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  God, is it against the rules to want to strangle one’s boss?


  Even though she was still very new to the whole Christian thing, six months yesterday to be exact, Maddie Buckner was fairly sure that thoughts of murder, even in jest, wouldn’t be condoned by the Almighty.


  Maddie bit the side of her cheek to keep from saying something not-quite-Christian as she swept the broom across the salon floor for the fifteen-billionth time. She hadn’t driven an hour from Chicago with nothing but her clothes and a few hundred bucks to end up as a janitor.


  But it seemed on her first day at the Sandwich Cut ‘N’ Style, that was all her new boss would let her do, considering it was already afternoon and she’d yet to cut a single strand of hair. She was supposed to be given walk-ins, but her boss refused her the few they’d even had, saying they were too “important” to risk on a newbie.


  “You still missed some, Madison.” Judy, her Nazi-of-a-boss, crossed thick arms over her ample chest and nodded toward two short brown specks in the corner. “And when you’re done, the waiting area needs straightening up. I’m running to Art’s, and I expect it done by the time I get back. Got it?”


  The front of the salon was indeed a mess due to the five-year-old terror who’d just left. He’d thrown every magazine out of the rack and banged on each toy from the basket while his mother got a perm. Oh, the joys. And since Art’s Supermarket was just down the block, she’d have to book it to get done before Her Majesty returned.


  Maddie swept up the two errant hairs, then headed for the front. While she stuffed a Good Housekeeping magazine back into the rack, the bell over the door jingled and a fine specimen of a man walked in.


  Hello, Mr. Gorgeous. Shaggy-blond hair, tan arms, a slight stubble on his chin. The old Maddie would have thrown herself at him to get a date. The new Maddie wanted to run away.


  The guy leaned against the oak reception desk and ran a hand through his shoulder-length hair, then looked at his watch. “Cyndi gonna be much longer?”


  Miss Agnes, their gray-haired receptionist/manicurist, nodded. “Sorry, Reuben. Cyndi’s three o’clock is taking longer than she expected. It’ll be another ten minutes or so. You okay to wait?”


  The man eyed his watch again. “I need to get back before the dinner rush. Is there anyone else who can do it?”


  “Only Judy, and she stepped out for a few minutes. If you really don’t want to wait, we’ve got a new stylist who just started today.”


  Hunky-guy glanced at Maddie with a frown. “She looks a little young. Is she any good?”


  Did the guy think she was deaf? Plus, Mr. GQ didn’t look to be much over twenty-five himself.


  Miss Agnes tisked. “Now Reuben, be nice. Maddie came highly recommended.”


  Only the prospect of her first client and a subsequent tip persuaded her to ignore the man’s rudeness. Plastering on her best fake customer-service smile, Maddie straightened up from where she’d been putting blocks back in the bin. “My name’s Maddie. I’d be happy to do your cut if you’d like.”


  Cyndi waved from the sink where she was removing perm rods from Mrs. Emerson’s hair. “Maddie’ll do a great job, Reuben.”


  Reuben crossed his arms, looked at Maddie for a moment, then nodded. “That’s fine.”


  As she showed him back to her station, nerves did the hula in her stomach. Her first real, paying haircut. She’d been a natural at school and had cut her little brother’s hair for years. But having her livelihood depend on it was an entirely new experience.


  Jesus, please don’t let me mess this up!


  Grabbing a cape and towel from the rack, she forced another sugar-sweet smile and twirled the chair around. “Have a seat.”


  He nodded and sat down. She spun the chair toward the mirror and tucked the small towel around his neckline. “So what did you have in mind? Just a trim?”


  “No, I want a perm.” He rolled his eyes. “Of course a trim. Same style. No need for a shampoo.”


  Maddie bit the side of her cheek to keep from retorting with a rude comment of her own. “Not a problem, sir. I’m guessing to take off maybe a half inch?”


  He shifted in his seat, his brow creased in a worried line. “Listen, if you have to guess, then maybe I need to just wait for Cyndi. I don’t really care to be a practice mannequin today.”


