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Chapter One

You don’t piss off the person making your food. You don’t piss off the woman who gave birth to you. And you don’t piss off the HR lady. Everyone knows that.

Everyone, it seemed, except George Maxwell Sutherland, Jr. As with most memos, George Maxwell Sutherland, Jr. had missed that one. Along with the one about manners. And treating employees with respect. And showering every day instead of wearing a bucket of cologne to work.

Angela McCormack wrinkled her nose and stared at her boss’s feet. They were at eye level since he had them propped up on his desk. The sight made her stomach turn a little. It wasn’t so much the untrimmed talons on the ends of his toes, or the hobbit-like growth of untamed hair. It was the fact that she could see them at all. And the no-feet-on-the-furniture and don’t wear flipflops into work when you’re the CEO memos.

Yes, there were quite a few memos George Maxwell Sutherland, Jr. had missed. But at the moment, it was the one about not downsizing people out of their jobs just to recreate the same position two months later that weighed the heaviest on her mind. Because, unless she’d misunderstood everything he had just said, that’s what he was doing here. And despite George’s propensity to torture a simple sentence into a longwinded monologue for the sole pleasure of hearing himself talk, she was pretty sure she hadn’t got it wrong.

“Excuse me, Mr. Sutherland,” she said, “just to clarify, we’re refilling the positions we just downsized?”

He cocked an eyebrow up at her. “No, not at all. These are different positions, Angie.”

God, she hated when he called her Angie. “Yes sir, I heard you say that. But if I’m understanding you, the titles will be different, but the positions will fill the same basic function as before. We’re looking for an IT team lead to replace Dawn. You need a Director of Business Services to pick up where Mark left off, and so on?”

He flashed her a toothy grin that, she supposed, he assumed was charming. It wasn’t. It was the kind of smile she’d expect from someone selling a car that probably wouldn’t make it out of the lot. “Now you’re getting it. You know how it goes. New era, new regime. If I’m going to do this right, well, I need people I can trust.”

He studied her for a long moment with keen blue eyes. “That’s why I kept you on. I had a good feeling about you. And you know what I say—I’m a man who goes with his gut.”

Angela McCormack forced a smile and lied through her teeth. “Of course, sir. You can always trust me.”

“Don’t call me sir. Call me George.” He smiled again. He smiled too much for her liking. Grinning CEO’s, smiling politicians, and gas station sushi: she reserved the same measure of trust for each of them. “Now, I’d like these listings up by Friday. Is that something we can do?”

We. As if he’d lift a finger to help.

“I’ll get the drafts to you by the end of the day tomorrow. If the revision process goes smoothly, I don’t see why not.”

He nodded. “Excellent. Excellent. Well, that was all I had, then. Oh, my dry cleaning’s not back yet, is it?”

“No sir. I mean, no, George.”

He winked and clicked his tongue as a kind of sound effect to match the finger guns he aimed her way. “That’s better. I don’t like a formal workplace. I’m all about casual. I think it builds better morale. Don’t you?”

Angela smiled and lied again. “Oh, absolutely.”

She had nothing against casual, as long as it wasn’t the kind of casual that involved dirty hobbit feet on the desk. But George had come into Fenwood Bio like a whirlwind, laying off staff, axing benefits, and implementing draconian cost reduction programs within his first two weeks. The turnover rate was already higher than the layoffs. Which was one of several reasons why she was currently filling the role of the entire HR department, as well as admin, IT department, and supply requisitions. All for the same salary as before, of course, but with a much slimmer retirement package, and no life insurance benefits.

No, Angela McCormack didn’t want to hear the word “morale” pass his lips. He’d personally shredded every last bit of it and flushed it down the toilet.

“Me too. You might say, it’s one of my core philosophies.” He nodded, to himself it seemed, then added, “Well, I’ll let you get to work, then.”

She didn’t mind the dismissal. Hell, it couldn’t come soon enough as far as she was concerned. “Right.”

Retreating to her office and closing the door after her, Angela breathed out a long sigh of relief. She hadn’t been afraid he’d called her in to lay her off. He’d gotten that out of his system within the first few weeks. Still, she’d seen so many come and go, she would have been lying if she said the thought hadn’t occurred to her.

Mostly, she detested him. And she had the kind of face that didn’t know how to use its inside voice. When someone tripped her BS trigger, well, her face broadcast it loud and clear before she even realized it.

George Maxwell Sutherland, Jr. lived in the BS zone. And Angela McCormack needed her job. She had a mortgage and a house she loved. Sure, she could have found a job elsewhere that would have paid as well, or maybe a little better. But she didn’t want to give up her house. Not after all the years she’d spent restoring it, a room at a time.

Nor did she want to leave Fenwood. She’d grown up here, and she planned to grow old here. Older, she thought with a sour glance at the calendar. She’d be thirty-five in two days. She didn’t want to have to start over at thirty-five.

And that’s exactly what finding a new job in human resources would be. Fenwood Bio—now Sutherland Bio Research—was the biggest employer in the area, and those companies that did have HR departments weren’t hiring.

She knew because she’d checked. So, if she was going to find another job, it would mean leaving the area. It would mean moving a hundred miles south, or seventy-five miles north, or even farther east and west.

Fenwood was one of those smack-in-the-middle-of-nowhere towns, with more cows and horses than people. You either loved it or hated it.

Angela loved it, and she didn’t want to leave.

So, she pulled open her archaic software suite and started filling in the job listings they’d talked about. Did it make her a modern-day Judas Iscariot, helping this son of a bitch after he’d fired so many of her friends on the pretense that their jobs were redundant, now that Sutherland Bio Research had acquired them?

