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Prologue




“WHAT DO YOU WANT WITH ME!” she shouted. As she bent forward,
her fists clenched.

“Just relax,” he said, removing the backward ski mask from her
face with a thrust. Her hair stuck to the mask with mid-winter
static cling.

“What am I supposed to do? Sit here and piss myself?” she
spat.

“If you need to relieve yourself, just ask.”

“SCREW YOU!” she yelled as he tossed the handcuff keys on the
dresser. She was handcuffed to a brass bed, layered with a
king-sized mattress and box spring. Anybody under six feet tall
would need a ladder to climb on.

He stood
at the dresser and wrote something down on a piece of paper. Then
he took the wooden chair beside the bed and sat about three feet
from her.

“Tell me what you know about Saigon.”

He
stared at the paper with the pen in his hand and looked at her
after a few seconds.

She
looked at him and furrowed her brows.

“Saigon? What’s there to know? It’s a stupid stock, that’s all.
Is that why I’m here?”

He
inhaled deeply and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and index finger,
squeezing slightly and pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Don’t play the fool with me.” he said, dropping his
hand.

His
cheeks reddened. There was a bead of sweat on his forehead, just
below his almost non-existent hairline. Dark brown hair lay
interspersed on his crown, slicked back. His slim body sat relaxed
in the chair, but his face registered anxiety.

“I’m not playing anything! Why don’t you ask Michael? He’s
supposed to be your friend, isn’t he? Although after this I’m sure
that’ll change!” she said, turning to face him.

“You’ve got some nerve! Michael trusted you!” she yelled, tears
forming in her eyes.

“Don’t worry; he’s got nerve too.” he said, rising from the
chair.

“You’re such an asshole!” she screamed, kicking the side of the
bed.

He
pursed his lips. “I’m so sorry about all this.”

She
looked at him through tears, her eyes dark with anger. “Yeah. Well,
you’ll be sorry. Have you met my father?”

He
looked at the floor and walked to the dresser. There was a brass
bell on top of a white doily. He picked it up and placed it on the
bed within her reach.

“If you need anything, just ring it. I’ll be outside.” he said,
nodding towards the door.

He
closed the door behind him. She kicked the side of the bed harder,
“You SON OF A BITCH!”


Chapter 1




She felt
his leg crossed over her body as she woke. A deep breath came from
one of them, causing them both to stir. Michael’s hand was on her
upper arm and it moved to her cheek.

“Morning sunshine,” he said, “Sleep well?”

He
reached up and kissed her on the other cheek and she caught his
lips with hers.

“Mmmm…” He groaned, “Very nice.” Michael glanced at the digital
clock on the nightstand. “You can have the shower first.” he said,
“I have time.”

“But the alarm hasn’t even gone off yet,” Jessica said, rubbing
his chest.

Michael
leaned up far enough to turn the switch off on the clock, and far
enough for him to kiss her on the neck. She gently caressed his
buttocks as he looked down at her with widened eyes.

“My you’re naughty first thing in the morning.”

She
giggled. “You started it.”

Michael
hungrily kissed her, and she ran her hands through his matted hair,
grabbing a handful. He encircled the sensitive skin on her chest
with his warm mouth.

“Oh Michael…” She breathed out and arched her back.

His
breathing quickened as he filled her. “It won’t take
long.”

She
ignored the comment and wrapped her legs around him. The bed began
to squeak at an even pace until she cried out. Michael sped up
until he cried out and collapsed onto her.

Michael
lay on her for a moment, then licked his lips and swallowed hard.
“Sure beats coffee.”

Jessica
took a cleansing breath and rubbed his back. “I think that’s record
time.”

Curious,
Michael looked up at the clock. He frowned. “Yup.”

‘What time do you have to go in today?”

“Around nine; but I’m working late tonight.”

“Again?” she said, heading for the shower.

“Yes, again. Haven’t you had enough of me already?”

Jessica
guffawed. “Very funny. Remember you’re going away this
weekend?”

Michael
got up to brush his teeth.

“That’s not definite yet. It depends if Jack gets the account.
We won’t know until tomorrow.”


Michael’s friend Jack was an executive at his former employer
and they planned to celebrate if he won this major account deal
with one of the top selling cell phone companies in North
America.

“You’ll go anyway—you guys always do,” Jessica said
matter-of-factly.

“Maybe. What are you going to do this weekend?” he asked with
his mouth full of toothpaste.

“Not sure yet.” She paused to rinse her face, “I might go visit
my parents at the cottage.”

“Oh yeah? We haven’t been up there forever.”