  Maddie turned around and grabbed her comb so he wouldn’t see the darts she hurled at him with her eyes. Her first customer had to be not only a male but also a demanding pig of one too. But still, she needed a good tip. “No sir, I was just making sure that was what you wanted.”


  When he didn’t reply, she turned and saw him sitting, eyes closed, his fingers rubbing his temples. Maybe Reuben-the-jerk had a headache. She should not be gleeful at the thought. Lord, forgive me.


  She walked behind him and ran her fingers through his hair as she assessed his current style. An ultramodern, long shaggy cut parted an inch to the right and layered to chin length with a chic “messy” look to it. The back curled out, giving evidence of a little natural wave. It was an attractive haircut, especially for his boyish, square face, but seemed a bit longer than it should be. He was cute now, but when she was done with him, he’d be positively swoon-worthy.


  Minus, of course, his snakelike personality. Nothing she could do about that.


  “What are you doing?” The man stared at her in the mirror.


  Maddie withdrew her fingers from his hair and bent down, pretending to look at the back of his head. “Trying to make sure I get the cut right. Should be good to go now.”


  Note to Maddie: Don’t fall in love with a client’s hair and spend several minutes running your fingers through it. Awkward moment will surely follow.


  Ignoring his brooding stare, she grabbed her scissors and began to work. The slivers of dusty blond hair floated to the ground as she snipped with a steady hand. She was doing it. Her first haircut at her first job. Her father’s words echoed in her brain. “You’ll never amount to anything, girl. Just like your mom.”


  She was proving him wrong, along with every other man who thought she was nothing but an object to be manipulated and manhandled. If only they could see her now. But, then, Maddie would be thrilled if she never laid eyes on any of them again. Especially her father.


  As his hair began to take the proper shape, her confidence boosted. She was a success, and soon she’d have enough money to rent a little house and bring her brother home where he belonged.


  While she trimmed the back, she glanced in the mirror. Was Reuben-the-jerk asleep? His head drooped, and his eyes were closed. At least he couldn’t act like a spoiled brat while he slept.


  She moved to the right and began to trim the front. The layers in his bangs started at the base of his ear and ended below his chin. Maddie combed the first swatch of hair and positioned her scissors to make the cut, but Reuben’s head jerked farther down then up as she began her cut, causing her hands to slip.


  Maddie gasped. Dread curled itself around her stomach and squeezed. In her trembling hand she’d caught four full inches of his hair. On the side of Reuben’s forehead was a one-and-a-half-inch dusty-blond stub.


  [image: image]


  The image in the mirror was just an illusion. It had to be.


  Reuben Callahan blinked twice.


  No such luck. His hair was still in shambles, and a shell-shocked brunette stood next to him holding the evidence of her crime. He fought the urge to let a few words rip that rarely graced his lips. But with Miss Agnes over there gasping, word would no doubt get back to his mother since the two had been friends for years. And his mom wouldn’t hesitate to take a bar of soap to his mouth, even if he was twenty-seven years old.


  After what seemed like an eternity of eerie silence, the bell clanged against the front door, and Judy Meadows, the owner, walked in. “What in the world—”


  Assessing the scene faster than a CSI agent, Judy dropped her bags and marched over. Snatching the scissors from Maddie’s hand, she pulled her to the side. Reuben only caught pieces of the whispered conversation between boss and employee, but given the petite stylist’s rushed escape to the back room, it hadn’t been pleasant.


  Judy grabbed a spray bottle and began wetting down his hair and combing it at a feverish speed. “Reuben, I am so sorry. Madison is new and came highly recommended. I had no idea this would happen. I’ll fix it. I promise.”


  “How are you going to fix it? There’s no disguising a missing chunk of hair.” He was being rude; he knew it. He’d feel guilty later. But right now, on top of being up all night crunching numbers that just wouldn’t add up and a pounding headache, he had a botched haircut too.


