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          An accidental meeting. An unconventional offer. An undeniable attraction.




          Ellie wasn’t looking for a Sugar Daddy. The second she realized she had accidentally stumbled into a mixer of Sugar Babies, looking for daddies, she started for the door. Then, the sizzling hot guy at the bar caught her eye. What started as a simple dinner date turned into an offer too tempting to resist. Join him at work events and social gatherings for one month—no sex involved—and make enough money to ease the burdens she faced, as a single mom. Surely, she could resist her attraction to him for one month.




          As far as Owen was concerned, Ellie was a complete mystery. She agreed to his offer, yet she hated for him to spend any money on her. It didn’t add up, until he discovered she was a mother. He wasn’t looking for an insta-family, yet the more time he spends with Ellie and her kids, the more he wants them in his life.




          Can what started as a business arrangement shift into more, or will their unconventional start ruin a chance for a beautiful forever?
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          To the coffee that kept me going, and the kids that call me Mommy.
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          Do you like Cowboys? Military Men? Best friends brothers? What about sweet, sexy, and addicting books?




          If you join Kaci Rose’s Newsletter you get these books free! 




          Join Kaci Rose’s newsletter and get your free books!




          Now on to the story! 
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          Dear Reader,




          If you are one of my family members, please put this book down and walk away.




          Seriously, let’s not make family events weird.




          Just walk away.




          ~Kaci
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          We all have that one friend. You know, the one that you call to help you bury the body at three a.m. Well, who do you call, when it's their body you plan to bury?




          See, she’s the reason I'm in a mixer full of older men, and one of which that just told me the real reason everyone is here. In depth details that said friend left out, but let's start at the beginning.




          "Ellie, just go. It's a night out and some free booze," my best friend, Mia, says.




          "I have the girls, and they have homework and need dinner," I say.




          I’m a single mom to two amazing girls. Allie, who is seven, and Becca, who is five. Their dad, my ex-husband, was my high school sweetheart. Then one day, he walked out, when Becca was almost two. He disappeared for a year, and then I received divorce papers.




          Still, he gave me no reason, and he saw the girls just once right before the divorce was final. He has every other weekend visitation, spring break, and two weeks in the summer, but he hasn't used a day of it. Child support comes on time every month, though. Thank God for small favors. 




          Mia knows all of this. She also knows I'm working to cover all of our bills, and while we are paying everything on time, one mess up, and we would be in trouble. I have three-hundred dollars in savings, and then I survive on my job at the coffee shop bakery, along with child support.




          I don't go out, because there’s no money to do so. This is why Mia suggested the mixer, so I could get out of the house. Apparently, this is where guys who aren't looking for commitment are finding someone to have dates with, and they pay for it all.




          It sounds too good to be true, or like there’s a catch, but Mia swears there isn’t, and she’s my person, so I trust her.




          To be honest, I'm not sure how she convinced me to go, and it’s all still a blur, but I'm here. Mia is with the girls, and I'm nursing a glass of wine, standing off to the side taking it all in. There are guys sixty and older, there are some guys my age in their mid-twenties, and everything in-between.




          But the girls are what catch my eye. They are all the same. Super skinny, tan, perfectly done blonde hair, and manis and pedis. Most look younger than me, and they are flirty. Basically, they’re the versions of a trophy wife.




          The word gold digger crosses my mind.




          They are definitely the opposite of me.




          I have a little weight to me. I'm a mom of two after all, and that flat stomach disappeared seven years ago. I'm not pale white, but I'm not super tan either. I'm five-feet-five inches, and while these girls are wearing dresses that leave little to the imagination, I'm in dressy dark jeans, my favorite dress top, and heels.




          The girls here all have the blonde hair from a bottle, while my hair is my natural chestnut brown. They have makeup on and perfect contouring, and I have mascara and lip gloss.




          I don't fit in here. 




          I decide I'm going to finish my drink, because it was free, and then I’ll bail. This is not my thing, and not one person has even tried to talk to me. I finish off my wine and set it down. I gather my purse, but before I can turn to leave, a husky, deep voice fills the air.




          "You look like you’re about to leave," he says.




          I turn to see a man over six-foot-tall, and he looks to be in his mid-thirties, judging by the laugh lines. He has dark hair and sparkling blue eyes. He’s huge, like muscles for days huge. He has money. I can tell with his perfectly tailored suit and the Rolex on his wrist.




          I smile, "That's because I am. A friend suggested I come here tonight, but I don't know, this isn't my kind of dating.” I say looking around.




          "Dating..." he says. "Did your friend say what kind of group this was?"




          "Just that the guys would be older, and I needed to get out of the house." I roll my eyes, and he laughs. It’s a husky laugh that has my stomach clenching and shivers running across my skin.




          "Can I get you a drink? I would love to talk to you, and I think your friend left out some details," he says, extending his arm towards a table off to the side.




          I hesitate for a moment, but at the very least, he does have my interest, and he isn't bad looking. Okay, that’s an understatement. This man is sexy as hell when he laughs and smiles.




          Plus, I need to know if Mia's death will be quick or slow.




          He must see my hesitation. "Just one drink and let me explain. Then, you can leave, and I won't stop you."




