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Chapter 1
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Ben sat at his desk and turned on his computer. He was ready to get back to work after morning meetings and a lengthy lunch with a colleague. The holidays had come and gone. As much as he appreciated the reason for the season, he was frequently irritated that businesses closed early, or for the entire day, to get a jumpstart on the holiday. He understood the day before Thanksgiving, and Thanksgiving itself, but the day after Thanksgiving didn’t make sense to him. He rarely had a five day weekend, so why was everyone else taking one? Then there was Christmas. Offices closed early for holiday parties, and over the years an early closure on Christmas Eve had turned into a complete closure because Christmas was the very next day. He was far from a Grinch, but life in the entertainment industry didn’t take lackadaisical days, weeks, weekends just because of a holiday. Once Christmas was over, then it was New Year’s Eve, followed by the world’s biggest hangover on New Year’s Day. He liked the New Year and appreciated that for which it stood. New beginnings, resolutions, and changes for everyone. 

He opened his email and thought about that new beginning for everyone. He had to work on Heart & Soul’s Las Vegas residency and organize the recording of their new album at the same time they would be playing four nights a week in Sin City. The original plan had been to wait until their album was about to drop, but the executives at The Hard Rock were breathing down his neck to move the dates up. Heart & Soul’s fans didn’t want to wait for them to finish their new tunes, they wanted them now. Ben had to convince the band members that it was a smart move, not only with their public, but it was a huge financial move for all of them. The cost of a world tour always ate into their budget. To stay put and let the fans come to them would have them all rich as thieves by the time the residency was up. Not that any of them needed the money. 

Ben Anderson had kept Heart & Soul prominent for over a decade. The band’s status was right up there in history with some of the greats. One couldn’t talk of The Rolling Stones, AC/DC, Aerosmith, or Metallica without Heart & Soul entering the conversation. They followed in footsteps and paved the way, but in his mind, there was no comparison. Heart & Soul had talent, drive, and they had Slater Heart as their lead singer. A man who captivated the world with his stage presence, his famous temper, and his need for utter privacy in a world where people begged to know more about him. Just a few short years ago, the public got their wish. Slater Heart’s love for A-list actress Alexandra Lorraine was thrown into the media when his private journal was published in National Enquirer. The journal featured his love for Alex and how deeply she held his heart. Paired with the journal were the X-rated pictures, taken ten years’ prior of Slater and Alexandra published in Penthouse magazine, thanks to a vicious ex-girlfriend who refused to go quietly. Slater and Alex had not only gotten out from under the scandal of a lifetime, but they had come out on top of it. They were now married with three children, living happily ever after. 

Ben thought of the effort he had put into keeping those two in touch, and what had come out of it for him. Alex’s manager, Annette McDonald, became his significant other along the way. Annette was a woman who shared his love for business and understood the demands of his job. It felt right to have someone whom he could speak to at the end of the day, even if it wasn’t every day they spoke. It was comfortable to have someone to share dinners with and to accompany him to events. Unfortunately, it started to feel forced right before the holidays. They were so busy living parallel lives, the two of them decided to take a break when they realized they were at a standstill in the direction of their relationship. Ben understood Annette’s need to focus on business and potential new clients. He was the one who initiated the separation. He figured the time apart would do both of them good, and they would realize they belonged together. Once upon a time, Slater and Alex had set each other free and found their way back to each other and their love was stronger than ever. Maybe setting Annette free was the right answer. It made sense to him. They simply needed a fresh start. 

As much as he hated it, it was also a fresh start for his executive assistant who had given her two weeks' notice right before the new year. Cheryl had worked for him for six years and knew how to run his office with her eyes closed. It blindsided him when she told him she was quitting to get married and start a new life, but he understood. What he didn’t understand was how he was going to replace her. He was confident in what he did every day, but he ran the band, not the office. He appreciated that there was a science to that and hoped he could find a competent replacement. With a glance at his watch he noted that his two o’clock interview for a possible new Cheryl would be there in about thirty minutes. 

Indulging in a bit of personal time, he picked up the phone and decided he would call Annette to see how she was doing. He missed her terribly and longed to hear her voice. He wanted to make a plan to see her and tell her he intended to solidify their relationship and make things permanent.   

As he dialed her cell phone, he took the black velvet ring box out of his desk drawer, opened it on its hinge, and set it next to the phone. He smiled to himself as he envisioned Annette with the piece of jewelry on her finger and his last name with her first name. Annette Anderson had a nice ring to it. As soon as he dialed, he hung up when Cheryl appeared in the doorway of his office with her purse over her shoulder and a box with her desk belongings in her hands. 

“What’s going on?” he asked cautiously as he put the phone down. 

“I’m sorry, Ben.” Cheryl gave him an apologetic smile. “I know I gave you two weeks to replace me, but I’m leaving now.”

“Now?” His voice spiked with anxiety. “You can’t leave now. You said two weeks, you have one more week. I need you here. I don’t have a replacement.” 

“You conducted interviews all this week and you didn’t make one offer,” she pointed out. 

“It wasn’t all this week,” he countered. “It was only three days of interviews because of the holidays and the candidates all sucked, none of them are you. What the hell?” He stood up from his desk. Cold sweat trickled down his spine as he rubbed the nape of his neck anxiously and followed her into the outer office. “What am I going to do?” 

“It’s not rocket science, Ben. Show whoever you hire how to use the phones, the programs we use on the computer, and let them learn as they go. It’s how I learned.” 

“It may not be rocket science, but it’s definitely a form of surgery! I have no idea what you do out here, but you run it smoothly. You have for six years. I don’t know where anything is.” He paced around her workspace, opened file drawers, picked up folders off cabinets, and flipped through them. “I don’t know your passwords. I don’t know your routine. I don’t know why you insist on leaving!” 

Cheryl let out a frustrated laugh. “I’m getting married, Ben!” 

“You just met the guy,” he grumbled. 

“Don’t you believe in love at first sight?”

“Hardly,” he scoffed. 

“Well then,” she murmured. “I feel sorry for you.” Cheryl defended her romantic status. “And I didn’t just meet him, we were high school sweethearts and we recently reconnected, so it was love at second sight.” 

“Whatever.” Ben ran a hand through his hair in frustration and sent her a pleading smile. “Cheryl, please. At least stay the rest of the day. I have a potential candidate coming to interview in about thirty minutes. Can you at least stay and help me with that?” 

She set down her box of personal belongings on a nearby chair, walked to her former desk, and opened the top drawer. “I have all my passwords here in this notebook. Anything my replacement needs to know is in the computer files. I’m sorry, Ben.” She gave his cheek a friendly pat. “I have a life to live. I can’t give my heart and soul to Heart & Soul the way you have. I’m moving in two weeks, and I have a wedding to plan. Whoever you decide to hire will work out fine. I have that kind of faith in you.” She glanced at the clock. “I have to go. It should be a pretty quiet afternoon for you, so don’t stress about it.” She looked around the office and sighed at a particularly sexy picture of Chris James and Slater Heart that hung on the wall. “Tell Chris I said ‘bye. There’s one mission I never accomplished,” she said wistfully and shook her head, then studied Slater Heart in the picture. It was one of the band’s earlier photos and Slater was at his brooding best wearing leather pants and cowboy boots, his long red hair was loose over his shoulders. He was shirtless, the tattoo of “Allie” on his chest was clearly visible. Cheryl indulged in another long sigh. “Nobody ever had a damn chance with Slater, did they?” 

“Only Alexandra Lorraine,” Ben confirmed. 

“It’s a good thing Alex and Mona are two of my favorite actresses, or I would have to hate them on principle.” Cheryl slipped her purse onto her shoulder and hefted her box into her arms one last time. “Goodbye, Ben. Thank you for everything.” 

Ben gave in graciously. He knew he wasn’t going to convince her to stay. He hugged her and kissed her cheek. “Thank you for all your hard work. Good luck to you, Cheryl.” He closed the door behind her when she left and looked around the reception area. As he took a cleansing breath, he lifted his head to Heaven, and thought aloud. “Hey there,” he said quietly. “I know I don’t reach out too often, but I need your help here.” He shifted his feet and felt a little silly sending up a prayer. “I’m about to make an important phone call that I need to go my way, and I really need you to send the right person through my door in the next half hour. Ok, thanks, Amen.” He nodded and made the sign of the cross to end his prayer. With another glance at his watch, he decided he had enough time to call Annette again. 

When he reached for the receiver, the phone rang. A grin spread across his face when he saw Annette’s number on the caller ID. He put the phone on speaker and leaned back casually in his chair. “Annette,” he said warmly. “I was just trying to call you.” 

“I know,” she replied, and matched his tone. “My phone rang once, and I saw it was you. I’ve been meaning to call you. How have you been?”

“I’m ok, but I miss you. It’s good to hear your voice.” He leaned forward and picked up the ring. His fingers traced over the solitaire as he looked fondly at a framed picture of the two of them he kept on his desk. “How was your holiday?” 

“It’s still happening,” she answered. 

Ben’s brow furrowed with confusion. It wasn’t like Annette to take an extended vacation. “You’re still in Aspen?” 

“Yes,” she said softly. “I’ve been catching up with old friends and it’s so beautiful here. Benjamin...” 

“We need to talk,” they said simultaneously. 

“Annette, I’m so glad you said that. I’ve been thinking about you a lot and I hate that we spent the holidays apart-”

“Ben,” she interrupted him. 

“No.” He spoke hurriedly and wanted to get it all out, he needed to see her again. “I missed you. I want to see you and talk about this. I want to hold you in my arms.”

