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CHAPTER 1
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Katie was returning from her last customer when she spotted a man at the bar who was impossible not to notice. She approached and asked, “What can I get for you?” 

“Can I get a Boulevardier, please.”

“I’m sorry, a what?”

“A Boulevardier.” 

“Is that a drink?”

“Yes.  Are you a bartender?”

“Yes. No. Not really.” 

“What does that mean? Do you have a liquor license?” he asked.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business. What can I serve you besides a boulevard or whatever you said?”

He got up from his barstool and walked behind the bar, to stand beside her.

“I’ll make my own, and you can watch me.”

“You can’t be behind the bar.” She felt uncomfortable, but in a good way, with him standing so close to her. He smelled incredible. 

“You probably shouldn't be either. Are you watching?”

“Watching what?”

“You’re supposed to be watching me make this drink. How do you expect to learn anything?”

She was watching him, but not in the way he wanted her to. She was staring at his dark wavy hair, and beautiful blue eyes. He was dressed in a well-tailored black tuxedo and looked like he should be standing in church next to a beautiful woman saying “I do.” 

“I’m not interested in learning how to make that. I’m not interested in being a bartender.”

He was staring at her with a questioning look, when a beautiful woman, dressed in an elegant evening gown walked up to the bar. 

“I’ll take one of those, please,” she said, in a softly soothing voice. 

“Hey, Brooklyn,” he said, as he reached across the bar and gave her a kiss on the lips. 

Suddenly, Katie recognized the woman. “Are you Brooklyn, the weatherman, I mean woman, from channel four news?”

“Yes, I am the meteorologist for channel four. And who are you?”

“I’m Katie. I was tending bar until your boyfriend decided to interfere.” 

He handed Brooklyn her drink and took a sip of his own. He turned to Katie and said, “You didn’t answer my question. Do you have a liquor license?” 

“I don’t need one,” she said, giving him a defiant look, as two people walked up to the bar. Katie moved to serve them, but he stepped in front of her and took their order. They both asked for a premium beer, something she was perfectly capable of handling. 

“Why didn’t you let me take their orders?”

“Because you can’t be serving liquor if you don’t have a liquor license. So, for the last time, and spare me the cocky responses, do you have a liquor license, and if not, what are you doing behind the bar?” 

“Why do you care?  I’m just sitting in for someone who couldn’t make it to work tonight.”

“And who is this person that couldn’t make it to work tonight and put someone in their place that obviously shouldn’t be behind a bar.” 

“Her name is Mandy. And this is not brain surgery. I was serving customers just fine, until you walked up and ordered a boulevard, or whatever.” 

“Mandy Walker, the bar manager?”

“Yes. How do you know Mandy?”

“This is my bar, and she works for me.” 

“Oh, shit!” she blurted before she could stop herself. She didn’t want Mandy to lose her job. 

“Evan, we’re going to need to leave soon, if we’re going to get to the reception on time,” Brooklyn said. 

“Evan Cullins?” Katie asked, fearing the answer. Evan Cullins was a striking, successful thirty-two-year-old, well known in New Orleans’ elite social circles. He didn’t own just one bar, he owned several bars, hotels and high-end restaurants across the city. This place was probably one of his smaller, less pretentious ones, tucked inside a nice but reasonably affordable restaurant that catered to parties and wedding receptions.

“Yes,” he answered, before turning to his date. “Brooklyn, I can’t leave. I’d have to close the bar, and I don’t think the restaurant manager would appreciate that. I’m sorry, but can you go without me? I’ll make it up to you.”

“Oh, Evan. I guess I don’t have a choice. Call me later,” she said, leaning over the bar to give him a slow, sensuous kiss.

Heat crept up Katie’s neck. Why did she have to witness that? And why did it bother her?

As soon as Brooklyn walked away, he turned back to her.

“Why don’t you go sit on the other side of the bar,” he said, “so we can talk.”

Katie’s stomach tightened. Still, she walked around the bar and slid onto the stool across from him.

“Mr. Cullins, please let me explain what happened. I don’t want to get Mandy in trouble.”

“Explain,” he said.