          I take a deep breath and nod. We then sit at a table off to the side and out of the way but still have a full view of the room. I study him and see him looking at me, too.




          "I'm Owen," he says.




          "Ellie," I nod.




          He takes a sip of his drink, and then leans towards me, resting his arms on the table, as he points across the room.




          "All these men have money and lots of it. What they don't want is a relationship, the commitment, the feelings, or the sticky stuff. Many want company, dates to events, someone to enjoy a meal out with, or maybe a movie. Some may also just want a beautiful woman on their arm," he says.




          "Like a trophy wife."




          He laughs, "Yeah, kind of, but without the marriage and with no strings. If there’s a connection, then they’re willing to pay the girls for their time."




          Well, that catches my attention, and I sit up straighter.




          "Like a hooker? Sorry, that’s not me." I can't help the disgust in my voice.




          He touches my hand gently, and sparks shoot up my arm, and my hand feels like it’s on fire. I wonder if he feels it, too.




          "No sex is involved unless both parties agree. If a relationship is agreed upon, then these girls get paid for each date the guy takes them on. They also get a monthly spending allowance, gifts, or vacations. It all just varies from person to person."




          "So, like a Sugar Daddy?"




          "Pretty much," he grins.




          I look at him, thinking that this is why he’s here, and I don't get it. He’s attractive and damn sexy, so why would he need to pay for a date? Furthermore, what do I have to lose?




          "Well, why are you here?" I ask him.




          "Ahhh," he says with a sparkle in his eye. He looks away over to the crowd, taking another sip of his drink.




          "Relationships are messy with feelings and breakups. I run a very successful company, and sometimes, I need dates to events, like charity functions. Also, I like to go out, try new places to eat, or see movies, and it kind of sucks doing that alone. I’ve found that many women were just after my money when I was looking for something real." He takes another sip of his drink. "After being emotionally drained and having both my work performance and my company suffer just for someone who only wanted money, I figured why not call a spade a spade. I have people who have families who depend on the success of the company and on me, and I take that very seriously. So, I figured I can get the dates and company I want, while being open about my motives, and also giving the women what they want. It's been a pretty good deal before."




          "So how many relationships have you had like this?" I ask.




          "Three that lasted more than a month, and one that went over a year."




          "Why end it if it was going so well?"




          "Everyone, including her, expected an engagement. While I have no problem with the arrangement, when or if I do get married, I plan for it to be for love, and not to someone who is in it for what it can do for them. Call me old fashioned, but marriage is a sacred thing for me."




          I nod and sip my drink in silence, looking at the crowd with new eyes.




          "You’re different than the other girls here," he says.




          I laugh, "Why because I don't dye my hair, and my tits are real?"




          He laughs so hard it causes people nearby to actually stop and stare, which causes my face to warm slightly.




          "I wasn't thinking along those lines, but that's a good point. You’re very real and blunt, and I can tell you aren't into all this."




          "Yeah well, I don't have time to sugar coat things, and if I had known what this was, I never would have shown up. As it is, my friend will need a SWAT team to protect her, when I get home."




          "Would an arrangement like this be so bad for you?"




          I pause, and then point to an older gentleman at another table, well past his seventies with a walker next to him.




          "What like him? He's looking for a sexy nurse for sponge baths. So not interested."




          He gives me a soft smile never taking his eyes off me, and then his face goes serious.




          "Well, what if it was me asking?"




          I look him over and shake my head, as I start to stand up.




          "You don't want me, but I bet the blonde at the bar would be more than willing, though." I know I need to leave before he goes and tries to pick her up because watching that would suck. I grab my purse to leave.




          "Will you please just hear me out?" He asks. "What harm can come from hearing what I have to say?"




          I look at him, wondering if I really want to hear it. I guess if nothing else, this can be a funny story on the next horrible date I go on. I don't answer right away, so he continues.




          "What if I sweeten the deal and buy you dinner? No strings attached. We just talk and worst case you get a nice meal out of it, and then head home to slaughter your friend with my lawyer’s card in your hand for when she goes missing." He raises his eyebrow, and I laugh.




          When was the last time I found someone who can keep up with me?




          "Okay dinner, but I'm driving my own car."




          "Okay," he says. "There’s a bistro less than five minutes from here that just opened a few weeks ago, and I've been wanting to try."




          I nod, "I'll follow you there."




          We end up at a little bistro that has modern touches, and it’s done up in creams with lime green accents. I’m actually surprised I like the decor.




          Owen gets us a seat in the back, while I'm looking around. The place is pretty packed, so I'm surprised when we get right in.




          He places his hand on my lower back, guiding me to the table. Normally, this would make me uncomfortable on a date, but for some reason, it has the opposite effect with Owen.




          He pulls out my chair for me and is the picture of a perfect gentleman, which is very refreshing.




          We pick up our menus, and he says, "Order anything you like. Drinks, appetizers, desserts, and don't hold back."




          Well, okay then. I order a glass of wine, as I look around at the people at tables near us and at their plates of food.




          I try to match up what they’re eating with what's on the menu, and my eyes go wide. Seventy-five dollars for three skimpy slices of steak on a small scoop of mashed photos and some fancy sauce. This place is out of its mind.




          I sigh, and he hears it.




          "What?"




