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A SEX SCANDAL. BLACKMAIL. REVENGE. FRAUD. GREED. BANKRUPTCY. THINGS AREN'T GOING WELL AT F&H ADVERTISING.


Luke Hunter’s failing advertising agency is down to one inactive client, Cascading Falls Resort, and faces bankruptcy, when a buyer for the resort emerges and retains the agency. But the new owner turns out to be an enemy from Luke’s past who threatens to reveal a reputation-destroying secret unless Luke knuckles under to his demands. Luke must make a choice. Does he acquiesce to the blackmailer and save his reputation and the agency he spent years building? Or does he destroy the agency by walking away from it to save what’s left of his integrity?


Set against the background of the Great Recession, Luke’s Way is the story of one man’s struggle to find his way through a minefield of adversity as he fights to save his business, his love for a special woman, and himself from his own past. (140, author)


“Russ Dymond’s Luke’s Way is a captivating and compelling story from beginning to end. Each page pulls you deeper into alluring characters and a complex plot revolving around the fascinating worlds of advertising, real estate, and politics. You will not want to put it down. Hopefully, this is the first of many books to come.”—Webb Hubbell, Award-inning author of When Men Betray, Ginger Snaps, and A Game of Inches.


“Luke’s Way is a good solid read and very entertaining.”—Sam Johnson, author of Thumbs




LUKE’S WAY


Russ Dymond


 


[image: Image]


 


Moonshine Cove Publishing, LLC


Abbeville, South Carolina U.S.A.


 


This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-937327-96-5) at quality book stores and online retailers. It is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.


Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 


Copyright 2016 by Russ Dymond


 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission from the publisher except by reviewers who may quote brief excerpts in connection with a review in a newspaper, magazine or electronic publication; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or any other means, without written permission from the publisher.


 


Book cover design by Rita Toews; interior and back cover design by Moonshine Cove staff.


E-Book ISBN: 978-3-96028-835-0


GD Publishing Ltd. & Co KG, Berlin









E-Book Distribution: XinXii
www.xinxii.com
[image: logo_xinxii]




Dedication


To Brett and Katherine




Acknowledgments


My sincere thanks  to Leslie Guccione who walked me through Novel Writing 101 and without whose encouragement and guidance I would never have completed this novel;


to Theckla Sterrett, a true friend, who saw me through some dark days while writing this book, and who never failed me, even when my body did;


to Gene D. Robinson, Editor and Publisher at  Moonshine Cove Publishing, for editorial assistance that made Luke's Way a better book;


to the talented Rita Toews for her outstanding cover design;


and to Saturday Brand Communications for their input on my website.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


[image: Image]Born in Hartsville, South Carolina, Russ Dymond grew up in Asheville, North Carolina and Savannah, Georgia. After graduating from Western Carolina University with a degree in English and professional writing, he began a 42-year career in advertising as a copywriter and creative director at some of the top agencies in the Southeast and as a principal at Thompson, Torchia & Dymond Advertising and Sterrett Dymond Advertising in Charlotte, North Carolina. The winner of multiple awards from every major advertising competition in the country, he was named “Best TV Copywriter in the Southeast” by Adweek Magazine. Russ lives in Charlotte, with his Australian Terrier, Cassie.


To learn more, visit the author’s website: 


www.russdymond.com


 


The past is but the beginning of a beginning, and all that is and has been is but the twilight of the dawn.


—H.G. Wells




LUKE’S WAY




PART I




	

	



LUKE


You know it’s going to be a bad day at the office when the first thing you learn is that you may be on the verge of losing your only client. And that’s what I just heard from Molly Parker, my production manager.


“The rumor is Cascading Falls Resort is up for sale,” she said from the big lounge chair in the corner of my office. It’s where she sat every morning to go over all the jobs in the shop — what was accomplished yesterday, what deadlines changed, what problems loomed on the horizon.


“Where did you hear that?” I asked.


“From a media rep — Tom Morrison — just this morning.”


Of course it came from a media rep. In advertising, all rumors, predictions, gossip, and speculation came from media reps. But this media rep was someone I knew. Tom Morrison was a pretty straight-up guy, which meant it might be more than a rumor. 