  Okay, so it was just hair and no one had died. But his appearance contributed to the persona he tried to keep. He was the cool entrepreneur, the suave business guy on the verge of huge success. Now he looked like some dude with an overgrown mullet.


  “We’ll just find you a new style. One that’ll look nice until it grows back out.” Judy grabbed a hairstyle book out of the magazine rack and flipped through the pages. “Here, this is what I had in mind.”


  She shoved the book onto his lap. The page displayed a much shorter hairstyle featuring a rugged spiked look. With some hair gel, it wouldn’t be too bad. “That’ll do.”


  The portly woman took the book from him and laid it on the booth counter. “Good, good. I knew you’d like it. You just sit back and let ol’ Judy take care of you. And, of course, it’s on the house.”


  Judy made quick work of the haircut and took extra time to style it for him. The spiky look was different, but maybe a hair change was what he needed. Livy had been after him to cut it for ages.


  As he set a few dollars tip on the counter, Reuben noticed a wallet-sized picture taped to the mirror. The new stylist, her brunette hair a little longer than her current short bob, had her arm around a boy who looked to be ten, maybe eleven years old.


  Son, maybe? Doubtful, since by the looks of her ripped jeans and crazy hairdo, she couldn’t be much out of high school. One never knew these days though.


  Beside the photo was a slip of paper with a Bible verse, Jeremiah 29:11, typed on it.


  Guilt tiptoed on his conscience making God-sized imprints. He’d been a bear to the poor woman. When he was in the zone, it was easy to forget that most people were more than just employees. They were mothers, sisters, or friends. Not to mention children of God.


  As bad as his day had been, there was no excuse for how he’d acted.


  Stifling another yawn, he waved to Miss Agnes, who frowned at him, and Judy, who had a too-bright smile plastered on her face.


  He walked down the block to where his BMW was parked on Main Street and clicked the button to unlock the car. He opened the door and sat in the driver’s seat, then flipped the sun visor down to look one more time at his new haircut, then turned his head from side to side. Yes, it would do.


  He ran his fingers through the short hair, but stilled when the car rocked and a soft thud sounded on the hood. He flipped up the visor and stifled a yell. Someone lay plastered against the windshield of his car.
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  What are you doing on my car?”


  Maddie crossed her arms over her chest and smiled at the angry man staring at her. His new haircut actually made him look hotter. Too bad. “I’m sitting, what does it look like I’m doing?”


  Reuben’s hands were clutched so tight, Maddie wouldn’t be surprised if there were nail marks on his palms. “I can see that. What I want to know is why. This is a brand new Beamer.”


  Crossing her legs at the ankle, Maddie pretended to relax, when in reality, her stomach threatened to heave. This was for Kyle. She had to stay strong. “I don’t want to scratch your precious expensive toy, but you cost me my job, buddy.”


  His cheek twitched, and he pulled at his dress-shirt collar. “I didn’t know she fired you.”


  “Bull. You were there when she told me to pack up my things.”


  A look of indecision flashed over his face. Was that remorse? “I didn’t hear what she said, but I’ll admit, I guessed as much. Listen, I’m sorry you got fired. But I don’t know how sitting on my car is going to help.”


  Maddie pulled her legs up to sit crisscross on the hood, her tennis shoes resting on the shiny black paint. A good move given the stricken look on Reuben’s face. “I want you to go back in there and tell them the truth, that you fell asleep and the whole thing was your fault, and then demand they give me my job back.”


  His clenched jaw shifted to the side. “First, I did not fall asleep. I was just resting my eyes. Second, it won’t help anyway. When Judy makes her mind up, she rarely changes it.”


  Maddie hated to admit it, but he was probably right. Judy had been a strict dictator since she’d started that morning. She’d even highlighted in yellow the section of her handwritten, stapled-together employee handbook that stated the zero-tolerance policy for haircut errors the first month. But still, she had to try. “You did too fall asleep. And I’m not getting up until you fix this.”


  The man was eerily quiet, staring at her with those determined, hazel eyes. Panic flooded Maddie’s resolve. What if he called the cops or something? Could she get arrested for sitting on someone’s car? A jail record would not help her case in getting custody of Kyle.