          "Nothing." I keep looking at the menu.




          "No, come on. Don't hold your opinions back now."




          I lean in, so I can lower my voice. "You really think a place like this is worth your money?"




          "I haven't eaten here yet, but everyone is saying good things, and the chef is from Washington D.C. and has cooked for the president."




          "Yeah, I bet he didn't rip him off," I say




          "What do you mean?" He asks.




          I point to the plate of the woman sitting next to us.




          “Seventy-five dollars for three slices of steak? You can get a twenty ounce steak cooked perfectly and melts in your mouth for less than that elsewhere."




          He shakes his head and smiles, "Let's give it a fair chance, yeah? Don't look at the prices, let’s try the food, and then see if it measures up."




          "Okay," I hesitantly agree.




          We order an appetizer of crab cakes that aren't actually too bad, but I have had better ones.




          "So, let's not beat around the bush," I say. "Get to talking."




          "Upfront are we?" He asks.




          "Yes, remember I speak my mind."




          There’s a twinkle in his eye at that.




          "I like you because you are different. You hold your own in a conversation, you can make me laugh, and you have opinions. I guess I like that this isn't your thing, and you aren't being what you think I want. You are just you."




          "Yes well, I'm not a bullshitter, never have been. I tend to be too blunt sometimes and put my foot in my mouth more than I'd like to admit, but I'm real. What you see is what you get. I don't like games. They hurt too much," I say.




          He looks at me seriously. "Yes, I agree, and I don't do games either." He pauses, and his tone softens, "Look, I'd like to do a trial run with you. Just one month."




          I laugh, "You’ll run screaming after a week, trust me."




          He just smiles, "One month, and either of us can walk away with no questions asked. If after a month we agree it works, then we can do a contract."




          I look at him and study him, as he talks. "What does this all entail?"




          "Well, I'd like dinner once a week with you just like this, and maybe, at a better restaurant," he pauses and smiles. "As I said, I like trying new places. That means drinks, dinner, maybe a movie, an event downtown, and just several hours of your time. I will pay you three hundred dollars a date, as well as cover all the expenses on said date. Let’s say every Friday night. You are free to say no to any others during the week, but Friday night will be a must."




          I stare at him, thinking that three hundred dollars will more than pay for a babysitter if Mia or my mom aren't available, and that's an extra twelve hundred dollars a month. The money could build up my savings account and give me some breathing room.




          He continues, "Over the next month, I have three functions on my schedule. These are longer nights and require socializing, proper etiquette, a dress, fancy hair, makeup, etc. I pay five-hundred dollars a night for these. I will also cover your dress, hair, makeup, and anything else needed for the event. At the moment, everything is in town, but I have had out of town events mostly for a weekend, where I'd need you to come along. We’ll negotiate that beforehand. You will also be given a one-thousand dollar line of credit for clothes, and then a two-thousand dollar monthly allowance to be on call for last minute dates."




          When he said that, I almost choked on my wine. Did I just hear him right?




          “Two-thousand dollars a month allowance?" I ask.




          "Yes, to pay your bills, or to buy things you need. It's an incentive to drop your plans when I ask for last minute dates."




          "And what do you expect on the physical end from this?"




          He smirks, "When we are out, it will be just like tonight. I’ll open the doors, pull out your chair, guide you with my hand on your back, place your arm in mine, or even hold your hand." He pauses, letting me take it in.




          "At the big social events, there might be some kisses on the cheek and dancing, but you’re not required to kiss me or sleep with me, and if you’re ever uncomfortable, you say so. But you do have to make it look like you enjoy my company, and we are on a real date and have a real relationship," he says.




          I take another sip of my drink, while I think. Twelve hundred dollars for one date a week to get out of the house with no kids. Fifteen hundred dollars for three events, and a two thousand dollar allowance is four thousand dollars in one month. That's more than I make in a month with child support. Plus, there’s an option to make more with other dates.




          I could take fewer hours at work this month, spend some time with the kids, chaperone Allie's field trip, and write my book. Then, when this is all over, sell the clothes and make a little more to put in the bank.




          "And at any time, I can be done if this doesn't work, even mid-date?" I ask.




          "Yes, and you can keep the full allowance amount and any money and clothing allowance for the month. If the month works and you agree to a contract, then things are a bit stricter, but we can negotiate all that when the time comes."




          It doesn't sound like a bad deal. It’s almost as if it’s too good to be true.




          "I don't even know your full name," I say.




          "Owen Garrett."




          I pull out my phone and type it in.




          "Are you Googling me?" He asks and smiles, clearly amused.




          "Umm, yeah. I need to know my chances of this ending with me being butchered in your backyard."




          He grins again, as our dinner shows up. He ordered scallops, and I ordered the sliced steak.




          "You aren't on any of these trendy diets, are you?" I ask, eying his plate.




          "No, why?"




          "Because I like burgers, fries, steak, and all things meat and carbs."




          "Good to know," he says over his drink glass with a hint of amusement in his voice.




          We talk a bit about the food, how small the portions are, and we even swap a bite off each other’s plate.




          "So, the chances of you being slaughtered and buried in my back yard?" He asks.




          I smile this time, "Slim." Then I sigh, "Can I have some time to think about this? I might be in jail tomorrow, so no promises."




