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ONE

 

 

“HELLO?”

“You’re connected to operator 1908,” an automated voice echoed down the line.

No matter how good technology got, most humans recognized a non-human voice. Not the most comforting start.

“Hello?”

“Hi, you’re speaking to Jacob.” His deep voice rumbled right through her. Though there was something not quite right about it. Human? Automated? This couldn’t be AI, could it? Maybe she should take her previous thought back. “Do you want to give me your name?”

Did she? Probably not, but what the hell was the point in calling if she wasn’t going to engage?

“Anna.”

Not completely true, but not a lie either, perfect.

“Hi, Anna.” Reassurance came with the bass of his words. A vague picture of him formed in her mind’s eye. Bet this Jacob wouldn’t lie down and take abuse. “Thank you for reaching out to Trauma Support at Lighting Darkness. Why did you call tonight?”

Why did she call? “My boss suggested it might be… a good idea.”

Like a million years ago, but she’d been busy. That was her excuse anyway. 

“Okay. Are you friendly with your boss?”

“Not overly,” she said, sinking into the couch, twirling her finger in the cord of her rotary phone. “There was an incident at work, or work related and…” She exhaled. “This is stupid.”

“Why is it stupid?”

“Because I’m not afraid and my trauma was… it’s nothing to what some people go through.”

“Do you always measure your experience against others?”

“Don’t we all?”

“No,” he said, plain and simple, just like that.

Well, okay then, way to call her weird. Shouldn’t that be against some phone counsellor rules?

Inhaling, she held the breath until her lungs burned. “I have trust issues. Opening up isn’t easy.”

“That’s okay. This is a free line; it costs nothing to talk to me. I’ve got nowhere to be. You’ve got me all night, if you want me.”

The warmth in that statement did ease a little of her tension. But there were others, people waiting on hold, people who may really need help.

The “Lighting Darkness” charity helpline covered many needs neglected on a state and federal level, and by the healthcare system in general. Upon dialing, a user was given options, press one for this, two for that, and so on. Trauma, suicidal thoughts, grief counselling, loneliness, befriending, self-harm, etc. the list was comprehensive.

“How long have you worked for Lighting Darkness?”

“Lighting Darkness is staffed primarily by volunteers. Everyone is vetted and has experience in the area they answer.”

“Experience?”

“Could be they’re trained in the field or that they have dealt with similar issues themselves.”

“Do you?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Which? Experience or training?”

“Both,” he said. “Everything you say is held in confidence. It won’t be discussed with anyone else. Your own judgment is valid. If you feel uncomfortable at any point, you have no obligation and can hang up without explanation or pursuit. The exception to this is if we believe you are a danger to yourself or others. In that case, we pass your number to the appropriate authority to ensure your safety.”

A rehearsed spiel she’d bet. “I don’t mistrust you; I don’t know you.”

“It’s cliché to say, but this isn’t about me. It’s about you. I’m a sounding board, a sympathetic ear. Nothing about me matters. You are in control.”

“What about continuity of care? You must have people who call up more than once. Do we have to start at page one with a new person every time?”

“At the end of the call, you’ll be asked if you’d like to connect to the same agent in future. If you press one, your number will automatically be routed to my line whenever you call.”

“You’re on twenty-four, seven?”

“No, we have voicemail. If I’m unavailable, you can leave a message and I’ll call you back. Alternatively, if you prefer something more concrete, we can schedule an appointment to talk.”

“That’s a lot of responsibility for a volunteer. Doesn’t it take over your life?”

“Volunteers set their own parameters. Some people do dedicate their time to this twenty-four, seven. Some don’t accept appointments. Each restricts the number of clients they take on at a time.”

All very smart. The charity should be proud of itself. She’d been on the line for less than five minutes and was already impressed. 

“How many do you take?”

“I don’t discuss clients with clients.” And it sounded like there was a smile in his voice though the wary edge added to her picture of him. He’d be tall, able, probably a guy who looked after his physique. Was he a meathead? Not so far. “Tell me something about you. What do you do?”

“I’m a sales associate.”

“Sales. Do you enjoy it?”

“It pays my bills. My employer has always been fair. Though my direct supervisor can be… curt. Sometimes the power goes to her head.” Folding her legs in front of her, they twisted into lotus of their own accord. “That wasn’t nice, she’s easily swayed by stress. Things get on top of her sometimes.”

“Isn’t that true of all of us?”

“You don’t sound like the kind of man who understands stress.”

“No?”

“No. How old are you?”

“Old enough to know age is just a number. I’ve met eighteen-year-olds who’ve seen more grief and trauma than any of us should. And eighty-year-olds who still believe in Santa Claus.”

“That means you’re young.”

“It does?”

“Yes, you’re defensive about it,” she said, stretching the phone cord out to the side. “Society often dismisses young people as inexperienced and ignorant. It tends to place more value on older members of society when it comes to experience and wisdom. To a point anyway. After a certain age, the elderly are infantilized, treated as doddery or irrelevant.” Silence. “There’s a not-so-sweet spot, usually somewhere between seventy and eighty, depending on health, when many people subconsciously dismiss their older relatives as being on a downward slope. Like overnight everything they’ve seen and achieved is erased and replaced with senility. We love our older relatives and follow their example until we assume we know more than them.” More silence. “Are you still there?”

“Yes, I—that’s an interesting perspective.”

Which, by the sounds of it, he didn’t share.