  Her stomach twisted when he walked to the passenger-side of the car and opened the door.


  “Get in.”


  She blinked. “Excuse me?”


  “I said get in.”


  The man must think she’d been born a hundred years ago. “I don’t even know you. I am not getting into a car with a strange man. You could be a rapist, an ax murderer, a—”


  “I’m going to call the cops in about five seconds and report you for vandalism if you don’t get yourself in this car. I have an idea that may help both of us.”


  Maddie weighed her choices. Getting in the car could be the equivalent of suicide. Staying on the hood of the car would get her arrested. And giving up … that was just not an option.


  She hopped off, stepped around him, and climbed in the car. He slammed the door and examined the hood slowly, his palm rubbing the spot where she’d sat, before plopping into the driver’s seat.


  “Buckle up.” He spat out the terse command, making her wonder if he was a policeman in disguise. Just in case, she obeyed.


  When he peeled out of the parking spot, she breathed a sigh of relief. He was definitely not a cop. A few minutes later he pulled into a restaurant parking lot. The sign read, “The Sandwich Emporium.”


  Not the most original name given its location in Sandwich, Illinois, but the front looked quaint and inviting, its gabled roof and stone façade giving a whisper of welcome.


  Maddie ventured a look at Reuben. His hands still gripped the steering wheel, and he stared straight ahead. Should she interrupt him?


  After a minute of silence, she couldn’t take it anymore. “So, was your idea to buy me dinner as restitution?”


  He sat back in the seat and glanced at her. “Would that work for you?”


  “No.”


  “I didn’t think so, and no, that wasn’t my idea. I own the Emporium.”


  Maddie raised her eyebrows. “Really? You’re awfully young to have your own restaurant.”


  His jaw clenched again, and Maddie could almost hear his teeth grinding. If he kept it up he’d need dentures by the time he was thirty.


  “My dad left it to me when he died two years ago. And I’m not some young college kid. I’m twenty-seven and have been running this business for the last two years.”


  He was older than she’d guessed. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad.”


  “Thank you.” His voice was softer, less harsh. “Now do you want a job or not?”


  “Is that what you’re doing? Offering me a job?”


  He shrugged. “It’s not glamorous, but I’d been thinking about adding another waitress anyway. If you want it, the job’s yours.”
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  Reuben closed the door to his office and headed straight to his desk. He jerked open the top drawer and rummaged around until he found the bottle of ibuprofen, then tossed two pills into his mouth and washed them down with the bottle of water he kept in the mini fridge beside his desk.


  For the millionth time in the last two hours, he questioned his sanity. He hadn’t planned to hire another waitress anytime soon, although another one would be nice during the busier summer months coming up. Maybe he should have told Judy that he’d been partially to blame for the haircut mishap. He didn’t remember falling asleep. But it was entirely possible.


  He picked up the phone and started to dial the salon’s phone number, but set the handset back on the hook a moment later. Better to see how Madison worked out first, then give her an option. Yes, that would work. Then maybe he could salvage his pride and his conscience.


  He could almost hear his mother’s lecture on pride going before a fall, but brushed the nagging voice away.


  Sinking into his black leather office chair, he leaned back and closed his eyes. Five minutes. That was all he needed. Five minutes of quiet and no interruptions. The voice message light on his phone beckoned him, but it could wait until tomorrow. Probably his lawyer with more red tape to cut through or, worse yet, his accountant.


  Sleep crowded in and he willingly gave in to it, but the opening and slamming of his office door jolted him awake.


  “Who is she?” Livy stood inside the door, hands on her hips.


  Reuben had no desire for this conversation today. He’d hoped she wouldn’t stop by on her day off. “A new waitress I hired.”


  “Reub, you realize as manager that it’s my job to do the hiring?”


  That was the one thing she could say that would entice him to fight today. He’d promoted her a month ago to general manager, as the duties of overseeing all three restaurants as well as the planned new ones were getting too much for him. Since then, she’d gone from being a compliant employee to thinking she owned the place.