“You think it’s true?” I asked.


“I don’t know. I spoke to Joe Henderson at CFR this morning and he didn’t say anything about it. He just said he asked his golf pro to send us ideas on the brochure we’re doing.”


“That’s very considerate. While we wait to see if they’re going to sell themselves, they’re going to do our jobs for us.”


“Appears so.”


“Well, goddamit, maybe we’d be better off if they were sold! And until that happens, I guess I need to explain to them once again how this works. They send us information; we send THEM ideas.”


A big frown creased Molly’s forehead. “I know, Luke. Unfortunately, though, it gets worse. Joe Henderson asked the golf pro to send his ideas in the form of a layout.” 


I had to shut my eyes and hold my breath for a few seconds to keep from exploding.


“Sorry, Luke. I knew you wouldn’t like it.”  


No, I didn’t like it, but I wasn’t mad at her, and she knew it. I was mad at the situation. It was a relatively new account. How could it have gotten to this point so quickly?    


“Is there anything you want me to do?” Molly asked.


I thought about it for a few seconds, and then finally said, “No, do nothing. Ignore them.” I had never let a client tell me what to do, and I wasn’t starting now. “We’ll proceed with the layout we’re doing, and later, we’ll tell the golf pro his ideas didn’t make the cut.”


She smiled, and I could feel my blood pressure going down as I focused on her instead of the problem. She had been here only a few months, but Molly turned out to be one of the best hires I ever made. She learned quickly, proved herself adept at several different positions in the agency and always had a great attitude. And it didn’t hurt that she was a living centerfold: striking blond hair, big eyes the color of the Caribbean on a clear day, long, shapely legs that went on forever. She uncrossed her legs now, her mini-skirt revealing even more of them as she stood. I silently thanked her for sharing and reminded myself that I was old enough to be her father.


“I kind of thought you would say something like that,” she said.


“Sorry I went postal,” I said, walking her to the door. “Things are a little tense around here now.”


“No problem, Luke. Seems lately I’m always bringing you bad news.”


“Yes, you are, and I really wish you would stop.”


“I’ll put that on my priority list.” I watched her walk away, marveling how bad news could come in such beautiful packaging.


My name is Luke Hunter. I’m the creative director and the “H” is F&H Advertising in Charlotte. By 2008, the recession had already taken a heavy toll on our agency. Our staff went from 21 people down to five. Our billings dropped from over twenty million dollars down to two. One client stood between us and bankruptcy, and apparently that one client was in jeopardy.


I guess I should have been more upset about the sale rumor than I was about the golf pro sending us ideas. But the fact is, I couldn’t do anything about the rumored sale, and I could do something about the other. And I would, because unlike most advertising agencies, we don’t work with clients who send us their ideas. Before we ever commit to work with someone we make it very clear that we have zero tolerance for creative interference, and almost every time we lose a client it’s because they don’t adhere to that dictate. It never ceased to amaze me that someone would hire us for our expertise and then tell us how to do our jobs. Still, it happened all the time, and now it looked like it was happening again.


In the past, replacing clients who didn’t want to do it our way was never a problem. The recession changed that. Now it was almost impossible to get a new client. So in spite of my desire to pick up the phone and tell them to go to hell, I backed off. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized CFR’s meddling shouldn’t surprise me. The account had been a pain-in-the-ass from the beginning, which was a pity because it had the potential to be a world-class resort. Another Greenbrier, even.


Cascading Falls Resort was the official name, but right now it was more of an idea than a resort. It consisted of thousand-plus acres of prime, untouched mountain land about two and a half hours north of Charlotte. It contained a private hunting lodge for many years, but so far the only new thing built there was the golf course. A mysterious ex-pat American living in Paris with the ten-dollar name of Preston Ashford III owned it. The property had been in the Ashford family for generations. When Ashford decided to turn it into a resort, he went all out, hiring a noted firm to create a master plan that called for two golf courses, a multi-million dollar clubhouse, an upscale hotel, rental villas, and building lots that would be priced from three to five hundred thousand dollars. He hired a PR guy to kick off some initial interest, and then he sent out a Request for Proposals to advertising agencies across the Southeast. The announced budget was two million dollars. We won the account hands down on the basis of our creative product. And we ran into trouble right away.