“Ben,” she tried again. 

“Annette-” He stopped talking when her voice came through the speaker loud and clear. 

“Ben, I got married.” 

––––––––
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Rebecca Black pulled into the lot outside the office building. After parking her car, she flipped open the visor mirror to inspect her appearance, took a compact out of her purse, and powdered her nose. She closed her eyes and went over a mental rundown of what the employment agency said about the job opportunity. Her credentials fit the description of the position. Even though the office was small, the client was big in the entertainment industry. They couldn’t disclose any more information than that, only that it would be typical office hours and a generous salary if the offer came her way. 

She had been to six interviews in the last month with no bites. She was sick and tired of hearing potential employers tell her she was overqualified for a job. That they would be insulting her to offer her a position in their company with all her experience in business and administration. She was a smart woman and had her living expenses budgeted down to the penny. Things were fine, and they would remain fine for another month or two without employment, but the idle time was starting to kill her. At this point, she welcomed any employer to insult the hell out of her and offer her a damn job. She was one step away from being proud to ask customers, “Would you like fries with that?”

She looked out of the windshield, toward the clouds, and sent up a quick prayer. “Hey there. I know it’s been a while since you’ve heard from me. After what happened to me, you’ll understand my faith is a little shaky right now, but I kind of need you. Please let this be the job I’m looking for. I need to feel wanted and appreciated. I need a purpose every day. So, be a pal, huh? Ok, Amen.” She rolled her eyes at herself, made the sign of the cross and grabbed her bag. 

Rebecca stepped out into the bright afternoon sun, adjusted her black suit blazer, and smoothed a hand over the matching skirt. She shook her dark hair off her shoulders, held her head high, and walked to the office entrance. A peek at her watch noted that it was ten minutes until two o’clock. Not too early, and certainly not late. Rebecca Black did not believe in tardiness. 

She walked into an empty outer office, curious that there was no one there to greet her. In her eyes, that could be a good sign. An empty desk meant a sense of urgency to fill the position. 

The office was spacious with a comfortable seating area. There was an inviting leather sofa in a dark shade of brown. Glossy magazines were fanned out on a coffee table made of heavy cherry wood. The Berber carpet was one shade lighter than the couch. Her heels sunk into it as she stepped in and closed the door behind her. To the left of the seating area was a large vacant desk in the same cherry wood with a fancy leather chair that matched the sofa. In front of the desk were two wingback chairs in the same leather, with buttons that accented the material to give it a quilted effect. File cabinets were placed on the wall to the right of the desk. Just off-center to the left of the desk was a half-opened door that she presumed was an office that belonged to the business owner. She stood and waited patiently as she heard the hum of a voice beyond the door. 

A picture on the wall behind the sofa caught her eye. Her breath caught in her throat to see Heart & Soul. She glanced at the wall next to the entrance and walked slowly toward it as she saw gold and platinum records framed with album covers of the rock band. More pictures scattered along the wall featured the band in publicity photos, holding Grammy and MTV Video awards, and snapshots from concert footage. Another picture among them was none other than Slater Heart and Alexandra Lorraine smiling happily into the camera on what Rebecca knew was their wedding day. She had seen it in every tabloid, newspaper, and on every entertainment show when news of their nuptials was released. 

“Oh, my God,” she whispered. The knowledge hit her hard that this was definitely a high-profile client. “He works with Heart & Soul,” she breathed, as she thought of her sister and what a big fan she was. “Melissa is going to flip out if I get this job.” She turned sharply when she heard a voice raise beyond the half-closed office door. 

––––––––
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“What? What the hell did you say?” Ben yelled. He felt like he was falling into a deep, dark, cold tunnel. His palms were sweaty, his hands began to shake, his breath quickened as her words echoed in his head. “You what?” he exclaimed. He shook his head to clear it. Surely, he had heard her incorrectly? 

“I got married, Benjamin,” she repeated herself. 

Ben cringed at the use of his full name. Once upon a time he found it sexy when she addressed him like that, now it made him nauseous. “I... I don’t understand... it’s... I...” he stammered. “I mean we weren’t even officially broken up and you went and got married? How could you do this to me?”

“I don’t know what to say, Ben. I came here for a getaway with some friends to clear my head. On Christmas Eve there were people here and one of those people was someone I was serious about back in college.” She spoke quickly, her voice was full of excitement and apology at the same time. “It was like time stood still, like time had never passed. It was like love at first sight, but not like that... Love at second sight.” 

Ben clenched his teeth as he heard the happiness in her voice. He realized that was the second time someone had used the phrase, love at first sight to him not only today, but in the last half hour. He believed in lust at first sight, but not love, it simply didn’t happen that way in his eyes. 

––––––––
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Rebecca stood frozen where she was and understood that she was hearing a very unpleasant and personal conversation. Should she knock on the door and let him know she was there? Should she go outside, re-enter and shut the door loudly behind her? She didn’t know what to do and looked around frantically for an answer. As she shifted on her feet and cleared her throat, she hoped he would hear her and end his call, or at least take the woman off speaker phone so he could get his heart stomped on in private.

––––––––
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“Annette,” Ben choked out. His voice was thick, his eyes filled with tears. “I wanted us to work. I wanted us-”

“I’m sorry, Benjamin.”

He suddenly snapped. “Don’t call me that! How can you call me that when you drop this bomb on me and you know how I always felt when you called me that! You don’t even have the decency to tell me this to my face? When the hell did you get married?”  

“New Year’s Eve,” she answered. 

“Happy Fucking New Year!” he retorted. “I sat at home all by myself, declined invitations simply because I didn’t want to go anywhere without you, and you were off getting married.”

“Ben,” Annette sighed. “I’m so sorry, I truly am. I never meant to hurt you.”

––––––––
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Rebecca gritted her teeth and grimaced. She covered her mouth with her hands and her eyes welled with tears when she heard him sniffle. This is wrong, she thought and shook her head anxiously. This is so wrong. I shouldn’t be hearing any of this.

––––––––
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“Ben,” Annette continued. “I’d say we need to talk about this, but-”  

“There’s nothing left to talk about,” he finished for her. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Me either,” she admitted. “I can apologize a thousand times-”

“Please don’t,” he interrupted. He didn’t need to feel patronized on top of the rejection. “I’m a big boy, I’ll get over it.”

“Ben.” Annette said his name, only his name, nothing else. Dead air took up the conversation. She tried again. “Ben.” 

“Goodbye.” He leaned forward and pressed the speaker button to cut the connection. He snapped the ring box shut, picked it up, and tossed it into his briefcase on the chair across from his desk. He looked at the picture of the two of them together, heads close together as they smiled into the camera. He shook his head as he thought about the years that went into it and wondered why he thought a breather would solidify their union. “Shit,” he muttered. “It didn’t solidify it, it crumpled it.” In a rare show of anger, he scooted back from the desk. His chair scraped sharply on the floor. He picked up the frame of the two of them together, hurled it at the wall, and watched the shards of glass shimmer to the floor. 

––––––––
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In the outer office, Rebecca wondered at the silence. Her entire body jolted when she heard the glass shatter, and she decided that was definitely her cue to exit. She would call the employment agency and tell them it was clearly a bad time and see if they could reschedule. She fled, then winced when her hip jammed into a decorative table by the door. Her purse fell off her shoulder and its contents scattered to the ground. 

“Shit,” she whispered as she knelt down and hurriedly gathered her belongings. With a quick glance upward to God she muttered, “Nice sense of humor.” 

The sound of Rebecca’s clumsy moment snapped Ben to attention. He stalked to the door, yanked it open, and startled Rebecca once more. 

“I’m sorry!” She scrambled on the floor and shoved what she could into her bag then quickly stood to face Ben. She brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes and got a good look at the voice on the other side of the door. 

The man stood before her, professional in a black suit that she knew had to be expensive with the way it was perfectly tailored to his build. The jacket topped a button-down shirt in a dark shade of blue and a tie in geometrical shapes with similar colors to compliment. He was tall with what she could see were strong shoulders and an athletic frame. Her eyes fluttered slightly as she studied his face and saw full lips, a square chin that led to a defined jaw, and a muscle that ticked ever so slightly as he stared at her. If the structure of his face wasn’t enough to render her speechless, his dark brown hair that looked incredibly thick, even with a tight haircut, and dark brown eyes to match, framed with long thick lashes, were more than enough to leave her mute. 

Ben stared at her as she stared at him. He couldn’t take his eyes off her and was embarrassed by the stir he felt low in his body. Lust at first sight, he thought. She was petite, but her stature was strong. She smiled nervously at him and showed straight white teeth and a pretty mouth. Her lower lip was slightly fuller than her top one, and he fought the sudden urge to grab her and bite it. Her brown hair was straight and fell just below her shoulders. It was her eyes that did him in, the color of sapphires that sparkled. He realized they glistened with tears, and he wondered if he scared her. 

“Are you crying?” Ben asked, as he finally found his voice. 

Rebecca blinked to get the moisture out of her eyes and gestured toward his office door. “I’m sorry,” she said once more. “I overheard... I... oh, God... it’s...” She stumbled over her words when Ben interrupted her. 

“How much of that did you hear?” 

“So much more than I ever should have,” she breathed. She could see him fight anger and embarrassment as she rushed her words to get them out. “I wasn’t eavesdropping, I swear. It was so awkward, and you can’t unhear things and I thought you heard me out here-” She stopped talking and glanced toward Heaven once more and whispered, “Very funny, you had to make him cute, too?” 