“Sorry, that’s… it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters if you want to talk about it.”

“I don’t want to talk about it, I just… The wider view is easier,” she said, coiling the length of cord around her arm on and off over and over. “Talking in generalizations…”

“Gives the illusion of talking about something without actually talking about it,” he said. “Do you keep everyone at a distance?”

“Most people, it’s not like—why would they care?”

“Why would who care?”

“Anyone. People say they’re friends. Colleagues, co-workers, neighbors, people are close until it doesn’t suit them anymore. At work, you see the same people every day, share discussions of weekend plans, family events, bitch about your partner or your kids, but if you change job, how many of those friendships carry through?”

“Not many.”

“Exactly. We might converse with our neighbors, even take on a common cause if it’s relevant to the building or street or whatever. But when you move, you don’t take those people with you, do you?”

“You take the experience with you.”

“True,” she said. “But you can’t trust those people to be with you, to be at your side when it really matters.”

“What about your family?”

“What about them?”

“Aren’t they there for you when it matters?”

“My mother, my sisters, they’re all about the drama. They live to spy on the neighbors and whisper in their circles. I wouldn’t trust them with any secret.” She sighed and her arm dropped, coiled in the phone wire. “That’s not fair, I… It’s not malicious, they just don’t—they’re not like me. Hence why I’m talking to you.”

“You selected the trauma line. Do you want to tell me about what you went through?”

Did she? “It seems stupid to call and then not talk about it.”

“This happens at your pace. Nothing is obligatory. If you want to just talk, we’ll just talk.”

“Are you close to your family?”

“Some more than others.”

“Do you trust them?”

“Some more than others,” he said. The whisper of his laugh prompted hers. “Who are you close to? A friend? Husband?”

“Oh, men, that’s a whole other kind of trauma.”

“You’re not married?”

“No. You?”

“You always do that? Bounce questions back.”

“Isn’t it the polite thing to do? Reciprocity.”

“Or it’s a defense mechanism, to prevent anyone from asking a follow up question.”

“There’s no reason you should care about my answers.”

“I care.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to help.”

“Why?”

“Because I can,” he said. 

Again, just like that. Either he was super genuine or the answer was rehearsed. That edge to his voice intrigued her again.

“How do you know? How do you know you can help me?”

“What makes you think I can’t?”

“Now who’s bouncing questions back?”

“Why did you pick up the phone tonight? It’s late. You couldn’t sleep?”

“Sleep’s been a problem all my life. For as long as I can remember anyway. When I was a kid, our house was burglarized,” she said. “I didn’t see the guy, but just knowing he’d been there, taking our things, touching them…”

“You felt violated.”

“I was a kid.”

“Children understand more than society gives them credit for, just like you said.”

“We moved and—we didn’t have a lot of money. No insurance, so no replacement anything. Took us a long time to build everything back up again.”

“How did that feel?”

“Great, until the fire.” Licking her lips, she extended her arm again. “I’d say bad luck doesn’t follow a person, or a family, but with us, it was always one thing after another. My mom is a professional victim and is always looking for someone to bail her out. She has the routine down to a tee. Taught it to my sisters too.”

“Skipped you?”

“I’m the youngest.”

“So that means…?”

“There wasn’t enough to go around?” she hazarded in humor. “I’m not a great victim, but calamity follows me everywhere.”

“More bad luck?”

“Do you believe in fate?”

“Do I…? I don’t know, do you?”

Her shoulders rose and she swayed sideways, lying on the couch, legs still folded, but now propped on the arm. “We weren’t raised religious… unless it suited the cause. A lot of charities are religion affiliated. Is there a higher power? A god? Maybe. Maybe not. It can’t all mean nothing, can it?”

“It?”

“Experience. Life. Everything we go through.”

“It makes us who we are.”

“Right,” she said, sitting upright quick. “Exactly. Everything we’ve ever done, said, seen, it’s brought both of us to this moment right now, to this call, to this conversation, to each other.”

“Why did it do that?”

She winced. “And that’s the problem.” Slumping again, she took her cord coiled arm to her forehead and closed her eyes. “I have no idea. Everything happens for a reason. What that reason is… isn’t always clear.”

“If I’m confused about where I am or why, I retrace my steps.” Logical. “Narrow that wide focus. Why did you call tonight?”

“Because I was tired of staring at the ceiling wondering why.”

“Why?”

“I follow the path, the signs, I give fate the reins and I trust that.” Did she? “I try to trust that.”

“What happened to make you doubt something you’ve believed in your whole life?”

“I still believe, what I doubt is the end goal. Maybe the goal isn’t happiness. I believed the signs would steer me to contentment, as a reward, I guess. I still believe in fate, but maybe not the balance of the universe. Good doesn’t necessarily follow bad. Not everyone dies happy.”

“You’re a pessimist?”

“Not until tonight.”

“What happened tonight?”

“My ex called,” she said.

“To upset you?”

“To hook up.” Her eyes closed. “He was drinking, sometimes he calls when…”

“He wants to get laid.”

“Right,” she said on a grateful snicker. 

“You can say anything here, believe me, I’ve heard it all. Sex, violence, even chick flicks with Kevin Costner.” Huh, that was oddly specific. “Nothing is out of bounds. What do you usually do when your ex calls?”

“Tell him where to stick it.”

“You didn’t tonight?” Concern crept into his astute tone. “Did he hurt you? Force himself on—”

“No, God, it wasn’t him, it was me.”