Jessica
laughed. “Don’t tell me you’d rather go there?”

“We can go up next weekend,” Michael said, spitting out the
toothpaste. “You want coffee?”

“Sure, thanks.”

Jessica
exited the shower and left the towels on the floor. Michael’s sink
was disgusting. Then she remembered it was Thursday and the
housekeeper would be in. Michael walked past the bathroom into the
bedroom.

“Don’t bother making the bed; Marsha’s in today,” she
said.

“Okay. Hey, when’s the new guy start?”

“Tomorrow; rumor has it he’s a bigger ass than Ned.”

Ned,
Jessica’s current boss, was a pompous, self-centered egomaniac. He
thought he was the best thing to happen to the film production
company she worked for. They were gaining higher ground in animated
movies and Ned had been slipping for the past year since his last
promotion. He was too old-school for his position, and his mature
thinking had dragged the company down. When he met with other
executives the previous month regarding their latest project, Ned
was the only one who wasn’t on board with everyone else’s
cutting-edge ideas. There was a major office meltdown, and Ned got
the boot.

“Come on. Nobody could be more of an asshole than Ned,” Michael
argued.

“As long as he doesn’t scratch his ear with his key and act
like I didn’t see it, all will be good.” Jessica said, walking into
the closet with her hair wrapped in a towel.

“Eeesh,” Michael said, sticking his tongue out in disgust. “Is
he younger? Older?”

“Oh god! If he’s any older he’ll be a corpse!” Jessica
laughed.

Michael
playfully slapped Jessica on the bottom as he walked by into the
shower. “So are you taking old Ned out for lunch on his last
day?”

“No, but I think the bigwigs are. It should be nice and quiet
today.”

Jessica
finished putting on her skirt and top and followed Michael into the
bathroom.

“So where are you guys going this weekend anyway?”

“I don’t know. Maybe to Alex’s boat—not to Vegas again, I know
that.”

“Oh really?” Jessica laughed.

“Yeah, oh geez. Jack nearly lost his shirt the last
time.”

“Got a bit carried away, did he?”

“A bit? No, Jack’s bi-polar. He wins these accounts and wants
to celebrate until he hits rock bottom and then he
stops.”

“I can see why you were excited about the thought of going to
the cottage instead.”

Jessica
couldn’t help but remember the last time she and Michael went to
the cottage. Her parents had gone away to visit her aunt in Florida
for the weekend. It was summer, so that’s all the heat they could
handle. Jessica asked if they could use the cottage; it was rare
for her to ask.

 


* *
*

 


As they
drove up, Michael grasped Jessica’s hand and placed it in his lap,
leaving him only one hand to steer.

“Did you bring enough food, or do you want to stop? We’re
almost there,” Michael said, pointing at the sign leading into
town.

“No, the cooler’s full. We can make a stop tomorrow if we run
out.”

As they
turned into the driveway, Jessica peered at the lake just behind
the cottage. The water was lapping up gently onto the beach; their
own private little beach. She noticed her mom left the muskoka
chairs firmly planted in the sand right by the shore.

“Gosh, it’s so beautiful, isn’t it?” Jessica said, inhaling the
fresh sea air.

“Your parents were really nice to let us use it while they’re
gone.”

Michael
exited the car. Jessica followed as they began unpacking their
gear.

When
they got settled in, Michael fired up the barbecue while Jessica
prepared the salad for dinner. After they ate and washed the
dishes, Michael invited Jessica to join him by the fire and offered
her a glass of wine.

“Long day?” he asked, placing his arm around her as she sat
next to him on the couch.

Jessica
nodded. “How about you?”

“Can’t complain. But things are looking up.” He winked, taking
a sip.

“Do you have much work to do for the weekend?” she asked,
interlacing her fingers with his; their hands in front of
them.

“No not really. Just the usual maintenance of accounts and
such. Nothing I can’t do when you sleep.”


Jessica’s eyes narrowed jokingly and she looked directly at
him so they were nose to nose, “You know I’d rather you slept. I
don’t mind if you have to work. That’s why I asked.”

Michael
nodded, “I thought I sensed a tone in your question.”

“Not at all, Michael. It’s your job, I understand.” She kissed
him tenderly on the nose.

Michael
brushed her cheek with his index finger, “That’s what I love about
you. Everyone else gives me grief. Jack, my mom, half my
family—”

Jessica
interrupted. “That’s because you don’t pick your moments right. You
work when you should be spending time doing other
things.”

Michael
smiled. “Am I picking the right moment now?”