Ben’s lips twitched when he saw her talk to God. He thought he was the only one who did that. He shut his emotions down and let business take over. He would deal with that later. “Who are you?”

“Rebecca Black,” she stated, and held her hand out in greeting. “I’m your two o’clock interview.” She shook his hand firmly, looked around for the folder she had had with her when she entered the office and saw it on the floor in front of the leather sofa. It must have fallen out of her hands when she ran into the table. She snagged it up swiftly, opened it, and handed him her resume. “I realize I’ve made a horrible first impression. If we can just forget the last few minutes and go on with our interview, that would be great.” 

“Trust me,” he mumbled to himself as he read her resume. “I would love nothing more than to forget the last few minutes.” He gestured toward one of the visitor’s chairs near the empty desk. “Please have a seat.” He walked to his office and shut the door. He didn’t want to look in there and be distracted with the memory of the unpleasant phone call. Sitting in the chair across from her, he noted her previous employer’s locations. “You’re from Texas?” 

“Born and raised in Houston.” 

“I don’t hear it in your voice,” Ben observed. 

“Thank God for that!” Rebecca laughed. “One of my biggest accomplishments was getting rid of that twang. However, throw a few cocktails my way and it’ll be out, loud, and proud! I’m sorry.” Embarrassed, she covered her face with one hand. “I’m not usually this chatty or nervous in an interview. Look, Mr.?” She raised her brows in question. 

“I’m sorry,” Ben stated. “I didn’t introduce myself. Ben Anderson.” 

“Mr. Anderson, about before.” 

“Let’s focus on the interview, Rebecca.” He looked at her resume once more. “You have a degree from the University of Houston, with a major in business and a minor in mathematics. Impressive. Wow, you followed that with a master’s in business administration.” 

“Yes.” She nodded, eager that he focused on her education. “An industry can be learned, business is always business.”

Maybe I do believe in love at first sight, Ben thought to himself. It was refreshing to meet someone who thought the way he did when it came to business and management. When he first started managing Heart & Soul, he had no experience in the music industry. “Why the minor in math?”

“Budgets,” Rebecca answered. “Numbers make me happy.” She gave a shrug when he looked up at her and smiled, then nearly sighed out loud when she saw the subtle dimple flash in his right cheek. “Everything is in black and white with numbers. Factual. There are no grey areas.” 

“You’re right about that.” He got comfortable with her as he rested against the chair and skimmed her experience. “Tell me about your work history.” 

“Well,” Rebecca began, then stopped when the phone rang. 

Ben glanced at the desk. “Shit, shoot,” he corrected himself. “Sorry. We can just ignore that. Crap.” He scowled at the ringing phone when a second line lit up. “Um...” He shook his head and stood up; his hand hovered over the phone. “I don’t even know what greeting she would use. What the hell!” he cried when a third line lit up. “No one calls for over an hour, then they all call at once?” 

Rebecca sensed his frustration and understood how it felt to be frazzled but not wanting to let it show. She hid a smile when Ben looked at her for help. 

“Isn’t there a way to silence this damn thing?” 

“You could answer it,” she suggested.

“Well, which one should I answer first? Are you laughing at me?” he asked when she coughed discreetly behind her hand. 

“Well, it is your office,” she pointed out. She walked to the phone, leaned forward in front of him, unaware that he closed his eyes and inhaled when her fragrance hit him. Efficiently she picked up the receiver and pressed a button. “Ben Anderson’s office, can you hold please?” She pressed an additional button and gave the same greeting as she answered the third line. “Ben Anderson’s office, how can I help you?” She glanced up at Ben, rolled her eyes at the sound of a call center in the background and stopped the representative mid-pitch. “No thank you, Mr. Anderson is not interested in your free publication. Please take him off your call list.” Clicking on the two other calls, she fielded the sales pitches, hung up the phone and smiled at him. “Those sales calls all seem to happen at once.”

He didn’t respond right away and could only smile at her. “Thank you. Is there a way to turn this off?” 

Rebecca pressed a button labeled DND. “That’s the do not disturb button. You’re not expecting any important calls?” 

“No. I’ve about had it with the phone today. If anyone needs me they have my cell or email. Ok, let’s try this again.” He gestured for her to sit again. “Your work history?” 

“Yes.” She cleared her throat to begin her pitch of experience and stopped as the door opened, and the UPS delivery man stepped into the room. 

“Son of a bitch,” Ben muttered at the guy. “I’m kind of busy here.”

“Sorry, man,” he said good naturedly. “Just doing my job. I have fifteen boxes for you.”

“Fifteen?” Ben asked in shock. 

“Yup. I’m guessing band shirts. Hey!” He stopped suddenly. “Cheryl always hooked me up. Any chance I can get one of these?” He lifted the sleeve of his shirt and displayed the Heart & Soul logo tattooed on his arm. “Slater Heart rules!” 

“What?” Ben looked between the delivery man and Rebecca. “Cheryl used to give away merchandise? These items aren’t available for sale until their concert.” 

“I always kept it low-key, man,” the UPS guy reassured him. “She told me the dates I could start wearing stuff. So, can I?” 

Ben didn’t get a chance to respond when the door opened once more. He ran a hand down his face in frustration as he thought of one of Cheryl’s final comments before she left. “Quiet afternoon, my ass,” he grumbled when a FedEx employee entered the office. 

“Good afternoon!” came the cheery greeting. The man juggled cylindrical shaped packages. “Poster proofs, I’m guessing. Where do you want them? Oh!” He looked at his schedule as he propped them against the wall. “I’m also supposed to pick up four boxes.” 

“Four boxes?” Ben asked. He looked around the outer office and didn’t see any boxes. “Four boxes of what?” 

“Got me.” The man shrugged, then nodded politely to the UPS man as two of them stared at Ben and waited. The group at large turned to look at the mail carrier who stepped into the room. 

“Hi there!” He looked around the office. “Where’s Cheryl?” Not waiting for a response, he continued to speak. “I have six boxes out in my truck, but I have a certified C.O.D..” 

“What the hell?” Ben whispered. He looked around frantically. Realization dawned on him at how much truly went on to keep business running smoothly and he didn’t know where anything was.

Rebecca didn’t know if she should sit and wait it out or step in and help. She did the latter when Ben looked at her with pleading in his eyes. She stood up and walked to the UPS man to sign for the boxes and glanced at Ben. “Where do you keep the merchandise?” 

“Um... in the... uh,” he stuttered and pointed to a door behind her. “Storeroom.” 

She walked to the door, opened it, and smiled at the man. “Go ahead and get the boxes and bring them in here.” Her eyes quickly scanned the outer room. She saw a tall file cabinet in the corner behind the desk. She walked to it and opened the section labeled “F”. She found the FedEx folder and opened it for notes. “Ok, leave the poster proofs right where they are and your boxes to pick up...” She walked into the storeroom and saw four boxes stacked up with labels on them for FedEx. “Are right here.” She signed the packing slip and sent him off with a wish for a good afternoon, then turned to the mail carrier. “C.O.D.,” she stated, and walked back to the cabinet and found the appropriate folder with a check attached to the interior sleeve. “Here you go. Go ahead and bring in your boxes, I’m guessing the storeroom also.” 

“Yeah, that’s usually where I drop off.” 

Rebecca followed the UPS man into the storeroom when he reappeared and made suggestions on where to put the fifteen boxes. She accepted the delivery slip and looked at Ben when the man waited for his answer on the free swag. Taking pity on him, she patted his arm. “Today’s not a good day. As time gets closer to the release of the merchandise, inquire about it then.” 

“You got it.” He sent her a wink and wheeled his cart behind him out the door. 

They both waited for the mail carrier to complete his delivery. Rebecca saw him out and closed the door behind him. “That all seems to happen at once, too, doesn’t it?” She sat down across from Ben once more. “Ok. My work experience.”

“You’re hired,” Ben said decisively. He set her resume on the desk and stood up. 

“What?” Rebecca gaped at him. “You’ve barely interviewed me.”

“You’re clearly capable,” he stated. 

“All I did was answer a few phone calls and take care of some deliveries.” 

He shook his head. “No. What you did was show me you can figure things out and work under pressure. My assistant decided to make today her last day instead of next Friday. That means you’ll get no training, and you solved that chaotic mess just fine. You’re hired. Can you start Monday?” 

“Yes.” Rebecca stood up with him and suppressed the urge to do a happy dance. 

“Great.” Ben extended his hand to solidify the deal. “I’ll call the placement agency right now and let them know. They discussed salary with you, right?” 

“Yes,” she repeated. 

“Ok, then. I’ll see you Monday at eight?”  

“Monday at eight.” Rebecca flashed him another smile and slid her bag onto her shoulder. “Thank you, Mr. Anderson. You have no idea what this means to me.” 

He sent her a teasing grin. “Let’s see if you’re saying that once we get closer to crunch time. Have a good weekend, Rebecca.” 

“You too,” she replied as she left the office and closed the door behind her. She walked calmly to her car, started the engine, and pulled out of the lot. Once she hit a side street, she pulled over and let the tears come as she looked up to Heaven once more. “Thank you!” She decided a little celebration was in order. If she was in Houston, she would indulge in fajita Friday with her sister. Even though she wasn’t in the same state with her anymore, there was no reason they couldn’t prepare dinner together over the phone. 