          "If you are, I promise to bail you out." He hands me his card with a written phone number. "That’s my personal cell, and not many people have that, so please don’t share it. Let me know by tomorrow night. We can have our first dinner the day after since it’s Friday."




          I nod, thinking that I should know by tomorrow for sure.




          "Can I get your phone number?" He asks. I give it to him, figuring the worst thing that can happen is I have to change my number. We spend the rest of the dinner and dessert talking about ourselves and the food. He pays the bill and walks me out to my car.




          "Please, text me and let me know, when you get home, just so I know you got home safe," he says, and I agree.




          I drive home, park my car, and then text him before heading in to talk to Mia.




          Me: I'm home, but my friend is also my neighbor, so she and I will have it out now. Good night.




          He doesn't respond right away, so I head inside. I find the kids are sleeping, and Mia is on the couch watching TV. I walk right over to her and then hit her with my purse.




          "What the fuck, Ellie! Stop it." She shrieks and jumps over the back of the couch, putting it between us.




          "How dare you send me out to be scoped out by Sugar Daddies," I growl at her.




          "What? No way would I do that!"




          "That’s what it was! A group of Sugar Daddies looking for Sugar Babies."




          "I had no fucking idea!"




          "Luckily, one of them took pity on me and filled me in!"




          "Oh, shit," she says. "Listen, I had no idea! I was told it's just rich older guys looking for casual dates."




          "Yes, a Sugar Daddy." I cross my arms.




          "Shit." She looks at her feet, and then back up at me. "Well, where have you been then?"




          "Out to dinner with the guy who filled me in."




          "Oh, really?" She heads to the kitchen, grabbing some wine and glasses, and then sits back down on the couch and says, "Spill."




          I sigh and sit down next to her, rehashing everything from the ages of the guys to how all the girls all looked alike. I tell her about Owen, and how he stopped me, before I left, about dinner, his offer, and how he laughed when I was my blunt self.




          "Girl, do it!! With all that money, you said you can take a few days off, and put money in savings. He even said no sex," she says.




          "I don't know."




          "What? Is he bad looking? How old is he?"




          I pull up the site I found him on earlier.




          "According to Wikipedia, he's thirty-six," I say, and then show her the photo on my phone.




          "Damn, he's a hot thirty six!" She says.




          "But I'm twenty five, and that's an eleven year gap."




          "So what? This is for fun. Think of it as friends going out, and you get paid to do it. Again, he even said no kissing or sex. What do you have to lose?"




          "What about if a weekend trip comes up?" I ask.




          "Well, between your parents, Jenna, the seventeen-year-old babysitter down the hall, and me we can more than cover it. Plus, I'm sure for a weekend away the pay would be pretty damn good." She takes a sip of wine.




          "And we can cover any other times you need the kids watched. Come on, it’s forty seven hundred dollars! If you sign a contract with him, you could do this full time, be with the kids, when they get home, and start writing again!"




          "Yeah, I don't think I'd plan to quit my job. Maybe, just go to part-time for the month and see if they will let me." I say, thinking out loud.




          "So, call your boss now and ask."




          "Mia, it's after ten at night!"




          "Okay, so ask him first thing tomorrow. Say you have some family stuff, and that you’re wondering if you can work part-time for the next month, and then you will come back. It's not like you have benefits to worry about at that crap job. If he says no, I bet you can find a job that will let you and be happy about it."




          I know she’s right. I have been doing the work of an assistant manager and not getting paid for it. I do a lot of the baking, and some of it is with my personal recipes that I haven't shared with anyone.




          The family who owns the bakery is sweet as can be. They’ve invested and opened up four other stores across the state, so they have a store manager. No store is the same, which I like.




          "Well, will you give up all your Friday nights to babysit? That’s one of the conditions. I have to go on Friday night dates for lack of a better term," I say.




          "Yes, of course I will. You know I love these kids like my own, and you need to get out and live life as you, and not just as a mom."




          My phone goes off, and I look at it.




          Owen: Do you need help burying the body? 




          I laugh out loud, which prompts Mia to ask what I'm laughing at, so I show her the text message from Owen.




          "Oh, shit he's funny, too. Well, I'm going to go. Text Mr. Sexy back. I think you should do it." She then heads across the hall to her apartment.




          Smiling, I lock the door, turn off the TV and the lights, and check in on the kids who are fast asleep, giving them each a kiss on their heads, as I stare at them for a minute.




          There’s nothing in the world I wouldn't do for my girls. I have been able to give them everything they need, but I'd love the ability to spoil them just a little bit.




          They’re growing up fast, and I know the older they get the more expensive the simple things like clothes will get. In the grand scheme of things, giving up two nights a week with them is a drop in the bucket to secure our future right now.




          I head into my room and close the door, as I read Owen's message again, and text him back.




          Me: No, she might need stitches, but she lived, and we talked. She had no idea what it was. She was told about the event by a friend.




          He responds right away this time.




          Owen: What did she think about the idea?




          Me: She says I should do it. Go down to part-time at work for the month and start writing again.




          Owen: So, is that a yes?




          Me: It's an I will talk to my boss tomorrow. If I can go down to part-time at work for the next month, then it's a yes.