Maybe. Then again, Judas didn’t have a mortgage. Angela stared at the screen, trying to focus on the work. But the work didn’t—couldn’t—make up for the feeling in the pit of her stomach. The feeling of betrayal that left her a little sick. God, I hate this job.

She started as her messenger application dinged. Glancing at the clock on her desktop, she frowned. Somehow, half an hour had already passed.

Angela brought up the messenger window and groaned. It was George, and he’d flagged the chat as a high priority.

Can you come to my office?

Grimacing, she typed, On my way.

Angela practiced her fake smile on the way. It probably wouldn’t have convinced anyone who wasn’t as obtuse as George, but at least it wouldn’t be scary. Or, so she hoped anyway.

She knocked on his closed door and immediately heard, “Come in.” She did, and Sutherland smiled at her. “Ah, Angie. Thank goodness. We’ve got a situation.”

Oh no. “Oh?”

“I forgot I had an appointment this morning.”

“Really? I didn’t see anything in your schedule.”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you about it. I would have had you add it to the calendar. But that’s not the issue. Point is, we don’t have anything for them to eat.”

Now, she did grimace. So far this month, he’d sent her on eighty-some dollars’ worth of coffee runs, lunch pickups, and pastry runs. For a millionaire, Mr. Sutherland was chronically short of cash. It had all gone on “the tab.”

The tab didn’t exist, except as a figment of his imagination. Angela had her doubts that it would ever be settled. He’d pay off ten or twenty bucks here and there. But it always seemed larger than whatever cash he happened to have on hand.

“What did you have in mind?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Whatever you can find.”

“When are they going to be here?”

“Nine-thirtyish. Maybe ten. I’m not really sure. They were going to be here when they could. They’re flying in from Philly. Shit.” He shook his head. “I need to have something here for them. They probably haven’t eaten yet.”

Despite herself, Angela felt his tension get to work on her mind. “Well, I can put a call into Tealeaves & Coffeecake. I’m sure we can get a breakfast tray.”

He nodded. “Good. Good, their stuff is good. For Fenwood food anyway. See if you can get one of those breakfast quiches, and pastries.”

“Will do.”

“Nothing with mushrooms though. I can’t stand them.”

“Got it.”

“Oh, and what are we going to do about coffee?”

“I’ll make sure we have a pot freshly brewed by nine-thirty.” It wasn’t her job, but if it quelled a panic? Well, Angela would do it.

But George wrinkled his nose. “I’m not going to force them to drink that crap.”

She blinked. “You mean, the office coffee?”

He nodded as if she was agreeing with him somehow. “You’ll have to get one of those jugs of coffee. French roast. You know how I like it.”

“All right,” she said, then added, “I’ll let you know how much it costs.”

He nodded absently. “Sounds good. Thanks, Angie, you’re a lifesaver.”

“Anytime,” she said, leaving his office before the scowl set in.

★

Tealeaves & Coffeecake promised to have a tray waiting for her, and a mushroom-free quiche too.

Angela poked her head into her boss’s office to inform him. “It’ll be fifty-eight fourteen.”

He nodded in the same absent way he always did when she mentioned money. His eyes glazed over, and he said, “Right. Just add it to the tab, will you? Thanks again, Angie. You’re the best.”

She scowled all the way across town, and only an extra-shot lavender latte wiped the expression off her features. Tealeaves & Coffeecake was the rare local coffee shop, and not part of a chain. They made their own food onsite and even prepared their own syrups. The lavender latte was her favorite: a strange, earthy, floral flavor. It shouldn’t have been good.

But it was divine. Or so Angela McCormack thought anyway. And, sipping it as the barista brought her order from the back, she felt the anxiety of the morning melt away. Still, it might have eased the tightness in her chest. But it couldn’t resolve the source of it. It was just coffee, after all. Not magic. Even if the two were easy to confuse sometimes.

What the hell am I going to do about this job? I can’t stay there. I just can’t.

“Angela,” a chipper voice called. She glanced up to see the coffee shop’s owner, Lauren Grant-Ellis, come out of the back. Lauren was a year older than Angela, and insanely cute. Not Angela’s-type-cute—even if Lauren hadn’t been happily married—but just-stepped-out-of-the-salon cute. All the time.

Angela didn’t quite know how Lauren did it, but she certainly appreciated the other woman’s efforts. Even if she did feel like a schlep by comparison sometimes.

“Let me guess,” Lauren said, blue eyes twinkling. “Lavender latte.”

Angela smiled. “Am I that predictable?”

“Oh, honey. Do you have to ask?” Lauren wrapped her in a hug. They’d been best friends growing up—back when she’d been Lauren Ellis, the gangly kid from the farm next door. That was decades ago. Now she was all grown, even though she didn’t seem to age.

Angela laughed. “I guess not. But how was Italy?”

“Italy was great. But that’ll wait. How are you doing?”

She sighed, more dramatically than she’d meant to. “You know how it goes. Another day in paradise.”

“Oh no. That bad?” Lauren glanced at the tables. There were plenty open now. “You want to grab a seat? I’m due for a break now anyway.”

Angela snorted. “Due for a break? You’re the manager. You’re due for a break whenever you say you are.”

Her friend laughed. “Maybe. Still, you want to pull up a seat? I can grab us a slice of quiche.”

“I’d love to. But I can’t. I’m here to pick up an order.”

“Oh, that was you? The breakfast platter?”

Angela nodded. “Yup. Another important meeting he didn’t plan for.”

“And now it’s your responsibility?”

She nodded again. “Yup.”

Lauren shook her head. “You got to get out of that place, Angela.”

“I know. But let’s not talk about that idiot. Tell me about Italy. Tell me about Rae.”