  Considering they’d dated on and off, currently on, since high school, he let her get away with it most of the time. “Livy, you may be a manager, but I’m still the owner. I can hire a waitress if I want to.”


  “Did you do a background check? Call her references?”


  No way did he want to explain the circumstances now. Livy would be furious. “She checked out just fine.” A partial truth. If Judy had hired her, she had to be safe. That was enough check for him.


  “Fine. What restaurant did she work at last?”


  Maybe he could have asked a few more questions…. “Livy, can we talk about this later? I have a splitting headache and I need to get back to the dining room.”


  Her face relaxed, and she walked behind him and began to massage his shoulders. Much better.


  “I’m sorry. We can talk about it later. By the way, I like your haircut.”


  “Thanks. I, uh, wanted something different.” Not a huge lie. The new style was growing on him.


  Livy dug her thumbs into the nape of his neck. Sweet relief. “Well, I’m glad you finally listened to me. You look so much more handsome and clean cut. I’m not sure I would have gone that short, though.”


  Not like he’d had a choice. He patted her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll just let you come with me next time then.”


  “I’ll come with you if you go somewhere a little more classy.”


  “What, is Judy’s place not good enough for you?”


  She huffed but continued to kneed his upper back with her thumbs. “She charges a whole twenty bucks for a cut. Your hair is part of your businessman image. You need to see it as an investment. I was thinking a few highlights too.”


  “I’m not spending that kind of money on my hair, Livs.” She’d already gotten him to fork out way too much on that stupid BMW, which was looking more and more like a really dumb decision these days. Although he did admit it was fun to drive.


  Livy flipped her fake blonde hair to the side, ignoring his comment. “Have you thought any more about what we talked about last week?”


  Reuben searched his brain to try to remember that conversation. The only thing he could come up with was her suggestion to try a new vendor for the linen tablecloths and napkins. “Yes, I have. I think it has merit, but I’m waiting on some more price quotes first.”


  The hands on his shoulders stilled. “Price quotes? What are you talking about?”


  “Uh, linens?”


  She walked around and leaned a curvy hip against the side of his desk, her mouth turned down. “What do linens have to do with our future?”


  Oh, that conversation. The one he wasn’t ready to have yet. “I’m sorry, Livs. I’m just completely in over my head with these new restaurants. Opening two at the same time might have been the stupidest decision of my life. My brain is fried past that.”


  Livy’s lips tipped to a half smile that didn’t extend to her eyes. “I understand. You’re stressed. We’ll talk about it later.”


  Reuben nodded to her. “What are you doing here anyway? It’s your day off.”


  “Just wanted to see if you could do dinner and a movie tonight. We’re both always working; figured it’d be fun to get out for a while. The restaurant can survive a night without you.”


  Fun? He couldn’t remember what that word meant anymore. “Sorry, but I’ve got a ton to do here. And I wouldn’t be good company, trust me.”


  She leaned forward, pressed a kiss against his lips then turned to leave. “No biggy. Just thought I’d check.”


  When she reached the door, she looked back at him and smiled. “Don’t work too hard. And keep an eye out on that new girl. I talked to her for a minute before I came in, and she seems a little rough.”


  “She’ll be fine, but thanks for letting me know.”


  The door shut, much quieter this time, and Reuben sat back and surveyed his desk, or what he remembered to be a desk underneath all the paper. He had to get a handle on this, and fast.


  If he couldn’t manage things with three restaurants, what was he going to do with five?


  A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. “Come in.” Tilly, the head waitress, peeked around the door. “Boss, we have a little problem out here.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “The new girl. She dumped a plate of food on Mayor Ryan’s lap.”
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  Sir, I am so sorry. Let me help you with that.” Maddie moved her hands to pick up the sandwich, then realized doing so would put her hands in a rather, uh, personal position.


