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Who has never tasted what is bitter does not know what is sweet...

Nick is extremely successful, locally well-known and incredibly talented. 

If only that was enough. 

After feeling betrayed by Alex, the two find a way to start to come back together just in time for his ex-girlfriend, Holly, to return. And she brings chaos with her. 

With an insane ex, a television show to compete on and his business to continue to run, can Nick find a way to still patch up his relationship with Alex and find happiness?

~
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She just wanted to help. 

That was her problem though, every time she tried to help, she somehow made things worse. 

Determined to break the cycle, when things get chaotic, Alex goes along with Nick’s surprise plan and ends up on television as his assistant! But will their rocky relationship make it through? Or will the crazy challenges of their relationship be harder to overcome than the gimmicky ones on the TV baking competition?
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Chapter One
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Alex
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When Nick asked me to leave his shop after our conversation following Gabriela’s wedding, I was determined to give him all the space he needed. I knew he needed to work through what happened, then calm down so we were able to really talk about it. I told myself I would lay low and just give him that time. He would come around, and we would be able to work it out.

That was a week ago. I was still giving him the space, but it was harder than I’d thought it was going to be. I didn’t think he was going to need this much time and space. Every day that I didn’t hear from him, it got harder. I missed him. Even just the silly text messages while I was at work or knowing I could dip into the shop and see his smile while he got me a cup of coffee. The more time and space that passed, the more of these little things that came to mind and made me miss him even more.

I just wished he would talk to me. Even if it was just a phone call or a text message so I could have the chance to really explain what happened at the wedding reception with my father’s business associate. I wanted Nick to understand why I was talking to him and everything that was actually said. If he knew, I didn’t think he would be as upset with me.

Not that I didn’t understand why he was feeling the way he was. I fully understood why he was upset and angry. It wasn’t like Nick had totally flown off the handle and overreacted to something completely wrong. He didn’t just see me talking to another man and spiral off into a jealous rage or hear me say a few words and jump to conclusions that were way off base.

I did talk to someone else about his finances and the state of his business without his approval. I talked about getting the chance to look at his books and my opinions regarding the value of his business and its prospects, as well as my assumptions of future growth, without permission and without actually knowing for sure that everything I was saying was completely accurate. That was out of line. Both from a personal and a professional perspective. I shouldn’t have given out any of that information. Nick had every right to be offended and angry that he had entrusted a review of his finances to me and I’d overstepped that trust.

But I also defended him and didn’t give nearly as much information as I believed he thought I did. I knew he’d walked into the conversation when it was already reaching its end and had only overheard part of what I was saying. It was enough for him to get the gist of the fact that we were discussing how much The Coffee Shop made and its potential for growth, as well as the possibility that Nick would eventually franchise. 

From his reaction afterward, however, I had a strong feeling he thought far more was said than actually was. He didn’t step into the conversation and try to interject his own thoughts or facts. He didn’t drag me away and confront me right there. Instead, he’d just left. He’d walked out of the reception and went back to his shop at the Bentley, the apartment building where I live, without a word. And when I called him to find out what was going on, I could hear the hurt and anger in his voice.

Going to the shop to talk to him about it didn’t go well. He more or less cut me off and told me he had nothing to say to me. Hearing him ask me to leave stung. He wasn’t mean or demanding about it, but I almost wished he had been. If he had been rude or aggressive toward me, I would have reason to be mad at him. I could be defensive and tell myself he was just as much in the wrong in this situation as I was.

That wasn’t the case. Nick was clearly upset and wanted nothing to do with me in that moment, but he was polite and as respectful as he could be. It made me feel even worse and want even more to get to be able to explain. But I didn’t want to push him or try to force any kind of conversation on him. The least I could do was step back and let him come to a place when he was ready to see me and talk to me. I just hoped things would settle and that time would come sooner rather than later. 

That day, like I had every day for the last week, I walked through the lobby of the Bentley without stopping in at the shop for coffee. It was strange how much the urge hit me to turn and go through that door every time I went past it. Having that part of my day taken out highlighted just how much Nick had become a part of my life. From grabbing coffee and breakfast on the way to work in the morning to getting a snack at the end of the day or a pick-me-up on the weekend, to just spending time talking with him, getting text messages and funny pictures and knowing he always had a friendly smile and encouraging word for me had become something I looked forward to. Maybe even something I depend on. 