“Depends what you had in mind,” Jessica answered coyly, still
nose to nose.

Michael
took both their wine glasses and placed them on the coffee table at
their feet. He then wrapped his arms around her, and she
reciprocated. He took a long, deep breath and closed his
eyes.

As he
exhaled, he put his forehead on hers. “Marry me,” he
breathed.

Jessica
craned her neck back, aghast. “What?” she whispered.

“I love you Jess. You’re all I want.” He looked at her with
pleading eyes.

“I…wow,” she said, shaking her head like something flew into
her hair. She emptied her wine glass and placed it on the table,
not looking at Michael. He sat there, hoping she was playing
around.

A moment
later, she took a deep breath and laughed, like someone had played
a bad joke on her.

“I sure didn’t expect that,” she said, still not looking at
him.

Michael
was speechless.

It
seemed like hours passed before the silence was broken. Finally,
Jessica took his hand in hers. Part of him thought she would say
yes, but he wasn’t stupid.

“I like things the way they are,” she said, putting her
forehead on his.

“I do too, Jess. But I want us to belong together. I want you
to be my wife. I want a family.”

Jessica
lifted her head off his and looked into his eyes, “I need some
time. I love you and I want to be with you, but I’m not sure I’m
ready for this.”

Her eyes
became glossy and she kissed him tenderly on the lips. Michael
nodded and held her face in his hands.

“Whatever you want. You want time, I can give you
time.”

Jessica
smiled.

 


* *
*

 


Michael
opened up the shower door and the sound of the glass hitting the
wall pulled her from her reverie.

“We’ll be fine. Just need to stay clear of any gambling,”
Michael said, peering down at the mess of dirty towels.

“Are there any clean ones?” he asked. Jessica was painting a
perfect warm red line on her lips and turned to him.

“The pink one.”

Michael
pursed his lips as he stooped down to pick up the semi-damp towel.
He had a sour look as he smelled the stench from his last shower on
it. How Jessica could turn out so messy, as opposed to her tidy
mother, was beyond him.

“Maybe we should have Marsha come in twice a week,” he said,
dropping the towel and walking out of the bathroom, dripping
wet.

“I can call and ask,” Jessica said, applying
mascara.

“It wouldn’t hurt,” Michael said, searching for a towel in the
linen closet. All he could find was a balled-up hand towel with an
unknown hotel insignia embroidered on the upper right hand side. He
dried himself, returned to his soiled sink beside Jessica’s and
began shaving.

Jessica
twisted her hair into a knot and clipped it in the back with a
plastic jaw clip. Michael had shave cream lathered all over his
face and his blue eyes contrasted nicely with his dark hair. His
broad shoulders were soft and he had a gentle cascade of curly hair
down his back.

“You want to learn?” he asked, smiling at her.

“Depends what you’re going to teach me.”

Michael
was tempted to give her pointers on how to tidy up the house, but
thought better of it.

“Your mother doesn’t have whiskers, does she?” Michael asked,
bracing himself.


Jessica’s mouth opened wide and she was about to smack him,
but he put down his razor and grabbed her by the wrist, twisting
her gently and tickling the inside of her ribs.

“Michael, stop it!” she laughed, trying to fight her way out of
his hold. She grabbed his towel and let it drop to the floor, so he
stood there naked.

“You think that bothers me?” he laughed.

“I’ll find your tickle spot one day!” she said, bending over so
he couldn’t reach her side easily.

He
turned her around and used both hands to aggressively tickle her
rib cage on both sides. She yelled out, “Okay! Uncle!
Uncle!”

Michael
laughed and released her, “Where did ‘uncle’ come from anyway? You
always say that when we mess around.”

Jessica
smoothed her shirt, “It’s a safe word. My dad taught Jen and I when
we were small.”

Michael
furrowed his brows, “Safe word?”

“Yeah, you never heard of that before? You use it when you want
to surrender; when you’ve had enough.”

Michael
nodded and took a pass with the razor over his face, “So, what word
do you use when you don’t want me to stop?”

Jessica
didn’t answer; instead she slapped him on the shoulder and walked
away. He watched her, and waited.

She
walked into the kitchen and could smell the fresh aroma of coffee
brewing. As she looked towards the window overlooking the sink, she
saw a beautiful bouquet of flowers on the counter; pink and white
roses in a red heart shaped vase.

“Oh Michael! They’re gorgeous!!” she said, inhaling their
fragrance.

“I thought you’d like them. I wanted to help you celebrate your
last day with the douche bag; especially since I’ll be working
late,” he said, walking into the kitchen with half his face still
covered in shave cream.