Rae was Lauren’s wife—Rae being the Grant in Grant-Ellis. The mention of her name put a smile on Lauren’s face. It was one of those soft, unconscious smiles that painted themselves on the faces of lovers and fools. Angela smiled too. Not that she had couple goals anymore, but if she hadn’t given up on romance for good?

Well, Lauren and Rae would have been her couple goals. They’d been together for twelve years and married for ten. That was the reason for their trip to Italy: a long-postponed honeymoon.

They seemed more in love each time Angela saw them. Maybe that’s the reason she looks like she hasn’t aged past twenty. True love, or some shit.

“Italy was divine. The villas and vineyards we saw, Angela. But Rae is happy to be back. She—you’re going to laugh—she missed her horses.”

She did laugh. “That somehow seems very on-brand.”

“Doesn’t it?”

Rae was a walking country butch lesbian stereotype: flannel and horses and farm living.

“Yes, it does. But she had fun too?”

“Oh, yes. Got quite drunk a few times.”

The barista appeared now with the tote of coffee and boxes of food. “Here you are, miss.”

Angela wouldn’t have minded the excuse to stay, chatting with her friend on company time. But she thanked the girl and took her food. “Sorry, Lauren. I got to get back.”

The other woman nodded. “Hey, let’s meet tonight for drinks. You, me, and Rae. I’ll tell you about the trip, you tell me about the asshole.”

Angela laughed. “You got it. Text me with details, okay?”


Chapter Two

George Maxwell Sutherland, Jr. was at his desk when Angela returned. The food looked good, and he dug in right away. The truth was, he’d missed breakfast, and the tray was as much for him as it was his friends.

“Mmm, thank God for good coffee.”

One of the office curmudgeons, an old guy named Steve-something, scowled over. George didn’t know what Steve did, exactly. Finances, he thought. Or maybe legal. Anyway, Steve was sore about the coffee.

The office coffee fund had been one of the first things George had slashed in cost reductions. That and the water bubbler refills. These people drank an exorbitant amount of coffee and water. And they were welcome to keep doing so. Just, not on the company dime.

If they really needed the caffeine like they claimed, they could get it as easily from the hotel-supplier coffee they’d switched to—at a third of the price. And as for water, well, they could drink city water. They didn’t need filtered. Or they could buy bottled water from the vending machine, like he did.

Still, the dinosaurs harbored some resentment over the fact. George didn’t mind.

Hell, he thought it was kind of funny. Sutherland Bio Research was pretty selective in its acquisitions. If anyone had asked him, acquisitions were a giant pain in the ass. Not that they did ask. George Sr. did as George Sr. thought fit.

But rocking the boat and tightening the reins? That was one of George Jr.’s favorite parts of acquisitions. Nothing quite like a cold dose of reality to the dinosaurs who had gotten too comfortable and set in their ways.

So let Steve-something stew and scowl. George Jr. didn’t mind one bit. He breathed out a long sigh of contentment.

“Good stuff. Thanks, Angela.”

“You’re welcome,” she said.

Angela was attractive, in the way older women were sometimes. She was probably in her midthirties somewhere. Unmarried, and a little bit of a sad sack in her personal life, or so he gathered. She had an old house, no boyfriend, and no kids. He wasn’t sure if she was chronically depressed or if the aura of sadness related to the home situation. Still, she hadn’t let herself go, and that was something.

She was thin and tall, with dark hair and curls that were pretty, but a little too wild, and blue eyes that sparkled sometimes, but were a little too quick to judgement. He kind of liked her disapproval though. It was cute.

The rest of her features weren’t the kind that made it onto magazines, but they weren’t bad either: a straight nose, full eyebrows, nice teeth. For a woman her age, she didn’t look bad at all. And in a place like Fenwood? She might have been a Philly five or six. But even at thirty-something, she was a Fenwood ten.

While he was engaged in his own thoughts, she’d put the receipt on his desk very deliberately. And, knowing him well enough to know he’d ignore it, she added, “I made sure they printed a receipt for you.”

He smiled. “Great. Thanks.”

He could see the annoyance in her face when he deliberately missed her hint. He didn’t know why she got bent out of shape about it. He’d pay her back, sooner or later. He always had, hadn’t he? Maybe he still owed a little something. He lost track of the amounts. But it wasn’t much anyway. He was sure of that.

Still, he didn’t resent her feelings. They were her problem, not his. Not my circus, not my monkeys. “Let me know when my visitors get here, yes?”

“Will do.”

She left, and he watched her go. That was another thing about Angela. She had a nice ass. She wore those middle-class chain store business casual slacks that people in places like Fenwood thought looked professional. For all their failings, well, they sat nicely on that ass.

He wondered if she was a runner, or if she just hit the gym a lot.

Still, he didn’t spend too much time on the topic. That way, trouble lay. He knew that from prior experience. He wouldn’t have minded sampling the local goods, so to speak. He didn’t doubt he’d be able to score if he tried. But the world had changed with the Me Too movement. It wasn’t a safe place to be a man anymore.

As it was, Sutherland Research had already had to settle one lawsuit over a little harmless flirting. Not that he’d meant anything by it. His assistant hadn’t even been that hot. Mostly, he’d just been complimenting her. And the uppity— Well, he had words for her. But she’d walked away with a good settlement, and he’d been on the receiving end of George Sr.’s wrath ever since. That had been a few years ago. But right now, George Jr. couldn’t afford to piss off his dad.

No, change was in the air. George Jr. loved change, for the most part. As the scion of a billion-dollar research company, change usually meant opportunity.

This change certainly did. It had been coming ever since the elder Sutherland’s medical scare late last year. George Sr. had been hospitalized with palpitations of the heart. And though it had been nothing more than stress, it seemed to have shifted his father’s perspective.