“Mandy is my roommate. Her sister went into labor tonight, and she didn’t have time to call anyone. I told her I could fill in. She said it would probably be a light night, mostly beers and simple cocktails. And that’s how it’s been for the last couple of hours... until you showed up.”

She took a quick breath. 

“I’m sorry if I was rude to you. Please don’t fire Mandy. She needs this job. And honestly... I need her to have this job.”

As soon as Katie finished her explanation, her phone pinged with a text message. It was Mandy. 

I hope everything is going okay. I really appreciate you doing this. I’m an aunt. It’s a boy!

“Is that something important, or can we finish this discussion?” 

“It’s a boy,” she said, as a couple of tears fell down her cheeks.

He suddenly grabbed her hand. “Why are you crying? Is everything okay with the baby?” he asked, in a soft voice.

“Yes, but Mandy has no idea what’s going on right now. She wants to know if everything is okay, and I don’t know what to tell her. I don’t want to ruin her excitement over becoming an aunt tonight.” 

“Then don’t. We can get this settled.”

“Okay, I’m just going to send her a congratulations text, and then we can talk.”

As Katie sent her text, Evan moved to the other end of the bar to serve a customer. When he finished, he pulled a barstool and moved it behind the bar and sat across from her, close enough to talk while still keeping an eye on the room. 

“I’m sorry you have to serve drinks in that gorgeous tux you’re wearing. You’re definitely overdressed for the occasion, but you look incredible,” she said with a smile. She wore a T-shirt with the bar’s logo and black leggings. It was unusually warm for mid-March, but the bar itself was cold enough that the long pants felt necessary. 

“Thank you. Not what I had planned for the evening.”

“Is Brooklyn going to forgive you for leaving her on her own for the reception? What kind of reception?” 

“We were going to a local award ceremony for newscasters. Brooklyn will have no trouble finding someone to sit in for me. So, let’s talk.” 

“Before I explain anything, I want to say that Mandy loves her job and takes it very seriously. She felt like she didn’t have any options tonight, and I basically convinced her that I could do this, and no one would have to know. She was really concerned about her sister, so maybe she made a bad decision. But in my opinion, family should always come first before any job.” 

“Thank you for your opinion. But Mandy did have options. She could have called me if she had no one else to fill in. Were there problems with her sister’s pregnancy?”

“Yes. The biggest one being that the chicken-shit father of the baby left her to do this on her own. As soon as he found out about the pregnancy, he flew the coop. I think the anxiety of having to deal with a pregnancy and a baby on her own caused a lot of stress in the pregnancy. Men suck!” 

“Oh, so because this man left his baby’s mother to deal with the pregnancy on her own, all men suck?”

“Not all men, but many men feel like pregnancy is a woman’s problem.”

“Those are harsh words. Were you pregnant once and mistreated by a man?”

No, but my mother was, the thought slipped through her mind. “Not me. I’ve never been pregnant. I’d like to be happily married before taking on that responsibility.” 

“You don’t think men, on occasion, get screwed over by women concerning pregnancy?” 

“In what way?”

“Secretly going off of birth control without discussing it with their partner, getting pregnant and not ever telling the father, or telling a man he’s going to be a father, and then having it revealed later, that he’s not the father.”

“Wow. Have you experienced any of those?”

“Yes, I have,” he said.

“Oh, shit, I’m sorry. When did that happen?”

Evan got up from his seat to serve the customers who had just walked in before answering her question. He resumed his seat at the bar when he returned. 

“You didn’t answer my question,” she said.

“It was over a year ago.”

“So, how long were you two together before she became pregnant?” 

“Are we discussing my life to divert the attention from the problem at hand; the fact that Mandy left an unqualified person to take her shift.” 

“No! I want to hear more about your story. You deserve to have your point of view on woman and pregnancy in the same way I do about men.  But we can talk about Mandy first. Please don’t fire her. She has been working for you for three years. She has a degree in Hospitality and is looking for career advancement. Like I said, I don’t think she would have done this if I hadn’t practically forced her to do it. I wanted her to be with her sister for the birth of the baby. Mandy and I not just roommates, but best friends.” 

“I’m going to have a discussion with her tomorrow. And once we talk, I’ll decide how I want to handle it. Do you know what shift she’s working tomorrow?”