“I love them! Thank you!” She said, putting her arms around
him, being careful not to get shave cream on her outfit.

He stuck
out his lips as she did hers, so they could kiss without disturbing
the cream. It looked like a scene from Popeye and Olive
Oyl.

Jessica
looked over at the flowers and sighed. “They’re just like the first
bouquet you bought me. Remember them?”

He
looked at her with his arms still around her. “Like it was
yesterday.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 Two Years Earlier

 


Although
she could still smell the bouquet, Jessica’s morning had been
anything but memorable. “Hold my calls, Jessica.” Ned had said
flatly. He walked by her desk without eye contact. The wisp of
white hair on his head swayed in the wind, and his middle jiggled
with each step. His gait staggered, suggesting he could use a
cane.

“Sure,” she said, but he’d already shut his office
door.

The
phone rang and she answered on the first ring.

“Good morning, Ned Baker’s office. This is Jessica.”

“Good morning, may I speak with Ned please?” a gentleman
asked.

“I’m sorry, but he’s asked me to hold his calls. May I take a
message?”

“I have a meeting with him at eleven, but I’m going to have to
push it until twelve. I wondered if he wanted to meet for lunch
instead.”

She
searched her screen in the appointment module. “Michael Garrison?”
she asked.

“That’s me.”

“I’ll change the appointment time in his schedule and send him
a message. What number can you be reached at?”

He read
off his cell number.

“I’ll call to confirm once he’s responded,” she
said.

“Thanks for your help.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be in touch.”

She hung
up the phone and looked at Mr. Garrison’s original email. The
business information on the bottom gave no indication of what he
actually did. The company was a four-person name, like a law firm,
and the position was so ambiguous she was afraid to
guess.

The
moment she clicked “send” with the updated appointment information,
Ned came storming out of his office.

“Why didn’t you put that call through?” he demanded.

“You told me to hold your calls.” she answered, blinking
rapidly.

“I meant interoffice calls; perhaps I should have been
clearer,” Ned said. His tone reminded her of her former grade two
teacher who used to send kids to stand in the corner for coloring
outside the lines.

Ned
walked back in his office and closed the door. “Perhaps you should
have,” Jessica muttered under her breath.

An email
from Ned arrived a minute later asking her to call Mr. Garrison and
confirm the updated meeting time and lunch venue. She quickly
dialled and he answered on the first ring.

“Michael Garrison,” he answered.

“Hi there. This is Jessica Tame from Ned Baker’s
office.”

“Gee, that was fast,” he commented.

Jessica
giggled, “Yes, well he can meet you at noon as you requested. Is
there a venue you prefer for lunch?”

He
chuckled. “Who’s buying?”

Jessica
paused; she had to be discreet with her comments. “Well, that
depends. I’m not sure. Are you a business contact or do you know
Mr. Baker personally?”

“I’m just kidding. I’ll make the arrangements. Tell Mr. Baker
I’ll meet him at the office at 11:45.” He chuckled. Jessica
couldn’t help smile. Ned’s contacts, business or personal, weren’t
normally this colorful.

Ned
walked out of his office at eleven-thirty.

“There’s a quick meeting upstairs in the boardroom. Call me
when my twelve gets here.” Ned tapped the phone he kept clipped to
his belt. Jessica loathed the way he referred to his clients by
their estimated time of arrival.

As Ned
walked out the vestibule door to the main hallway, Leslie, the
receptionist appeared.

“Hey Jess, have you got any window envelopes? The office order
isn’t coming until tomorrow and I need a handful if you can spare
some.” Leslie was in her forties, short and round with thinning
black hair. She had a mothering personality, but could put any of
the executives in their place.

“Sure, I’ve got a bunch over there in that box.” Jessica nodded
toward the cardboard box under the photocopier. She rose out of her
seat, removing her headset.

“Oh, don’t worry honey, I can manage.” Leslie said, waving her
off.

“That’s okay; I’ve been sitting too long. I’m getting pancake
ass,” Jessica said, scrunching her nose and rubbing her
bottom.

“Oh please! You with pancake ass? Men would just bite harder.”
Leslie laughed.

“Give me a break,” Jessica said, opening the box. “Darrel
always told me I had a flat ass.”

“Which is why you’re not with him anymore,” Leslie said
matter-of-factly. “And let’s not confuse your supposed ‘flat ass’
for his fat ass,” She added.

Jessica
giggled. “You’re so terrible!”

Leslie
looked around like she was going to tell Jessica a secret. “How’s
grumpy today?”