––––––––
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“That was interesting,” Ben mumbled when Rebecca exited the office. He picked up her resume and read it thoroughly. Convinced he had made the right decision by offering her the job on the spot, he set her resume down, turned to face his office, and stared at the closed door. To walk back in there was to face what happened on the phone. He wanted to turn away from it and deal with it on Monday, but he knew that would only prolong the inevitable. When he stepped into the room, his shoes crunched on shattered glass. He turned and went in search of a broom to clean up his mess. He picked up the picture and studied the snapshot. The color on the photo was scratched from the jagged shards. He dumped it into a nearby trash can. Ben struggled with what he felt: angry, sad, empty, embarrassed, rejected. He shook his head to clear the list of emotions that ran through his mind. Part of him wanted to cry, part of him wanted to find another picture to throw against the wall. To say he was puzzled was an understatement. How the hell did someone take an unofficial break from a relationship and jump into a marriage with someone and then break the news over the phone? That wasn’t the Annette he knew. Maybe he never knew her at all. 

He shuffled some files from his desk, placed them in his briefcase, and refused to let his eyes linger on the ring box that lay nestled on its side. Turning off his computer, he grabbed his bag, shut off the light, and closed the door. Anything else that needed attention would be handled from his laptop at home.

When he glanced around the exterior office to make sure things were organized for a fresh start on Monday, an object under the sofa caught his eye. He bent to pick it up and realized Rebecca’s planner must have landed on the floor, unbeknownst to her. Ben’s first thought was to leave it. He placed it on the desk for her to see Monday morning. He hesitated because he knew how rigidly he was attached to his own planner. He felt mildly embarrassed when he flipped open to the page she had paper-clipped to mark the day, but he was impressed with her organization. Just one more sign he did the right thing to hire her on the spot. He ran a finger down her tasks for the day and saw her morning workout scheduled, her grocery trip followed that, complete with a note to stay on budget for her trip in the margin. Feeling guilty, he went to close the flap on the planner when a note from the eleven o’clock to the eleven-fifteen slot caught his eye. He saw she had written, meditate/cry/grieve, and was curious that someone would make time to do that daily. He could understand the meditation and thought maybe he should give that a try, especially with what went down today. To make time to cry and grieve, that baffled him. He flipped to the next day and the next and saw the same task at the same time every day. 

“Interesting,” he murmured. Why would anyone make time to cry on a daily basis? He knew then that what he was doing was a massive invasion of her privacy and shut the planner. He picked up her resume off the desk, looked at her address, and repeated himself, “Interesting.” 

Rebecca Black lived in the same condominium complex Alexandra Heart lived in once upon a time. Alex still had her condo. Ben walked back to his office, opened the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a security card. He had access to her gate. Oftentimes, trips for Alex or Slater to the residence turned into a media frenzy. Ben had been trusted with the card a few years ago. It was easier for him to get items Alex wanted transported to their house without it ending up on the news, or in magazines and newspapers, that there had been a Slater Heart or Alexandra Heart sighting. 

He tucked the card in his wallet and decided, what the hell? He was closed early for the day and if the insanely organized planner was any indication of the kind of person Rebecca Black was, he knew she would be lost without it for the weekend. Mentally rearranging his routine for the path home, he decided he would take the kindness route and bring her planner to her. 

“Who are you kidding?” he muttered to himself as he decided to shelve the time to dissect the fact that he was suddenly single again. “You know you don’t want to wait until Monday to get another look at your new assistant.” 
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Chapter 2
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“I’m so excited for you!” Melissa’s voice was loud and clear over the speaker of the phone. Rebecca had it on the kitchen counter to keep her hands free while she prepared dinner. 

Rebecca emptied a package of shredded cheese into a bowl and scooped sour cream into another bowl. “Thank you! I can’t wait to have somewhere to go every day and something to do. I don’t know how some people say they would love to not have to work, it’s been driving me crazy!” 

“You’ve always been weird like that,” Melissa teased her, and pulled away from the phone momentarily to shout out an order to one of her children. “So, how are you doing, honey?” 

“I’m hanging in there.” She removed a stack of tortillas from warming in the oven and placed them on the countertop. “Taking it one day at a time, that’s all I can do.” 

“Are you taking your medication?”

“Stop calling it medication.” Rebecca took a moment to understand the question came from a place of sisterly love. “They’re anti-anxiety pills that I take on an as-needed basis. Sometimes it helps me sleep through the night and keeps those bad memories from turning into nightmares.” 

“Ok, you know I’m not nagging. It’s only because-”

“You love me,” Rebecca finished for her. She stepped back to inspect the organization of her meal placed out on the counter. 

“That’s right. Have you been praying?” Melissa asked cautiously. She knew this was shaky ground with her sister. 

“God hasn’t given me a lot to be thankful for, lately,” she muttered. 

“Honey, God didn’t do this to you-”

“I know,” she cut Melissa off as she opened the fridge for the guacamole. How could she forget guacamole? “I said a prayer right before the interview and it worked.”

“See? He listens.”

“Yeah, but then there were all those strange little events from what I overheard to how the interview went.”

Melissa let out an unladylike snort of laughter as she thought about what her sister had told her from the pre-interview experience to the interview itself. “He works in mysterious ways. So, what’s the job?” 

“It’s a typical admin job.” Rebecca was slightly evasive and didn’t bring up Heart & Soul to Melissa yet for a few reasons. First, she wouldn’t believe she actually had the job until she started work on Monday. Secondly, the moment Melissa heard the connection to not only the rock band, but the actresses, she knew her sister wouldn’t be easily contained. “I’ll tell you more about it as I learn.” 

“Hmm,” Melissa murmured, she knew when her sister hid something. “And what’s your first thought about your new boss? Is he going to be easy to work for? Is he cute?” 

“Melissa!” Rebecca laughed as she gave the guacamole a squeeze of fresh lime. She retrieved the blender out of a nearby cabinet, ice out of the freezer, and margarita mix and tequila out of the fridge. “I think he’ll be good to work for. He’s got a very dominating presence about him, but he’s friendly, too. He strikes me as someone who focuses intently on business, but someone who knows how to relax as well. Balanced.” 

“Hmm,” Melissa murmured once more. “Answer the damn question, honey! Is he cute?” 

Rebecca poured margarita mix into the pitcher, free-poured the tequila, and decided to make her drink extra strong tonight. She was celebrating! Knowing she was being a brat to Melissa, she took her time to answer, turned on the blender, and let out a giggle when Melissa yelled over the noise. 

“Rebecca Louise!” she drawled. Her accent became heightened while she middle-named her sister. “Answer the question.” 

“Melissa Dawn!” Rebecca turned the blender off and poured herself a large margarita, complete with a salted rim on her glass. “He is positively adorable.” 

“Ooh,” Melissa breathed. “This could be interesting. You’re newly single, he’s newly single.” 

“No,” she declared. “This has to remain professional. Him being extreme eye candy will just be a nice perk to the job.”

“Best way to get over a man is to get under another one,” Melissa knowingly advised.

Rebecca took a refreshing sip of her drink. “I can’t have an affair with my boss!” 

“Who says you can’t diddle your boss?” Melissa giggled. 

“Oh, my God!” Rebecca choked on a sip of margarita. “There will be no diddling.” 

“We’ll see about that. I want details if you ever indulge.”

“There won’t be any.” She grabbed a plate for her meal. “Are you finished cooking?” 

“Yes, I am and now I have three sets of hungry eyes staring at me.” 

“Aww, give my nephews and my niece a hug.” 

“I will. I miss you, honey.” 

“I miss you, too. Tell David I said hello. Wait.” She looked toward her living room when her doorbell rang. “Someone’s at my door. Stay on the phone with me while I see who it is.” 

“Must be a neighbor, you’re in a gated community.” 

Rebecca picked up the phone, walked quietly to the door, and peeked through the peephole. “Oh, my God, Melissa,” Rebecca whispered into the phone. “It’s my new boss.”

“Let him in,” Melissa suggested. “Diddle him.” 

“Stop that!” Rebecca hissed. She smoothed a hand over her hair to straighten any errant strays. “What’s he doing here?” She looked through the peephole again, her skin burned with embarrassment when Ben held up her planner and grinned. 

“You left this at the office. I thought you might not want to be without it for the weekend.” 

“He heard you, didn’t he?” Melissa giggled. “God you suck at being discreet sometimes.” 

Melissa’s voice jolted Rebecca as she suddenly realized she hadn’t taken her sister off speaker. Worry and mortification spiked into her as she prayed Ben didn’t hear the diddle comment. “Hang on!” she called through the door and let out a nervous laugh to her sister. “I’ll call you later.” She cut the connection, tossed the phone on the couch, then opened the door to Ben and gave him a bright smile. “Hi!”

On the drive there, Ben wondered if he imagined things with his attraction to Rebecca. As she stood before him with her hair pulled back into a sleek ponytail and those bright blue eyes sparkled as she smiled at him, he realized he hadn’t imagined anything. She was just as pretty as he thought. She had changed out of her interview attire and wore a form fitting dark red camisole and loose black drawstring pants that hung low on her hips and left a few inches of her midriff exposed. She had toned arms and defined stomach muscles of what was visible. He didn’t know what her morning workout was, but whatever it was, it worked for her. Finding his voice, he held out her planner to her, closed his eyes suddenly, and inhaled. “Wow, what smells so good?” 

“Thank you.” Rebecca took her planner from him and set it on a small table by the front door. “It’s fajita Friday, I was cooking with my sister. Please, come in, Mr. Anderson.” She stepped aside so he could enter and closed the door behind him. 

Ben glanced into her kitchen and saw the mounds of food on the countertop. “I won’t keep you, obviously you’re expecting company,” he said, gesturing toward the food. 