“I believe it’s four to close.” 

“You know you can leave anytime you want,” he said lightly.

“Can I stay until you close and at least help you clean up and balance the cash register. I’m an accountant, when I’m not bartending, so I do know how to balance the cash register and deposit the money in a night drop. And I would love to hear more about your story, if you don’t mind sharing it with me. I won’t tell anyone, including Mandy.” 

“What kind of accounting do you do?” he asked.

Before Katie could answer, her boyfriend, Rob, came walking in. He spotted her sitting at the bar and came walking over. 

“Hey sweetie, what are you doing on this side of the bar?” he asked, kissing her on the lips. When he pulled back, his eyes moved past her, toward Evan sitting across from her. 

“Long story. Rob, this is Evan, Mandy’s boss. Evan, this is my boyfriend, Rob.” 

They shook hands, and Evan rose from his stool. “It’s nice to meet you,” he said before walking to the other end of the bar. He began rearranging bottles on the shelves. When she glanced his way, his eyes caught hers, just for a second, before he looked back down at the bottles. She had the strange feeling he wasn’t nearly as uninterested as he pretended to be. 

“Katie, I won’t be able to come over to your place after you get off. I got called in to cover another shift. We can talk tomorrow,” he said.

“Rob, this is the second time in two weeks that you’ve had to cover someone else’s shift. We don’t get to see each other enough.” 

“I know, I’ll make it up to you. Have a good night. Call me tomorrow and let me know why you’re not sitting behind the bar. Is Mandy’s sister okay?” 

“Oh, I forgot to tell you, her sister had a boy.” 

“Great. See you tomorrow, sweetie.” He gave her a kiss on the forehead, waved a hand at Evan and left the bar. 

Evan walked back over and resumed his seat on the barstool.

“Well, I can stay with you to close now. He ditched me again. He has to cover someone else’s shift. That seems to be going around tonight.” 

“What does he do for a living? He looks familiar to me. I feel like I’ve seen him before.”

“Maybe if you had a fire in one of your bars. He’s a firefighter. Didn’t you notice the NOFD on his T-shirt? 

“Yes, now that you mention it. How long have you been dating? And where did you meet?”

The way he watched her made her suddenly aware of her loose ponytail and the fact that she wasn’t nearly as sophisticated as Brooklyn.

“We’ve been together about six months. We met through Mandy. Rob’s friends with her brother.” She tilted her head. “What about you and the meteorologist?”

“We’re just casually dating, nothing serious. We met about four months ago at a convention. And what type of accounting do you do?” he asked.

“I’m currently self-employed. I was working with a large firm about six months ago, and I hated it. I decided to try and go out on my own. I don’t have a lot of clients right now, that’s why I need Mandy to keep her job. I need help with the rent.” 

“You’re not planning on moving in with your boyfriend?”

“No, he hasn’t asked.  So, tell me your story, about your ex that lied to you.” 

“It was a little over a year ago. Sherry and I had been dating for about a year when she came to me one day and said that she was pregnant. I was shocked, because she had been on birth control throughout our relationship. She said she missed a couple of pills. I wasn’t ready for the responsibility of a child at that time because I was working a lot of long hours, but I was happy.  We were living together when it happened, so we started talking about marriage. I went to every doctor’s appointment, and I was there with her throughout the whole pregnancy. We were planning our life together as a family.”

“So, what happened?” Katie asked. 

“During the ninth month, a close friend of mine came to me and said I should get a paternity test after the baby was born. He told me she’d been with another man before she got pregnant. Someone had mentioned it to him, and he said he’d actually seen them together.” 

“What did you do?” Katie asked, resting her head in her hands. It felt like something out of a soap opera, except that this happened to a real person sitting right in front of her. 

“I waited until after the baby was born, before bringing the subject up to Sherry. She admitted that she did indeed have an affair. She also stopped taking birth control without letting me know and she wasn’t sure who the father was. We had a paternity test done immediately, and I found out that the beautiful little girl that I witnessed being born was not my child.”

Katie rose from her barstool and walked over to him without thinking and wrapped her arms around him.

He stiffened for half a second, clearly surprised, before his arms came around her waist.