“Ned? Oh, the usual.” Jessica rolled her eyes.

“Girl, you’re so smart and so hard working; why don’t you get
the hell out of this place?” Leslie asked.

“Because the pay’s great; I’ve looked and nothing matches my
salary. Plus, Ned’s probably going to retire soon. He’s in his
sixties.”

“He’s not getting along well with the board, either I’ve
heard,” Leslie whispered.

“Really?” Jessica said, and then looked at her watch. “Leslie,
you better get out of here. Ned’s got a meeting at noon and the
guy’s meeting him here any second.”

“Thanks for the envelopes!” Leslie said, waving as she walked
away. An instant later a very handsome man replaced her in the
doorway.

He
smiled and Jessica smiled back, holding the door open for him, “Is
this Ned Baker’s office?” he asked.

“Yes it is. Please come in,” she said, gesturing for him to
take a seat.

“Are you Mr. Garrison?”

“Yes I am,” he said, deftly offering her his business card with
his left hand and a handshake with his right. She shook his hand
and took her seat.

“I’ll give Mr. Baker a call and let him know you’re here. He’s
just upstairs in a meeting.”

“Sure. Thanks.” He smiled.

His dark
hair was a perfect contrast to his deep blue eyes. He was tall and
thin and dashing in his three-piece suit. His portfolio matched the
color of his shoes and his hair was slicked back. Jessica couldn’t
help inhale his cologne; Darrel never wore cologne, and she was
intoxicated by it.

Ned
answered his phone on the first ring. She could hear raised voices
in the background; it sounded like someone was having an argument.
“Is he here?” he asked without preamble.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Garrison has arrived.”

“Jesus. Um. I’m stuck here for the moment; ask if he wouldn’t
mind waiting a few minutes. I’ll see if the meeting can be
adjourned.”

“Hold for one moment.” Jessica muted the phone. “Mr. Baker is
stuck in a meeting; do you mind waiting a few moments?”

“No. Not at all,” he answered, smiling.

“Yes, he can wait.” she answered Ned.

“Okay, call me back in five minutes,” Ned said.

She hung
up; meanwhile she realized she was starving. Her morning snack
still sat in her handbag and she’d only had time for a mini muffin
from the morning meeting. Her stomach growled loudly.

“It sounds like you could use some lunch yourself.”

Jessica
blushed. “Sorry, I have fast metabolism.”

Her
phone began to ring and she was thankful for the diversion. The
call took about five minutes and she noticed that while he was
fiddling with his phone during the call, he seemed to smile when
she said something cute, indicating he was listening to
her.

When she
hung up, she called Ned again. The voices in the background were
still there.

“I can’t get out of this. Tell him I’ll have to
reschedule.”

“Sure.” she said, hanging up. Jessica was puzzled—why would Ned
forfeit the meeting with Mr. Garrison?

“It looks like he’s hung up and can’t get out of it. I’m really
sorry. I hope it wasn’t anything important,” Jessica said
sincerely.

“No. He was just looking for a stock-broker. I had a feeling he
was going to flake; this was the second meeting he scheduled with
me.”

Jessica
furrowed her brows and laughed. “Okay, well, can I reschedule for
him?”

“No, I usually give my prospects two chances. I don’t take on
deadbeat clients; no offense.”

“None taken.”

“In the meantime…” he said, looking at his watch. “I have
reservations for lunch…care to join me?” he smiled.


Jessica’s stomach began to growl again; her face turned
pink.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”


Chapter 3




“Do you like Italian?” he asked.

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” Jessica answered.

“I made reservations at La Pasta Verde just up the street.” He
gestured toward the window. “Are you comfortable coming in my car
or would you like to take your own?”

“If it’s all the same to you I’d like to go separately. I’ve
got some errands to run this afternoon for Ned.”

“Sure. I’ll see you there then.” He smiled and walked out the
door as Jessica grabbed her coat from behind her chair.

She
pushed a button on her phone to contact reception.

“Leslie. Watch this guy coming out the door,” Jessica
said.

“Hubba hubba bubba,” she said.

“That was Ned’s twelve o’clock meeting! My job has its perks!”
Jessica said, gasping for air like a teenager who just bought two
hundred dollar shoes.

“Wow! Where’s Ned?”

“He’s still upstairs in the meeting.”

“I thought so. I don’t remember seeing him come back
down.”

“No. He couldn’t get out of the boardroom, but guess what?”
Jessica was bent over with excitement, trying to contain
herself.

“What?” Leslie laughed.

“He asked me to lunch!”