Instead of hiring a true marketing person for us to work with, Ashford appointed a personal friend, a man who ran the hunting operations at the lodge. Joe Henderson knew all about finding deer in the woods, pheasant in the fields, and trout in the streams, but he didn’t know diddly about marketing and advertising.


The PR guy, a rotund man who was always out of breath, questioned why they needed an advertising agency in the first place. Like all PR guys, he thought PR was all that was necessary. 


When the golf course was nearly finished, they added a golf pro, an overbearing egomaniac who harbored some resentment for not being good enough to get his PGA Tour Card. He had more bad ideas than Congress, and in meetings wouldn’t shut up. Of course, it probably didn’t help matters when I told him during an argument over ad concepts that I’d let him do the ads if he’d let me give him golf lessons.


So you might say we didn’t exactly get off to a great start. Neither had this day. I needed another cup of coffee, and I wanted to talk to Erica, the “F” in F&H, about this rumor. 


***


 Molly Parker was used to Luke’s outbursts, especially since things seemed to be falling apart at the agency. She wondered, though, about his great concern over client changes and input for the CFR brochure. He was just doing his job, but this time it might be a little excessive. If they lost the account, it wouldn’t matter about who made changes or why because they’d be out of business. Nevertheless, she liked his fiery disposition. She had certainly never met anyone like him. He was obsessed with perfection, and he probably taught her more about advertising in her first six months than she learned in four years of college. She just wished things were going better and that she wasn’t always the bearer of bad news, like this morning, although she knew that Luke didn’t blame her for being the messenger. Besides, Luke was partly at fault for the situation they were in. He was so protective of their creative product that clients sometimes had a hard time with him. Which is another thing she liked about him. He stood up for his beliefs. He didn’t cave in. Unfortunately, the agency was caving in now. And the economy. God, if I lose my job, I’ll never get another one, not in this environment. Just get me back to the way it used to be. 


Usually, she enjoyed their morning meetings. Luke was always witty and funny and had an opinion on everything. It didn’t even bother her that he spent so much time checking her out. She had gotten used to that long before she went to work there. 


“I can tell he’s in rare form today,” said Heather Murphy, the agency’s receptionist, as Molly rounded the corner. Molly guessed Heather was referring to Luke’s use of “goddamit!” that echoed through the office moments before. Heather once kept a record of how many times she heard Luke say “goddamit” in the course of the day. Seventeen. She wrote down the various ways he said it and read them off to Molly, who doubled over laughing when Heather finished with, “Honestly, I didn’t know you could express ‘goddamit’ so many ways.”


Now Molly said with a smile, “He just has a lot on his mind,” and disappeared into her office.


***


Brad Austin’s office was on the way to the kitchen, and I popped in to say hello. I first met Brad when we worked together in New York, he as an art director, me as a copywriter. Later, when I moved to San Francisco, he joined me. When you’re creating ads, it’s hard to overstate the value of someone you’re completely in synch with, someone who’s always on the same page with you. That was Brad. The work we created showed it; the many awards we won as a team proved it. After pleasantries, I asked him if he’d heard the latest on the golf brochure.


“Yeah, hence the new name.” Brad held up a layout of an ad we did recently. In place of the client’s name, Cascading Falls Resort, he had inserted Cascading Problems Resort.


“I like it,” I said, laughing. “Keep plugging away on that brochure and let’s get it out of here before they decide they want to make more changes.”


“Okay, Luke.”


I got my coffee and started in Erica’s direction. Our office is located in an old building that had been a textile mill in the 1920s. An architectural firm bought the building and gutted it. Now, huge, arched windows rise vertically around the exterior. The original solid oak floors have been refinished to a shiny bronze. Twenty-five foot high ceilings expose the heating, air conditioning, plumbing and wiring, creating an airy, bright, informal place to work. F&H occupies about half of the building. The upstairs offices, where I was now, contain the creative department and offer beautiful views of the city. The skyline of Charlotte has several 40-plus story buildings, and before the recession, tall construction cranes were in place to add several more; the cranes have all come down now. It’s primarily a financial city, with a lot of conservative, buttoned-down bankers who go home every night to comfortable, oversized homes with manicured lawns. Except a lot of those homes are empty now, and the manicured lawns have sprouted For Sale signs.