Unless Junior was very much mistaken, pretty soon there’d be a different George Sutherland at the helm of Sutherland Bio. At least, as long as nothing interfered. He wasn’t going to risk his shot on a little ass.

Nope, Angela McCormack was out of luck.

George tried to focus on his food. Nothing in Fenwood was gourmet, but for what it offered, Tealeaves wasn’t bad. They used organic, locally sourced ingredients too. And though he didn’t really care where they came from, he did like knowing he wasn’t scarfing down pesticides.

George Jr. wasn’t a fitness freak or a health nut. But he took care of himself, and he took care with what he put into his body. He hit the gym five times a week and avoided pesticide-laden garbage. He didn’t want to die at fifty of something preventable, like heart disease or cancer.

And he was quite certain they were preventable—if you actually took the time to care for yourself. No, George Jr. had too much to offer the world, and too much left to do, to let himself die like that.

The morning passed slowly. He’d kept his schedule clear in anticipation of his friends’ arrival, but their plane had hit a delay. Now, he didn’t have much to occupy his time.

There were emails and voicemails, sure. But what he couldn’t delegate to Angela or Trevor, his assistant back at the main branch, he’d deal with later. He returned to his online poker game.

He was on a winning streak when Angela poked her head into the doorway of his office.

“Sir?”

“George,” he reminded her patiently.

“There are people here for you. A Tommy Carter, Ralph Pearson, and Kendall Hale. To go golfing, they said?” She hesitated. “I…well, I did mention you had a business meeting. But they said you wouldn’t mind.”

George couldn’t help grinning. “Oh, it’s not a business meeting. They’re friends from school. They’re down to do some golfing.”

Angela blinked as if the revelation stunned her. He laughed. Had he given the impression that this was a business meeting? Maybe. Maybe he hadn’t wanted her to be difficult about breakfast, or payment.

“Thanks, Angie,” he said. “Send them in, will you? And make sure they get coffee and food. You haven’t seen hangry until you’ve seen Kendall miss a meal.”

★

The morning passed in a very enjoyable fashion after that. Fenwood didn’t have much in the way of entertainment or dining, but it did have a very nice golf course. It could have been bigger, but that was George’s only fault to find with it.

His friends agreed. “Challenging course, but not too challenging. You were right—it’s a good one,” Kendall said.

They were waiting for their lunch on the veranda of Tres Amigos, a Mexican place that he didn’t hate. He’d explained his scale for restaurants in the area. “There are no good restaurants around here. You have to find the ones that suck the least. This is one of my least hated places, which—for Fenwood—is a glowing recommendation.”

“Still haven’t learned how to cook for yourself, eh?” Tommy teased.

“I don’t have time.”

“Fair enough. But I don’t know. If it’s as bad as you describe, you might need to make time. Or hire someone from back home to fly out here.”

George shook his head. “I still have no idea why anyone would build a bioresearch facility here.” He spread his arms out, gesturing at the town as if the dilemma was obvious. “There is nothing here. Nothing but cows and hillbillies.”

They laughed, though Kendall threw a glance at the patrons at the other end of the veranda, who seemed oblivious to their conversation.

“We saw some horses, too, on the way up,” Ralph offered.

“That’s true,” Tommy agreed. “And lots of corn.”

George shook his head darkly. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think Dad was exiling me, sending me out here.”

“But it’s only for a little while, right? Just until you finish the transition?”

George nodded. “Yes. Only a few months now, I think. I’m surprised it’s taking this long, honestly. I don’t know if dad’s second-guessing the acquisition or what.”

“Why, is it a money pit?”

“No, it’s a good firm. They’re a little spoiled. The ‘family business’ vibe inflated their egos a bit, I think. But I’m working on that.”

His friends nodded.

“From what I’ve read, they’ve got some good scientists,” Ralph said.

“They do. We acquired all their ongoing projects, and they’re currently under review. But chances are, we’re going to greenlight most of them.”

Now, a waiter appeared with plates full of colorful dishes. They’d ordered chimichangas and fajitas and two chicken dishes George couldn’t quite pronounce. They made their own salsa and guacamole here, and also promised to use organic ingredients. It was something of a thing in the area, or so he’d gathered. They had some real back-to-nature, in-touch-with-the-land kind of hippy vibes going on. Ah, small towns. Well, at least he didn’t have to worry about ingesting pesticides.

They dug in with gusto. They’d spent awhile on the links, and for his own part, George was starving.

Kendall and Tommy started grilling Ralph about his upcoming nuptials. Of their party, he was the second to get married. Kendall had been the first, but that ended inside half a year, and no one mentioned it anymore except to give him shit. Usually, when alcohol was involved.

George wasn’t particularly interested. He’d met the future Mrs. Pearson, Kelly Wu, and he felt sure Ralph was making a mistake. Then again, the Pearsons always married poorly. Ralph’s mother was a writer and a feminist, with an obsession for social causes and justice that drove him to distraction. Ralph’s grandmother had been some kind of military intelligence operative during WWII, and the entire family was ridiculously proud of her.

And Ralph, in turn, was the kind of guy who would proudly announce that he came from a family of “strong women.” He was a good guy, sure. But, also, kind of a pain in the ass. And as humorless as his mother.

George would have been content to leave their friendship a thing of the past, and not have to censor his language, or worry that any little comment might be called out. But Ralph and his other university buddies remained close, and so, by extension, they remained close too. Not close enough that George cared about his wedding though. He’d attend because he had to. He’d get him a gift that would do the Sutherland name justice. But he barely cared about Ralph. He certainly didn’t care enough to listen to him drone on about Kelly and her plans.