We hadn’t gotten around to talking about what our relationship was, but he meant so much to me, and I felt his absence more with every passing day. A week after the wedding, I left the building to head over to Gabriela’s house like I had for the last few days. She and her new husband Dean left for their honeymoon a couple of days after the wedding, and my final maid of honor duty was to take care of everything there for her while she was gone. That meant going over to water the plants, feed her cat, who was far too spoiled and finicky to ever be boarded, and bring in the mail and inevitable deliveries of wedding gifts that were still trickling in.

She also told me she wanted me to run around making it look like there was someone there by turning lights on and off, flushing toilets, and possibly cooking extremely fragrant foods so that no one would try to break in. I reassured her that she lived in one of the most prestigious areas of town where crime was virtually nonexistent and pointed out that if I was doing those things, it wouldn’t just look like someone was there; someone would actually be there. It wasn’t comforting enough to her to make her rescind the request, so I was off to fulfill my responsibilities of taking care of Xavier and pretending to be a person. 

There were several packages sitting outside her front door along with a small stack of envelopes when I arrived. Scooping as many of them into my arms as I could, I unlocked the door and brought them inside. It took one more trip to stack everything on the table in the office where I’d been collecting everything, and Xavier was none too pleased that he wasn’t my first and most pressing priority as soon as I arrived. 

The huge, fluffy gray and white cat rubbed against my legs while letting out little screaming sounds and occasional short hisses. It was mixed messages, to say the least. I finished arranging the new mail, jotted a note on the pad of paper I was keeping next to the stack to keep track of when things arrived, and then reached down to pick up Xavier. 

“All right, fussy,” I said. “I hear you. Come on, let’s go get some breakfast.”

I carried him into the kitchen and got his bowl out of the dish drainer where I’d put it the night before after washing it when he was finished with his dinner. Setting it down on the small table used exclusively as an eating platform for him, I filled it with his food, and he immediately hopped out of my arms to start eating. His little happy food sounds serenaded me as I refreshed his water and started the process of making myself a cup of coffee.

As it brewed, I watched Xavier eat. 

“See? You can forgive me that easily. Why can’t he?” I asked. Xavier didn’t respond, which I took as an invitation to continue. He was a fabulous listener. “I really miss him. I know. I know what you’re going to say. This is my fault, and I’m the one who talked to my father’s business associate when I shouldn’t have. Nick was really clear with me about how he feels about the franchise offers and everything. He told me he didn’t want to think about expanding or making things any more complicated. I know. I remember all of that. 

“But I just got wrapped up, you know? He started talking to me about it, and I’m so rarely taken seriously by any of those people. It’s so rare for my family or anyone adjacent to my family to look at my career and think it means anything or that I have any potential for real success. I am already successful, and they don’t see it. They are so positive I made a mistake by going to school and building this life for myself rather than just letting them marry me off to one of their friends’ sons that they can’t see what I’ve actually accomplished.

“And that probably sounds selfish and ridiculous. It probably makes me sound self-centered and desperate for attention, but I can’t help it. I will openly admit that having someone actually want to hear what I had to say about a business matter and put real stock into my thoughts and the information I had was really appealing. It felt good to have that kind of conversation, and I got swept up in it. It was wrong, and I shouldn’t have let myself get taken in like that. 

“And in my defense, I stopped myself. I didn’t tell him everything he wanted to know, and when he started talking down about Nick, I jumped right in there to defend him. Maybe it wasn’t enough. But it was all I could do. And now Nick won’t talk to me. I miss him so much. There’s about a hundred times a day when I reach for my phone to tell him something he would think was funny or ask him a question, and I still automatically start to go into the shop first thing in the morning. 

“I haven’t quite reached the level of pressing my nose to the windows and staring longingly through the glass at him, but I’m not going to completely exclude the possibility that it could happen. Things are getting serious, Xavier. What if he never wants to talk to me again? What if this was the one big deal-breaker, and he just can’t bring himself to forgive me? He’d just kind of gotten through the whole thing with the film crew. Maybe this was the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

Xavier lifted his head out of his food bowl and gave me a scathing look.

“I know. It’s a cliché. But bear with me. I’m not in the greatest headspace right now,” I said. 