Once there had been four large advertising agencies in town. Now there are two. There are a half dozen smaller agencies, however, and we are one of them. Small and getting smaller. That fact weighed heavily on me as I reached Erica’s office.


***


Brad Austin put away the layout that poked fun at the client and got back to the golf brochure he’d been working on. Nothing but brochures lately. There was a time when he wouldn’t have even worked on one. That kind of work was assigned to junior art directors. Right now he was both the junior and the senior art director. Over the course of the year, all the junior people were let go.


As a veteran art director, Brad had seen a lot of ups and downs in his career, but none as severe as the recession they were in now. Advertising, by nature, is a volatile business. Lose an account or go through an economic downturn and heads roll. That’s just the way it is. He considered himself lucky never to have been one of those escorted out the door with a cardboard box of belongings in hand. And a lot of that had to do with Luke Hunter.


They had been assigned to work together as a team at an agency in New York where Luke was a rising star. They seemed to hit it off from the beginning, and after two years, the team turned into a genuine friendship. And Luke became a super-star. Brad didn’t share Luke’s status, but he was a close second. Working with Luke led him to some of the industry’s most prestigious awards.


It came as no surprise to Brad when Luke left New York for the West Coast. Practically every big agency in the country wanted him. No surprise, either, was the job offer Brad received shortly after Luke settled in. Brad jumped at the chance to join him and had never been sorry.


The title was V.P., Sr. Art Director. The V.P. thing never mattered to him, but it was nice, he guessed. Bancroft Advertising was the largest agency in California, and just as in New York, both he and Luke thrived there. Luke was Executive V.P., Creative Director. The quiet copywriter Brad worked with in New York developed a thick-skinned armor. He was not only a good writer, he fought for his work with a passion that boarded on arrogance. Creative people loved him for it. Account executives and management didn’t. 


The one thing you didn’t do with Luke Hunter was tell him how to do his job. Unfortunately, that’s what Harvey Craft did. Luke was particularly fond of a certain voice-over talent in New York. The agency had just finished producing three TV spots for Ambrizo Wines. They were beautiful commercials directed by one the country’s top directors. Even before the first edit there was talk about all the great possibilities they would have in the fall awards shows. But the Chairman of the Board’s wife didn’t like the voice-over. Luke refused to change it. Ambrizo threatened to take its $50 million account elsewhere. Harvey Craft, Bancroft’s president, wasn’t about to let that happen. He went over Luke’s head and arranged to have the commercials revised. Luke arranged a one-way flight to Charlotte. Why Charlotte Brad never fully understood. Luke could have gone anywhere. He could have picked up the phone and had a job in any major market in the country before he hung up.  The fact that he didn’t had something to do with Asheville.


Without Luke there at Bancroft, Brad felt vulnerable. Everybody knew he was Luke’s right hand man. As soon as they could, Bancroft would find a way to fire him. So when Luke called him from Charlotte with another job offer, Brad was on the plane the next day.


Now, after years of success with Luke in Charlotte, events over which they had no control were threatening the agency’s survival, as well as his own. Luke was 59 years old, an anomaly in the advertising business; very few agencies had anyone his age in their creative department, much less running it. Brad doubted that Luke had anywhere else he could go. He doubted he did, either.


***


When I reached Erica’s office, she was on the phone. A welcoming smile crossed her face and she motioned me to come in, mouthing “CFR” and pointing to the receiver.   


I took a seat across from her. She was a petite woman, but her wide smile seemed to fill the room, making her appear a lot bigger than she actually was. I noticed she had a new haircut. The stylist left one side much longer than the other. Now a sweeping side fringe of beautiful mahogany hair almost covered one eye, creating an asymmetrical pixie, giving her the look of a woman with an attitude.  Perfectly fitting. I liked it. She wore a high cut dress that looked expensive and probably was because she went to New York every year to update her wardrobe. Her silver medallion necklace stood out like an armored knight, which pleased me since I had given it to her. She had full, pink lips; a thin nose, teeth the color of polished ivory, and penetrating, big brown eyes that could hold someone like a laser. 