“You?”

“For a minute, a few seconds maybe… I was tempted.”

“If things haven’t been going great for you, it’s natural to want what feels good.”

“Sex with Jeremy doesn’t leave women feeling good.” A harsh truth. “Not me anyway. And being with me didn’t leave him feeling good either. All that baggage, all that history… I swore I’d never go back. How far have I sunk that for a minute I was willing to forget our past? I’d have let him have sex with me just so I didn’t have to fall asleep alone. God, I’m a mess.”

“Are you afraid at night?”

“Bad things happen at night, don’t they? In the dark, when we’re vulnerable.”

“And Jeremy would’ve made you feel safe?”

“I never felt safe with Jeremy, he’s… charismatic, personable, he can get along with literally anyone. Women are accessories to his brilliance.”

“And you had a relationship with him? For how long?”

“Too long.”

“But you didn’t invite him over,” he said. “You said no.”

“I said no.”

“And then you called me.”

“A couple of hours later, yeah. I can’t figure me out—God, I’m sorry. Isn’t very traumatic, is it? Maybe I should’ve pressed the number for Whiners Anonymous.”

He laughed and a ball of satisfaction built in her chest. Like there was less space for the air she sucked down, oxygen caught in her throat. What a sound. Something about him was genuine, his reasons for doing what he did were entirely his, but she couldn’t deny her curiosity.

“Was that your trauma? Jeremy’s call?”

“No, I… something happened to me, kind of recently, it’s brought back old memories, I guess.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“It’s pathetic, I’m pathetic. I shouldn’t feel like this over one stupid incident. Why can’t I just get over it? Forget about it?”

“Trauma impacts individuals in different ways. Some people become jaded. Some shut themselves off. Some seek solace in the familiar… or the bottle. Your experience is valid. You are allowed to feel what you feel.”

Was that what she needed? Permission?

“It’s not on you to fix me though, is it?”

“I can’t fix you, but I can listen. I can advise. I can offer my opinion and guidance.”

“That’s what my boss said, that Lighting Darkness offers exercises for users to follow. That’s what I need. I need you to tell me what to do, what steps to take, one by one, because if I look at the big picture, I’ll hyperventilate.”

He laughed again though it wasn’t actually a joke. “What are you doing this weekend?”

“My supervisor is on a personal mission, competing with her nemesis. Has been for a while. The rest of us try to keep her on the tracks. We’re taking part in a bake-off event in the park.”

“Like the TV show?”

“Not exactly. It’s for charity. Volunteers bake, whatever they can. Then we sell what we bake. There are stalls and booths, proceeds go to charity.”

“That’s a worthy cause.”

“We put a team together at work. People can wander through the tent and watch, there are donation bins all around.”

“Will that distract you from what you’re feeling?”

Would it? Could anything?


 

 

TWO

 

 

SHE’D PRESSED ONE.

After being up most of the night with Lighting Darkness, she’d drifted off. The jarring automated voice had woken her with its insistence. “If you would like to connect with Agent 1908 in future, please press one.” Yes, the voice had broken her slumber, but the sun was over the horizon by then.

Agent 1908.

He’d been in her head all through her gym workout. Since then and all the way to the bake-off. Had he stayed on the phone even after she was asleep? He couldn’t have, surely. How embarrassing. What gave her the right? Other clients would’ve needed his attention. He must’ve disconnected at some point to return her to the automated voice.

“Ow, fuck!” 

Tossing down the baking sheet, she stretched her stinging finger, already streaked with red from earlier burns.

“What is with you today?” Yvette came over to rescue the sheet from its spot teetering on the edge of the counter. “Remember, Savanna, sweetie, this is supposed to be fun.”

“Yeah, well, this is my version of fun. Wait a while, I’ll end up in the ER. What a hoot that’ll be.”

“Let me see.”

“It’s fine,” she said, but let Yvette pull her over to the sink to run cold water on it. 

Celeste, her poised supervisor, was already popping cookies from the sheet onto the cooling rack.

“You’re doing better than Nessa,” Yvette said, increasing the pressure until the water spat up and out in tiny jets dampening her apron. “She’s her own kind of special. At least you’re producing something.”

“Blood and burns, clever me, neither would get me past the health department. Thank God this is for charity.”

“You’re the only one who can do the cupcake frosting right.”

Each of the thirty stations in the tent was manned by teams from various businesses around the city. Unofficially, a little healthy competition ran between the two Breckenridge teams. Not only in this event, but others they participated in too.

It was kind of a thing. A long running thing. Was it completely healthy on all their parts…? No, not exactly.

Many years ago, Celeste and her archnemesis, Maureen, from the luxury leather department, started at Breckenridge Retail together. At one point, according to legend, they’d been friends. Whatever went wrong happened way in the distant past, way, way, distant. There were so many versions that she couldn’t make head nor tail of the truth. Not that she ever really asked or investigated with laser-precise focus… or any focus at all really. Still, nothing like a little palace intrigue to keep the peasants happy.

“Oh my God,” Nessa gasped from further down the opposite side of their counter. 

Celeste whipped around, following the younger woman’s line of sight. She couldn’t help but do the same when her boss’s jaw fell.

“Shit.” Yvette’s sentiment matched the rippling intrigue of whispers and stares engulfing the tent. See, peasants happy. “That’s Alice Breckenridge.”

“With the bodyguards?”

“Those are not bodyguards, they’re her boys… two of them anyway.”