          Owen: Okay. Will you call me, when you get out of work tomorrow and let me know?




          Me: Yes, I get out at four.




          Owen: Thank you. Good night.




          Me: Good night.




          Right to the point. I get ready for bed and lay down, thinking about dates with him. Dinner wasn't so bad tonight. He was a gentleman, and we were able to make each other laugh while having a good conversation.




          How crazy is all of this? I can’t help but feel like I will live to regret this sometime soon.
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          The next day I go into work a little hesitant about my choice, but it's one I know I can't pass up. I walk back to Tony's office. He's the store manager and the owner’s nephew.




          "Hey, Tony. Can I talk to you a minute?"




          "Yes, come in and close the door," he says, in his sleazy voice.




          "That's okay. This will just take a minute." I stand in the doorway. I refuse to lock myself in a room with him because he gives me the creeps.




          I continue, "Tony, I need to take my hours down to part-time for the next month. I have some family things going on."




          I can tell he is less than amused.




          "If I take you down to part-time, I have to hire someone to take those extra hours, and it's not fair to fire them just to bring you back full-time. I suggest you rethink this." He turns his back on me to get back to work.




          I go back to work. On my lunch break, I call Mia and tell her what Tony said.




          "Girl, he’s a creep and an asshole. You are good at what you do. You have recipes that are yours, and girl, you should have been promoted to assistant manager six months ago. You do all the work, and they are completely taking advantage of you! You can get another job quickly that pays better. Plus, you’ll have money saved up from your time with Owen."




          "You're right, Mia. Honestly, I wanted to do it, but I guess I just needed another voice telling me I was doing the right thing."




          "Good, that's what I'm here for, Ellie. I think this is good for you, and you can start writing again. Who knows, maybe you finish the book, and it makes the best sellers list, and you don't have to go back to the bakery.”




          "That's the dream, Mia. Reality sucks."




          I finish my lunch and head back to tell Tony.




          "Tony, I’ve thought about it, and I'm going down to part-time. If I can't get my hours back at the end of the month, then so be it. I need Friday, Saturday, and Sundays off and only mornings on Thursdays."




          "I think you forget I'm the boss here, Ellie. You work when I tell you too, family issue or not."




          I shrug, "Okay, then. I'll quit and go work at the new bakery that just opened. That means my recipes go with me," his whole body stiffens, and something that looks like rage crosses his face.




          "Fine," he spits out, and I don't miss that throughout the conversation, he's been staring at my chest and not my face.




          I finish my shift and call Owen on my way home.




          "Hey, how was your day? Did you talk to your boss?" He asks.




          "My boss wasn't too happy, but he agreed, so yes to the next month."




          I must be imagining things because I swear, I hear a hint of a smile when he speaks next.




          "Okay, I’ll pick you up at five tomorrow." He says.




          Crap, I don't want him knowing where I live, or chance him seeing the kids.




          "No, just tell me where to meet you, and I’ll get there."




          "Me picking you up for our dates and dropping you off is part of the deal, Ellie."




          "Well, what if I don't want you knowing where I live?"




          "I'm not asking for a key, just to pick you up for dinner and drop you off, so I know you get home safe."




          I hesitate, "Fine, but I'm not buzzing you up, and I’m not telling you what apartment. I’ll meet you outside."




          He sighs, "That's fine, Ellie."




          "What should I wear for tomorrow?"




          "I made reservations at the new seafood place by the river, so a cocktail dress will work."




          When we get off the phone, I text him my address and then pick the kids up from after school care.




          “How do you guys feel about Aunt Mia watching you after school again tomorrow?” I ask them on the way home.




          “Yay!” They both cheer.




          “Where are you going, Mommy?” Allie asks.




          “I have a … meeting. I’m thinking of taking a part-time job to make a little extra money.” I stick close to the truth because I’m not a fan of lying to my girls. “It will only be two nights a week. Are you okay with that?”




          “Who will watch us?” Allie asks.




          “Aunt Mia or Grandma.”




          “I love it when Aunt Mia comes over.” Becca squeals.




          That night after the girls are in bed, I look through my closet for a dress for tomorrow. I find one that isn't a traditional cocktail dress, but it’s dressy and kind of beachy.




          It's a soft blue off the shoulder maxi dress with a tight empire waist and a solid blue slip that ends at my knees and has a sheer lace overlay. It has a bohemian feel, but I can pair it with some black heels and the right jewelry to dress it up.




          I haven't worn this dress in over a year, so I’m glad to have a reason to wear it again.




          As I'm lying in bed trying to fall asleep, I get a text message.




          Owen: Good night, Ellie.




          Me: Good night, Owen.
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          I'm running late. My jerk of a boss kept piling work on me, reminding me I was leaving him in the lurch going part-time. I finally slipped out, when he was on the phone and didn't look back.




          I know he was doing it because he heard me talking to Mia about needing her to come over and watch the kids.




          Jerk. 




          I run and pick up the kids and head right home. It’s a few minutes after four when I walk in the door, and Owen will be here in less than an hour. Crap. 




          Thankfully, this is when Mia walks in the door and takes over kid duty. I listen to the girls tell me about their day, as I get dressed.




