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Chapter 1

Angie Brownwood looked around her office in search of items to toss into the cardboard box she was using to pack her personal belongings prior to leaving her job at BrownWare Business Software Company. She found almost nothing to pack, other than her personal coffee cup and her personal coffee maker, which were already lovingly settled in the box.

After spending a grand total of five years working at BrownWare, you’d have thought she would have at least two cardboard boxes full of miscellaneous personal items. Angie looked around regretfully and shook her head. She had no life, and that was the whole problem. Apparently, if you had a life, you collected personal items as something to show for all the time you spent in a location.

“He’s on his way here, Ang.” One of her colleagues from the software development lab stuck his head in her door. “He’s really gone ballistic this time.”

Angie shrugged. She was so tired, she literally no longer cared. “It doesn’t matter. I’m on the way out the door. In case he hasn’t heard, I quit.”

Her friend glanced over his shoulder. “He’s heard. See you.”

Angie watched the young man dart off. A fraction of a second later, her father appeared in the doorway.

“You can’t quit,” he snapped. “For your information, I’ve already fired you.”

Angie looked at him in wondering silence. Five years of striving to excel, striving to win his approval, and what did she have to show for it?

Not much, if she counted the contents of her cardboard box. She had been such a disappointment to him, he even used her one spectacular success to fuel his anger at her.

“You think that stupid game has made you somebody,” he raged, as if he read her thoughts. “Everything you know, you learned here, and now you think you can take over my company. The company I founded.”

There was more, but Angie tuned out and cast her gaze around her office. Nothing else caught her eye, so she folded in the cardboard tabs and picked up the box.

“Since I no longer work here, you should have nothing further to complain about,” she said. “Maybe you can get back to business instead of fighting with me and Peter.”

“You’re darned right you don’t work here anymore. You’re fired!” her father yelled.

Angie rolled her eyes and headed out the door for the last time. “Bye, Daddy.”

He didn’t follow her as she had feared. Angie exited the building that housed BrownWare and another software company and headed for the parking lot. To her own surprise, every step away from BrownWare caused a corresponding surge of energy and a lift in her spirits. She had been so tired, she figured she’d need a nap before she could begin implementing her plans.

She intended to get a new life, and she had laid careful plans as to how to go about it. The first step involved updating her wardrobe. The second step involved moving halfway across the country to the house she had just inherited. The third step involved readying herself to step into a whole new career.

The further she got from BrownWare, the more Angie could hardly wait to get started.

• • •

Garner Holt stared, temporarily stunned, at the sheet of paper he had just extracted from an envelope and unfolded. In spite of his recent trials and tribulations, hope sprung eternal within his breast.

“Oh, Lord,” he breathed prayerfully. He pressed the paper flat and pushed it across the diner booth toward his brother-in-law, Clifford Jones. “What do you think, Cliff?”

The two men shared office space in a house across the street from the New South Diner and had formed the habit of meeting for breakfast every morning. Cliff, a short man with curly, blond hair and a tendency to gain weight easily, cast a swift glance over the elegantly typed résumé.

“Sounds like your salvation, buddy.” He grinned. “It also sounds too good to be true. A Stanford grad who wants to be a legal secretary?”

Garner frowned and studied the résumé once more, then shrugged. “As long as she can type, file, and is willing to clean up some of the mess in my office, I don’t care if she went to clown college.”

“Hire a maid,” Cliff recommended. “It’s a lot safer. How much would you like to bet this is Mindy Adams using some phony name to get to you? I heard she took some computer course once upon a time.” Cliff regarded the résumé suspiciously. “I’ve been wondering why Mindy hasn’t pretended she was a legal secretary and applied for a job in your office before this.”

Garner tried in vain to imagine the spoiled daughter of the town judge at a computer for longer than five minutes at a time. “Mindy would fall apart the minute she was expected to do more than type her name. According to this, the woman is new to the area. Look at these skills.” Garner grew almost reverent when he reread the sheet. “I’ll bet she’s middle-aged and tough. Just what I need to chase off husband-hunters like Mindy.”

In spite of having lived in Smackover most of his life, Garner still wasn’t accustomed to the attention he received from the single women in town. He definitely wasn’t rich, he didn’t consider himself particularly handsome, and he wasn’t a man who enjoyed much of a social life. In fact, he’d have said he was a poor risk for marriage, considering his past romantic experience and his tendency toward suffering every stress-related illness in the medical texts. But he was single, and apparently that was all that counted these days.