My phone rang, and I did my best to push away the little spark of hope that cropped up every time that happened. I knew it wasn’t Nick. It hadn’t been any of the other times. Instead, it was Gabriela.

“Hey,” I said, running my hand over Xavier’s soft, fluffy back as he went back to eating. “How’s paradise?”

“Rainy,” Gabriela said. “But I don’t care.”

She giggled, and I couldn’t help but smile. She was so deliriously happy. One of those quintessential sickeningly in-love newlyweds rivaled in her over-the-top giddiness only by her new husband. I was so happy for her. And a little envious.

“I’m glad to hear that. I’m actually at your place right now. Xavier and I are hanging out. We’re having a good talk,” I said. 

I didn’t mention it was a sad, sappy conversation, and I was starting to fear I was at that moment in training to be a lonely cat lady in my elderly years. My best friend didn’t need to have that hanging over her during her honeymoon. 

“How is everything there?” she asked.

“Everything’s fine. You got more packages and cards today. They’re all in your office.”

“Thanks. I guess I’m going to have another marathon thank-you note session when I get back,” she said. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll bring snacks.”

Just saying that made my heart twinge. Without realizing it, I’d instantly envisioned one of Nick’s incredible picnics or snack baskets like the one he made for me the day I moved into my apartment and he came to help. He’d made the food for Gabriela’s wedding reception, and I knew there were several containers of them tucked away in her freezer for the couple to enjoy when they got home. I could feel them sitting in there, judgment in puff pastry and chocolate ganache. 

I might have been coming a bit unglued. 

“You know, you can stay there overnight if you want,” Gabriella said. “You could keep Xavier company, and it might be nice to have a change of surroundings for a little while. Like a tiny vacation.”

It was less an offer than it was a veiled request that I not leave her house empty and vulnerable to the invasion she apparently believed was going to happen at any moment. I decided not to point out that I was at her place all the time, so it wasn’t exactly new and exotic surroundings, and it was actually a little farther from work than my apartment. The truth was, the thought of shaking things up a bit was appealing. I’d been thinking about giving Nick his space, but maybe I was actually the one who needed it.

“I might do that,” I said. 

While we chatted for a couple more minutes, I brought my coffee into the living room and dropped down onto the couch. Xavier followed me and plopped right down on my lap, curling up in a ball and promptly falling asleep. He purred so hard it felt like getting a very focused massage on my stomach. We were officially friends again after my transgression of being five minutes late with his breakfast. 

When I got off the phone with Gabriela, I looked around for the remote, thinking I would spend a little time relaxing and watching TV. After all, I was currently the chosen living room furniture of the king cat of the house, which anyone who has ever owned a cat will know means I was no longer in control of my body. It was now the sovereign possession of Xavier, and I couldn’t possibly consider getting up for any purpose until he’d decided he was done with me. 

Fortunately, I had enough range of motion with twisting and leaning to grab the remote from the side table. As I did, I nearly knocked over an electronic photo frame. I grabbed it to stop it from tipping over the edge of the table and looked down at the images slowly changing on the screen. Gabriela had connected the screen to the cloud where she stored her pictures so that it constantly rotated through various images from her life. 

That included her recent wedding. I watched as candid shots of us getting ready followed by the beautiful ceremony glided by. Then the reception came. It was gorgeous, every detail even more impressive from the distance. Suddenly, a picture of Nick and me dancing appeared. I hadn’t expected to see that. I didn’t even know someone had taken it. I couldn’t stop myself from clicking on the screen, pausing the movement of the images so I could look at the picture longer. 

He held me on the dance floor as we gazed at each other. Both of us were laughing, and I realized I could remember that exact moment. In the back of my mind, I could hear that laugh and feel his hand on my lower back, holding me close. It brought a mist of tears to my eyes seeing us like that. I couldn’t let myself think there was no way we would ever make up. I just couldn’t let that happen. 

I hadn’t wanted to push him, but I couldn’t resist. I took out my phone and snapped a picture of the picture, attached it to a text, and sent it to him. I didn’t add a message. A few seconds later, my phone chimed to tell me he’d responded. My heart fluttered in my chest until I opened the message. 

It was a thumbs-up emoticon. 