Big and broad, they dwarfed their mother who glided like she was on castors past flanking baking stations. Beautiful, with blonde hair in a French roll lined by pearls, real she’d bet, the lady reeked of class. The regal woman acknowledged all without stopping or touching anyone.

The Breckenridge family. American royalty. 

Her boys were less refined, but no less entrancing.

“Go frost those cupcakes,” Yvette hissed in her ear.

Yes, cupcakes. Look busy. Not like they were agog at the spectacle of the richest people any of them ever breathed near.

What was the point of charity when people like them existed?

Placing cherries on top of the already frosted cupcakes, they had to get those ones out of the way to make space for more. Concentrate. Nothing to see here, rich folks. Just common people, living out their meaningless existences. Ants in the farm, organized chaos. Underlings. Minions. Inferiors. 

“Hello.”

“Mrs. Breckenridge!” Celeste rushed past her. She didn’t turn to see why, not with that Breckenridge voice so close. Cupcakes. Cherries. “Wow, this is unexpected.”

“We’re showing our support. Wonderful to see Breckenridge people working hard for a good cause.”

“We take part in as many charity events as we can,” Celeste said. Yeah, especially when Luxe Leather signed up. “Several a month.” Keeping them busy. “We have a stall just outside, selling the produce.”

“Yes, we saw that, it’s very busy,” Alice Breckenridge said. “We didn’t want to interrupt.”

“We have fresh baked goods here. Would you like a taste?”

“My boys would.”

“Mom—”

“These women have worked hard. Appreciate their labor.”

Two cupcakes were swiped from her station, including one she hadn’t dressed.

“Thank you,” a deep voice purred. “What’s your name?”

“Celeste and this is—oh—” She got an elbow in the ribs. “Cherry. Cherry.”

Right, cherry. 

Spinning around, cherry aloft, her stomach bottomed out as a rush of heat flooded her head. Damn, dark, masculine eyes locked on her and suddenly she couldn’t breathe let alone see to put the cherry in place.

“Thank you, Cherry.”

Was that like—oh no. Whirling away from him, she meant to grab the counter to kill her momentum. But, of course, she overcorrected. Her hand sailed right past, sweeping cupcakes and cookies every which way.

“Damnit,” Celeste yapped. “That’s two hours work.”

She winced. “I’m sorry.”

“No, my son should apologize.” Alice’s amusement did nothing to quell her embarrassment. Dropping to a crouch, she gathered the mess into her apron. “Darroch, apologize.”

Oh, God, this was awful. Awful. Why did these things happen—she shouldn’t be allowed near people, definitely not near super-rich people. Why did she have to learn that today? And in front of the family who owned the company that employed her?

“He has nothing to apologize for,” Celeste said. “Savanna’s a walking calamity. This always happens. She’s a klutz.”

Yes, story of her life. 

Reaching around, she scraped the crumbs into a pile, noting the line of overlapping cookies shooting out toward the feet behind her. Her weight shifted and her butt slipped from her heels, landing her knee square on one of the dark boots flanking the cookies.

Great job!

“Shit,” she hissed, cringing as she glanced upward to those same inscrutable eyes that wouldn’t cut her a break. “Sorry.”

“Don’t swear at him,” Celeste grumbled in a rush.

His large hand moved from his side toward her. What was she supposed to do? Not touch him probably, that would be the safest bet… Except, wouldn’t it be rude not to accept—her fingers slid over his and his hold closed around them. Sure, strong, oh her heart couldn’t take the pulse rate.

He yanked her to her feet, stealing her breath with his strength.

Better not to even try inhaling. Just stand there, Sav. Don’t move. Don’t breathe, just wait for him to let go.

“You’re wet,” he stated.

What the—her mouth dropped open and immediately closed again as—did he really just say—how did he know that? Was she? Oh, God, yes. Mmm, he was hot. All dark hair, definition, and casual gravity sucking women under. Bet every female near him was wet, that’s how he knew. Must happen every day, all the time. Women would be sliding off their seats left and right around him.

“I—” His chin rose in a gesture that took her gaze down to— “My apron.” Shit, that’s what he meant. “Yes! My apron is wet.”

Which he knew because he’d just said it. God, please, ground, open up and swallow her down.

“Can I have it?”

Could he—what the hell was—oh, fuck. He could have anything he damn well liked and knew it, that glint in his eye was way too astute.

“My… You want my apron?”

A smirk quirked his lips for the briefest second and he licked his lips to hide it. God, given half a chance she’d have done that for him. Mmm, Mr. Breckenridge, that wide, dark pink enticement. Thank God he was so much taller than her or she’d be sucking on that like ice-cream from a spoon.

“The cherry.”

Fuck, where was her head? Right. Because he hadn’t—that would mean letting him go. Why was she still holding his hand? Let go, Savanna. Dropping one somehow released the other and the mess in her apron scattered on the floor again.

“Damnit.” Crouching, she grabbed a cherry and straightened up, headbutting his hand in the process, sending the cupcake flying in a new direction. 

“This is an interesting group,” Alice said.

She couldn’t break the lock his eyes held on hers. Swaying from the lack of oxygen in her brain, she raised the fruit between them.

“You want my cherry?”

Fuck. Did she really just say that? There was that smirk again, and someone laughed. A male, but not the one distracting her.

Someone, the other guy, smacked his brother’s shoulder. “Best offer he’s had all day.”