  “No, no, don’t worry. I’ve got it.” The gracious gentleman picked up the bread and set it on the tray she held, then peeled the slice of rare beef off his black-dress-pant-clad thigh. The tea had done the worst damage, splattering all over his lap, making the poor man look as if he had bladder-control issues.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a frowning Reuben approach. He jerked his thumb toward his office, but Maddie wouldn’t cower, even though she hated being a waitress and berated herself for not mentioning it to Reuben earlier. She’d tried it once after high school, but had been fired two days later. Her hands might be steady with a pair of scissors, but they were useless carrying a tray of food.


  Dummy-her had thought maybe, given that two years had passed, her food handling skills had improved. Given the prime rib and iced tea she’d just deposited in the customer’s lap, she’d assumed wrong.


  Someone shoved a pile of cloth napkins into her free hand, and she looked up to see Reuben, his eyes as hard as stale bread. Fighting her reflex to defend herself, she turned away from him and handed a few of the white linens to the customer. “Sir, here are some napkins. I am so sorry.”


  “No problem, young lady. Accidents happen. Don’t you worry.”


  God, bless that man, will you? Maddie blotted up the tea on the floor until a hand brushed against her shoulder.


  She looked up and saw Reuben nodding toward the kitchen. “I’ll finish this. Why don’t you go get another drink and sandwich?” The command was forced through a clamped jaw with only a semblance of civility, for the sake of the customer, no doubt.


  Maddie pushed herself up from the floor and handed him the rag, even though the floor was almost clean. Just like a man to offer to help after the dirty work was done. “I’ll get right on that.”


  She rushed into the kitchen and yelled out the order to be remade pronto. While she waited, she refilled a glass with unsweetened tea and set it on a tray.


  Minutes later, the cook handed her a plate with the new sandwich. Maddie picked up the tray and turned toward the door, only to have it taken from her grasp by her boss, his square jaw as hard as stone.


  “I’ll take it. Get in my office. Now.” His voice came out in a low grumble.


  Maddie took a breath, ready to argue, but decided against it. Sitting in the office alone would give her time to think up a good reason why he shouldn’t fire her. If not, then she contemplated calling the Guinness Book of World Records. She was sure she topped the charts of how many jobs could be lost in the shortest amount of time.


  She hung her head low, hoping to avoid stares, as she walked past the drink station to the other side of the restaurant and into his office, shutting the door behind her. She smoothed her apron, a black number with THE SANDWICH EMPORIUM written in bold, white letters.


  Leaning against the door, she squeezed her eyes closed and prayed.


  “Please God, don’t let him fire me. I know I messed this up royally and should have been honest at the get-go, but I really thought I could do it if I tried hard enough. Apparently I’m just a big screw-up like everyone thinks.”


  She opened her eyes, knowing God was probably standing up in heaven, hands on his hips, just shaking his head at her too. Well, he could join the club.


  Reuben’s office was nowhere near as fancy as she’d pictured it. Given his expensive wheels, she imagined a pricy executive desk, cappuccino machine in the corner, and money all but dripping from the walls. Instead, the desk screamed 1950s with its thick, vanilla–ice-cream colored metal and a matching five-foot high filing cabinet against the back wall. Corny motivational posters lined one wall shouting “EXCELLENCE,” “FOCUS,” and “TEAMWORK.”


  The only new looking piece of furniture was a black leather office chair.


  Her new boss was a puzzle. One she had no intention of solving.


  Behind his desk were various awards for The Emporium hanging on the wall as well as diplomas sporting the name Reuben E. Callahan in bold letters. An MBA from some uppity school in Chicago. Figured that Reuben would be all hip on college.


  Maddie had been lucky to get her GED and finish cosmetology school.


  She moved to his desk and picked up a picture of Reuben cozying up with a tall blonde, the same one who’d been here not five minutes earlier. She’d walked into the restaurant like she owned the place and immediately asked Tilly what was going on.


  The door behind her opened, and Maddie shrieked, almost dropping the frame.


  “Careful, Miss Accident-Prone.” Reuben shut the door and rescued the picture from her trembling hands. “Would hate to add to your list of disasters for the day.”