A freaking thumbs-up.

The thing middle-aged bosses use to confirm receipt of work when they’re trying to look hip and with it. 

I tossed my phone back onto the table in front of me and let my head drop back against the couch. Xavier let out a sleepy cat sigh, and I stroked his back.

“I think we’re having a slumber party tonight,” I told him. 
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Chapter Two
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Nick
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Volunteering at the shelter and community center was one of my favorite things to do when I wasn’t at work. It was actually one of the only things I did when I wasn’t at work, but even if it wasn’t, it would still be one of my favorites. I really enjoyed the opportunity to connect with my community and reach out to people who were going through a hard time or just needed a little extra boost. It gave me a chance to do something meaningful with my time, but also with my cooking skills. 

Anything I had left over at the shop at the end of the day came to the center for the volunteers or for the families utilizing the services. At least a couple of times a week, I also made a few special things for them as well. Then I would get to the center and would inevitably be put to work by the ladies who ran it. I wouldn’t want it any other way. It wasn’t something I talked about very often, if at all, but the community center was very close to my heart. I knew what it was like to go through rough times and need the support and compassion of people around me. 

There were plenty of times when I was young when I didn’t know what was going to happen next for my mother and my siblings. If we were going to have a place to live the next week or if we were going to have something to eat the next day. Those times were frightening and confusing for me when I was little, and my mother didn’t do much to comfort me or explain what was going on. 

I didn’t blame her for that. I couldn’t even imagine being in that type of situation and how it must have felt for her to try to figure out how we were going to get through the next crisis, the next overwhelming situation. She made a lot of bad decisions. But she made some good ones, too. And we got through it. Partly thanks to her finally coming to terms with needing help and turning to places like this center who could offer her the helping hand that she needed and give me a place where I felt secure and safe. 

I couldn’t say my siblings had the same forgiveness for her that I did. Being the oldest meant I did everything I could to shield my younger sisters and give them the best of what I could, but it didn’t stop them from growing angry and bitter toward our mother for the things she did. They were hurt by her choosing herself, her boyfriends, or her next interest or scheme over being a dedicated mother for a lot of years. I chose to see the good and to make peace with her, but they didn’t. Their relationships continued to degrade over the years, and for the last several years of her life, there was no contact at all. 

They didn’t go to her wedding when she found a wealthy, indulgent man to marry when we were all well into our adult years. And they weren’t there for her when she was going through the divorce a few years later. I didn’t judge them for it. They went through a lot just like I did, and I knew they had other challenges with our mother that I hadn’t experienced. I decided a long time ago that I could separate my relationship with my mother and my relationship with my siblings, and they agreed to do the same thing.

Which I was sure was the reasoning behind my mother leaving all her money to me when she died. She got a fairly massive settlement in the divorce, and there was still a good chunk of it left when she found out she was sick. I didn’t know at the time. I wasn’t close with my stepfather and didn’t ask for details when the settlement happened. My assumption was that she’d signed a prenup and she might get a small amount of alimony, but possibly not even that. One thing I knew about wealthy men was that they tended to be very protective of their assets, especially when heading into a marriage. 

Not that my mother was exactly a young bimbo gold-digger. She was fifteen years younger than her husband, but still fully grown and more than capable of taking care of herself. That included making sure she would get a considerable lump sum rather than alimony payments. According to her, she never wanted to feel like she was being taken care of by a man again. She wanted her own life. 

I didn’t realize how much of the money she’d put aside in a bank account. Or that I was going to be the only of her children who received anything in her will. My sisters didn’t care. They didn’t even come to her funeral. But that final gesture was what gave me so much determination to follow my dream and make something of myself. I was going to do what my mother didn’t have the chance to do and what I knew she wanted for me. 

My memories of and feelings for my mother might have been complicated, but they were also at the root of my dedication to helping others going through things that were similar to what I had. I wanted to give back to my community and hope in some way I could make life just a little easier for someone who could have a chance if they were just given what they needed to grab on to it. 

That was what I was doing that morning a week after the disastrous fallout with Alex. Each month, the center threw a group birthday party to celebrate everyone at the shelter or who came to the community center who was celebrating a birthday during that month. It was something everyone looked forward to and was always a fun time.