“I did—I didn’t—that wasn’t what I meant.” Her laugh was feeble. “I wouldn’t—what a ridiculous thing to say. I’m no virgin, who is these days? You’re sure as hell not. Have you seen you? Not that you would or anyone should—and I just said that in front of your mom. Why am I talking about sex in front of your mother? Why am I talking about sex at all? It’s because you’re attractive. I’m a jabbering idiot in front of hot men and you’re like a twelve on the hotness scale—damn, twelve feels like an insult. I need to—I’m not doing myself any favors here, I should just…”

Squeezing her eyes closed, she was so grateful when Yvette put an arm around her. 

“Forgive my friend,” Yvette said, “she has a condition. We don’t let her out much.”

After that spectacle, no one should let her out at all.

“I’m Nessa.” Their younger cohort slid between them. Small mercies were welcome. “And I’ll share my cookies.”

Okay, so that joke was deliberate, but the woman got away with it. That’s what she should do, aim for flirt and maybe she’d hit tease… No, actually, that wouldn’t happen at all, she’d probably end up in cuffs.

“Breckenridge Intimates are very welcoming,” Alice said, her tone indecipherable. “I see our Luxe Leathers have a team as well. Did you consider joining forces?”

“We have a good-natured rivalry, an in-house contest, to see who can raise the most for the charity.”

“Ah, good fun.” Thank God the woman thought that way. “I sense my sons’ piqued interest already. They can rarely resist a wager; it’s a curse they got from their father. What is the prize?”

“Uh…”

“Glory,” Yvette interjected.

The other brother spoke up. “We’ve got to do better than that.”

“Caber?” Alice asked. “You and your brother—”

“What do you say, Roch? Want to make this interesting?”

“Forgive my boys for being competitive.”

“Winner gets lucky.”

“You’re on,” Darroch said. “Leather or lace?”

“I’m taking leather, you have a thing over here.”

A disadvantage: her. The guy’s eyes only flicked to her for a second, but she got it. With this Darroch guy around, she’d be a liability. 

“You’re attractive too,” her voice said to the one Alice called Caber.

Her voice? Just all on its own. It wasn’t her. Not “on purpose” her anyway. What was going on with her senses acting without direction… without permission?

“Two things Breckenridge boys don’t share,” he said. “The second is…”

“Women,” the pair said in unison as their mother rolled her eyes.

As the men were about to part, Alice raised a hand, halting them both. “Rules?”

“Ah, Mom—”

“You work back here. I don’t want either of you on the stalls drawing crowds. You are not in charge, follow orders.”

“No money changes hands and no sabotage,” Caber said. “We know the drill.”

“Then let the games begin. I’ll inform your father.”

Caber dashed across the aisle to the opposite Breckenridge team, his mother not far behind him.

“Okay, team, what’s the plan?”

The plan. Shit. It sure hadn’t been for Mr. GQ model in designer jeans and a perfectly pressed tee-shirt to join their ranks.

“Cookies and cupcakes,” Celeste said. “Do you have baking experience?”

“College.”

“Excellent,” Celeste beamed.

He kinda cringed. “I don’t think that variety of brownie fit the theme.”

Nessa laughed. Loud. So loud it startled the rest of them. “I can show you.”

“No,” Celeste said, ushering Darroch the long way round to the other end of the counter. “Yvette can show you, she’s married.”

Nessa came closer, until they were arm to arm. “Wouldn’t stop me,” she muttered. “Check out that ass.”

Oh, God help her, but it was impossible to ignore. “We should stay away from him. Both of us.”

“They said the winner got lucky. Shouldn’t that count for us too?”

Lucky would be getting through the rest of the day without embarrassing herself any further.

From nowhere, Celeste materialized to crowd her. “You…” Grabbing her arm, she was forced to turn her back to the Breckenridge. “Stay at this end. Frosting is your world. I don’t care if you have to paint faces on the cookies to keep busy, do not look at that man or waste anymore of our stock.”

“No problem,” she said, drawing out the sentiment. “Go, team.”

Yeah, her gusto was gone. She’d keep her head down and frost her heart out. The cause mattered; it deserved their best. Just so happened that day her best was less than stellar.


 

 

THREE

 

 

THE SUN HAD SUNK and the crowds thinned. Clean up was the only thing left to do. Well, cleaning and counting, but only one was on her agenda.

Outside stalls were being broken down and packed up. The day had been long, but whatever the total, it had been worth it, someone, some people, would benefit.

“Sorry we didn’t get to work closer.”

Hmm, with her hands deep in the suds, running away from that rough brogue wasn’t an option. Head down. Maybe if she said nothing at all, he’d go away. Shoo, shoo, big Breckenridge. Read the room.

“You’re not going to talk to me?” No, but if she held her breath much longer, she’d pass out right there. Wouldn’t that be a great story to share at the country club? “You can talk about sex again.”

No, that wasn’t funny. She wouldn’t laugh or relax or… Mmmm, his cologne smacked like a one-two punch and her chin rose, tractoring her gaze to his.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea.”

Stupid voice was acting on its own again.

“I’m great at talking about sex,” he said. “Should we start with foreplay or just flirt a little? This happens at your pace, baby. How do you like it?”

He’d probably had it every which way. Was variety the spice of life or just the best way to tour pussy?

“You don’t know what’s good for you, Breckenridge,” she said, laying a spoon on the drying rack. The last thing she expected was for him to pick it up with a towel to dry it off. How did a billionaire know how to do that? “Your mom make you do chores at home?”