When she pulled back, his face was closer than she expected. For a moment neither of them moved.

“I’m so sorry, Evan. No one should ever have to go through that. That’s as bad as what Ciera’s boyfriend did to her. He doesn’t even care about the little boy he helped create.”

Evan lifted his hand and brushed a tear from her cheek. “I didn’t mean to make you feel sad. But you asked.”

Katie felt her face flushing from his gesture.  His hands felt so soft on her face. She suddenly realized she was in another man’s arms. 

She stepped back slowly.

“So... what did you do after that?” she asked, returning to the other side of the bar.

“I left the hospital and never went back,” he said. “I didn’t take her calls or texts. I basically walked out of her life. I fell in love with that baby, but she wasn’t mine. And I couldn’t see myself staying with Sherry after the lies. What she did hurt me... and my family. My mom was already looking forward to her grandchild.”

“Thank you for telling me,” she said softly. “But maybe we should change the subject.”

Just then, her phone pinged.

It was Mandy.

A picture filled the screen, a tiny, perfect baby boy.

Before she could stop herself, tears blurred her vision.

“Katie, is something wrong? Is it about Mandy’s nephew?”

She handed him the phone.

He looked at the screen, his expression softening as he took in the image.

“He’s a beautiful baby,” he said. 

“Please don’t fire Mandy. That baby is the reason she’s not here tonight.” 

“I told you; I want to talk with her tomorrow. It’s not my intention to fire her. But do you realize that if an inspector had come in and you couldn’t prove you had a license to sell liquor, the bar would have been shut down, and I would’ve had to pay fines?”

“Not really, but now I know, and it will never happen again.” 

“If you ever want to become a bartender for part-time income, you could take a certification training class and receive your bartending license.” 

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind. Why don’t you show me how to make that boulevard drink, and since I’m not actually working, I wouldn’t mind tasting it.” 

“A Boulevardier.” 

“Whatever, why don’t you show me how to make one.” 

“Let me make a quick phone call and then we can make one together,” he said, as he was walking to the other end of the bar. 

He returned after a couple of minutes. 

“Okay, let’s make that drink, Katie. It’s actually quite simple, with a few variations. The main ingredients are whiskey, sweet vermouth, and Campari, an Italian liqueur with a slightly bitter edge. Some people use rye whiskey, but bourbon balances the bitterness of the Campari and gives it a smoother taste. Once you choose your whiskey, add one and a half ounces of it, one ounce of sweet vermouth, and one ounce of Campari. Add ice and shake until well chilled, then strain and garnish with a cherry. Voilà!”

Evan and Katie spent the rest of the shift talking and sharing drinks. She discussed her friendship with Mandy, and her relationship with Rob, and he talked about some of the other bars and restaurants he owned. When the clock struck one, Evan began to shut down the bar.

“Katie, I’ve enjoyed our evening together, but you don’t have to stay any longer. I can take care of everything else on my own. Tell Mandy congratulations and I will see her at four tomorrow afternoon for our meeting.”

“Evan, you’re not going to fire her, right?” 

“Go home, Katie. Thanks for the company tonight,” he said as he walked away.

Katie grabbed her handbag from behind the bar and left. When she got home to her apartment, Mandy’s bedroom door was shut, so she decided to wait until the morning to discuss what happened at the bar. 

––––––––
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AFTER SHE LEFT, EVAN sat down on the barstool and replayed the phone call in his head. Once he realized why Rob looked familiar, he had called his best bartender, Kyle, at one of his other bars, The Main Event. Kyle confirmed that Rob was there that very moment with a young red-haired woman he had been seen with on numerous occasions. Kyle assumed she was Rob’s girlfriend, and Evan didn’t correct him.

Evan had seen Rob at the bar himself a few times when he stopped by, always with the same redhead, and they were usually quite affectionate with each other. The thought of Katie sitting across from him earlier that evening, smiling and talking about her boyfriend, caused an unexpected emotion in him. She clearly had no idea. And, although they had only just met tonight, the thought of her being made a fool of didn’t sit well with him. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt a quiet sympathy for her.
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CHAPTER 2
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Katie woke up at ten o’clock and hopped in the shower. She had two clients scheduled for mid-afternoon and wanted to wrap up with the last one before Mandy left for work at four. That way, she could be there to support her friend no matter what happened.