“Oh, I’m not.” Rebecca shook her head and laughed. “I come from a big family. I don’t know how to cook small meals. I’ll be eating this all weekend and part of next week.” Good manners deeply instilled in her had her extending a spontaneous invitation. “Would you like to stay for dinner?” 

“I don’t want to impose on you and your sister.” He meant that, but his mouth watered, and his stomach growled as the aromas hit him. Fajitas sounded pretty good right about now. 

“She’s not here.” Rebecca held out her arm in invitation to enter further. “Would you like to stay? It’s no trouble. Trust me, there’s enough here for an army.” 

“If you’re sure,” he said slowly, thinking this was a nice turn of events. His only intention was to return her planner to her and get another look at her. He had no idea it would turn into a dinner invitation. 

“I’m sure. Let me take your jacket.” She waited while he slipped his arms out of his suit coat and handed it to her then draped it over the back of the recliner in her living room. 

Ben followed her into the kitchen as he loosened his tie and set the button at his collar free. He did a quick scan of the interior of the condo while he rolled up his sleeves. The living room was spacious with a dark blue plush sofa and a leather recliner in a darker shade of blue. The furniture was classic but of good quality and nicely taken care of. He was under the impression she had just moved there, but the comfort of the home spoke of years of ownership. He watched Rebecca get another plate out of a cabinet and hold up a margarita glass in question. At his nod, she salted the rim and filled his glass. He gave it a taste and his body relaxed from the strong level of tequila. He was ready to put today behind him. 

“Your sister’s not here? I heard you talking to someone,” he pointed out as he accepted the plate and built his meal alongside her. 

Rebecca walked to the table and sat down while Ben sat across from her. “We cook dinner together over the phone occasionally. Even though this is early for me, it’s dinnertime in Houston. She was on speaker phone.” She added sour cream and guacamole to her fajita when her head snapped up and she voiced a fear. “Please tell me you didn’t hear what my sister was saying.” 

Ben couldn’t resist. Under most circumstances, he would have been a perfect gentleman and assured her he heard nothing, but the urge to tease her was too appealing. “Which part?” he asked and took a sip of his drink. “The comment about letting me in, or the comment about diddling me?” He chuckled when Rebecca snorted on a sip of her margarita then let out a loud laugh. 

“You’ll have to forgive my sister. She not only has a very loud mouth, but more than half of what comes out of it is inappropriate. She’s on a mission with my personal life.” She took a bite of her dinner, then dabbed her mouth with a napkin while she chewed. “That speaker phone can be trouble sometimes.” 

“Don’t I know it,” Ben mumbled. “Most people in your shoes right now would be curled up in a mortified ball, ready to die. The fact that you’re laughing about it tells me you’ll be able to interact with Slater Heart and Chris James just fine.” 

“That gives me the opening I was looking for,” Rebecca said, happy for the subject change. “I saw the records and pictures in your office. What’s your connection with the band?” 

“I manage them. I have since their beginning.” 

“Are they in the office often?” 

“Not really. Most of my interaction with them is at their homes or at the studio, or when they’re on tour.” 

“Do they have a tour coming up?” she asked. “You said something about crunch time.” 

“I was referring to Las Vegas. The band is doing a six-month residency at The Hard Rock. I'll be gone along with them, and I’ll need the office to be kept running smoothly in my absence. I’ll return periodically for meetings, though.” 

Rebecca nodded, taking in the information. “I think I can handle that.”

“I know you can. With what I saw this afternoon, I know you’ll get the hang of things. It’s going to be hectic because while they’re doing their residency, they’re also going to be recording a new album. But, we’ll go over all of that on Monday.” 

“Sounds good. Can I ask you a question?” She continued at his nod. “What’s Alexandra Heart really like? Is she as nice as people always say she is?” 

Ben sat back with his drink as he considered his approach with the question. With most people, he would hedge them off and skirt around a personal question. Given who Rebecca was and what role she would soon fill, he was honest with her. “She’s one of the nicest people you’ll ever meet.” 

“Will I meet her?” she asked, then held up a hand when he started to respond. “I’m sorry, that’s presumptuous of me. I’m a huge fan of her and Mona Davis and I know their connection with Heart & Soul.” 

“No apology needed. I’m always hesitant to talk about Alex and Slater simply because of their past and the scandal.”

“Well, that shows the sign of a good manager if you’re willing to protect them like that.”

“Yes,” he confirmed, then focused on his food once more. “You’ll most likely meet her at some point.” 

They went back for seconds and another round of margaritas, then made small talk when Rebecca decided she wanted to address the conversation she overheard at the office. “Mr. Anderson,” she began. 

“Do me a favor?” He stopped her, mid-thought. “Please call me Ben.” 

“I can’t help it.” She shrugged. “I was raised to treat authority figures with respect.” 

“Authority figures?” he asked, mildly amused when he heard a hint of her southern accent. “I’m not your authority figure.” 

“Well, you are my boss.”

“Well, we’re not at the office, so call me Ben,” he insisted. 

“Ok, Ben.” She smiled as she said his name and liked the way it sounded. “I have to apologize for the way we met and what I overheard today. I’m so embarrassed.”

“Rebecca, it’s fine, let’s just forget it. I know I sure as hell want to.”

“Well, I can’t forget it, I feel so bad! I need to let you know that I am well aware that I wasn’t supposed to hear that. I walked in and heard there was someone in your office, but I couldn’t hear what was being said right away. I figured you must have heard me come in so you would probably get off the phone, then it became apparent that you didn’t hear me.” She shook her head, still mystified with the experience. “Then it turned into one of those situations where you know you shouldn’t be there, but you hope your presence will be noticed, and then it was clear that it wasn’t, and it was so dang uncomfortable.” She pressed her fingers to her eyes and took a deep breath. 

“Tell me about it,” Ben snorted. 

“Then I tried to leave, and you heard me and then you realized I heard so much more than I ever should have heard. I’m so sorry, Ben, on so many levels. I’m sorry I witnessed that when you deserved nothing but privacy and I’m so sorry it happened to you. To be told that information sucks no matter how you hear it, but over the phone-” She stopped when she noticed his discomfort. “You didn’t deserve that. No one deserves that.” She sipped her margarita and trailed her finger over the condensation that dripped slowly down the glass. “I understand how it feels. Firsthand.” 

Changing the subject, Ben stated, “You’re new to California, right? What brings you here?” 

“I needed a change of scenery.” She took another bite of her fajitas while he waited for her to continue. “Fresh start. My brother-in-law owns this condo. He had it for years before he met my sister and even though they both reside in Houston; he’s never sold this place.”

“Alexandra Heart owns a condo in this complex in the building next door. That’s how I bypassed the security gate in case you’re wondering. I have an access card.”

“Ah, that makes sense.” She nodded. “Yeah, I knew that about Alexandra. I think that’s one of the reasons he’s never sold. Once all those pictures with her and Slater Heart became public knowledge, the prices of these units soared. It’s become a bit of a tourist attraction. You’d be amazed at how many people still stand outside the security gate and take pictures of her infamous balcony. David, my brother-in-law, paid it off years ago. He occasionally rents it out to friends when they want to come to the area, and he used to use it when he would travel here for business. When my life took a turn, he and my sister really helped me out. They offered to let me live here, rent-free. I just have to pay utilities. I’m from a big family, but certain communities in Houston are like a small town.” Her voice grew quiet, almost trancelike when she continued. “I needed to go where nobody knew me. I understand what happened to you today, Ben. Firsthand.” 

“That’s the second time you’ve said that.” He took a sip of his drink. “I’m not going to ask you to elaborate on that, but if you want to, feel free.” 

Rebecca got a faraway look in her eyes and let the words come. “It didn’t happen to me over the phone, but it happened. One week before my wedding.” She was quiet while she gathered her thoughts. She didn’t know why she shared it with him, he was a virtual stranger and her new boss, but he was easy to talk to. As she realized with counseling, it felt good to talk to someone removed from the situation. “We were at our final fitting for our dresses. I was standing there, on a pedestal before the mirror, indulging in a vain moment and admiring how the dress looked on me. I felt like a princess.” She smiled sadly at the memory. “My maid of honor, my best friend all through college, had been fighting with the flu all week and kept excusing herself to get sick. As she stepped into her dress, I made a comment about how I hoped she could kick the virus before the ceremony and the entire room got quiet when her dress wouldn’t zip up and it was noticeable her stomach was round. I was shocked. I hadn’t even known she had been seeing someone and suddenly we all realized she’s pregnant. She freaked out when we all noticed and hightailed it out of the room.” She snorted softly as she remembered. “I was worried sick about her all afternoon. She wouldn’t return my phone calls. Then I became anxious because not only would she not call me back, suddenly my fiancé was unreachable. I waited up all night for him, wore treads in the carpet of our newly purchased townhome, wondering where he was and if he was ok. I had these crazy thoughts that he had been in a tragic accident and selfishly freaked out that I would never make it down the aisle.” She glanced up. Her sad eyes looked into his understanding eyes. 

“You never made it down the aisle,” Ben stated. He closed his eyes momentarily when she subtly shook her head. “That son of a bitch got your maid of honor pregnant, didn’t he?” 

“Yes,” she confirmed as she blinked back tears. “I may not be famous like Alexandra and Slater Heart, but I understand the constant scrutiny. Gossip spread like wildfire within our community. I couldn’t stand the whispers and the pitiful looks, and I swore to God! If one more person asked me if I was ok, I was going to explode.” She gave him a shaky smile. “My sister and her husband offered me a fresh start. I found a counselor immediately and I’ve been trying to heal. I don’t know why I told you that. You’re the first person besides family, and my counselor, who I’ve told. I wasn’t looking for pity,” she said quickly when she saw the anger in his eyes. “I wanted to let you know I understand how you’re feeling. It sucks.”