          As the girls do their homework, I do my makeup, and Mia does my hair, while I tell her about my day.




          Mia agrees jerk-face Tony did it on purpose and again urges me to find another job, saying now is a perfect time, because I can be picky, and I'm not in a rush. I promise to think about it.




          She has a point. I'm not rushed, because of a gap in paychecks and can take my time and find a good fit. I figure I can put out a few feelers next week and see what happens.




          I'm listening to the girls talk about some game they both played during PE, and they are laughing and giggling. Allie is helping Becca with her homework, and it warms my heart.




          This is why I’m doing this tonight. For them. It kills me to leave them and miss out on this sweet time, but I know they’re in good hands with Mia. I figure I can treat them to something special tomorrow since I’ll have a bit of breathing room in my bank account.




          Five minutes before five p.m. my phone rings.




          "I'm out front," Owen says.




          "I got out of work late. I need a few more minutes, and I'll be down."




          He doesn't sound upset, but I hurry up and get my shoes on and switch out my purse to one that matches my dress.




          I say goodnight to the kids because I'm sure they will be sleeping by the time I get home.




          "You look very pretty, Mommy. Where are you going?" Allie, my oldest asks.




          "I have a dinner meeting tonight. It's at a nice restaurant by the river that has that beach we went, too." It's not a complete lie.




          "Ohh, Mommy take beach pictures!" Becca squeals.




          I laugh, "I will try my best, baby girl, but I have to go. My ride is waiting downstairs. I love you girls so much. Be good for Mia, okay?"




          "We promise, Mom," Allie says.




          "Love you too, Mommy," Becca says, turning back to her schoolwork.




          I take a deep breath, hug Mia, and head out of the door.




          When I get out front, Owen is standing next to the car, and he doesn't see me right away, so I take him in. He’s in dress slacks and a button down shirt, but with no tie. The shirt stretches perfectly across his arms and chest, and my God, I'm suddenly nervous about tonight.




          He sees me and doesn't hide the fact that he's checking me out, as he looks me in the eye and smiles.




          "Is this dress okay? I figured it would go with the beach theme."




          "You look beautiful, Ellie. That dress is perfect." He says, and butterflies stir around in my stomach.




          He helps me into the car, before getting in himself, and then closing the partition between us and the driver. I know the restaurant because I looked it up, and we have a good half-hour drive ahead of us. Longer, if we hit traffic, which we probably will this time of day.




          "Do you get out of work late a lot?" He asks.




          "No, my boss was just being an ass. He's mad I'm going part-time, so he piled more work on me when he heard me on the phone with Mia asking her to come over tonight."




          Shit, I don't want him to know about the kids.




          "She umm… did my hair for me. She’s the one who told me about the mixer."




          Looking at me, he says, "Your hair is beautiful.”




          I feel a little self-conscious. I know I'm not the type of girl he usually has on his arm, but I push my insecurities away for my girls.




          “Where do you work?" He asks.




          "Oh, no. I can handle this myself, and I can't have you messing up my job. I need it, especially if this doesn't work out."




          "Okay, but if you want me to speak to him, I will."




          It makes me smile, but the less he gets tangled in my life the better.




          "Thank you, but I can take care of myself. My part-time hours will be half days on Thursdays and off on Friday, Saturday, and Sundays, since I assume most of your events will be on the weekend."




          He goes over his schedule for the month, and it turns out I was right. He has three charity events all on a Saturday, beginning next week. That’s perfect with my schedule.




          He also gives me the info for my clothing allowance at a boutique downtown. I know the store, and they have some super cute stuff, but I've never been one for clothes shopping.




          He tells me I should go this weekend and use the allowance, and I nod, knowing I probably won't go.




          He also gets the info for my pay app, and I hear a notification on my phone. Not only did he send this month's allowance, but he also sent the money for tonight. Twenty three hundred dollars.




          I have to take a deep breath. That's three weeks’ pay from the bakery. My mind races with the possibilities. I know I will put this money into savings, but there’s so much I could do.




          Get the girls new clothes for starters. They seem to have hit yet another growth spurt. Thank God, for the kid’s consignment store in town. I take in the stuff they outgrow and trade it in for new clothes, and it doesn't kill my budget.




          I'm still thinking of ways I could use the money when his voice pulls me back to earth.




          "So, you said you want to do some writing, while you are part-time?" He asks, remembering an earlier conversation.




          "Yes, I've been working on a book, but never have time to write it. I think I’ll try this month."




          "What kind of book?"




          "It's kind of like a travel guide to The Smoky Mountains National Park. It has all the historic spots. I have the pictures done and laid out; I just need to get the writing finished. Then, start pitching it, or maybe, I’ll self-publish, who knows."




          "Well, I have some friends in the publishing field, and I'd be happy to have them take a look."




          "Of course, you do, but no, I want to do this on my own."




          "Listen, passing off the book, it's just getting your foot in the door. It will be all you. If it's good, then they will contact you, and if it's not, you won’t hear from them. I’ll ask them to take a look, and then I’ll stay out of it. The rest is all you. It's not a bad thing to have some connections you know."




          I know he's right, and I guess it can't hurt if he’s around, when I finish the book. If I finish the book.




          So, I nod my head. "Well, if I get it finished."