Erica had two distinct voices, a soft, tender voice that she reserved for me, and another one that was all business. The all-business was at work now. She spoke with a decidedly Southern accent that was part of her charm. In private moments, I called her “Georgia,” referencing her Atlanta roots. Finally, she hung up the phone and let out a big sigh of relief. “Guess what that was about?” she said.


“I think I know. Molly filled me in. What did you tell them?”


“That you and I would talk.”


“What about the rumor that they’re for sale?”


“Joe Henderson claims he knows nothing about it. I really don’t think he does.”


“Are they adamant about changing the golf brochure?”


“Pretty much … I think I’ve seen this movie before,” she said.


“I think we even starred in it.” And then, after thinking about it for a few seconds, “Look, maybe we could stall them a little while. The brochure is just one part of the campaign. The print ads, TV and radio concepts are dynamite. If we could present them along with the brochure, maybe they’d see how they all hang together and back off.”


“Can we get all that done?”


“They’re almost done now.”


“Okay, Luke, I just don’t want to lose this account.”


“Neither do I. But I also don’t want to put out stuff that will make people ask, ‘Whatever happened to F&H?’ ”


“Wish I had a hundred dollars for every time I’ve heard that….or even every account we’ve resigned in the past 15 years,” Erica said almost to herself, squirming in her seat. “My 401K would look a lot better.” Then, looking straight at me: “Hell, it would look a lot better with a hundred dollars for every account I fired when you came to work here.”


She never missed a chance to needle me about the demand I made before I would join her as Creative Director---fire all her clients.


“You’re not so much afraid of creating ads that will make people question the agency as you are about making people question you,” she said.


“Yeah. Whatever. It’s all the same.”


“Arrogant bastard,” she said with a little laugh. And then, “Just remember, you don’t have to deal with all the money problems; I do.”


“Don’t worry. The creative department will always be there to save your ass.”


“Arrogant bastard!”  


“Seriously, is there anything I can do besides CFR?’


“Not unless you can bring in an account.”


“What about spec presentations?”


“Yeah, but for who? I don’t even know anybody who’d invite us to give one. Just go enjoy your weekend. I’d rather work on this problem alone right now.”


I gave her a little nod, not totally convinced that I shouldn’t be doing something. 


“So what are your plans, by the way?” she asked.


“Oh, thought I told you. I’m going to Asheville.”


She looked me up and down, and indicating my jeans and cowboy boots, asked sarcastically, “So is that why you dressed up today?”


“Riding my bike.”


“Why anybody would ride a motorcycle all the way to Asheville when they have a Mercedes in the garage is beyond me.”


“I’d explain it, but you’d never understand.” 


“Come here a sec.” I knew what she wanted. I rose from the chair, walked around the desk and put my head close to hers, inhaling the unique scent of her perfume, a veritable greenhouse of flower fragrances. She looked toward the door briefly to make sure no one was there, then pulled me to her and kissed me. “You be careful on that damn thing,” she said in her un-business voice. 


I went back to my desk and finished a radio script for Cascading Falls, working right through lunch so that I wouldn’t feel bad about leaving early. When I walked through the creative department on the way out, Molly was bent over a low-level filing drawer with her back to me. Her shirt had walked up her back a ways revealing the top of yellow panties and lovely tanned skin with a tattoo that stretched across her body just above her ass. I didn’t say anything to her because I wanted to put that picture in the “save” file of my mind, undisturbed.


Maybe I’m old enough to be her father, but I’m not too old to fantasize.




ERICA


Erica Flowers watched Luke leave her office with a mixture of sadness and regret. They had done exceptionally well in business together for many years, but now their momentum seemed to be going the other way, and it overshadowed even her strong affection for him. She knew they needed to right the ship, but how? The recession knocked them on their ass, but there was more to it than that. Cracks in the armor developed before the recession even hit. The business was changing, becoming more technology driven, and F&H hadn’t changed with it. The old days and old ways were hard to let go. She was sure Luke felt the same resistance to change as she did, maybe even more, because technology was the antithesis of everything he did and did so well. She marveled at his commitment to the agency’s creative product. It was all that mattered to him; it defined him, but technology-driven expertise was beyond him.