Instead, he focused on his food, wondering if he’d be able to arrange things next time so that he could forget Ralph.

“Hey,” Kendall’s voice broke in, “that’s that guy from the plane, isn’t it?”

The three friends followed his gaze to a dark-haired stranger, wearing an expensive suit, Italian leather shoes, and enough hair gel to meet a small nation’s needs.

Tommy laughed. “Jesus, it is. Check him out, George. This dude cosplaying a mafioso, or what?”

George didn’t laugh though. George almost spit out the mouthful of chimichanga he was eating. He didn’t hear Tommy’s joke except as background noise, but he might have been more discomposed if he had. Because Tommy Carter had hit the nail on the head.

The stranger was no stranger to George. It was Joey Caruso, or “The Italian,” as his bosses called him. And whether Joey worked for the actual Mafia, or his outfit was corporate owned, George didn’t know. He didn’t want to know. He had more pressing questions at the moment anyway. What the fuck is he doing here?

Joey glanced around the veranda, letting his eyes linger on George a moment longer than his companions. Then he walked back inside.

George’s friends had still been talking, laughing about the comic appearance of the man.

“New money. Am I right?” Kendall said. It was a joke of his, since his father was first generation new money. It usually made his friends—all from long-established families—laugh.

But he wasn’t wrong in the instance. Joey was one of those upstarts who thought the price tag and fit of his suit conveyed class. Never mind that he looked like he’d stepped out of a cheesy mobster movie.

Fucking hell. George’s mind was racing between disdain for Caruso and fear for himself. What the hell is he doing here? Gilmore knows we’re on schedule. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

He cleared his throat. “Damn. I think something went down the wrong way there. I’m going to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

Ralph glanced up at him, and George realized some of his anxiety must have reflected in his features because Ralph’s eyes widened. “You okay, man?”

“Yeah, fine. Just give me a second.”

He headed inside as fast as he could without running. He didn’t want to raise suspicion, but he also didn’t want to provoke too much worry. It wouldn’t do to get caught confronting Joey because Ralph took it into his simple head to check on him.

Joey Caruso had settled at the bar and was giving his order to a man in the white-and-black standard of Tres Amigos. The bartender nodded and headed off to make whatever Caruso had ordered by the time George crossed the restaurant.

Caruso looked up at his approach and plastered a stupid grin across his face. “George. Long time, no see. What are the odds of bumping into you here?” He clapped him on the back and pulled him onto a stool.

That might have been for the benefit of their fellow diners, but George wasn’t playing along. “Pretty high, I’d think. Since something tells me you came looking for me.”

Caruso cracked another grin: bleached white teeth against a tanned olive face. “You’re getting paranoid in your old age, my friend. I’m just here for the scenery.”

“The scenery? In Fenwood?”

The bartender returned, some kind of fruity drink in his hand.

Caruso tapped George. “That’ll be six-fifty. You want him to just put it on your tab?”

George scowled but slapped a ten on the bar.

“Keep the change,” Caruso said.

George scowled that much deeper. “You’re not here for the scenery,” he hissed once the bartender had gone.

“‘Course I am. This place—it’s paradise. Like Little House on the Prairie. But with cows. Lots of cows. I’ve never seen so many cattle in one place. Holsteins and Angus and I don’t even know what else. You ever seen so many cattle anywhere?”

George glanced back at the veranda where his friends were. He didn’t have long, he knew, before someone came looking for him, worried he’d choked to death in a bathroom stall. He sure as hell wasn’t going to waste it bullshitting about…well, bulls. “Don’t give me shit, Caruso. You’re not here for cows any more than I am.”

Caruso shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s definitely bullshit that brings me here.” He cracked another one of those smarmy grins.

George wished he could introduce his fist to the other man’s perfect teeth. “What the hell do you want?”

“You know what I want. You’ve been awfully quiet lately. Mr. Gilmore is getting worried. He sent me to make sure you were okay.”

George was surprised the building’s alarms hadn’t gone off already with the smoke that must be rising from his ears. “I told you, everything’s fine. I told Gilmore everything’s fine.”

Caruso nodded. “Good. Because we’ve been hearing things. Rumors.”

“Rumors are shit. Your boss should know better than to listen to rumors.”

“Maybe.” Caruso shrugged, then gestured widely.

God, what is it with Italians and the hands? Was this guy just a walking stereotype, or were they all like that?

“But you know how it is. Sometimes, there’s a grain of truth under all the bullshit. And sometimes…well, sometimes, there’s smoke where there’s fire.”

George grimaced at the haphazard mixing of metaphors. “I don’t care what you’ve been hearing. Nothing’s changed. We’re on schedule. And…” He glanced back at the veranda. He could see someone’s form rising through the windows. “I got to get back to my table. You tell Gilmore everything’s all right.”

“I will.” Caruso tapped him on the chest with the back of his hand, in a kind of affirmation. “I will, George. But I think I’ll stick around all the same for a bit. You know, you might not know this about me. But I’m a bit of a bovine enthusiast.”


Chapter Three

It just so happened that it was margarita night at Marty’s. So when Lauren, Rae, and Angela met, of course it was at Marty’s.

It was one of those bars that was somewhere solidly in between “dive” and “respectable.” You didn’t have to worry about walking in on an impromptu lovemaking session in the bathrooms, but now and then, you might catch sight of members of the oldest profession on the lookout for clients.

But on margarita night, when cocktails were two for the price of one—or twenty dollars for all the margaritas you could drink between six and nine—the atmosphere changed. It looked like the local PTA meeting had just gotten out. Middle-aged women, and women like Angela, who were getting too close for comfort to middle age, lined the bar and occupied the tables. Women who counted calories every minute of every other day crowded Marty’s on Wednesday nights to completely sabotage their diets.