There
was a pause. “You’re shitting me!” Leslie answered as if to say,
“No way!”

Jessica
gasped. “Jesus Leslie; I hope there’s nobody around!” she
laughed.

“No no; everyone’s in that meeting or out to lunch. All the
lines are open and everyone’s phone is forwarded. I can pick my
nose or shout any obscenity I want!”

“You’re crazier than I am! But listen, I better go. I’m on my
cell, okay?”

“Sure. Have fun.”

Jessica
slipped out the side door to her car. On the ride to the
restaurant, she checked her hair and makeup. All was in place. She
parked the car and removed her jacket. Before opening the door she
looked from side to side first before sneaking a sniff of her
underarms. She sighed with relief. Nobody was in sight at the
entrance. Jessica entered and found Mr. Garrison
waiting.

“Hey there,” he said, offering his arm. “Nice to see you don’t
follow in your boss’s footsteps.” She couldn’t help notice the
enthralling scent of his aftershave. The hostess guided them to
their table and he pulled out a chair for her.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome.”

He
removed his suit coat, draped it over the back of his seat and sat
down. “So I assume we’re on a first name basis, right? You can call
me Michael.” He offered his hand.

Jessica
extended hers and laughed. “That depends. Who’s buying?” She winked
at him and continued “I’m Jessica.”

Michael
smiled and gently shook her hand. She couldn’t help inhaling his
cologne. It was magnificent.

“You’ll have to excuse Ned. He’s polite and respectful as a
rat. His only loyalty is to his coworkers; and that doesn’t include
me by the way, only management.”

“Sounds like my old boss. I don’t answer to anyone now; I’m my
own boss—and most days—I like me.” he said, pointing to himself
with both thumbs.

“I think I like you too, but the jury’s still out,” Jessica
joked.

The
waitress delivered two menus and two glasses of water. Jessica
picked up a menu and perused.

Michael
began. “So since you accepted my invitation to lunch, I’ll assume
you aren’t spoken for?”

She put
down the menu. “No, I was in a long-term relationship that ended a
few months ago. You?”

“I was engaged.”

Jessica
smiled. “Why didn’t it work?”

“I caught her cheating,” he said, coughing into his hand, as if
he was trying to conceal his answer.

“Really? My guy was just a loser. No motivation in life; he was
a terrible slob, and he didn’t take care of himself at all. He
spent his pay checks on junk food and drinks, and put on sixty
pounds in the three years we dated. It was going
nowhere.”

Michael
lifted his water glass. “Here’s to the losers we dated. May they be
as miserable without us as we were with them.”

“Here, here,” Jessica said as they clinked glasses.

Jessica
couldn’t help but notice the way his eyes sparkled when he looked
at her. It sent shivers down her spine when he spoke; his attention
was all hers.

“Do you know what you’d like to order?” he asked, setting down
his menu.

“The chicken parmesan here is fantastic; I’ll order that with a
glass of wine,” she said, setting down her menu. As she did, her
finger inadvertently grazed his from under her menu. He didn’t move
his finger and she slowly took hers away. His blue eyes met hers
and he smiled warmly.

“I’ll have the same,” he said, just as the waitress stopped at
the table.

“Two chicken parmesans please, and a bottle of your best white
wine,” Michael instructed politely. The waitress nodded and walked
away.

“So tell me more about your job,” Jessica said.

Michael
took another sip of water and set his glass down, contemplating his
exact words.

“Well, as I said earlier, I work for myself. I have my own
roster of clients and my job is to manage their stock
portfolio.”

“So how come your email lists you as an employee of such and
such…and such?” Jessica asked, half laughing.

“That’s the brokerage firm I’m registered with. You can’t
legally buy or sell stocks unless you’re listed with a firm. It’s
kind of like being a realtor.”

Jessica
nodded.

“I know, pretty boring stuff. But it pays well and some of the
stocks are so interesting…to a stock broker that is.”

“Oh yeah? What’s interesting about them?” Jessica said, taking
a sip of water.

“Some of them have unique names and short forms; they all have
a story. Like this one stock, Saigon, it’s a ghost company in Bali.
They’re developing what will be the most coveted product of this
decade.”

Jessica
smiled and asked, “What’s the product?”

“They manufacture telecommunications equipment. I think they’ll
be the next RIM. One day I’m going to Bali for a tour.”

“Don’t they have a website or something?”

“Yeah, but it’s all Indonesian; so most people steer clear.
Say, do you know anyone who speaks Indonesian or Malaysian?” he
joked.

Jessica
shook her head and smiled.