She thought back to that time fifteen years ago, before they first met. The disillusionment she felt now was even stronger then. She’d left Atlanta to attend a private college in Charlotte. She had majored in math, of all things, but her interest was always in advertising and marketing. One course in it and she was hooked. The little agency that she started right out of college had done well and it wasn’t long before she was turning away prospects. Yet, there was something missing. The work had no spark, no edge, and after a while, there was no fun in it, either. Then she heard of this guy named Luke Hunter who had come back to Charlotte from New York or California or some place. He was a heavyweight creative director, a copywriter whose name she had repeatedly run across in magazines and books that published award-winning ads. So on a lark she called him.


They met a total of three different times in the bar of a restaurant on the edge of town. When she saw him ride up on a motorcycle to their first meeting, she feared she would be interviewing a tattooed eccentric. His face was a little weathered, no doubt caused by his chosen mode of transportation, but there were no visible tattoos, and she liked him immediately. He was a good-looking man in his early forties, tall, thin, articulate, but somewhat shy, not at all what she pictured. He wore jeans, cowboy boots, an expensive looking blue shirt with a white collar and white French cuffs secured with a pair of gold cuff links. He told amusing stories about working in New York and San Francisco, and she told him about her little agency. The first things she asked him were why he came to Charlotte and what was he looking for.


There was a long pause, and then he said, “Oh…I don‘t know. What is everybody looking for?” He looked down at his drink and twirled the stem of the wine glass with his thumb and forefinger, as if he wanted to avoid the question. Finally, he said, “I‘m from Asheville. I wanted to get back to a part of the country that’s a part of me. I chose Charlotte because it’s the closest city to Asheville where I might possibly make a living.”


“Then come be my creative director!”  


He just smiled and said, “I’ll think about it.”


She knew landing someone with Luke’s credentials would be a definite long shot. There was no rational reason why anyone at the top of his game in the major leagues would want to go to a minor league team. But she was persistent. When they met again, she repeated the offer. Luke’s reply: “Still thinking.”


By the third meeting they were familiar with one another. Even if he had no intention of joining her agency, she liked his company and the small talk they shared. She was not about to give up on her offer, however, so she asked him again. His answer seemed to be only a long smile, until he finally said, “You don’t give up, do you?”


“Never.”


“The only way I’d join you would be if you fired all your clients and changed the name.”


She thought he was kidding. “And I would do that because…?”


“Because I checked. You don’t have any real clients. And no matter what you call yourself, you aren’t a real agency. You’re a design shop masquerading as one.”


“You’re pretty arrogant, aren’t you?”


“No, I’m very arrogant.”


“I suppose you want 200K, too.”


“Not at all. I’ll work for nothing for a year.”


“You’re also full of surprises.”


“I hope so.”


“Are you serious?”


“As a heart attack.”


She let him pour her another glass of wine and said, “Here’s to great possibilities. I’ll think about it over the weekend. But right now, let’s get something to eat.”


Over dinner, they talked about advertising and how best to structure an agency and make it work. She told him she was from Atlanta and that is when he first started calling her “Georgia.” He said all the right things, but more than that, he made her laugh again and again, and she went home happier than she had been in a long time.


On Monday morning, she picked up the phone, began calling clients, and one-by-one, fired them all, each time asking herself, “What the hell am I doing?” Then she called Luke and asked, “How does F&H Advertising sound to you?”


“Great!” 


“Then you better get your ass over here. Thanks to you, we don’t have any clients, and we have a payroll to meet.”


That was how it began, and there had been nothing but hard work and laughs ever since. And something more, too.