Angela was moaning about that very fact. “I shouldn’t be doing this. I’m going to regret it tomorrow. Plus, I’ll have to work it all off anyway.”

“Oh, give yourself a break,” Lauren said, sipping her peach daquiri. “God, this is good.”

Angela sipped her margarita and sighed. “Yes, it is.”

Rae grinned at them, tipping a brown bottle their way in a mock toast. “Give me a stout, ice cold, over that fruity crap any day of the week, ladies.”

Lauren waved her away. “Philistine.”

Angela laughed.

Rae’s dark hair was shorn close to her head in a styled but short fashion. She didn’t usually wear makeup, but tonight, she’d added a little lip color. It was a nice shade of red that matched the flannel shirt she was wearing. Angela had mentioned it earlier, and she’d called it her “date night flannel.”

Rae was a walking stereotype, and she knew it. It was something of a joke between the three friends. The beer just added to the picture.

“Well,” Angela said, “you can have your beer. I’ll still take my margarita.”

“And my daiquiri,” Lauren added.

“I see I’m outnumbered. And a wise woman knows when to pick her battles. Let’s call it a truce, shall we? And by way of a peace offering, why don’t I order us a basket of wings?”

The two toasted their victory—for a victory they declared it—with gusto, and Rae laughed. “Jesus. How many of those things have you two had already?”

“This is my second,” Angela said.

“Mine too.”

“Looks like I’ll be driving home.”

“True.” Lauren grinned. “But don’t pretend you mind me after a few drinks.”

Rae’s cheeks pinked, and they all laughed. It was one of the things Angela loved about them. Rae was supremely confident in just about every aspect of her life. But when it came to Lauren? Well, she still blushed like a teenager on a first date.

Angela shook her head. She didn’t want to spend too long thinking about romance. She already felt like crap after the day she’d had. “All right, lovebirds, don’t start that this early. You’ve still got to tell me about Venice.” So far, she’d heard about their tour of the countryside and the coasts. But they hadn’t gotten to their time in the floating city.

But Lauren shook her head. “No. Enough about our honeymoon. I want to hear about that piece of shit.”

“Oh, yes. Mr. George.” Rae nodded. “I’ve heard a lot about him.”

Angela scowled at the mere mention of his name. “That son of a bitch. You know how he had me go rushing out to buy breakfast for his ‘big meeting’?”

Lauren nodded. “Yeah.”

“There was no meeting. He had buddies from school coming down.”

“So…not work related at all?” Rae asked.

“Exactly.”

The other woman shook her head. “Jesus. What a prick. Now you know why I prefer working with animals. The bullshit I have to deal with scrapes up with a shovel and washes away with a hose.”

Lauren ignored her significant other’s input. “Did he pay you this time?”

Angela shook her head. “No, of course not. He said he didn’t have cash. But that was a lie, too, because he grabbed a bottle of water from the vending machine. Paid with a twenty and had a wad of bills in his pocket.”

Rae laughed. “The man is clearly a psychopath. Who pays a vending machine with a twenty? That’s like paying for your meal in pennies.”

Lauren shivered. “Like Missus Matterson.”

Mrs. Matterson was the closest thing the owner of Tealeaves had to a nemesis. She was an older lady, but not old, who came in on Sunday mornings after church, at precisely fifteen minutes after ten o’clock. Like her arrival, her order never varied. She’d ask for a slice of the quiche of the day, a cup of coffee, and a scone. And inevitably, something would be wrong with her order. Her coffee was always too warm, or too bitter, or too dark, or not dark enough. The scone had been overbaked, or underbaked. Her quiche was never quite right either. Some days, it had too much of one ingredient, or not enough of another. She couldn’t taste the feta, or she could taste nothing but spinach. She didn’t care for tomato with eggs, and she was sure she’d read something about that being bad for digestion. But the bacon quiche was her favorite target for wrath. “If you advertise bacon in your breakfast, my dear, there’s supposed to be bacon in it. Otherwise, that’s false advertising. Which I’m sure you’re aware is against the law.”

And she always, always, paid with spare change, counting out her pennies first, then her nickels, then her dimes, and finally quarters. The nearest thing Mrs. Matterson ever did to varying this routine was occasionally bringing in a half-dollar coin.

“I’m surprised you know what that is,” she’d tell the poor young soul stuck behind the register. “I’ve read that your generation doesn’t anymore.” If she felt particularly cantankerous, she’d explain the coin. “It’s a fifty-cent piece, my dear. I know they don’t teach you about that anymore. But it’s real money. Look it up on your phone if you have to. Or call your manager. But hurry. I want to get off my feet.”

Angela had come into Tealeaves once on a Sunday morning expressly to glimpse the infamous Mrs. Matterson. And she’d not been disappointed. That particular morning’s tantrum involved a piece of golden-brown toast that was “burned to a crisp.” Mrs. Matterson was certain she’d chipped a tooth on it.

Now, she laughed at the memory. “Oh God. Good old Mrs. Matterson.”

Lauren seemed unwilling to linger on the thought. “You’ve got to start ‘forgetting’ cash yourself, Angela.”

“He’ll tell me to put it on a card.”

“Get ahead of that. Tell him you don’t have any cash on hand. ‘But I can run your card, if you want.’”

“He’ll have forgotten his wallet,” Angela predicted.

“Then you forget your purse.” Rae shrugged. “And keep forgetting it until he starts paying upfront.”

Angela considered the plan for a long moment. “It might work. But if I piss him off…”

“What’s the worst that’ll happen? He’ll downsize your position like he did the rest of HR, and you’ll be out of a job you hate?”

“It’s not that simple. I’ve still got a mortgage.”