Yes, a tough, efficient, battle-axe of a woman who could keep his business in order was just what the doctor ordered.

“Yeah,” Cliff said, chuckling. “Just what you need. A secretary who’ll organize you like you were a kid in grade school.”

“Who cares? I could use a little organizing, and I need a secretary. This secretary.”

“You could use some organizing, all right,” Cliff agreed, with sinister emphasis.

Garner flushed but said nothing. During the two years he’d been practicing law in his hometown of Smackover, Arkansas, he’d let more than a few things slide. Although he never neglected his clients, his entire attitude about life had undergone a major readjustment.

For instance, he was no longer a fanatic about anything except his physical well-being, and that had become second nature. Garner had learned first-hand what stress could do to a man. For that reason, he avoided many situations and cases that might raise his stress levels, and in spite of that, he still found himself overwhelmed with work.

“I don’t know what happened to you in Dallas, and I’m not sure I want to,” Cliff muttered. He glared at his plate. “But I’ll tell you this much. Chicken breast was never meant to be a breakfast food.”

Since Cliff had put on a few pounds recently, he was allowing Garner to dictate his choice of food.

“Shut up and eat. Your stomach doesn’t know it’s getting chicken,” Garner said without taking his gaze off the thick sheet of paper in his hand.

“My nose and my mouth sure know they’re getting chicken instead of bacon with buttered toast and two eggs over easy.” Cliff studied his plate with a definite lack of interest then lifted his guileless, brown gaze to focus on something behind Garner. “Wow. Get a look at that. There’s someone new in town.”

Smackover was small enough that any stranger was instantly noticed. Garner twisted in the narrow booth to look at the woman entering the diner. This particular stranger was more visible than most. Every male in the small diner took careful note of her.

She was a leggy, young girl of average height with a mass of pale blond hair floating around her shoulders. She could have done with a judicious application of makeup, thanks to the excessive paleness of her skin and the big, dark circles beneath the most beautiful, innocent blue eyes Garner had ever seen. She wore a pair of white Bermuda shorts and a shocking-pink blouse that attracted any eye not already focused on her. She created a welcome splash of exotic color in the small cafe.

But the most striking thing about her was the fascinated way she gazed at everything and everybody. She seemed enthralled by each item her gaze fell upon, including the waitress, crusty old Dolly Sims.

Garner, who had forgotten what it was like to greet each day with eager expectation, paid special attention to the girl’s enthusiastic expression. It made him feel extra-old on this particular morning.

Too bad she was still in her teens, he thought cynically, watching the girl approach. He knew from experience that once a woman got older, she lost her enthusiasm for life and centered on one thing—herself. Garner let himself enjoy the gentle sway of her hips and the tiny waist above them. Some lucky male would probably snap this one up the minute she turned twenty.

The girl walked to the booth behind Garner with the springy, elastic step of youth. When she passed their booth, she cast a happy smile in their direction. A fresh, lemony scent that reminded Garner of a spring meadow followed her.

“Now there’s a darned good-looking woman for you,” Cliff said, lowering his voice. “She reminds me of Laura. It’s that look of happy expectation.”

“That’ll change,” Garner predicted with disgust. “What do you expect from a sixteen-year-old?” He studied the résumé again—the résumé that promised salvation. “I’d better call this number first thing. She’s bound to be in huge demand.”

“Your sister hasn’t changed.” Cliff peered over Garner’s shoulder. “She’s still got that joy in life that first attracted my attention, and we’ve been married three years now. Three great years, by the way.” He watched the girl a moment. “What makes you think she’s sixteen?”

“She looks sixteen, therefore, she must be sixteen.” Garner studied the résumé again, conscious of his brother-in-law’s steady gaze. He knew Cliff was curious about his time in Dallas and his failed marriage. Even after two years, Garner still didn’t care to tell anyone, including his relatives, what a fool he’d been. “If you’re through torturing that chicken, let’s get back to the office so I can hire my new secretary.”

“But I haven’t had anything to eat,” Cliff said plaintively He picked up his knife and fork and bravely attacked the chicken breast. “Calm down, Garner. She’s probably sitting by her phone, waiting for calls.

“Her phone has probably been ringing since six this morning if she sent résumés to every lawyer in town.” Garner plucked a pen from his shirt pocket and circled the phone number. “Let’s hope I’m the only one who needs a secretary.”