At first, she thought it was just his work that she so admired. How he came up with unexpected ideas and copy totally devoid of the meaningless drivel that was so commonplace in advertising. But then she realized it was more than just the work; it was him, too, and one Friday night after a particularly grueling week creating a campaign, over a bottle of Chardonnay, she kissed him. She initiated it, and though startled, he kissed her back passionately. Then, just as quickly, almost as if both of them realized it simultaneously, they stepped back from each other, not even acknowledging at first what happened, until later Luke took her hand and said, “Look, Georgia, I want you to know that I care for you. A lot. But we have a good thing going, and I don’t want to mess it up.” She agreed, and that’s the way they left it; nothing more intimate than a kiss had ever occurred between them. But it seemed as if a fire was always there lurking just below the surface, ready to flame through at any moment. 


She knew he was out there banging every skirt he could, and at first, just thinking about it made her extremely jealous. She had plenty of opportunities herself, but she never took them. Nobody could take the place of Luke, even though she never went to bed with him. All he had to do was touch her and anyone else in her life would disappear, replaced with a new hope that maybe there was a chance for the two of them to connect. But in the end, any possible relationship with him gave way to the importance of the business.


And they were successful almost from the beginning. Luke brought in Brad Austin, an art director he worked with in San Francisco who shared his vision of what good advertising should be. They worked as a team creating ads and television commercials that were the talk of the Southeast, even winning some prestigious awards from national competitions. And it was all because of Luke’s obsessive demand for perfection. He was driven. He could not stand mediocrity, in either himself or in advertising. And his confrontations with clients became legendary. He cajoled them; he laughed at them; he cursed them. One particularly argumentative client he threatened to take outside in the parking lot and “beat the shit out of.” It was hard to retain clients with that type of behavior. But for everyone who left or Luke fired, there always seemed to be two more wanting his magic and willing to put up with, at least for a while, his unyielding attitude.


The trips were the most fun. With their rising reputation came a flood of requests from companies interested in changing agencies. So they went to Denver, Indianapolis, Memphis, Chicago, Miami, New Orleans, Atlanta, as well as what seemed like a hundred small towns in-between. Neither she nor Luke was a slick presenter, but it didn’t seem to matter. The work spoke for itself. And then there were the trips to New York for television production. How many were there? She didn’t know. She just knew  they were almost always in the spring when the world was coming to life again, and how alive it had made her feel to be in that great city with a man she cared so much about. Those were the happiest times of her life.


Over the years, they came to know each other the way married people do. She knew all about his parents, the books he liked, his taste in art, his politics, the death of his brother in the Navy. She knew the answer to the question she asked him the first time they ever met: “What are you looking for?” 


Luke Hunter was looking for Luke Hunter. What she didn’t know was why. There was some secret hurt inside him that he wouldn’t share. Something, she was pretty sure, that had to do with Asheville. He went back there about the same time every year. Why? It was as if he expected to find the answer to some puzzle there. What? He never talked about it. She didn’t know.


But then, she had her own hurts that she didn’t talk about, her failed marriage chief among them. Strangely, she and her husband never divorced. Her Catholic upbringing, she thought. And there was Sydney, their daughter, who was so devoted to her father. So Erica and her husband maintained separate houses and separate lives while remaining friends enough to talk to one another occasionally. But the marriage was a downer, and so was her relationship with Sydney, in a way. Sydney graduated magma cum laude from UNC with a degree in marketing and business, and Erica was proud that her daughter was going to follow her footsteps in advertising. But then Sydney accepted a job at a big agency in London. Erica came to see that Sydney went to Europe simply to avoid having to choose between her mother and her father, and she blamed herself for alienating her daughter.


So the agency was both a refuge from her marriage and a refuge from her guilt, and Erica vowed to make it a success. Luke not only made that happen, he stirred emotions in her that she thought had died and made her laugh again. Only now, the fun was gone, and she feared that soon the agency would be, too.


She reached for one of the thick manila folders piled up on a corner of her desk. In them were all the names and companies of new business prospects that she had contacted for the past three years. Somewhere in the contents of one of these folders might lay their only hope.




	



LUKE


Even though the trip to Asheville was planned long ago and Erica gave me her blessings to take it, I felt guilty about leaving. The agency was in trouble. Big trouble. It didn’t seem right to be getting out of Dodge now. But every time I asked Erica if there was anything I could do to help the agency get more business, she told me she would take care of it, that it was her job. So I let it go.
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