Her friends nodded now. They all knew Angela’s love of her historic home. It had been a fixer-upper, and she’d gotten a good deal on it. But it needed work—a lot of work—and she’d sunk a good chunk of change into it over the years. She loved that place in the way that gearheads loved their cars.

“Yeah, but your dad would always hire you. You know that,” Lauren offered. “He might not be able to pay you as much as Sutherland Bio, but at least you wouldn’t lose your house.”

Angela groaned. “I’m not a farmer. I never have been.”

Rae shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“I do,” she protested. “I grew up on the farm. I hated it. It’s not even the animals. It’s—well, strawberry season, and pumpkin rides, and corn mazes… It’s people every day, all day. It’s customer service, all the time. Screaming kids and angry parents and people trying to haggle and…” She shook her head. “I worked there through high school. And I hated it.”

“Yeah, but it’s different when you’re a teen versus an adult. Adults think they can push you around when you’re a kid.”

Angela snorted, her mind going back to George. “Believe me, they still think they can push me around as an adult.”

Rae laughed. “My point is, you’ve got a backup plan.”

Angela considered for a long moment and then nodded. It wasn’t a backup plan she wanted, but it was a backup plan. Her dad had been trying to get her back into the family business for years. He’d mention it every time she complained about work. “That’s true. At least I’d have a job.”

“Exactly. And you could look for something else, but you have a paycheck in the meantime.”

She nodded again. “But it’s bullshit that I have to worry about it.”

“Yes, it is.”

“He treats me like I’m his personal secretary. And expects me to run a whole damned human resources department all by myself at the same time.”

“He’s everything that’s wrong with corporate America,” Rae said. “Guys like him? They’re one of the reasons I couldn’t wait to get out.”

For a long while, the friends talked about George Maxwell Sutherland, Jr. And the longer they talked, the angrier—and drunker—Angela got. And the more she ruminated on all the slights she’d suffered, and all the wrongs he’d inflicted on her co-workers and former co-workers. And the more she felt she couldn’t stand working there any longer.

“I don’t know. Maybe I should just talk to my dad. They always need more help. And I could quit then. I don’t want to hire new people—not after he let so many of our team go. No warning, no severance.”

“He’s a son of a bitch,” Lauren agreed.

Rae nodded. “I tell you—men like him? They’re ruining this country.” Rae had limited herself to beer, but she’d had more than a few. And the more she drank, the more political she got. “If I see one more goddamned billionaire on my TV, blaming the middle class for the problems his class created…”

“I just…it pisses me off to see what he’s done with the company. I used to like working there, you know? We did good work.” Angela shook her head. “We were helping people. And now? We’ve lost so many employees. He doesn’t even give a damn.”

“People are commodities to them,” Rae agreed. “Not human beings. If someone expects to be treated like a human, they’ll replace her with someone a little more desperate for the job, someone who has no choice but to put up with their bullshit.”

“It’s how revolutions start.” Lauren nodded darkly and a bit drunkenly. “Nothing ever starts with guillotines. It starts with greed.”

Angela laughed at that. The corporate world didn’t quite work like that, but maybe, she thought, it should. Maybe instead of golden parachutes to ease them out of workplaces they’d destroyed, CEOs like Sutherland should be run out of town on a rail. “It’s too bad we can’t revolt.”

They all nodded, contemplating this workplace revolution in silence.

“It’ll never happen,” Angela sighed after a space. “Everyone needs the job too much. We don’t all have dads who can hire us.”

“It’s how they get away with what they get away with. Pay just enough to keep people around, but not enough so you can be independent. And then use the threat of losing that pay to keep the employees docile.”

Angela thought about that for a long moment. “But you know who doesn’t need the job?”

“Who?”

“Me.” She tapped her chest for emphasis. “Yes, I may hate hayrides and apple cider and pumpkin patches. But I’ve got a job that’ll pay my bills. What the hell am I still doing there?”

Rae tapped her beer bottle on the table. “There you go. Tell him to take his job and shove it. And to pay you back, or you’ll be pressing charges.”

Angela, though, shook her head. “No. I mean, I will. But I can do better than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m the head of HR. Hell, I’m all of HR now. He treats me like a personal servant.

“Well, you know what? I’m not his servant. I’m a dedicated professional, and I deserve respect.” She slapped the table for emphasis.

“You’re damned right you do.” Lauren nodded.

“You earned it.”

“Yes, I have. But if he doesn’t want to treat me like a professional…” Angela grinned broadly, ear to ear. “Well, then, I won’t be. I’m going to make him pay.”

Rae and Lauren exchanged glances, cracking grins of their own. “What’s the plan?”

“He wants me filling those positions? Okay, I’m going to fill them. With the worst goddamned candidates I can find. I’m going to find people that will make his life a living hell, just like he’s made ours.”

Her friends were cackling now, and Lauren started to applaud. A few patrons glanced their way.

Their enthusiasm only heightened her own. “You want to piss off HR, George? Okay, well let’s see just how far that gets you.”

★

Angela sat at her desk, head in hands, and groaned. What in the hell had she been thinking? She must have downed half a dozen margaritas the night before. Her head felt like a punching bag, in use at the moment. Oh God. This day is going to be torture.

She’d managed to drag herself into work, and she’d been on time at that. But the prospect of spending the next eight and a half hours here?

She groaned again. No, margarita night had definitely not been the right call. It had seemed like it at the time. She’d enjoyed hearing about her friends’ travels. It was good to vent too. Sure, in the clear light of day, she wasn’t sure she’d go through with her plan to leave. And, of course, she knew she’d never follow through on her revenge scheme.