“A man should know what to do around the house.”

“Most of us don’t grow up with a staff,” she said, loosening as she washed and he dried. 

This was normal. Two people. Could be any two people just shooting the breeze. Focus on the water and those dirty, dirty—wet, dirty, slick, slippery soap and—nope, switch route. No sex thinking, embrace logic. If she didn’t think it, surely her mouth couldn’t speak it.

“Don’t know much about my family, do you?”

“I’ve worked in the Breckenridge flagship store for three years,” she said. Work was safe. Boring. Normal. “I’ve heard a thing or two.”

“Such as?”

“There are a lot of you, I know that. The Breckenridge brand is known across the world in retail, fashion, sport, want me to keep going?”

“Get to the part where we talk about sex.”

She groaned and surrendered to her shame. “Okay, yes,” she said, slapping a whisk onto his palm. “I made an idiot of myself, want to take out an ad?”

“I wouldn’t say an idiot, but you made an impression.”

One her boss wouldn’t forget in a hurry. Probably one Alice Breckenridge would share with her husband. Were her Breckenridge days numbered already? A compliment maybe wouldn’t go amiss.

“Your mother is beautiful, refined.” She’d made an impression too. “Breathtaking.”

“Any Breckenridge you’re not attracted to?”

Shit, his tease wasn’t appreciated. No, breathe out, it was. She’d rather he took her with good humor than offense.

“Must be good genes.”

He laughed. “You really don’t know anything about my family at all.”

And did he have to mock her for that? “Do you know about mine?”

His laughter died. “Why would I know about—”

“Why would I know about yours? Because you’re rich?”

Nothing dented his confidence. “You’d know about them if we talked over dinner.”

The curveballs just kept coming. “Dinner? Why would we—” Her hands sank into the water when her arms relaxed. “You’re asking me to dinner? You’re asking me out? On a date?”

He shrugged. “You did offer me your cherry.”

Class didn’t come with a price, and in that she found her confidence. “Oh, so you didn’t mean dinner, you meant sex?”

“If we have one, the other might follow.”

Working again, her smile stayed low. Nothing wrong with his ego. Why should there be?

“I’m not Breckenridge material and like my job. I do not want to be a Breckenridge booty call.”

“Wouldn’t worry about that, I’d put money on you not being the first employee tapped by a Breckenridge. I can ask for a show of hands at the next family meeting, if that’ll help you decide.”

This guy was a jokester, she’d never have pegged that. Or he was playing with her, but it seemed in good fun. Maybe this was his attempt to put her at ease. 

“Nice.”

“We employ thousands of people.”

“Because that’s what you meant.”

“No, I meant we’re all studs, always on the lookout for primo pussy.”

“Smooth, buddy. Real smooth. Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”

“Darroch,” Alice’s abrupt voice put the woman right there. Nearby. Close. Too close. How long had she been listening? “Are you being rude?”

“Expressing a healthy interest,” he said, unperturbed by his mother’s proximity. “Did I offend you, Cherry?”

Okay, that wasn’t her name but… “No more than I offended you earlier.”

“We have the results,” Alice Breckenridge said, “if you’d both like to join your team.”

The others were gathering a dozen yards away.

“Results?” she asked, taking the proffered hand towel from Darroch.

Two distinct sides formed. In the middle of one was Caber.

“We’ve got it locked here,” Caber crowed to his brother. “Go back to your dirty dishes, Roch.”

“Everyone in their place,” Alice said.

Darroch laid a hand on the middle of her back to guide her into their cohort. The heat of it tickled up and down, but the span gave reassuring weight broad enough to support the width of her narrow waist.

“Hush, hush,” Celeste said.

Eager, electrified silence descended.

“The numbers have been tallied and verified,” Alice addressed her audience. “Though it was close, we do have a winning team…” Yes, yes, who? She’d never had a competitive bone in her body. Until right then. “Congratulations to… Breckenridge Intimates.”

As a wail of joy exploded from her group, the other mirrored it with outrage.

Yvette hugged her and Nessa smacked a kiss on her cheek at the same time she was pulled the opposite way, up against a solid column. The cologne betrayed that column had a name, one she hadn’t known that morning: Darroch Breckenridge.

“Now, please,” Alice said, barely audible over the furor until Darroch vibrated, his loud, sharp whistle quieted all. “Thank you, sweetheart. We would like to invite the winning team to have dinner at our family table tomorrow night.” More cheers and groans. “And in light of this incredible inspiration, my family and I would like to invite all of you to sign up to next year’s Breckenridge Walkathon in aid of Lighting Darkness.”

That got everyone chattering. The excitement was contagious.

“Are you going to sign up?”

Huh, oh, was he—he was. Darroch was talking to her. Only her.

“Oh, uh, I sign up for every charity event I can. We have another couple this month. Celeste and Maureen regularly go head-to-head.”

“And the charity wins either way. Great hobby.”

For her, it was more than that, but he didn’t need to know the truth. He didn’t need to know anything about her. If fate had any kind of mercy, they’d never cross paths again. And maybe a bout of viral amnesia could strike the group thus erasing this day of shame from everyone’s memory. Perfect. Worked for her. Should she send a memo?

“Savanna!”

Celeste’s cry startled her into jumping away from him and his still cradling arm. Though the momentary strengthening of his embrace suggested Darroch maybe didn’t want to let go.