Dolly Sims, the crotchety waitress who had been at the small diner since it was the Old South Cafe, stalked past them with a glass of water and a menu in her hands. She glared at the girl. Garner bit back a smile and wondered if the girl’s expression of enthusiasm would dim in the face of that glare.

“Don’t mind Dolly.” Cliff smiled past Garner’s shoulder. “She always looks like she just finished eating a sour pickle.”

Dolly sniffed and ignored Cliff. Garner bit back a laugh, knowing that Dolly disapproved of Cliff’s diet and would likely retaliate by setting a dish piled high with butter before him.

Garner turned. He might have known his kind-hearted brother-in-law would be unable to resist soothing the stranger in their midst. In spite of knowing she was too young to rate serious interest on his part, Garner couldn’t resist basking in such youthful vivacity. The girl smiled. Garner almost flinched in the face of that beaming smile directed at Cliff.

“Thank you.” The girl smiled up at Dolly when the glass of water plunked down on the table. “If it isn’t too much trouble, may I please have some fried eggs and hash browns?”

“Ain’t no hash browns in this place,” Dolly said, with enormous contempt for the very concept of hash browns. “You’ll eat grits with breakfast like everyone else, or you’ll eat nothin’. “That’s the menu. Take ’em or leave ’em.”

“Grits,” the girl repeated. Another beaming smile spread over her face. “I’ll take them. Thank you so much for mentioning them.”

Dolly glowered. “Shouldn’t have to mention grits on a breakfast order.”

“Come on, Dolly,” Garner coaxed. “Can’t you see she’s a Yankee? How’s she supposed to know every breakfast down here comes with grits and only grits?”

Dolly scowled, but her voice lost some of its bite.

“She could look at the menu for starters,” she said and stalked back to the counter.

To Garner’s surprise, the girl’s dancing blue eyes followed Dolly. Her mouth twitched with enjoyment. The realization that this girl had the most kissable lips he’d ever seen was like a kick in the gut to him. Since when had he gone around ogling teenyboppers?

The girl’s laughing gaze met his, then Cliff’s, and the two broke into outright laughter. Garner wondered what it would feel like to be able to laugh like that. He was surprised to note he felt mildly jealous of Cliff, because Cliff could laugh so easily with this young girl.

“Is she always like that?” the girl asked.

“I’ve lived here five years,” Cliff said solemnly, “and she hasn’t changed a bit during that time.”

“I’ve lived here most of my life, and she hasn’t changed since I was a kid,” Garner agreed, studying the girl closely.

She smiled back at him. Her eyes widened, but to give her credit, she employed no coy come-ons. Garner frowned, remembering how he’d caught a glimpse of himself in the bathroom mirror that morning and had decided he was beginning to look saturnine. In his opinion, there was nothing about him worthy of feminine admiration. A wise female would leave him alone.

“She must own the place,” the girl said. “By the way, how does one eat grits?”

“It depends on how thick they are,” Garner said. “The proper consistency of grits is a philosophical matter of great seriousness to connoisseurs of Southern cooking.”

She gave him a beaming smile. “I can’t wait to try them. This is so exciting.”

Exciting? Eating grits? Garner studied her again. There was such a thing as an excess of enthusiasm. Especially when it made a man in his early thirties feel like a dour sixty-year-old.

Still, she appeared to be enjoying the exchange for what it was worth, and to have no feminine designs on him. Or was she just being exceptionally clever?

“Not getting any grits at all is a matter of even greater seriousness,” Cliff said, looking regretfully at his plate.

“Shut up, Cliff,” Garner said. “When you’ve taken off those ten pounds, you can have grits again. But I’d advise you to leave off the butter—”

“Not now,” Cliff said, groaning. “This is my brother-in-law, Garner Holt, the resident health nut. If he mentions butter one more time in my hearing, I’m going to go berserk.”

The girl smiled sympathetically. “I know exactly what you mean. I’m from California, and everyone there is counting fat or carb grams except me. You can’t even buy a hamburger without being made to feel guilty by all the vegans.” She rolled her eyes. “And don’t get me started on the no-gluten freaks.”

“No wonder I’m always on a guilt trip.” Cliff fixed a meaningful stare on Garner. “Hamburgers are my favorite food, and my brother-in-law here acts like I’ll die tomorrow if I eat one.”