“Sure does.” He suddenly understood her scheduled time to meditate/cry/grieve in her planner. “What happened to the assholes?” 

“They ran to Vegas and got married.” She let out a sharp laugh as she took a gulp of her margarita. “On the same day I was supposed to marry him. Nice irony, wouldn’t you say?” 

“Jesus, Rebecca.” He shook his head in wonder. “How did you handle that?” 

“I got shitfaced that night. And, while they enjoyed our honeymoon in Italy, somewhere I’ve waited my whole life to visit, I packed up my belongings. At the urging of my sister and brother-in-law, I moved here before they came back.” She shrugged indifferently. “I ran. I admit it, I ran.”

“How could you not?” 

“I knew as soon as they returned that she would be moving into our townhome with him, and I couldn’t be there for that. Never mind sticking around for the announcement of when their baby is born in a few months. I tucked my tail between my legs and ran.” 

“You’re not a coward, Rebecca,” he assured her as he recognized her self-consciousness. 

“I feel like one,” she admitted. 

“It takes a lot of courage to start over.” Sensing her discomfort, he let the topic drop, but thought out loud. “Tell me you at least got your money back for your townhome? Sorry,” he said. “My head’s always thinking about business and if you had any kind of investment in it, or equity, I hope you at least got that.” 

“Brian bought me out, so yes, I at least got some money out of the ordeal. Silver linings. My parents with the over-the-top wedding, not so much. They’re the best.” She smiled as she thought of her mom and dad. “They refused every penny I tried to pay them back for the event. There are other circumstances involved with the whole ordeal that are too painful to talk about, but I wanted to let you know I do understand. When I heard what was happening to you today, it made me think of how I found out, that’s why I had tears in my eyes when you asked me if I was crying.” She took a cleansing breath. “I have a shit-ton of Xanax to get me through the night, so if you need some...” She trailed off when he shook his head and laughed at her. “What exactly are you smiling at, Mr. Anderson?” She reached for the pitcher of margaritas and topped them off. 

“I already told you, call me Ben.” His grin grew and the dimple flashed in his right cheek. “You were right about the twang coming out when you’ve had a few cocktails.”

“Oh, Lord,” she snorted, and sipped on her drink. “I freaking hate it.”

“Why?” he asked, amused. “It’s who you are. I like it. I think it’s kind of sexy.” Ben sat up straight and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. That was a highly inappropriate thing to say to my new employee, please forgive me.”

“It’s alright.” She waved his comment away and propped her chin in her hand. “Lines have been crossed all over the place between us today, haven’t they?” 

“Yeah,” he replied softly. “I guess they have.” 

“And it’s not sexy,” Rebecca stated. “I think it sounds dumb.”

“I saw your resume, you’re not dumb. You’re fluent in three languages, how can you call yourself dumb?” 

“I guess I don’t like it because there seems to be such a stereotype that goes with it.”

“Such as?” he asked. 

“Such as...” She searched her mind for examples and felt slightly fuzzy with too much tequila. “Like how y’all expect us to say ‘Y’all.” 

“You just did,” he pointed out. 

“I know, it's a habit,” she snickered. “There are so many cliché’s. ‘I’m fixin’ to’ and ‘well, bless your heart’,” she said sweetly. “Or ‘she’s nuttier than a fruitcake’.” She laughed harder when Ben joined in with her. “And y’all think we live on sweet tea and cornbread.” She took another sip of her cocktail and let the southern phrases fly. Her drawl got thicker with each one as Ben held his sides cracking up.

“Thank you, Rebecca.” Ben wiped tears from his eyes. “I needed a laugh today.” 

“Laughter is the best medicine,” she sighed. “I prefer it over Xanax.”

Ben finished his margarita. He knew their meal was over and didn’t want to overstay his welcome, but he didn’t want to leave yet. “What are your plans for the weekend?”  

“Well, I have some shopping to do for some work clothes. I just landed a pretty sweet job.” She smiled at him as she listed off her tasks for the weekend. “I have my workout class in the morning, I need to get the oil changed in my car and I’m getting my hair trimmed. Pretty exciting, huh?”

“What kind of workout?” 

“Kickboxing. It does wonders for keeping the anger at bay, not to mention what it’s done for my abs and arms,” she stated as she softly patted her stomach and flexed her bicep. 

“Kickboxing? Maybe I’ll check it out some time,” Ben murmured and didn’t break eye contact with her. 

The thought of what Ben’s biceps and abs might look like had Rebecca speechless while her mind wandered. She blinked quickly to the present when the silence of looking into one another’s eyes became uncomfortable. “What about you?” she asked. “Any great plans this weekend?” 

“Tomorrow I’m going to Slater and Alex’s for dinner. Chris and Mona will be there with all of their kids, so it’ll be some work and some chaos. Usually I like going there, but I’m not really looking forward to it tomorrow.” 

“Why?” she asked. “Too many kids running around? I think it’s funny how any time the magazines print pictures of them, the boys are always flipping the bird.” 

“Yeah,” Ben laughed. “That’s a little something Slater taught them to do. He’s pretty proud of that. No.” He shook his head. “Not too many kids running around. They have help with them and they’re all pretty well behaved. I’m not really looking forward to it because if they have heard about Annette, I’ll get the questions and the pity-”

“The pity’s the worst,” Rebecca interrupted with a soft shudder. 

“And if they haven’t heard about it, they’ll be asking me where she is and what she’s up to, so I either have to be the one to tell them or change the subject. If I try to do that, Mona will badger it out of me.” 

“She’s beautiful.”

“She is, but she’s nosy as hell. Alex is a little more subdued than Mona, but you get the two of them together, they’ll be all over me for details.” 

“Good luck with that,” Rebecca said sincerely. 

“Thanks.” They were quiet in their thoughts while they studied one another. He liked her, and after what she shared with him, he felt for her. Her comment about other things that were too painful to talk about, had him curious. “Look, Rebecca,” he said cautiously. “I’m not trying to be nosy or intrude on anything, but you mentioned something being too painful to discuss. If you ever need to talk-”

“It’s fine,” she interrupted. She stood abruptly and started to clear dishes. 

Ben stood up with her and followed her to the sink with his plate and glass. “I didn’t mean to upset you, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she repeated, and forced a smile. She made herself busy as she opened cabinets and packed up food. “I’m not going to be able to eat all of this.” She grabbed a grocery bag and handed him a care package. 

“You don’t need to send me home with food.”

“Please take it,” she whispered. 

“I’m sorry, Rebecca,” he said again. He stopped her fluttering about the kitchen with his hands on her shoulders. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s ok,” she whispered, and swiped at a tear that escaped. “It’s ok, I’m ok, I’ll be ok.” 

He didn’t know what to do, felt helpless as she stood in front of him fighting back tears. He felt like an ass for offering to listen to her, even though he’d sincerely meant it. He didn’t know what it was she wouldn’t talk about, but he felt a sudden need to protect her. Knowing it was risky, he decided to hell with it anyway, and muttered to himself, “Lines have already been crossed with us today, come here.” He pulled her into his arms and embraced her. He vowed right then and there that if he ever crossed paths with the bastard who caused her to feel so much pain, he would rip him to shreds. 

Rebecca didn’t fight it, let herself be held. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt a man’s arms around her in comfort, other than a family member. Closing her eyes, her shoulders shuddered while she sobbed softly. “I’m sorry,” she said after a moment and stepped away from him. “I’m going to blame it on the alcohol.” She attempted a smile. 

Ben smiled at her and nodded. “It’s tequila’s fault.” 

“Yes, it is. Tequila is to blame,” she said firmly, then spoke before he could. “Don’t say you’re sorry. Just accept the food and we’ll call it even, ok?” 

“Alright.” He took the bag from her and knew that was his cue to leave. “I guess I should go. Can I at least help you clean up?”

“No,” she insisted. “The busy work will help.” 

He could understand that, it’s how Alexandra Heart dealt with her nerves when the media wouldn’t leave her alone. Ben accepted his jacket from her, draped it over his arm as she opened the door for him, and turned to her. “Rebecca.”

“Mr. Anderson.” She paused when he gave her a playful glare. “Ben,” she corrected herself. “I am fine, I promise you. I will see you on Monday, have a good weekend.”

“You too,” he said softly, then took a moment to soak up the sight of her. “Let me say one thing, ok?”

“Ok,” she agreed. 

He reached out and ran the back of his fingers gently down her cheek. “I realize I barely know you, but I do know this. You deserve Italy.”

“Thank you,” she said softly. “Have a good weekend, Ben.” 

“You, too. See you Monday, Rebecca.” He waited until she closed the door and heard her lock it safely behind him. He suddenly wished his weekend was already over and looked forward to seeing her first thing Monday morning. 
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Chapter 3
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Alex placed the hamburger patties in the fridge, then put potatoes in the oven to bake. Final touches were made on the garden salad as she took note of everything prepped and how the timing would play out. She knew she had nothing to worry about. Her part was finished, she only had to set the table by the pool and herd the boys out for pizza. 

Chris James, guitarist of world-renowned rock and roll band Heart & Soul, and husband to her best friend, movie and television actress, Mona Davis, would take over grilling the burgers. He’d transform them into her favorite meal of cheeseburgers which was usually saved for celebrations. Nothing out of the ordinary was celebrated. It was simply friends getting together to enjoy each other’s company while they set their four boys loose on a pizza date with their nannies. Alex looked forward to the visit. They were like family to her, and she always enjoyed it when they shared meals and time together. 