She went to her boss, encircled by colleagues, phone aloft.

“What is—”

“Sign here, we’re putting your name in.” The others were all there, why shouldn’t she partake? “Don’t forget the bowling tournament next weekend.”

They’d see each other at work and at dinner too, apparently. It would be pretty difficult to forget their commitment.

“Are we doing the dinner thing?”

Because she’d get out of it if she could. Maybe the refined Breckenridge matriarch was only extending the invitation to be polite. Could be attendance wasn’t compulsory.

“Yes, we’re doing the dinner thing, and you better dress up. No one says no to Alice Breckenridge.”

Few people would say no to any Breckenridge, she imagined.

“Might not be a good idea,” she said, “for me. For obvious reasons.”

Her boss took her elbow to lead her away from the others.

“Mrs. Breckenridge is already talking about joining and supporting other events. This could be a breakthrough, imagine how much we could raise and the higher the stakes…”

The more the charity would gain. That was the presumed answer, the socially acceptable one. Though she couldn’t help but assume Celeste’s motivation was snatching higher glory from Luxe Leathers. 

Maybe that wasn’t fair.

Cynicism was difficult to shrug off.

“I don’t want to embarrass myself again.”

“You were getting along just fine at the sink.”

“The unexpected throws me off; I’m terrible with surprises. It helps when my energy stores are low and I’m focused on something else… and when I don’t have to look directly at him.”

“Then skip sleep tonight. There’s no way any of our team are missing this meal.”

It was a lock. Oh, goody. Sigh.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

“I THOUGHT ABOUT you today.”

He answered.

Agent 1908 answered when she called. While dialing she told herself it was just to leave a message. Other people needed help. The agent must have a family and commitments of his own.

“Good thoughts?” he asked.

“No, of how I embarrassed myself last night. I want to apologize. I have to apologize. Truly. I can’t believe that I—I don’t remember saying goodnight. I think I just fell asleep.”

“That’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. I am not a child. You have other responsibilities. It’s no excuse, but I haven’t slept well this week. This month actually. It’s harder to get up, to be motivated—”

“You have nothing to apologize for. I’m here for whatever you need.”

Exhaling, her breath quivered. “I’m such a mess. I made an idiot of myself at the bake-off and upset my boss. Sometimes it’s like I’m not even in my own head.”

“After going through a trauma, some people report disassociation. Is it like that?”

“It’s not a conscious separation. What happened, it was… I was alone. And after, people were shocked, they were kind, but then…”

“It all got quiet,” he said. “Like it never happened at all.”

“People don’t know, do they?”

“Often unless they’ve been through a trauma of their own, they can’t identify. There are also those who bury their own trauma.”

“And hearing of another’s can ignite their own neuroses. I get that.”

“Was that what you wanted? To talk about it?”

“I wasn’t raped or beaten to within an inch of my life.” She took a calming breath. “Do you ever get lonely?”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“Not like a one off, like… it’s not sadness, it’s… a disconnect. All my life, I’ve never belonged anywhere. And when things happen, like this, it puts more distance between me and the rest of the world. Sometimes it’s like I’m drifting in zero gravity, unable to get hold of anything to steady myself or gain control.”

“If you want to work with a professional in person, we can refer you. Lighting Darkness also has funds that can be released—”

“Thank you, no,” she said. “I shouldn’t have called again, others deserve your attention. I only wanted to apologize for last night and—”

“Anna,” he said. “I want to talk to you.” He did? “I want you to call.” Maybe that was his training again. “You have a bad habit of putting others ahead of yourself. Recognize your value.”

“I value myself, I’m all I have. I just… These things land on a spectrum. I haven’t seen war or murder, I was held hostage, that’s it.”

“Held hostage? You say that like it’s nothing.”

“It was at work. I was alone, doing overnight inventory. I don’t know how he got in or where he came from. The cops talked about it after, I didn’t take any of it in. Already it’s like it didn’t happen.”

“You’re disassociating.”

“What I went through, that night, it brought a lot back. From childhood when we’d have nowhere, sometimes we were in shelters, barely able to feed ourselves. At school, we didn’t have time to forge relationships because we’d only up and move again when my mom got dumped by boyfriend number three hundred and fifty-eight. Only as an adult can I appreciate that other people’s lives are not so transient. Standing in that room, with him, following his instructions like I would my mother’s, it hit me…”

“What hit you?”

“No one would notice. If it hadn’t happened in a place with cameras, somewhere people worked and so had to enter, no one would’ve noticed me missing at all. No one would notice if I died or disappeared.” When no words followed, she dropped onto her back on the couch. “See, I told you, I should’ve called Whiner’s Anonymous.”

“I don’t think you’re whining, I think it’s incredibly sad.”

“Pathetic, yes, I know.”

“No, not that kind of sad. I mean it’s such a waste. You have an energy, in your voice, I can hear it. Don’t sell yourself short. Today, you accomplished something with the bake-off.”

“Yeah, accomplished embarrassing myself and my team in front of the family who own our workplace. Something happens, something just clicks, and I’m a walking disaster. There was this guy that I… God, I made a complete idiot of myself. At one point, I really thought I might kiss him. Just completely randomly I wanted to… What kind of a person does that? Fantasizes about being bent over and fucked by a stranger.” Silence. “Sorry, too far.”

Okay the thought at the time was kissing. Daydreaming later fleshed out all those carnal details.

“He had an effect on you.”