She and Mandy had been close since high school, almost inseparable ever since. Katie had always thought Mandy was the prettier of the two; tall, blonde, and effortlessly confident. Next to her, Katie often felt smaller and plainer, with her long brown hair and green eyes that never seemed to attract much attention.

She walked into the living area and was drawn to the smell of fresh coffee coming from the kitchen.

“Good morning, Katie, would like you like some coffee?” Mandy asked in her usual  cheerful voice.

“Absolutely. What are you doing up so early? Are you going back to the hospital before your shift this evening? And how are Ciera and the baby?”

“Yes. Do you want to go with me?”

“Maybe tonight, Mandy. I have a couple of clients I’m working with today. Why don’t you have a seat on the barstool. There’s something I need to discuss with you.” 

Mandy grabbed her coffee mug and walked around the breakfast counter to take a seat on one of the barstools. “Did something happen with you and Rob?”

“No. Something happened at the bar. But before I tell you anything, I want you to know that everything’s going to be okay.”

“What happened, Katie?” Mandy asked with a look of fear on her face. 

“Everything was going fine until your boss walked in...”

“Evan??”

“Yes. Give me a second to explain, Mandy. He walked in wearing a tuxedo and he asked for a drink I’ve never heard of, and I got kind of cocky with him, and he asked me if I was a bartender, and I said no, and...”

“Oh, shit, Katie. Am I going to lose my job?” 

“I had to explain the situation to him, and he was a little angry at first, but when I told him about the baby, and how much you loved your job, and how you were looking for career advancement, he settled down a little. We talked for a while and he said he wasn’t going to fire you, but he wants to talk with you, so he’s going to be at the bar when you get there. I’m so sorry, Mandy.” 

“This doesn’t sound too good, Katie.”

“Don’t get upset, yet. I think he just wants to have a talk. I told him it was my fault, that I forced you to do it. He was really nice after we talked for a while. I stayed with him until he closed the bar at one.”

“What was he doing in a tux?”

“He was going to some awards show with the meteorologist from channel four. He stayed because I didn’t have a liquor license, and he said he would’ve had to close the bar down rather than let me work.” 

“Damn, Katie. I knew I should have worked.”

“No, Mandy, you made the right choice. Your sister needed you. I’m going with you at four to make sure he doesn’t fire you.” 

“And how are you going to do that?”

“I don’t know. I’ll think of something. But I really don’t think he’s going to fire you, so please don’t worry about it all day. He seems like a genuinely nice guy. And he’s absolutely gorgeous!” 

“He is definitely that. Look, I have to get back to the hospital. You don’t have to meet me at the bar, I’m sure everything will be okay. Thanks for helping last night. I’ll see you later.” 

––––––––
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AFTER FINISHING UP with her last client, Katie stopped at the apartment to freshen up before meeting Mandy at the bar. She was dressed in her professional work clothes, a nice skirt, dress shirt, a lightweight blazer and three-inch heels. She hated dressing up and only did so when meeting with clients. On work-from-home days, she lived in leggings and a T-shirt. But today, she was hoping her professional appearance might impress Evan. She had to admit, her behavior at the bar last night hadn’t exactly reflected her usual business demeanor.

She arrived at the bar at three forty-five and went inside to speak with Mandy before her meeting with Evan.

“Hey, Mandy, is Evan here yet?” 

“No, I haven’t seen him. Katie, you didn’t have to come. I’m sure whatever he has to say to me won’t change by seeing you here. Or maybe... you want to see him again?”

“Mandy, I’m here for you. I want to support you in whatever happens.”

“Okay, have a seat. Do you want a drink?”

“Mandy, do you know how to make a boulevard whatever, that drink he likes?”

“A Boulevardier. And yes, I do. Would you like one. They’re expensive.” 

“Well, I took on a new client today, so yes, I’ll have one to celebrate.” 

While Mandy was mixing Katie’s drink, Evan came walking into the bar from the restaurant entrance. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw him. He looked just as attractive in dress pants and a pullover sweater as he did in a tux. He walked up to Mandy behind the bar before he noticed her. 