“I started buying their stocks years ago, when I was still in
school. Little by little at first, but now I own most of the
shares. It’s just a waiting game now; one day they’ll reach their
potential and I’ll be rich.”

“How do you know?” Jessica asked, sipping her water.

Michael
put his index finger to his temple. “I’ve been watching them since
I bought my first share. I’m like the babysitter.”

Jessica
shook her head as the waitress delivered the bottle of wine. She
set two champagne flutes on the table and poured delicately as
Michael and Jessica watched. Michael stole a glance at Jessica and
she caught him; he smiled.

“Lunch will be here in just a few moments,” the waitress said.
She set the remaining wine in a decanter on the table, and walked
away.

“What about you? How long have you worked for Ned?” Michael
asked.

“I’ve been there about two years, but with Ned only six
months.”

“What do you do when you’re not working?”

“I love to garden. You show me a plant or flower of any kind
and I’ll name it and tell you how to care for it. I have a
membership at the Y, too, so I often go swimming, or I work
out.”

Michael
smiled and didn’t look away from her.

“What else?” Jessica continued, “Oh, I love movies and
collecting movie memorabilia.” she paused, sensing she was
rambling. “What about you?”

“My interests are slightly eclectic, although I too am a
collector, but mine is electric train sets. My great grandfather
started me and I’ve been hooked since I was a wee boy.” Michael’s
hand flattened and went down to the side of his leg, demonstrating
his youthful height.

“Really? That’s so cool. I’d like to see that some time.”
Jessica said and then her eyes widened as she realized how
presumptuous it sounded.

The
comment didn’t faze Michael, “Sure, and I’d like to see your movie
memorabilia sometime.” He nodded as though he had a ten gallon hat
on and clinked Jessica’s wine glass with his.

She felt
a wave of relief, but she also couldn’t help feeling like they’d
just bonded.

Lunch
arrived and they ate quietly. Both were very impressed with the
meal and as such, traded compliments like “wow, this chicken is so
tender and juicy” and “the noodles are so tasty.”

When the
meal was over, Michael began. “So, what time are you expected back
at the office?”

Jessica
stole a glance at her watch. “Hm. I have some errands, but I
imagine I’m free for at least another half hour; I came in
early.”

“Do you feel like taking a walk? Say…along the waterfront? It’s
only a five minute drive from here,” Michael asked.

Jessica
couldn’t resist his smile. “That sounds delightful.”

Michael
paid the bill while Jessica used the ladies room, and they met in
the parking lot.

“Do you still feel like riding alone or would you like to
accompany me in my car? It’s freshly washed and waxed, I promise.”
Michael waved toward his car.

“Just let me grab my jacket.” Jessica smiled and retrieved her
coat from her car. Michael stood by the passenger side door and
waited to open it for her.

“After you.”

“Thank you, kind sir.”

As they
drove to the waterfront, which was literally five minutes away,
Michael said, “Describe your life…in three words or
less.”

Jessica
took a deep breath and laid her head on the headrest, noting the
plush comfort of the leather. She closed her eyes and could feel
Michael’s gaze.

“Predictable, disorganized, quiet.” Jessica’s eyes opened.
Michael put the car into park and turned towards her.

“Impressive,” he said. “Now the question is: would you like to
change any of those?”

Jessica
thought for a moment. “Wait a minute. What are your three
words?”

Michael
smiled. “Impressive still.” he cocked his head. “Most women can’t
wait for me to define what those words mean or analyze them.” he
paused.

“Spontaneous, calculated…risky.” He looked at her and waited
for her response.

“So we’re opposites,” she mused.

“Either that or I just made that up. It’s a great pickup line,
don’t you think?” he laughed.

She
laughed. “FYI: it’s not working.”

Michael
smiled and opened his door. He walked around to her side and opened
the door for her.

When she
exited, he said, “Although, sometimes opposites attract,
no?”

As he
bent down to close the door behind her, he was close enough to kiss
her. Her gaze went to his lips and his met hers, but neither made a
move.

Jessica
draped her jacket over her shoulders and he looped his arm in hers.
They began walking. She could feel the muscle in his forearm
wrapping over hers and it made her shiver.

“It’s beautiful here this time of year, don’t you think?”
Michael asked.

“That it is. I haven’t been here in ages.”

“Too busy at the Y?” he joked.

Her eyes
rolled and she leaned into him slightly. He reciprocated and their
heads touched gently. Neither retracted; touching each other seemed
as natural as breathing.

The
waves were calm and the tide was low. There wasn’t a soul around.
At that moment it was as if Jessica and Michael were all that
existed.