Garner ignored him and focused on the girl’s delicious gurgle of laughter. Her unbridled joy in life made him long for something he had lost years ago. He stared at her full, smiling lips and wished she was old enough to date. He hadn’t been interested in a woman in the past two years, but he’d love to spend some time in this girl’s company, getting his battery recharged, so to speak.

The girl looked at Garner reproachfully. “I used to leave pizza boxes and French-fry cartons lying around my office in hopes that they’d keep the resident health freaks on the other side of my door.”

“Did it work?” Cliff asked.

“Does it work with him?” she asked, nodding at Garner.

“It gets me a nice lecture on the fat and salt content of French fries and pizza slices,” Cliff said mournfully. “What kind of work did you do in California?”

“I was a ... an office worker.” Her smile bloomed forth once more. “I do hope they have lots of offices around here. I’m looking for a job.”

That did it. Garner slid out of the booth, clutching the envelope with its precious contents. “See you later, Cliff. I’ve got to get busy on some telephone calls.”

“I’m coming. I’m coming.” Cliff cast one more glance of dislike at the remains of the chicken breast on his plate. “It was nice meeting you. You’ve just moved here? We hope you enjoy living in Smackover.”

“Oh, I love it already,” the girl said, beaming at them. “I adore the flowers and the big shade trees. Now, if I can just find a good job … ”

“Try one of the employment agencies in El Dorado,” Garner recommended. “We’ll be seeing you around, I’m sure.”

He paid his bill, feeling vaguely guilty about his curt behavior. He had to squelch the desire to go back and say something friendly by reminding himself she was far too young for a man who felt as ancient as he did this morning.

“You’re in another weird mood,” Cliff complained. “That was the nicest-looking woman to come along in years, and you hardly gave her the time of day. What the hell happened to you in Dallas that made you hate women so much?”

Garner felt vaguely ashamed of himself. “I don’t hate women.” He glanced at the ad in his hand. “Although I’ll have to rethink that statement if this résumé turns out to be from Mindy Adams.”

Cliff shrugged good-naturedly. “Why not hire Mindy and be the boss from hell?”

“Because I’d have to spend a few minutes with her before I could fire her.” Garner headed out the diner’s glass door.

“Why not give our little friend a try?” Cliff nodded toward the wide, picture window. “She does office work.”

Garner glanced back as they waited on the curb for a car to pass before they could cross the street. The young blond was sipping her water. Garner noted she wasn’t watching them and felt vaguely surprised, both because she wasn’t watching them, and because she was enjoying Smackover water. Garner had thought he was the only person who liked the strong sulfur taste.

“She probably answered the phone for her daddy during Spring Break,” he said.

“Well?” Cliff grinned at him, brown eyes twinkling. “Wouldn’t getting your phone answered help you out some?”

Garner laughed and slapped his brother-in-law’s back. “You have a point there. If this ad doesn’t pan out and your young friend shows up looking for a job, I’ll let her take Mindy’s calls. That’ll get Mindy off my back, at least.”

“You ought to take Mindy out a couple of times.” Cliff pretended to have a great interest in Garner’s battered green Blazer as they approached the driveway of the house that contained their offices. “You could stand a little social life, and Mindy would probably never bother you again once she finds out what a bear you really are.”

“Come on, Cliff.” Garner paused at the sidewalk leading to the front door. “Mindy’s convinced she can make me over into a society lawyer, but I didn’t know you and Laura thought I needed making over, too.”

“We don’t.” Cliff headed down the driveway to the front door of his own office and said over his shoulder, “We just think it’s time you quit mourning over whatever happened in Dallas and start living again.”

Garner remained on the sidewalk with his mouth half-open and no retort available while Cliff opened a door at the side of the house and disappeared from sight.

Garner shoved his hands in his pockets. So. Everyone thought he was mourning his dead marriage and his dead corporate law career. Maybe it was time he did something about that misconception.

But not with Mindy Adams.

The young blond in the diner across the street passed fleetingly through his mind. Garner took wistful note of the faint desire to get to know her better. It was too bad she was so young. By the time she was old enough for Garner to ask out, she’d have lost that attractive zest for life.

Garner entered the small front room that served as a reception area, refusing to glance toward the unoccupied secretary’s desk that held central position. He went into his own office, tossed the résumé down on the desk in the single bare spot he maintained for actual work, and studied it once more.

He dialed the number, conscious of a curious feeling of impending … something. He couldn’t call it disaster. It was more like fate, or destiny, or some other approaching event that would change his life forever.