          "What are the chances you’ll show me what you’ve done?"




          I shake my head, "I can show you some of the photos I’ve taken for the book." I pull them up on my phone, handing it to him.




          "You took these?"




          "Yes."




          "These are amazing," he says. "Is this what you want to do? Books like this?"




          "Yes, I love taking photos, and I want to travel and see the national parks. Plus, I like writing. This seems to combine all three, but the chances of me making a full-time income are slim, I guess. It's not a traditional travel guide."




          "What do you mean?"




          "The area was settled by people over a hundred years ago. I'm following the life of a family that settled there. It's kind of their story told with photos and info on where to see things today, and a guide part in the second half."




          "So, it's like a novel and a guide all in one?"




          "Yeah, kind of like here’s their story, so now go and trace their footprints yourself thing."




          He just looks at me and doesn't say anything. I start to wonder if he thinks my idea is stupid. I've been doubting it, since day one, but Mia keeps pushing me.




          "What?" I finally ask.




          "That's really amazing. I want to read it, and I'm not just saying that."




          I know I’m blushing, so I turn to look out the window, trying to hide it. A minute later we are pulling into the restaurant, and you can tell just from the parking lot this place isn't going to be cheap.




          It has Lamborghinis, Mercedes, and even a section for cars with drivers, like Owen’s. I start to get a little nervous, but Owen is the perfect gentleman, helping me from the car and offering me his arm, as we walk inside.




          We are shown right to our table. As we head towards the back, I try to take in the décor.




          It's done in a nautical design that looks expensive with lots of reclaimed wood and massively tall ceilings.




          The accent wall in the waiting area has a compass outline painted on it and it has to be over twelve feet tall and covered in reclaimed wood.




          The tables have all white tablecloths, and the backs of the chairs have a rope design on them, but the chairs themselves look comfortable. There are candles at every table in what looks like old ship lanterns. I'm not an expert, but they look real and not replicas.




          As we get to the table, my eyes go wide. We are sitting next to a window, and they are floor to ceiling, overlooking the river. On the other side of the river, you can see downtown, and I can't wait to see it all lit up, once the sunsets.




          We get to our table, and Owen pulls out my chair, before sitting down himself. The hostess hands us our menus and gives him a wink, which causes me to roll my eyes. I guess he sees it because he smiles.




          He orders a bottle of wine that I notice is almost six hundred dollars, and I have to remind myself he has money and isn't living paycheck to paycheck. The feeling is still weird for me.




          I notice there are no prices for anything on the menu, so I ask him about it.




          "Don't worry about the price, Ellie. Just get what you want."




          I guess he can still see my wheels turning, so he takes the menu from me.




          "Tell me what type of seafood you like, and I’ll order for you. Will you let me do that?" He asks.




          I nod my head, a bit relieved. It takes the pressure off because I know what I like. It's just the prices I can't get over.




          "Well, my parents used to take me down to Myrtle Beach, and we'd eat at those all-you-can-eat seafood places. I loved the crab legs, the lobster mac and cheese, hush puppies, I even liked some of the fish I think it was red something, and mahi-mahi, I also liked the crab cakes, and even the calamari just not the tentacle pieces." I take a breath, blushing, and shut my mouth before I keep blabbering.




          He reaches across the table and takes my hand. "It's nice to see a woman knows what food she likes and just doesn’t want a salad. I know exactly what I'm ordering you."




          I smile until the waiter comes back. As I listen to Owen order, my jaw drops. I know at this place the dish he ordered is easily going to be over a hundred dollars. He ordered me a 7oz lobster tail, a pound of snow crab legs with a loaded sweet potato, and an order of hush puppies for the table.




          He ordered himself a seafood duo platter, swordfish, and a Key West spiced grouper over rice pilaf with a loaded baked potato.




          Now, I’m so excited for my meal to come that I can hardly wait.




          "Thank you, Owen. That was perfect."




          "I mean what I say. I want you to order what you want; money isn't an issue, and I don't want you going home hungry either."




          Over dinner, we take in the views and talk about the memories we have at the river. We discuss the restaurant décor, and once the food comes, we talk about the food. He lets me try both of his fish dishes, and they are delicious.




          He seems to enjoy watching me eat my dinner, and I will say I was disappointed that the crab legs were already cut and open, and the meat was ready to just pull out, instead of me having to crack them open.




          The conversation over dinner is easy, and because we are both full, he orders the house special cheesecake to share.




          After dinner, we walk along the river, as we talk about my book and about his work. Although, I'm still not sure what exactly it is he does. We then discuss the function next Saturday.




          "It's a charity event for a women's shelter," he says.




          "Does it hold a special meaning to you, or is it just some random charity?" I ask.




          His face clouds over, and his mask goes back up. "It holds meaning, but not very many people know why."




          I hold my hands up, "Okay, I'll back off." I try to smile and lighten the mood again.




          We walk in silence for a minute, before he speaks again.




          "I'll tell you why if you tell me why I can't pick you up at your door."




          I shrug, "Because my house isn't clean."




          "Come on. Lie better than that," he says with a smile.




          So, I think about it. He has my attention, and I do want to know about his connection to the women’s shelter. If we do this for the next month, or even three more months beyond that, he's bound to find out anyway. I’ve got the money from tonight, so if it’s a deal-breaker the night isn’t a total waste.