“Hi, Mandy. Katie, is that you? I didn’t recognize you. You’re not behind a bar pretending you know how to pour a drink,” he said with a flirtatious smile.

Katie was too flustered by his beautiful smile to respond. 

“Here’s your Boulevardier, Katie. Enjoy,” Mandy said as she placed the drink in front of her.

“Wait. What? Katie is drinking a snobby drink like a Boulevardier. It must be the wardrobe. You look very professional today, but I don’t remember inviting you to the meeting,” he said, once again with a flirty smile. 

“I kind of liked the drink last night when you made us one. And I told Mandy to make one for me because I’m celebrating the new client I landed today.” She took a sip of the drink to prove her point. “Mmm, this taste better than the one you made last night, you might want to keep this woman around.” 

Evan smiled and then turned his attention to Mandy. “That’s quite a cheerleader you have there. She’s really rooting for you. Let me get Jerry from the restaurant and then you and I can go to the office and have a talk.” 

Katie sat at the bar and sipped on her drink while Evan and Mandy were in their meeting. It was almost forty minutes later when they walked out of the office and back behind the bar. As soon as she saw them, she jumped off her barstool. 

“Mandy? Evan? Please don’t keep me in suspense like this. Is everything okay?”

“Can I tell her, Evan? I think she’s about to break down,” Mandy said.

“Sure.”

“Evan offered me a promotion. He wants me to be his Operations Coordinator. He wants to train me in his business operations. More work, but more pay. I accepted.” 

“Oh my God, Mandy.” Katie walked to the other side of the bar and pulled Evan in for a hug. “Thank you, so much.” 

She felt him stiffen at first before he relaxed and returned the hug. 

“I appreciate the hug, but it’s Mandy’s hard work that earned her the promotion, but it didn’t hurt to have you as her cheerleader,” he said as she was pulling away from him. He leaned back slightly. “For what it’s worth, I looked at Mandy’s file this afternoon. She’s one of my best employees.” 

“I’m so happy for you, Mandy. You deserve it,” Katie said as she gave Mandy a hug. 

“I need to get to another one of my bars, but maybe the three of us could get together for dinner tomorrow night at one of my restaurants. We can celebrate your promotion, your new nephew, and discuss some things. Are you both free?”

“Sure,” they said in unison.

“Well, we can discuss the where and when tomorrow. Goodbye, Mandy, Katie,” he said as he was walking to the exit. 

––––––––
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KATIE LEFT THE BAR and drove straight to the hospital to visit Ciera and the baby.  When she entered her hospital room, Ciera was in bed, holding her newborn son. There was a plastic bassinet on the other side of the room.  

“Wow, they’re letting you have him in your room already. You just gave birth last night.”

“Yeah, they don’t even give you a minute to rest from carrying them for nine months before they hand them over. But I’m so happy to finally meet him,” Ciera said.

“He’s so small and so beautiful, Ciera. How are you feeling?”

“A little tired, but my mom will be here in a little while and I can take a nap.” 

“Why don’t you let me take him while you’re waiting for her, and you can get some rest.” 

“Are you sure, Katie?”

“Absolutely. I wanna hold him, Ciera.” 

Katie reached over and took the small baby wrapped in a blanket, then settled into the lounger next to the hospital bed. She gently pulled the blanket back to uncover his tiny hands, running her fingers over them. After a moment, she brought his forehead to her lips and gave him a soft kiss. She hadn’t spent much time thinking about babies. Being an only child, it wasn’t something she was around often, but she figured she might want one someday. Just not yet. She was only twenty-five and just establishing her business. 

“What’s his name, Ciera?”

“Cody.” 

“Hey, little Cody, I’m your Aunt Katie,” she whispered to him. 

Ciera drifted off to sleep within a couple of minutes. Katie’s heart went out to her. She had to go through the whole pregnancy without any financial or emotional support from the father of the beautiful baby she was holding in her arms. Of course, she had her mom, dad and Mandy to help her through; they were a close family. But it had to hurt Ciera, knowing that all the special moments she shared with the man who said he loved her meant so little the moment this beautiful baby was conceived. It stirred feelings in her about her own estranged father. 