They
walked for several minutes until they reached the end of the
waterfront, where there was a line of trees leading into some
brush.

“Shall we turn around? I should get you back before Ned goes
postal,” Michael said, turning around to face her.

She
didn’t answer. Instead, she looked at him like he hadn’t spoken,
like she was in a spell.

He
reached out and brushed her face with the back of his hand,
concerned. “Is everything okay?”

She
nodded and smiled gently, not taking her eyes off his lips. He
leaned in, cradling her face in his warm hand, and kissed her
gently on the lips. It felt like a feather lightly grazing her
bottom lip.

He
looked up at her and her eyes remained closed. His other hand came
around and gently grasped her side. Her hands wrapped around his
neck and she drew him in, grasping his lips in hers. Their tongues
met quickly and she could feel his hand caress the top of her
buttocks. Her mouth widened and she ran her fingers through his
hair, noting the softness. His mouth widened in response and she
felt his breath on her cheek. When they parted, he
smiled.

“What was in that wine?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” she said, blushing.

“Well, I’m buying shares of that,” he said, taking her arm in
his. She smiled and leaned into his arm.

He drove
her back to the restaurant, where there was a line up wrapped
around the building. “Friday afternoon; who knew?” he said, pecking
her on the cheek.

“Are you free for dinner tomorrow night?” he asked.

“I am.” She smiled.

“I’ll call you.” He winked and walked to his car.

She ran
errands for the majority of the afternoon, returning to the office
two and a half hours later. Leslie wore a knowing smirk on her face
when Jessica entered the front door.

“Lunch must have been really good.” she said, replacing the
handset on the cradle.

“It was,” she whispered, trying to contain her smile. “Where’s
Ned?”

“He left already. The meeting finished about twenty minutes
ago. He didn’t call you?”

“No. But he knew the shitload of stuff he gave me to do for
him. Bastard.”

Leslie
looked at her with that same smirk.

Jessica
saw the smirk, “What?” she asked, her eyes momentarily dark under
furrowed brows.

“Nothing,” Leslie teased.


Suspicious, Jessica fluffed her hair and checked her
reflection in the glass-topped reception desk. “Is there something
in my teeth?”

Leslie
relented. “No.” she laughed. “Just go to your office. It’s almost
time to go anyway. Have a nice weekend.”

Jessica
looked conspiratorially at her as she walked away.

When she
opened her office door, on her desk was a beautiful bouquet of pink
and white roses in a red heart-shaped vase.


Chapter 4




Present Day—Michael checks up on his friend Jack, awaiting
news of his coveted stock deal, so they know whether their planned
celebratory guy’s night out is going to happen.

 


“Jack? Michael. What’s the story? Did you get the
deal?”

“No word yet. The bastards are waiting ’til the last minute.
What a shocker.”

“Why don’t we go anyway?”

“Because Rita will have a shit if I take off again without a
damn good reason.”

Michael
was about to start speaking, but Jack interrupted.

“And don’t give me any of your shit, either. I don’t need
another one of your fucking lectures on marriage. You’re not even
married, I don’t see where you get all the goddamn knowledge
from.”

Michael
nodded his head and bounced the eraser on the end of his pencil up
and down, laughing gently.

“I wasn’t—” Michael started.

“Oh bullshit! You can’t even get her to marry you, you asshole!
Ah!” Jack said, relenting. “It’s no use talking to you.”

“Geez; you’re in an especially bad mood today.” Michael
laughed.

“Ah, screw you! I’ll call you when I get word.”

“I love you.”

“Screw off!” Jack said as he slammed the phone on its cradle.
“Goddamn pansy.”

Alex was
walking by and overheard part of the exchange. “Why don’t you tell
him what you really think of him, Jack?”

Jack
waved as if to say goodbye; seemingly willing him to go
away.

“Was that Michael?’

“Who else?” he answered, as if it was the most ridiculous
question.

“Did you tell him we’re going to the boat?”

“No, because I don’t know that yet!”

“Oh, come on! You know we’re going!” Alex said, his head cocked
to the side.

“NO, I DON’T! Heming hasn’t given me an answer yet! You know
that! What is it with you?”

Alex
dismissed the question.

“What’s so special about Heming, anyway? It’s not like Saigon
or Brougemount…or Maxis.”

Jack
sighed and shook his head. “Heming is obtainable for me. I’m an old
man, not like you young lads. Saigon is Michael’s baby and
Maxis…well, Maxis is for billionaires.”

OEBPS/cover.jpg
Sandy Appleyard






