in my inbox. It includes all the information Derek gave David to get this job, including Derek’s resume and application form.

The resume doesn’t include any sales experience in New York, either. All of it is more than fifteen years old and it’s all from Pennsylvania.

Derek sold financial instruments there, too, but that begs the question. What did he do in those fifteen years? 

Where has he been hiding and what has he been doing that could lead him all the way down here to the deepest, darkest, most forgotten, bottommost corner of New Jersey?








  
  
Chapter 3: Derek




Iturn a corner and stop to check my phone for directions to my prospect’s office. The prospective customer is the owner of fourteen McDonald’s franchises in this area. He wants to buy insurance policies for his franchises. 

This could be the biggest sale I make yet. I have to land this customer.

I freeze in my tracks when I see Jackson Metcalf and Dante Helme coming toward me. I haven’t seen either of them since I left New York.

They both look as crisp and impressive as ever. They both wear expensive tailored suits and Jackson wears the Rolex I’ve been seeing him wear for years. These guys understand classic style and they show their class in everything they do.

Seeing them makes me realize how down on my luck I am. I look like life dragged me through the gutter, which it did.

I at least have the backbone to stop where I am and wait for them to pull up in front of me.

“Hey, man,” Jackson murmurs.

I decide to take the bull by the horns. “You guys are a little out of your way, aren’t you? I’m sure you both have better things to do than to hang around in a small town like this—unless you’re planning to buy it.” 

“We came down here to see you,” Dante replies. “None of us is happy about the way things worked out.”

“I’m sure Lane Prince and all the executives from Apico Acquisitions are happy about the way things worked out.” I can’t stop the bitterness from creeping into my voice. “They robbed me of everything. I built Titanium Finance with my own two hands and they snuck in and snatched it out from under me. I’m here because of them.”

“Lane isn’t happy about what happened to you,” Jackson replies. “He never wanted you to end up here. He tried to include you in the merger….”

“It wasn’t a merger!” I snap. “It was a hostile takeover. You can’t expect me to stand around having a bunch of strangers rub it in my face that they made me an employee in my own company. None of you guys would put up with that, either. You wouldn’t stand for it.”

Jackson looks away. Of course none of the guys from The Billionaires’ Club would put up with that. Every last one of them would have walked away with nothing before they suffered that kind of public humiliation, which is exactly what I did.

“What do you want?” I growl under my breath. “I’m on my way to an important meeting. Say what you have to say and leave me alone. I don’t want to be late.”

“We want you to come back to New York,” Dante tells me. “We’ll stake you in your next venture. You can get back everything you lost. You don’t have to torture yourself in this purgatory.”

Now I’m the one who looks away. I shake my head. “I won’t accept any handouts from anyone. If I get back what I lost, I’ll do it on my own.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Jackson exclaims. “You don’t have to do everything alone.”

“Yes, I do. I built Titanium Finance alone and I’ll rebuild this alone. Nothing can stop me as long as I stick to it—and this time, I’ll make sure no one ever takes it away from me.”

“So you are planning something,” Dante added. “I knew it. What is it? At least give us an idea of what you’re planning.”

“I don’t think so. This is all mine. I don’t want anyone else involved and I don’t want to share the profits with any other investors. Now I gotta go. You gentlemen have a good day.”

I don’t give them a chance to say another word. I side-step around them and keep walking. In a minute, I duck into the prospect’s building and shut the door behind me.

I take a few minutes to collapse there against the wall and catch my breath. Cold sweat stings me all over.

I don’t want anyone from New York knowing where I am or what I’m doing. I especially don’t want anyone from The Billionaires’ Club knowing where I am or what I’m doing.

I don’t even really care if Lane Prince is laughing all the way to the bank while he makes a killing off the company I built.

I don’t care about anything except rebuilding my empire—my bulletproof empire this time.

I’ll build something bigger and more profitable than Titanium ever was. This enterprise will be totally impenetrable. It will be a fortress that no one can ever get their dirty little hands on. I’ll make certain of it.

I pull myself together, climb the stairs, and enter my prospect’s office. I leave with the sale under my belt and head back to my car.

I’m just walking around the corner when a beautiful young woman steps out of a nearby office supply store.

She stops in her track and stares at me. She’s stunningly gorgeous with strawberry-blonde hair with red tints in it. Her clear green eyes widen when she sees me. It’s Vivian Cooper, the admin clerk from Cast Iron Securities.

She always wears pencil skirts with a flared ruffle around the hem. She shows off her magnificent hourglass figure with tight cardigans or a crop top tied in a bow in the front. Her shapely legs angle down to tall pink heels on her feet. 

She always looks timeless, classy, and perfectly put together. A woman as delicious as that wouldn’t look sideways at a penniless nobody like me.

“Hi!” she greets me.

“Hi,” I murmur back. I want to get away from her.

“How are you doing?” she asks. “How are your sales going?”

I keep my tone flat. I don’t want her thinking I’m trying to talk to her. “They’re going fine. Thanks for asking.”

“Do you need anything? Did you just see Ryan Schwartzbauer?”

I nod. “I just finished talking to him.”

“How did that go?”

“Fine,” I reply.

She finally gets the message and stops to stare at me. How much longer do I have to stand here before I can make a tactful exit?

She finally shakes herself and waves over her shoulder at nothing. “I just saw you talking to Jackson Metcalfe and Dante Helme earlier. Do you know them?”

I shrug. “I know of them.”

“It’s pretty unusual to see billionaires like that this far south. They usually stick to New York. Maybe they were down here doing business.”

“I guess so,” I mumble. 

“Did they say anything about it to you? Did they mention why they came down this far south?”

“They didn’t say,” I lie. “I better go. I have a few other prospects to meet today. I’ll see you back at the office.”

She bursts into a beautiful smile. She’s stunning. “Okay. Have a good day.”

I mumble, “You, too,” and walk another thirty feet to my car. 

She stands there watching me while I get in and drive away. I’m driving a secondhand 1992 Toyota Camry that has seen better days. Everything I own right now has seen better days—all except my leather satchel.

I bought it for myself when I first started Titanium Finance. I had to sell all my nice suits, electronics, cars, penthouse, and every other nice thing I had when I left New York, but I kept this satchel for myself. I’ll never part with it.

It represents all the work I put into building that company. I did it once. I can do it again. Anyone who gets in my way will live to regret it.








  
  
Chapter 4: Vivian




Icarry the usual stack of file folders into the conference room, set up David’s laptop on the table, and make sure it’s hooked up to the display screen. I’m still tapping on it when Derek comes in. 

I look up and find myself smiling at him. He’s a fixture around the office after working for Cast Iron Securities for three and a half weeks. “Hello there,” I greet him. “The meeting isn’t starting yet. You don’t have to be here.”

“I just finished logging my latest closes. I don’t have anything else to do.” He sits down in one of the chairs near the other end of the table. “I figured I would get here before the rest of the herd eats all the donuts.”