He ignored the craven impulse to hang up the phone. He had to have a secretary, at least for long enough to clean up some of the paperwork inundating him.

While he waited, he surveyed his surroundings. If he wanted impending disaster, he need look no further than his own office. Papers, legal tomes, and thick file folders representing current and settled cases were stacked everywhere. The wastebasket brimmed over with his aborted attempts at typing his own documents.

Also, the floor could use a good sweeping, and every surface needed dusting. Garner shrugged. If he managed to get a secretary, he’d be able to rehire his old cleaning service. The service had quit a month ago because of the impossibility of cleaning around the stacks of books lining the floor of his office.

Garner had only been practicing law in his hometown of Smackover, Arkansas, for two years, but a visitor to the office would have thought it far longer. Never a neatness fanatic, Garner preferred to stack things where he could lay his hands on them. The problem was, many of the surrounding stacks contained folders and papers he no longer needed to lay his hands on.

Garner studied the résumé once more as he counted the third ring. It was amazing how three months without a secretary could back things up, even in a small office like his.

And now he’d received this résumé with its promise of succor. Garner held his breath while the other phone shrilled a fourth time.

You’d have thought secretaries were available for hire, even in a small place like Smackover, Garner thought resentfully. But that wasn’t the way things were. People who claimed to be secretaries these days couldn’t type, couldn’t spell if they could type, and as for asking them to file a folder away in alphabetical order, forget it. In the past weeks, he’d given up on finding someone with computer skills or the ability to use a dictating machine. He was now willing to settle for a person who could use the old typewriter he kept for addressing envelopes.

The phone rang another ten times before Garner gave up at last and picked up the file of a case he needed to work on. After twenty futile minutes spent on that, when he realized the amount of typing that was going to be required before he could file the necessary motions, he tried the number once more.

On the third ring, a woman answered the phone in crisp, businesslike tones. “Miss Angelina Brownwood speaking.”

In spite of himself, Garner’s hopes rose. At least the woman knew how to answer the telephone, and she didn’t mind having everyone know she was a “Miss” rather than a “Ms.”

“I’m calling about the résumé you sent out,” he said. “I’m a lawyer in need of a legal secretary who knows how to use a computer.”

He sounded too eager. He should have beat around the bush a little and tried to feel out her skills and experience.

Miss Angelina Brownwood was silent a moment. Just as he was about to ask if she was the person who had sent out the résumé, she spoke.

“I’m a secretary who knows how to use a computer, although I’ve never done legal work before,” she said, in cool, even tones. “May I know to whom I’m speaking, please?”

Garner concentrated hard on her voice but found himself unable to identify her accent. She was definitely what Southerners called a “Yankee,” but that term was liberally applied to accents hailing from New England and the Midwest, all the way to California.

“I’m Garner Holt. My office is located on West Hickory Street, across the street from the New South Diner.”

“I’ve seen the diner,” she said, still cool and precise. “Very well, Mr. Holt. I’d better come in and discuss the job requirements with you. When would you like to see me?”

Just like that, Garner thought, amazed. No nonsense. No equivocating. His heart beat fast with hope. But she was bound to be in enormous demand with some of the local business offices.

Unless she was an ax murderer. Garner looked around his dusty, cluttered office once more. But if she could clear up some of this mess …

“How long have you been a secretary, Miss Brownwood?”

“Five years,” she said. “How long have you been a lawyer?”

Garner blinked at the wall, which held his framed diplomas and certifications. “About seven years,” he said drily.

Having her as his secretary was probably going to be like having a tough maiden aunt who saw through you to the bone, Garner decided. No matter how much you loved her, you were always terrified she was going to take you over, body and soul.

In the corner, a tottering pile of old newspapers and legal briefs suddenly gave up the good fight and spilled onto the floor.

Maybe someone needed to take him over. Or, at least, take his office over.

She was perfect. He was tempted to offer her the job right now, but supposed he should at least ask about her skills to try to preserve some dignity. “Do you know how to use VP-Base and Microsoft Word?”

“Of course,” she said. She recited an entire list of other programs she used, including two he had never heard of before.

“Oh.” Garner wondered what they were for and decided not to ask.

He glanced at the résumé more carefully. To his surprise, it stated that she’d graduated college—Stanford University, at that—six years ago. Younger than he’d expected. At twenty-seven she was old enough to have some sense, and young enough to have some stamina. But why would an Ivy League grad be looking for a secretarial position?