But that day, I was having a harder time getting into the festive spirit of the event. I was in the kitchen helping Constance and Betty bake dozens of cupcakes and put together sandwiches and other food for the party, and I could tell they knew something was going on. I was trying to look positive and enjoy myself the way I always did, but it was hard when every other thought was of Alex and how much I missed her.

“Why don’t you add a few more of those sprinkles, Nick?” Constance suggested.

She gestured at a bottle of multicolored sprinkles set up among the other decorations and accents for the frosting. We’d broken the kitchen up into different action stations to handle each step of the process making the cupcakes. It was the only way to manage the large undertaking with any sort of organization and get them done on time and without any major disasters. I was at the frosting station, piping swirls of buttercream onto different flavors and colors of cupcakes, then adding sprinkles, sanding sugar, edible gems, and other fun decorations. 

There wasn’t ever any one theme to the parties. Because there were always several people celebrating birthdays, it was impossible to choose just one thing that worked for all of them. Most months, there were boys and girls, men and women, and tiny children all the way up to the elderly. Rather than just a generic birthday theme, the ladies decided to throw consistency and cohesiveness to the wind and decorate in various different colors and styles.

That resulted in individual tables with different colors of balloons, plates, and napkins, and cupcakes with everything from pink sanding sugar and edible princess crowns to professional wrestling cupcake liners and tiny championship belts. It looked a bit chaotic and could be on the overwhelming side, but in all the best ways. Everyone felt seen and celebrated, and there was never a shortage of laughter and fun. 

“That’s right, sprinkles make everything better,” Betty said. “In fact, go ahead and eat a spoonful or two of them, Nick.”

I managed a hint of a smile. They were doing their best to keep my spirits high, but I couldn’t shake the gloom I was feeling about the whole situation. It was hard to keep my distance from Alex. I thought about her all day and still expected to see her come through the door in the morning or peek in at me and wave when she came home at the end of the day. Not having those moments left a void. But I couldn’t just put what happened behind me. 

My phone chirped in my pocket, and I pulled it out. As if thinking about her had summoned her, there was a text from Alex. I thought about ignoring it. I’d told her after the reception that I didn’t have anything to say to her, and I was still upset about overhearing her conversation with the older man about my business. But I couldn’t bring myself to not even read it. When I opened it, I wished I had. 

Seeing the picture of us dancing at the wedding hit hard. There was no message. Just the image of me holding her close and us laughing. In that moment, neither of us were thinking about anything else. It was just the two of us, finally letting ourselves feel what had been growing between us for weeks. Right then, I was feeling like this could be something amazing. It was fast and unexpected, but my feelings for her were already getting strong, and I’d planned on telling her how I felt when we left the wedding together that night. I’d wanted to talk about our relationship and make it official. 

But I didn’t get the chance.

Betty walked behind me with a tray of finished cupcakes and glanced over my shoulder. Before I was able to close the message, she saw the picture. 

“Look at you two,” she said. “You look so happy.”

“Yeah,” I said, sending as non-committal a response to the picture as I could come up with. 

I went back to decorating the cupcakes, and a few moments later, I got another message. It was Alex saying we really needed to talk. I hesitated as I looked at it, trying to figure out what I wanted to say. Finally, I told her I wasn’t ready. I needed some space. 

“Is everything all right, Nick?” Betty asked when I shoved my phone back in my pocket and added silver sprinkles to a cupcake with possibly a touch more aggression than was strictly necessary. “I was hoping I’d see that nice girl here with you.”

I shook my head. “No. You won’t be seeing her again.”

“All right,” she said, stalking over to the nearby stove and pouring tea from the kettle she always had sitting there. She brought it over to me and shoved it into my hands. “Tell us what’s going on.”

That was the line in the sand. You didn’t turn down a cup of tea from Betty. It was like getting a message from the godfather. She was a sweet, grandmotherly old woman who loved everyone like her grandchild, but if she handed you a cup of tea, you knew you’d been commanded to speak, and you had no other choice. I didn’t doubt that grandmotherly sweetness could conceal a lot of things, and I wasn’t prepared to be the one to test it. 

I sipped the hot peppermint tea and gave the ladies an overview of the situation. I kept it as brief as possible, not giving details and trying to keep as much emotion out of it as possible. I didn’t want to make Alex look bad or sound like I was blaming her for anything. At the same time, I wanted them to understand how I was feeling and why the situation had turned out the way it had.