She stayed with Ciera and the baby until her mom showed up. They talked briefly, before she left the hospital to go home and do some accounting work for the few clients she had. 
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CHAPTER 3
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Friday afternoon, while working from home, Katie got a call from Mandy.

“Katie, Evan wants to know if we can meet him at The Aurora Steak House in the Clayton Hotel at seven-thirty tonight for dinner and drinks. Can you make it?  He also wanted to know if you would be bringing Rob.”

“No, Rob is going to a Pelicans basketball game tonight with your brother, so it would just be me. That’s a nice restaurant, Mandy. What do we have to wear?”

“Nothing too fancy. You can wear whatever you wear to your client meetings. I’ll tell Evan we can go, and we can ride over there together. I’m going to stop over at the hospital to take Ciera and the baby home and then I’ll meet you at the apartment. See you later.”

Katie finished her work, tidied up around the apartment, and then hopped in the shower. She styled her hair into a French braid and carefully applied a bit more makeup than she normally wore.

After searching her closet for something appropriate, she chose a lightweight black dress with small white flowers that fell just above her knees. The dress had short sleeves, a V-neck, and a cinched waist. She added a cropped white linen sweater to make it look a little dressier. Her closet was mostly casual wear, with a few skirts, tops, and blazers for meeting new clients. She slipped on a pair of black three-inch heels, hoping to elevate the look, and then waited in the living room for Mandy to get home.

Once Mandy arrived, she changed into a dress and high heels, before they got into Katie’s car to drive to the hotel restaurant.  Mandy asked the hostess if Evan Cullins had arrived yet and was told he was in the bar. She led them to a corner table with a beautiful view of the hotel’s Olympic-size pool. The restaurant was one of the more elegant spots in uptown New Orleans, all rich dark walls, soft lighting, and candlelit tables dressed in crisp white linen and fresh flowers. They had barely settled in before Evan arrived, dressed in a dark suit and tie. Katie thought he looked incredibly handsome, once again, and she wondered if he had any casual clothes in his wardrobe. 

“Good evening, ladies, thanks for joining me. You both look very nice tonight.” 

Katie was still too busy taking in his good looks to say anything. 

“Thank you for inviting us, Evan,” Mandy said. 

“You okay over there, Katie? In the couple of times I’ve seen you, you’ve never been at a loss for words.” 

“I’m fine, Evan. Thank you for inviting me,” she said, hoping he didn’t notice she was staring at him.

The waiter walked up at that moment, introduced himself and asked for their drink order.

“Katie, would you like a Boulevardier?” Evan asked with a sexy smile.

“No, I think I’ll just have a Crown and coke tonight, thank you.”

Mandy ordered a beer, and Evan ordered a scotch. 

“Where’s Rob tonight, Katie? Does he have a shift at the fire station?” 

“No, he’s at a Pelicans game with Mandy’s brother tonight.” 

“Mandy, how is your new nephew?” he asked.

“He and Ciera are doing fine. They left the hospital this afternoon.”

“Wow, that’s kind of quick.”

“Now anymore. If there aren’t any problems, they release them within forty-eight hours.”

“I’m not sure if Ciera was exactly ready for that. When I went to the hospital yesterday afternoon, the baby was in her room.  She said they don’t even give you twenty-four hours to relax from the birth before they hand them over to you. I took him for a little while so she could take a nap. He’s so damn cute.” 

“Is she going home by herself?” Evan asked.

“No, she’s living with my parents. She’s going to need their help. I’m going to help her as much as I can, since the father’s not in the picture.” 

Before Evan could ask any more questions, the waiter arrived with their drinks and took their dinner orders. He made a couple of suggestions from the menu for Katie and Mandy. 

“So, I wanted to have you both here for dinner to celebrate your promotion, and I also wanted to talk a little business. I want to go over a few things with you, Mandy, but I also have a business proposition for you, Katie.”

“Me? I don’t really want to try bartending, Evan.’’

“And I don’t want you to try bartending, Katie.”

“Then what is the proposition?” 

“Have you ever done any cost accounting?”

“I’ve had some experience with it. Why?”