For a minute, she smiled at the thought of that. She wished on some level she could. But she was a professional, and that would be deeply unprofessional. And, anyway, she probably didn’t have the guts to see it through.

No, it was all well and good to dream. It made a good revenge fantasy, to think of her boss surrounded by clueless bunglers in lieu of the competent staff he’d fired as a corporate show of force. She liked to think of what a fitting parting gift that would be.

But no. She was a professional. She couldn’t do something like that. It’d be wrong. Very wrong. No, I can’t do that.

She could leave though. She’d talk to her dad today. No, it would not be ideal. Yes, she’d be giving up her dream job, leaving the place she’d loved working at and so many people she’d loved working with. But it’s not the same place you started at. Not since Sutherland took over. Cut your losses and move on.

She’d had to do a lot of that these last few years. She’d had to say goodbye to the woman she’d planned to spend the rest of her life with. And here she was, alive and well. If she could survive losing Carrie? Well, she could survive anything. A job was just a job, after all.

She heard the office front door buzz open. Someone had badged in fashionably late. Heck, at this point, it was too late to be considered fashionable. Which meant only one thing: Sutherland was in the office.

She grimaced and closed her office door softly. Until she actually handed in her resignation, she was going to stay on schedule. And she’d never be able to do that if she kept getting sent on food runs or interrupted for small talk when he was tired of sitting at his computer.

Her aspirin was starting to kick in, too, so her head felt a little better, and she could concentrate a little more. Angela focused on her tasks.

She’d been making good headway on her backlog. If everything kept on schedule, she’d be able to get the job listings to Sutherland for review by midafternoon.

She was lost deep in her work when a series of heavy, urgent knocks sounded at her door. She yelped and pushed to her feet to admit whoever it was. But before she’d taken two steps, the door opened anyway.

George Jr. stormed in, a box in hand. She froze in place and stared in stupefaction, as much at the scowl on his features as the redness in his cheeks. “Mr. Sutherland?”

He tossed the box onto her desk with a force that sent its contents scattering this way and that, and she retreated a step at the sheer violence of the gesture. He didn’t bother with a greeting. Instead, he snapped, “I know I said I run a casual office, but this is a little too casual. Even by this place’s standards.”

She blinked. “What?”

He gestured at the box and its contents, some of which littered her desk and keyboard.

She’d been too focused on him to take in the sight. Now, she saw that it was food rolling around on her papers and settling into her keys. “Uh…what is that? And why is it…here?” She was trying to keep her tone even, but the sight of a cream cheese Danish flipped onto her number pad really didn’t help.

George Jr.’s expression darkened. “Exactly what I want to know. We don’t leave garbage around the office, McCormack. Is it really too much to clean up after yourself?”

Angela was at a loss. She had no idea where this food had come from, or why in God’s name he’d just chucked it all over her desk. She tried to fit that thought into a sentence that wouldn’t get her fired. “I’m not following, sir. Where did this come from?”

“What the hell, McCormack? You know damned well what it is. You brought it here.”

She glanced back at the food, and specifically at the box. Then she blinked. It was a to-go box from Tealeaves. She couldn’t see the name, but she recognized the familiar teacup and leaves logo of her friend’s shop.

She quickly understood. She’d refrigerated the leftover quiche and left the pastries in their box in Sutherland’s office after he’d left. She’d expected him to return in the afternoon, but that never happened.

“Are those…the breakfast pastries?”

“From yesterday?” he snapped. “Yes. They are. And they were still in my office. Garbage. You left garbage in my office, Angie. That’s disgusting. I expect better from you.”

It seemed an exaggeration of epic proportions to call day-old donuts and muffins “garbage.” Ideal? No. But hardly inedible. Hell, if he’d put them out in the breakroom instead of decorating her keyboard with them, they would have been gone in minutes.

But something told her this was no time to argue. “I didn’t think I should throw your food away, Mr. Sutherland,” she said instead. “I didn’t know when you’d be returning.”

“It’s George. How many times do I have to tell you that? And I don’t want to hear excuses. We may have a casual atmosphere, but we’re not pigs. We have to have some kind of professional standards.” Now, he raised a finger, jabbing it in her direction. “Don’t ever let me find something like that again. Do you understand?”

It was everything she could do to respond civilly, but Angela murmured a yes.

Sutherland’s color deepened. “What? If you’re talking, I need to be able to hear you. That’s kind of a basic rule of communication.”

Motherfucker. “Yes,” she said, forcing a smile that, if looks could kill, might have felled dragons. “Of course, George. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good.” He retracted his finger from her personal space. It hadn’t touched her, and in the moment, her own cheeks blazing with fury, Angela felt that that was a good thing. For his sake. He turned now but paused at her door to gesture at the food all over her desk. “And for God’s sake, clean this mess. I don’t want vermin in the building.”

Angela did clean it after he’d gone. She scraped sweet cheese filling out of her keyboard and scrubbed glaze out of the carpet. She swept crumbs into the waste bin and sorted which of the sticky papers on her desk she needed to hold on to, and which she could reprint.

And then she sat back down to work. The heat of fury had passed. Now, an icy cold certainty had settled in her chest. To hell with being a professional. To hell with taking the higher road. To hell with the company.

George Maxwell Sutherland, Jr. had gone too far. And he was going to find out the hard way.

She ignored the rest of her work and brought up the candidate recruitment software. Then, a grim smile on her face, she got to work.


Chapter Four

Angie McCormack poked her head into his office. “George?”

George Jr. glanced up and smiled at what he saw. Angie somehow looked a little brighter lately, a little livelier. She was also smiling more, which was a good look for her. It seemed that ever since he’d put his foot down the other week, she’d straightened up her act. No more “Mr. Sutherland.” No more grimaces, or harping about his tab either.
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