“I didn’t realize they taught secretarial courses at Stanford,” he commented. “No wonder you have so many computer-related skills.”

She coughed delicately. “Exactly.” Was that relief he heard? “Stanford is rather … computer-oriented. Don’t worry, Mr. Holt. I’m quite skilled at what I do.”

He blinked at her silky-voiced assurance and wondered briefly what Miss Brownwood looked like. Not that it mattered. He had three cases coming to trial in the next few weeks, and needed help. He didn’t care what the woman—or man—he hired looked like if they could type at least 50 words per minute.

“I’m sure you are, Miss Brownwood,” he said. “That’s all I need to know for right now. I’ll see you at two o’clock sharp on Wednesday. Bring another copy of your résumé along, please.”

It wasn’t until he’d hung up that Garner realized she had sounded a bit eager to bypass any further discussion of her academic career.

Perhaps she had flunked. Perhaps she had never received a degree. Surely a place like Stanford didn’t have the associate degree programs popular at many community colleges.

What did he care? Garner asked himself and decided against calling Stanford. Lots of good secretaries had never gone to college at all. Either she could do the work, or she couldn’t. In the meantime, he needed a secretary, and Miss Angelina Brownwood was a secretary.

Garner opened a desk drawer and dropped the résumé into the overflowing desk drawer. God bless the United States Postal Service, he thought, grinning at his own silliness. Just when he’d given up hope, the solution to his problem appeared in an ordinary envelope in the day’s stack of mail.

He peered over the tall stack of folders on his desk at the crumpled paper lying on the floor beside the trash can. A man who’d been without a secretary for three months had a right to act a little silly, but in the meantime, maybe he’d better do a little picking up and straightening. He didn’t want to make a bad impression the minute she walked in.

He opened the drawer and gazed at the résumé once more. If Miss Angelina Brownwood worked out, he was having that sucker framed, by God.


Chapter 2

“Good secretaries are always in demand.”

Angie Brownwood walked up the sidewalk to Garner Holt’s office reciting the quote from one of her ten well-studied secretarial manuals. Her stomach persisted in experiencing a bad case of butterflies in spite of this assurance of her desirability as an employee.

She knew the man might take one look at her and realize she’d lied about almost everything in her exquisitely typed résumé—especially if he realized he’d already met her that morning and had been vastly unimpressed. Thank goodness she had noted the house the two men had entered across the street and the names on the two signs outside it. Otherwise, she might have been caught by surprise.

“The professional secretary takes care to always dress in a professional manner.”

She’d violated that one right off the bat, forgetting how noticeable she, a stranger, would be in a town of only a couple of thousand inhabitants.

But Angie Brownwood of the shorts and unstyled hair had metamorphosed into the glamorous Miss Angelina Brownwood, Executive Secretary. If her luck held, Garner Holt might never connect her with the woman he’d met that morning in the diner.

Angie took a deep, steadying breath and studied Garner Holt’s office. The small wood frame house, typical of the area of mixed businesses and residences, was newly painted. Angie found it enchanting and homelike.

If she hadn’t had that two o’clock appointment, she’d have stood outside and admired the bed of wildly blooming salvia and larkspur along the front of the house. She breathed in the summer-scented Arkansas air and enjoyed a sense of peace she’d never experienced before.

A battered green Chevrolet Blazer was parked in the driveway, with a red bicycle parked beside it. Two discreet signs hung on a wrought-iron post, one directing her toward the front door of the house to Garner Holt, Attorney-At-Law. The other directed her around the side of the house to the office of Clifford Jones, Certified Public Accountant.

Cliff had been sweet and friendly, but Garner had behaved as though he had a chronic case of indigestion, especially when he looked at her. Angie couldn’t blame him. She had looked like a high-school refugee with no taste and less intelligence.

Angie pushed open the front door and stepped inside, blinking rapidly behind her new eyeglasses. She had dreamed of an executive suite in a corporate high-rise, where she could glide softly across thick, muted carpets and deliver cups of steaming coffee and perfectly typed documents on watermarked paper to distinguished businessmen and women behind glass-topped executive desks in wide, spacious offices.

Instead, she stood in the domain of a pack-rat. It looked like a records dump instead of an office. Once the living room of a residence, the outer office featured a desk obliterated by stacks of files and books, and two large file cabinets. Even the leather sofa and the two easy chairs for clients held stacks of books.