“He was hot. I told him it was because he was hot. It’s abandon, you know? So much that could be and so much that never will.”

“Never say never.”

“I doubt I’ll ever see him again. If he has any sense, he’ll stay far, far away. Men like that are propositioned every day, I’d never be secure. I learned my lesson on that. With Jeremy, I was oblivious, and his family aren’t worth a fraction of what this guy’s is. Some say with money comes security. Yes, that’s true. But arrogance and entitlement come with it too.”

“You can’t tar everyone with the same brush. People are individuals.”

“I know. You’re right. That wasn’t fair. It doesn’t matter, I guess. I could never satisfy a man like that. If I wasn’t enough for Jeremy, there’s no reason to think any man would be happy with me.”

“What about your happiness? What would that look like?”

“I love my job… it’s naughty and nice. The detail, the fabric, talking to people. You’d be amazed what people tell their lingerie retailers. And Breckenridge Intimates isn’t like a seedy sex shop. It’s high-class. We do weddings, anniversaries, events in people’s lives, their most intimate moments. And we do parties and—” she exhaled a laugh. “Sorry, you’ll think I’m trying to upsell you.”

“I have no problem talking about lingerie.”

She laughed. “Your wife might object to that.”

“What I do is important,” he said, “Lighting Darkness leads us down various roads.”

“Do you talk to her about it? Your discussions? She must ease your burden.”

“I’m not married,” he said. “Do you have someone to ease your burden?”

“You. That’s as close as I get.”

“Then it’s important to maintain this link.” Could she do that? “I want you to call. Anytime you need to talk to someone, call me.”

“You don’t owe me anything. It’s not your job to—”

“What I do with Lighting Darkness is important to me. I choose who to work with carefully. I want to make a difference and I’m not always great at maintaining a professional distance.”

“But if you’re a trauma—”

“My clients have various entry avenues; I answer more than one line. You were taken hostage, that’s what you said. That is a trauma and I hope one day you’ll want to tell me more about that experience.”

“There’s something safe about you. Maybe it’s the detachment from real life. It feels safe to talk to you.”

“You are safe.”

“I thought I was safe at work.”

“And you weren’t,” he said. “What follow up was done? What did they charge him with? Did you go to court and—”

“Oh no, they didn’t catch him,” she said, astonished he would suggest otherwise. “He’s still out there… somewhere.” More silence. For a guy who volunteered his time to talk, he could say surprisingly little. “Probably far, far away.”

“They didn’t catch him.”

That was a statement, not a question.

“Happens all the time. Crime is rife. So I’ve heard anyway, it’s not like I go sleuthing around the city at night. Though with the insomnia, I probably could. My boss told me to skip sleep tonight, so at least I have an excuse.”

“Why did she tell you that?”

“It’s a long story. The short version is she doesn’t want me to make an idiot of myself tomorrow the way I did today. If I’m sleep deprived, less chance I’ll trip over my own tongue if I do see this guy again.”

“Does he know you’re following him?”

A joke. Just what she needed. 

She exhaled a laugh. “It’s boss driven, believe me. I tried to get out of it.”

“Why? Do you resent the people you work for?”

“Why would I resent them?”

“Your trauma happened at work. Do you blame them for what happened?”

“It wasn’t anyone’s fault. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“And the perp?”

“Sick, I think. Tough to tell without a professional diagnosis.” She smiled. “I should’ve slipped him your number.”

His humor faded to intrigue. “You shy away from it, avoid, don’t confront.”

“Confrontation rarely leads to anything good.”

“Sometimes you have to get emotion out.”

“I find it’s better to bury it and just keep on smiling.”

Maybe he was right. Confronting her experience might give her a better perspective, when she was ready. She wasn’t ready yet. Not that she’d necessarily recognize readiness if it jumped up and bit her on the ass. Joy.


 

 

FIVE

 

 

DINNER WITH THE Breckenridge family started with a forty-five-minute limo drive. Talk of what the night might hold and future events occupied them. Having their Intimates team in close quarters, without work as a distraction, they searched online and signed up for events to raise money for various charities. At least they’d accomplished something, even if the rest of the night was a bust.

Such a long drive there would equal a long one home. Hmm. They had work bright and early. It wouldn’t be a late night… Would it be a late night? Sharing a car there implied they’d need to share one back. How much would a cab ride to the city cost? Would slipping out early be rude?

When they slowed to take an offshoot with its own flanking columns, intrigue lit. They drove for a while, then a broad gate opened to grant them entry to yet more road. 

Both inside and outside the gate were huts, security no doubt. Amazing. The rich could afford to take excellent care of themselves. They wouldn’t be burglarized any time soon. Why was that in her head? It happened a million years ago. The Lighting Darkness call, that’s why. Jacob.

The house came into view and none of them could find the words. Three floors high, the broad curved staircase at the front led to more columns.

“Wow,” Nessa said. “This is like a palace.”

Nothing “like” a palace. It was exactly that.

The car came to a halt and ushers rushed over to open both back doors. Shit. Celeste’s order to dress up was opportune. Good save, boss. When choosing her outfit, she’d restrained herself and gone with a cocktail dress and heels. Maybe a ballgown would’ve been a better choice. Not that she owned a ballgown. Who owned a ballgown? Alice Breckenridge, that’s who. The matriarch would have a bunch of them, probably got bored switching between them every weekend for glitzy occasions… If she wore one more than once. Maybe she got a new one for every new event. What a life.
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