          "I'm a single mom of two girls, and I don't want you around them. As far as they know, I'm at a meeting tonight."




          He is quiet for a minute before he starts speaking again.




          "My father was an abusive drunk, and thankfully, I was an only child. My mom left him one night when he was on a bender, and the women’s shelter took us in. When he finally sobered up, he found us there, but they protected us. They had security there." He stops walking and looks out over the water.




          "They helped my mom get on her feet, get her a job, and later, a place to stay. It wasn't the best place, but it was ours. They even helped her with the divorce and filing charges against my dad. If it hadn't been for the people at that shelter caring about my mom and me, she wouldn't have been able to leave, and I know he would have killed her. I don't want to think about where my story would be now."




          He's quiet after that, and I'm not entirely sure what to say. I know, like me, he doesn't want pity.




          I lightly touch his arm, drawing his attention back to me and out of those painful memories.




          "Does the money from this function help that women’s shelter specifically?"




          "Yes."




          "Good." I nod my head, as we continue walking.




          "What about the kids’ dad?"




          "Well, that's another story. Do you have another story to tell me?" I ask with a smile.




          He takes a moment to think. "Does this need to be a relationship story?"




          "Yes."




          "I was engaged once. I thought I loved her, and she loved me. She had me fooled and was only after my money. She broke my heart. After that, I decided it was best to be upfront about the time I spend with women. They want money, so I give it to them, instead of being fooled again."




          I shake my head. "How did you find out she was only after your money?"




          "My company was just getting off the ground. I had money, but I was still growing it. I still busted my ass, and the advisors at the company suggested I get a prenup to cover the company, so in the event something happened, then she couldn't touch it. I hadn't thought of a prenup at all, but my mom convinced me to do it."




          We turn back towards the car. "When I brought it up to her, she went ballistic, yelling, screaming, and refusing to sign it. Not in a hurtful oh you don't trust me way, but saying things like, ‘Oh, no. When we divorce, I want my share. I deserve it.’"




          "Ouch."




          I can tell his smile is forced. "Yeah, the fight ended with her laughing, saying she couldn't believe I thought she was in love with me. That this is how all rich marriages are, and what a naive idiot I was. I've seen her at a few social events still trying to land her rich husband."




          "I hope you don't believe what she said, and that’s not how rich marriages are. Some of them, sure. Heck, maybe a lot of them, but that's their choice. You hold out for the right girl. She's out there."




          "It's easier this way. I have the company, when I need it, dates to events, and none of the stress of what they’re really after."




          "That's sad because you’re using it as a way to keep people at a distance."




          He gives a halfhearted laugh, "You aren't the first person to tell me that."




          Deciding it’s time to change the subject, I launch into my story.




          "I was married at eighteen to my high school sweetheart, and we’d been together since we were thirteen. We had two kids, and when my youngest was almost two, he just up and left. Came home to an empty house and a note saying that I could have the saving account, but he moved his paychecks out of the joint account, and he was gone. Changed his phone number and just poof."




          I pause for a moment, before continuing, "I didn't look too hard for him, though. I guess you can say it wasn't love, because I cared more about the kids and making sure they were taken care of than finding him. A year later divorce papers showed up. It was smooth because we didn't have much to split up. He has paid child support on time every month and hasn't seen the kids, but once, the day the divorce papers were signed. He was in town, saw them for maybe an hour, and hasn't since. That was two years ago. I didn't even care enough to find out why he left, and I assumed he cheated. I had to have that ‘fun’ talk with my doctor. He takes care of the kids, though. They’re on his medical plan, and he sends Christmas and birthday gifts."




          "Do they ask about him?"




          "Yeah, well they did. I said he was on a business trip and didn't know when he was coming home. After a while, they just stopped asking, and I stopped making excuses. They asked me once if we were divorced, and I said yes. My oldest said good, and there has been no more talk since. They never care much for his gifts, so I don't know."




          He nods, and we walk in silence for a bit.




          "When people ask about us when we are out, what do I say?"




          "That we’re dating. No titles are needed and they don't need to know more. They might ask or assume, so let them think what they want," he says.




          I nod, as we make our way back to the car. On the way home, the topics are light, as we talk about a few new places opening up to eat at, and I just shake my head, saying it's up to him.




          Once we get to my place, he helps me from the car, walks me to the front door of my building, and then reminds me to use the clothing credit this weekend, before heading back to the car.




          As soon as I walk in, Mia wants a recap of the whole night.




          "And don't you dare leave anything out," she says.




          So, I tell her about the restaurant, and him ordering for me. I leave out the story of his mom and dad, but tell her about his engagement, and that he now knows about the kids. I also leave out the comment about going clothes shopping.




          I tell her how he seemed interested in my book, and how he would be willing to ask one of his friends to take a look at it.




          "That's a good thing, right?" Mia asks.




          "Yeah, I guess so."




          Mia heads home across the hall, and I head to bed.




          I have trouble sleeping, thinking about Owen's story, and how he seemed to actually pay attention to what I had to say, and even remembered things I've said before.




          I have to remind myself this isn’t real because, after one date, it’s starting to feel very real.
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