The professional secretary values order and her surroundings reflect that.

So much for that one. If she had any sense, she’d flee the scene and go home to await another call.

A movement to her left caught her eye. She turned toward a smaller room just off the larger room she stood in. The small room had probably once been the master bedroom of the house. It now served as her would-be employer’s inner sanctum. She watched as a man arose from behind mountains of books.

And all her senses screamed: Abandon hope, all ye who hang out here.

• • •

Garner heard the door open and close.

“Come in,” he said, and rose swiftly. He had to stand so he could see over the stacks.

Before he could do more than think, At last, Miss Angelina Brownwood turned fully toward him.

Garner couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d prayed for a secretary, and God had delivered him a super-secretary, at least judging from her appearance.

Angelina Brownwood wore a white linen suit with a pale blue silk blouse, along with high-heeled brown pumps and a jewel-toned scarf knotted at her throat. Her pale blond hair was pinned in a precise French twist at the back of her head. Her face was exquisitely but delicately made-up, and her short nails were painted a pale, unobtrusive pink. The crowning touch to her appearance was a pair of thin-rimmed, tortoise-shell glasses that added to the impression of elegant, businesslike efficiency.

She was perfect, Garner realized in stunned silence. Too perfect. She was so beautifully precise, she took his breath away. He could tell by looking at her that he probably couldn’t afford the salary she’d request, and a woman like her would never consent to do something about his piles of books and folders. She’d tell him to hire a maid.

Damn.

She was here though. Garner supposed he might as well interview her. He cleared his throat.

• • •

“Mr. Holt?” Angie asked, lifting delicate brows.

Her heart fluttered. Why didn’t he say something? After all the time and effort she’d put into choosing clothing that projected the image of a top-flight executive secretary, she couldn’t imagine why he looked so stunned.

Maybe he recognized her. Angie’s breathing went shallow. Her palms felt clammy. Her heartbeat probably showed through the discreet blue silk of her blouse.

He reached for a chair near his desk. Angie breathed easier. He wasn’t going to throw her out. She thanked the impulse that had guided her to add a pair of glasses to her secretarial outfit.

“Come on in and sit down, Miss Brownwood.”

He smiled, and the brooding look she was beginning to think was his habitual expression vanished, replaced by a formidable charm. It was as if the sun had come out and chased off the clouds.

Respect your employer. The professional secretary does not allow a warmer attraction to develop.

Angie tried not to stare. Her ten well-studied secretarial manuals had been clear on the point of romances between secretaries and bosses, but recalling quotes on the subject of romantic feelings wasn’t much help in getting her careening thoughts back under rigid control.

“I suppose you can see why I’m needing a secretary,” he went on.

She forced her frozen fingers to release the doorknob and walk toward him. When she’d fantasized about her new career, she had imagined a boss exactly like the man facing her. He was tall and leanly built, and his shoulders were broad and well-muscled. Instead of a business suit, he wore a blue work-shirt, a pair of old jeans, and a pair of scuffed cowboy boots. His golden tan signified he spent as much time as possible outdoors. His thick, brown hair was brushed casually back from a high forehead. Broad, dark brows framed eyes that were the silver-gray color of a rain pool reflecting sunlight, and his wide, mobile mouth was grooved at the sides.

She even liked his slow Southern drawl, so different from her own crisp diction. She could listen to him all day.

If she got the chance.

If she could persuade him to hire her. She thought how she could project an attitude of dignified desire for the job.

His desk sat in a light-filled room lined with crowded bookshelves. The desk was heaped with precise stacks of file folders and more books. Garner retained a couple of empty square feet in the center of the desk. She seized on that.

“It looks more as though you need an expert file clerk.” Angie’s gaze wandered suggestively around the room. “I’m very good at … sorting files.”

Her gaze focused on the computer on his desk. Within seconds, she had calculated its speed, power, and memory and pronounced it outmoded. But she could deal with an old computer. A good secretary such as she intended to be could deal with anything.

“Is it that obvious?” He laughed and gestured at a chair, not noticing at first it was piled high with books. He lifted the books off and placed them carefully on the floor beside his desk. “I’ll do anything before I start filing folders. As for the books.” He gestured at the books piled everywhere. “An elderly friend retired and gave me his law library. Unfortunately, I have yet to get around to buying shelves for it.”
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