“I’m looking into another bar and hotel, and I could use some cost analysis accounting. If you’re interested, you could work as a contract employee for me while doing this. The hours would be flexible so you would have time to devote to your current clients and still acquire more. I think it would be better for you to do the work at my office because that’s where I have all the files and data. Is that something you would be interested in?” 

“Absolutely. I can always use the extra income. Maybe I can come to your office on Monday, and you can show me what you’re looking for, and I can let you know if it’s something that I can do for you.”

“That sounds good. Why don’t we eat, and then we can talk more about all of this,” Evan said as the waiter walked up with their entrees. 

The three of them continued to have conversations while eating dinner. Katie asked Evan how he got his start in the bar and restaurant business, and he explained that he became part owner of his first bar with his best friend, Peter, right out of college. It was a bar that they used to frequent while attending college and worked part-time there during the summers. They got to know the owner well, and when he was ready to sell, he offered the bar to them for a good price. Later, when he was working in the finance department of a bank, he began to acquire more property and he currently owned six bars, four restaurants and two hotels. 

“That’s pretty impressive, Evan, for your young age,” Katie said.

“Thank you. And what made you want to become an accountant?”

“Nothing inspiring. I just like playing with numbers.” 

“Well, I would like to see how well you play with numbers,” he said with a sexy smile.

Katie could feel her skin flushing. She wouldn’t mind seeing how well he played in other areas. 

After dinner, they each had another drink while the conversation continued. As Evan was taking care of the check, the lights in the restaurant suddenly dimmed to a soft glow. A young man took his place at the piano and began playing a soft love song.  

“The Way You Look Tonight, I love that song. It’s so beautiful,” Katie said in a dreamy voice.

“Then may I have this dance,” Evan said, as he stood up and put his hand out for Katie’s.

“Oh, no, I don’t need to dance,” she said somewhat flustered. 

“You don’t need to, but you can,” he said as he grasped her hand and brought her to a standing position. They walked out to the small dance area in the center of the dining room, where other couples had already gathered. 

He placed his hands around her waist, and she responded by looping her arms around his shoulders. As he drew her closer, their bodies met in a soft embrace, moving in slow rhythm to the music. The warmth of him, and the scent of his cologne surrounded her. The only sound between them was the pounding of her heart which she silently hoped he couldn’t feel. But when he leaned in just a little more, she wasn’t so sure he hadn’t noticed. They danced in silence until the song ended, and he released her from his embrace. He looked into her eyes, his expression softening, and Katie suddenly became aware of how naturally she had settled against him. 


She suddenly broke the silence. 



“Thank you for the dance, Evan.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” he said as they were walking back to the table.

“Would you like to dance, Mandy?” Evan asked. 

“No, thank you, Evan. I think we need to go. I have work tomorrow and Rob is probably waiting for Katie. Thank you so much for this dinner, it was incredible.” 

“Yes, thank you, Evan,” Katie repeated.

“You’re both welcome. I enjoyed your company. I’ll see you both on Monday. Goodnight.” 

Katie and Mandy got up from the table and walked out to the car.

“Mandy, you have the best boss in the world. And he is so damn sexy!”

“Sounds like he’s going to be your boss, too, if things work out with the accounting job. Maybe you can become more than friends, and then you can dump Rob.” 

“Mandy!”

“I’m just joking. Let’s get home.” 
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CHAPTER 4
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Katie met Evan at ten o’clock on Monday morning. His office was on the fifth floor of a ten-story building in the central business district. When she stepped out of the elevator, she was greeted by a large receptionist desk, positioned directly ahead, with an equally prominent sign behind it that read Evan Cullins Enterprises LLC.

“Hi, I’m looking for Evan Cullins. I’m Katie Carlton.”

“Who isn’t looking for Evan,” the young woman at the desk said more as a statement than a question. “Evan, you have someone named Katie here for you,” she said into a phone system.

Two minutes later, Evan walked up to the large desk. Once again, he was dressed nicely in dark pants and a long sleeve gray shirt. 

“Hi, Katie, why don’t I show you around the office. This is Angela, our very knowledgeable, but cranky receptionist.”

The woman, who looked to be in her early twenties, looked up at her and nodded and went back to looking at whatever was on her computer screen. 
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