She thought about the gift of time. Before the holidays, she had discussed and was about to sign on for a feature film set to start shooting soon after the new year. A week before Christmas, heated negotiations took place with the directors and writers, which caused a halt in production. In the past, Alexandra Lorraine, also known as America’s Sweetheart, would have been disappointed and moved on to another project immediately. When this film came to a screeching halt, she was secretly thrilled and decided the time off would give her what she needed. More time to watch her and Slater Heart’s children grow. 

Slater Heart. The frontman for the rock band with a notorious temper toward the media, had transformed from rock and roll’s bad boy into husband and father. Once he and Alex had gotten out from under their scandal, they had gotten married and were doing their best to live happily ever after. Right now, that ever after consisted of four-year-old twin boys and a three-year-old girl. The trio of children kept Slater and Alex content, busy, and exhausted at the end of every day. 

The movie role had seemed perfect for Alex, but she would take the extended break and not worry too much that her Hollywood star would fade. Family was her priority now. If her career was still meant to be, then that would continue to flourish. 

Everyone would arrive shortly, and the boys would depart with Brent and Kathleen, their caregivers. Lorraine Heart, their daughter and spitting image of Slater, decided she wanted to stay behind and eat cheeseburgers. Her three-year-old soul wanted the adults to herself. Especially her daddy. Lorraine adored her daddy. 

Alex kicked off her shoes in a far corner of the kitchen and thought, as she often did, that life should be lived barefoot. She placed her hand against her lower back and stretched, then suddenly lurched forward at the smack on her bottom. “Zachary!” She turned to face her son, scooped him up into her arms before he could escape, and plopped him onto the kitchen island so she could face him eye-to-eye. She bit her lip to keep from laughing while his green eyes sparkled with amusement and his face broke into a mischievous grin. “Zach,” she said his name slowly, but her voice faltered with the stern tone she wanted to get across to him. “Zach,” she repeated, unable to contain the smile when he leaned forward and planted a kiss on her mouth. Resigned, she let out a dramatic sigh. “Say it.”

“You’ve got a great ass, Mama.” 

“How many times have I told you not to do that?” She laughed lightly as he kissed her again. 

“I love you, Mama.” 

“And I love you, but-”

“You’re beautiful,” he interrupted her and rained kisses over her face. 

“Oh!” She let out a frustrated growl and wrapped her arms around him when he slipped his arms around her neck. “You are so much like your father.”

“Thank you, Mama,” Zach giggled against her neck. 

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Slater said. He walked into the room and smiled at the picture the two of them made. Mother and son embracing and laughing over an inappropriate action from his child. He couldn’t be prouder. 

“Slater,” Alex warned. 

“Don’t start, Allie. You’re the only person he does that to.”

“Yeah, with the smacking. He tries to peek down Mona’s shirt every chance he gets.”

“Her tits are big. Can you blame him?” 

“Did he learn that from you?” Alex set Zach down from the counter and swatted his bottom as he ran off in search of his brother, hungry for pizza. 

Slater grinned as he walked toward her. He always took her breath away with his sex appeal. He was casual in jeans and a T-shirt. His tattoos peeked out from his sleeves and were visible on his forearms, but it was the eyes he shared with their sons that did her in. They were green and feline as they glowed into her. He hooked his finger in the V of her neckline and pulled the fabric forward to peek down her shirt. “Yours are the only tits I look at, baby. You know that.”

“Yeah right,” Alex muttered. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and her shoulders slumped in defeat when Slater pulled it loose again. “I swear,” she sighed. “Keeping you and your sons in line is a full-time job. Thank God Lorraine is so sweet. Even though she likes you better than she likes me.” 

“Chicks dig me, can you blame her?” Slater pulled Alex close and kissed her. 

“I guess not. But it might be nice for her to choose me first for once,” Alex pouted.

“She loves you, baby.” 

“Not as much as she loves you,” Alex murmured, then slapped at his hand when he reached into the salad bowl and snagged a crouton. “Stop that!” she admonished. “That’s for dinner.” 

“It’s just one crouton, chill.” They both turned toward the sounds of the loud voices that signaled the arrival of Mona, Chris, their sons and their Manny, Brent. “Let the games begin.” Slater smiled at her then turned to Chris and shook his hand. “What’s up, man?”

“Hey Alex.” Chris kissed her cheek. “Ready to hit your grill for some mean burgers.” He opened up the fridge and got the platter of patties Alex had prepped and set them on the counter. 

“Happy New Year!” Alex greeted Mona with a hug and held her arms out for their one-year-old son Ricky. “Aww.” She broke off a corner of a large crouton and placed it in his mouth so he could gum the hard bread. “I haven’t seen him since Christmas. He’s gotten so big since then.” 

“Amazing what a difference a few weeks can make, huh?” 

“Hey.” Slater ruffled Ricky’s light brown hair. “Why does he get a crouton and I don’t?” 

“He digs me,” Alex said simply. 

Kathleen came into the kitchen and placed her purse on the island. “I hear everyone is here.” She smiled at Jake, Zach, and JJ as they all ran into the kitchen with Brent on their heels to keep their volume down. “Who’s ready for pizza?” She laughed with the parents and Brent as cheers went up all around. “Lorraine, honey.” She turned to Alex and Slater’s daughter, picked her up, and gave her a pleading smile. “You’re sure you don’t want to come so I’m not the only girl?” 

Lorraine shook her head. Her light red hair fell over her shoulders as she hugged Kathleen then held her arms out to Slater. “I stay with Daddy.” 

“Sorry Kathleen,” Slater said as Lorraine held onto him tightly. “What can I say?” 

“It’s ok.” Kathleen took Ricky out of Alex’s arms. “This handsome little guy will keep me company while the three of them run around the arcade.”

“And I’ll run after them,” Brent assured her. 

“Make sure you tell Marcus and Elliot they can come in and have pizza with you,” Slater said. 

“I can’t believe that not only are they going to Chuck E. Cheese in a limo, but you’re making them take bodyguards,” Alex grumbled. 

“Not taking any chances, baby,” Slater replied. 

“I know. I want them to have a normal life... limos and bodyguards-”

“Are their normal,” Slater interrupted her and repeated his statement. “I’m not taking any chances.”

“Ok.” Alex dropped her argument. She knew she would get nowhere on the subject with her husband. He was stubborn, and while she could usually get him to see things her way or be just as stubborn until she got her way, this was an area where she knew he would not back down. The bodyguards would accompany their children. End of story. 

Goodbyes to the boys, Kathleen and Brent were said all around. Chris headed outside to get the grill fired up while Mona and Slater got wine and beer for everyone. Alex walked the group to the door to wave goodbye and blow kisses with Lorraine on her hip. As she was about to close the front door, she saw the gate open and heard Ben’s Mustang zoom up the drive. She waited while he got out of his car. “Hi, Ben.” Alex greeted him and accepted a kiss on the cheek. 

“Hey, Alex. Hi Lorraine.” He smiled at their little girl, kissed her cheek, and laughed with Alex when Lorraine held out her arms. 

“Uncle Ben! Hug.” 

Ben presented a bottle of wine to Alex. “I’ll trade you.” He handed the bottle to Alex and took Lorraine into his arms. 

Alex closed the door behind him and walked with him through the house. “How are you? How was your holiday?” 

Ben set Lorraine down when she wriggled free to run outside and crawl into Mona’s lap. “Fine, and fine,” he answered with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “How was yours?” 

Alex was curious about his response and raised her brows slightly when he didn’t respond further. “Loud and crazy, but just about perfect. Would you like beer, or do you want me to open the wine?”

“I’ll have a beer. I brought that for you and Mona.” 

She opened the refrigerator and selected a beer for him. He accepted it but didn’t say another word and walked out to the patio. Alex watched as he greeted everyone and took a seat at the table. Ben was always prepped for business, knew how to relax, and have a good time in a casual setting, but she had never seen him so withdrawn. “Hmm,” she murmured, suddenly worried about him. 

“Hi Ben!” Mona greeted him cheerily from her seat and kissed his cheek when he bent to give her a hug. Lorraine sat in her lap and twirled Mona’s platinum hair around her little fingers. 

“Hello, Mona,” he said absently, then greeted Chris and Slater with a handshake and sat at the table. Ben didn’t give anyone a chance for small talk, he delved right into band business with the guys while Chris worked the grill and Alex set the table and checked on the potatoes.

Dinner was enjoyable. The banter was friendly, and Lorraine kept everyone entertained while she crawled from one lap to the next for hugs and kisses. Alex constantly tried to get her back to her own seat to eat her meal. Lorraine refused to sit still, but finally settled on a patch of grass not far from the table with her dinner, content to munch on her burger and sing and pick flowers from the planters between bites. Alex and Slater kept an attentive eye on her and shared smiles over their daughter while Ben continued to discuss business. He got solid dates on recording times, tentative dates for photoshoots, and ran talk show interview requests by the guys. All the while he noted confirmations in a file and rarely looked up. When he stopped to eat, his dinner seemed to be the most interesting thing in the world to him. A fact not lost on Alex and Mona, but evident to Slater and Chris as well. 

“Ben, you ok?” Chris asked as he interrupted Ben’s prattle about the Las Vegas residency. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Ben mumbled as he took a final bite of his dinner and a drink of his beer. “Rolling Stone magazine wants you,” he stated.

“Yeah, you already told us that,” Slater reminded him. 