“You need to talk to her,” Betty said when I finished. “At least hear her out.” 

“You really should, Nick. It’s obvious you have feelings for her,” Constance said.

“And it’s clear she cares about you,” Betty said. “That sweet thing worked so hard to fix the mistake she made with the camera crew.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

I knew that after she showed up with the crew and I told her she wasn’t allowed to film the segment she’d planned, she’d explained everything to the ladies and apologized to the film crew and production company, but I thought that was the extent of it.

“She came to us and apologized,” Betty said. “She said she knew that the feature could have meant really big things for the center, and she still wanted us to get that attention, so she was going to arrange for another feature as well as a very generous donation.”

I was surprised to hear that. I had no idea she’d done anything like that. She hadn’t mentioned it to me, and the only donation I knew of that had come into the center recently was given anonymously. The thought that she’d gone so far out of her way and done so much to not only make amends with me but to do something amazing for the place that meant so much to me without any expectation of recognition stuck in my chest. 

“I didn’t know she did that,” I said quietly.

“Maybe Alex understands your perspective better than you think she does,” Constance said. 
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Spending a couple of nights at Gabriela’s house had done me good. The whole situation was still tugging on my heart, and I hadn’t stopped hoping Nick would change his mind and send me a message saying he was ready to talk, but I went into work Monday feeling like some of the fog had lifted. Maybe my best friend was right. Just being in different surroundings and hanging out with Xavier was what I needed to shake at least some of the funk.

Either that, or I was just an unrepentant workaholic who was willing it to deny my feelings and bury myself in whatever project came my way so I didn’t have to actually think about or confront what felt like an important part of my life crumbling. Either way. 

I’d been knee-deep in a project for a sports equipment company for more than a month. I found it eye-wateringly boring, and it had been a struggle to help the owner of the company find viable ways to expand, diversify, and maximize earnings potential, but I’d poured myself into it. That was my job, after all. And the more difficult and demanding the project, the more rewarding it was when I finished and got to see actual results. 

Sometimes those results were weeks or months in the future, but it was enough to have the plans put in place and see the clients looking hopeful and energized about what was to come for their companies. Even when it was something I couldn’t connect with on any level, it was hard not to get excited along with them. And it was never far from my mind that the more clients I made happy, the more businesses I helped reach new levels of profitability, the more my career would grow and the closer I would get to feeling like I’d finally achieved the success I had always been after. 

That was what I was thinking about as I put the finishing details onto plans for the sports equipment company. If it worked out the way we’d envisioned, they would have another two locations by the end of the year, a specialty department in each store dedicated to niche items that were difficult to find anywhere, and the next summer would be hosting summer camps. It was ambitious, but I could already see the potential. 

A knock on my door broke my concentration, and I looked up. 

“Come in,” I called.

The door opened, and my boss poked his head in. 

“Hey there, Alex,” he said. 

“Hi, Malcolm,” I said. 

Malcolm Conner was a nice enough guy, but he was also one of those men I always kind of braced myself around. He didn’t have any hesitation throwing his weight around and was known for pushing his employees as far as they could possibly be pushed, then trying to push just a little bit more. I tried to make sure I was always up for the challenge, but I was wary of the big smile he was giving me now. 

“How are you doing on that Ackerman’s project?” he asked. 

“Doing great. I’m just getting some last details finished up,” I said. “I’m almost done.”

“That’s fantastic. I have a new project for you,” he said.

I was a little surprised to hear that, considering there were a couple of other companies that I was supposed to be meeting with starting the next day. 

“I have some other clients lined up, but I’m happy to take a look and see when I can schedule them,” I said. 

Malcolm shook his head. “No. Those other clients are going to need to wait, or you can see about transferring them to someone else. This is going to be your top priority. I want it to have your full attention.”

“All right,” I said. “That sounds intriguing.”

“It should,” he said, his smile growing. “This is a new client who has just gotten in touch with me, and I think she has a tremendous amount of potential. As soon as I met with her and she described what she is thinking, I was blown away and knew she needed to have complete focus. I think she could really do some pretty amazing things with her business idea if she’s given the proper attention. You’re going to give that to her.”
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