“No.” Ben shook his head. “Not the band.” He finally looked up and shifted his eyes between Slater and Alex. “They want the two of you, as well.” 

“Us?” Alex asked, taken aback. “Aren’t we old news now?” 

“Not really. The only magazine you two have done together was People when the boys were born, and then again when Lorraine was born. Nothing has been done since then. They want you. Cover, interview, the whole ordeal. Take the time to discuss, you don’t have to answer now.” He was fine with that. For Alex to answer now, meant communication with Annette and he didn’t want that, business or personal.

“Ben, what’s going on?” Mona reached across the table to him and rubbed his arm. “You ok?” 

“I’m fine.” He nodded and urgently made notes so as not to have to talk about his private life. 

“Ben,” Mona tried again. 

“Leave him alone, Mona,” Chris said quietly with a subtle shake of his head. 

“How about dessert?” Alex asked brightly and looked to Chris for help to get the topic on a happier vibe. 

“Any chance you made brownies?” Chris asked hopefully. 

“Just for you.” She sent him a silent look of thanks for keeping things light. “Complete with vanilla ice cream.” 

Lorraine tossed her burger in the grass. She stood up when she heard the words, brownies, and ice cream, and ran to her mommy. “I want ice cream!” 

“Suddenly I’m your favorite, huh?” Alex held her arms out then clenched her teeth together and flared her nostrils when Lorraine shot by her and into Uncle Chris’s waiting arms. 

“Sorry, Alex.” Chris flashed her a grin when she playfully flipped him off. “Chicks dig me.”

“Oh, shut up,” Alex muttered, as she walked into the house with him and Lorraine to get dessert ready. “You’re as bad as Slater.” 

They worked side by side while Lorraine danced between them as she impatiently waited for her ice cream. The two of them watched Mona and Slater try to talk to Ben, but the poor guy made it obvious he avoided their questions. 

“Your wife is badgering him,” Alex pointed out. 

“Your husband isn’t much better.” Chris grabbed a handful of spoons while Alex placed dishes on a tray and followed her as she quickly left the kitchen. 

“Come on, let’s go save him.” 

Lorraine crawled into Ben’s lap and hugged him, forcing him to set aside his files and accept her affection. Her dessert was forgotten as she framed his face with her little hands. Her eyes looked into his as she trailed her fingers over his eyebrows the way she saw her mommy do to her daddy to show him she cared. “Uncle Ben is sad,” she stated wisely and settled against him while his arms held her securely. 

Ben lowered his head to hers and kissed her forehead. He loved Jake, Zach, JJ, and Ricky, but Lorraine Heart always made him melt. To have her snuggle in his lap felt good. At least he knew her loyalty would never fade. “I love you, Lorraine,” he whispered to her then pulled her dish of ice cream close so she could eat it while she sat on his lap. 

“You’re so sweet with her,” Alex complimented. She smiled to see him so patient with Lorraine as she fed him a bite of her ice cream. 

“She’s easy to be sweet to.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing to it.” 

“So, Ben,” Alex began. She unknowingly brought up the topic Ben didn’t want to talk about. “I’m sure you heard the movie I was going to start working on soon has been delayed.”

“I did hear that,” he answered. “That will make Vegas easier to juggle for all of you, right? Unless you have another project you’re going to take on instead.”

“No, I’m going to take the time to be with my family. Um...” She spooned up some ice cream and let it melt on her tongue. “I haven’t heard from Annette since she told me the news about my contract. It’s like she’s hiding, or something. Do you know how she’s doing?” 

Ben clenched his teeth and resisted the urge to close his eyes and huff out an answer. “She’s taking an extended holiday,” he said simply. 

“Really?” Alex asked in surprise. “That’s not like her at all. I know she was going to Aspen, and I’m sorry.” She looked at him sincerely. “I know the two of you were taking a bit of a break, but is everything ok?” 

“She’s fine,” he said, then looked at Slater. “Do you have any whiskey?” 

Mona glanced at Alex and wondered at Ben’s sudden abruptness. “Are you sure she’s fine? Alex is right. It’s completely out of character for her to take extra time off.”

“She’s fine!” he repeated. 

When his voice raised, Lorraine sat up straight from his lap, looked at Slater with scared eyes and held out her arms for him.

Alex reached across the table and placed her hand on his arm. “Are you fine?” 

“She got married, ok?” He tossed his napkin on the table, scooted away from the table, and caused the dishes to rattle. The movement made Lorraine bury her face in her dad’s chest as she sucked her thumb. Ben reached out and placed a hand on her little shoulder as he whispered an apology in her ear and stalked off toward the kitchen. 

“What the fuck?” Slater whispered, holding Lorraine as she snuggled into him. 

“Did we just hear him correctly?” Mona asked as she looked at Alex, bewildered. 

“I think so,” Chris mused. “Fuck, that’s a low blow.” 

“Oh, my God,” Alex breathed. She looked around the table at everyone’s reactions, they all mirrored hers. 

As quickly as Ben left, he reappeared with a bottle of whiskey and a glass for himself, Chris, and Slater. He tapped Lorraine on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m not mad at you, ok?” 

“Ok.” She rested her head against her father’s chest and watched Uncle Ben with curious eyes. 

“Ben...” Mona searched his eyes and looked at Alex once more in shock. 

“Oh, my God,” Alex repeated, her eyes filled with tears. Alex and Mona descended on him as one, the two of them flanked him and uttered words of support. “I’m so sorry.” Alex sat in the chair next to his, scooted it close and wrapped her arms around him and rubbed his back in support. 

“Ben, you don’t deserve this,” Mona murmured. She sat on the other side of him, slid an arm around his shoulder and trailed her fingers through his hair just above his ear. 

“Tell us what happened,” Alex encouraged him to talk as she pressed a kiss to his cheek. 

“I don’t even know,” he replied, his voice resigned. He accepted a glass of whiskey from Chris. “I thought the break would do us good, give us both some room to breathe and then start fresh with the new year. I called her yesterday and she said she was still in Aspen. While I’m thinking of ways to express to her that I want to make things work, she interrupts me and tells me she got married. Apparently she reconnected with an old college flame over the holiday.” 

“She told you over the phone?” Alex asked, jerking back in anger. “Who does that?” 

Slater leaned close to Alex, his voice was just above a whisper as he muttered, “Let’s not forget that I found out about your marriage in a magazine.” 

“This is different.” She gave him an impatient look. “It’s completely different. They were in a relationship, and even if they were taking some time for space...” She looked at Ben with sorrow in her eyes. “You weren’t officially broken up. She could have at least called you and talked to you beforehand.” 

“Are you ok?” Mona asked, her voice was soft and understanding. Her fingers continued to trail through his hair just above his ear. 

“Yeah!” Chris let out a sharp laugh. He sat back and crossed an ankle over his knee as he took a drink of whiskey. He shared a look with Slater and gestured toward Ben. “He looks really heartbroken with Alex’s arms around him getting kisses on the cheek, and Mona’s hands in his hair and her tits pressed against his arm.”

Ben gave Chris a half-smile then glanced at Mona. “Your chest against my shoulder is a nice touch, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, honey,” Mona cooed as she laid her head on his shoulder. “When did you find this out?” Mona and Alex returned to their original chairs while they waited for him to answer. 

“Yesterday.” 

“Wow,” Alex murmured. 

“And that’s not even the worst of it,” he stated. 

“What could be worse than that?” Slater asked. He grinned at Lorraine when she twirled a lock of his hair around her finger. 

“Cheryl decided to blindside me yesterday and make it her last day. She didn’t stick it out for her full notice. I thought I had a little bit of time before my two o’clock interview and had Annette on speaker phone.” 

“Oh, shit.” Chris closed his eyes when he saw where this was headed. “You had a fucking audience, didn’t you?” 

“Yup.” Ben nodded. “Poor thing got caught in a bad situation and thought I had heard her come in. She heard the whole thing.” 

“Oh, my God.” Alex rushed to him again and embraced him. 

“You’re the poor thing.” Mona was at his side once more to press her chest close to his arm. 

“Thanks again, Mona.” He patted both of their arms to assure them he was fine and let them settle into their seats. 

“She eavesdropped?” Slater asked. 

“No, it wasn’t like that. Apparently, she was freaking out and knew she shouldn’t be hearing any of it. When she turned to leave, she knocked into that table I have by the door.”

“I hate that table,” Alex muttered. “I’ve run into it several times.” 

“It’s where I put the mail,” he defended the table. “Then she dropped her purse, and everything fell out.” He shook his head and laughed. “Talk about an awkward introduction.”

“Did you send her on her way?” Mona asked. 

“No. I hired her.” 

“Seriously?” Alex asked, confused. “I’m surprised you even went through with the interview.” 

“The interview was just as chaotic. The phones were ringing, deliveries were being made. I had no clue what to do, but she took control, answered the phone calls, and took the deliveries. She showed me she was capable, so I hired her.”

“Ok.” Alex decided the topic was safer than the Annette subject. “So, tell us about her. What’s she like?” 

“She’s beautiful,” he answered, his voice soft. 

Mona and Alex exchanged a look at the dreamy smile on his face while he continued. 

“She’s educated. She has a major in business and a minor in math. She loves numbers.” His face broke into a wide grin as he thought about her. “Her name is Rebecca,” Ben said smoothly. “Rebecca Black. She has a lot of experience in administration, she’s smart, she’s funny.” He chuckled as he remembered their dinner. “She’s from Texas, with this sexy accent that surfaced after a few margaritas. She’s beautiful,” he sighed. 
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