  She bristled. “Watch where you walk. I might accidentally step on your foot with my heel.”


  He set the picture down, leaned against the desk, and glanced at her feet. “You’re wearing tennis shoes, Madison. I think I could handle it.”


  She glanced down at the scuffed Nikes she’d gotten from Goodwill and grimaced. Where were some spiked heels when she needed them? “What, you don’t think I could still inflict damage?”


  Reuben shook his head. “Oh, no doubt you could.”


  Despite her good senses, Maddie became aware of Reuben’s close proximity. His cologne smelled spicy, but not overwhelming like her father’s used to be when he all but bathed in Old Spice.


  In an effort to create distance, she took a step back and moved to sit down in the chair, only to have Reuben grasp her arms and pull her back up.


  Indignation coursed through her as she pulled away from him. “What? I can’t sit down either?”


  He shook his head. “Not unless you want to fall on your backside.”


  Maddie glanced behind her to see the chair a good foot farther back than she’d guessed. She stepped back again, felt for the chair, and sat down without incident. A good shower would help rid her of the grimy feeling of having a man’s hands on her again, even if it was just her arms. A mouth full of chocolate would numb the embarrassment.


  Reuben walked around the desk and sat in the swanky office chair. “Livy asked me if I checked your references.”


  “Obviously you didn’t. And who’s Livy?”


  “Sorry. Olivia Sanderson is my, uh, girlfriend, and also General Manager at this location.”


  An “aha” light bulb popped on in Maddie’s head. The dirty look that had been thrown her way as the woman left made sense now. “So that’s why she wasn’t happy to see me here. You were encroaching on her turf.”


  Reuben’s jaw twitched, a now familiar sign that he was irritated. “No, I’m owner of The Emporium and have every right to hire you. But, she’s right. I was a little hasty. Have you ever worked in a restaurant?”


  “Once.” An honest answer.


  “And what’d you do there?”


  “I was a waitress.” Maddie bit her lip. She was on shaky ground between truth and, well, nontruth.


  “For how long?”


  There was the question she hoped to avoid. “Does it matter? Obviously waitressing isn’t my forte. But I could be hostess, bus tables. You name it.” Her speech reeked of desperation, but considering she was living out of her car, a job was a must. She’d do anything—well, almost anything—to secure one.


  “I don’t need a hostess or a busser. What I need is a waitress.” The jingle of the office phone interrupted. He glanced at her for only a moment before picking up the handset. “Reuben speaking.”


  There was a pause, then he began shuffling through papers on his desk. “Yes, I have the quote right here. Livy and I were just talking about the linens earlier, in fact. Just a minute.”


  Reuben stood up and opened a file drawer behind him and flipped through the most unorganized stacks of paper she’d ever seen. From her viewpoint, it looked like the papers had been stuffed into hanging file folders at random, some standing straight up and others crinkled from being squashed in the drawer.


  When Reuben pulled out a wad of papers and dropped them on the desk, she muffled a laugh. Given the dark eyes that glanced her way, the giggle hadn’t helped her case.


  While he rummaged through paperwork, Maddie’s eyes swept over the chaos and landed on a piece of paper on the corner of his desk.


  She picked it up and dangled it between her thumb and index finger until Reuben’s eye caught the gesture.


  He plucked the quote from her fingers, frowned at her, then turned his attention back to the caller. “Sorry about the wait. Found it. Let me see,” his eyes scanned the sheet. “Looks competitive enough, but I do have two more quotes I’m waiting for. I’ll let you know for sure by end of week. Will that work?”


  He ended the call and hung up the phone. “Where were we?”


  Maddie sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. “You were telling me how much you needed an administrative assistant, and that I’d be perfect for the job.”


  “When did I say that?”


  Leaning forward, she tapped a finger on the disarray of papers covering his desk. “You didn’t have to.”


  He crossed his arms over his chest and raised his eyebrows. “So you’re telling me you’re qualified to be an office assistant?”


  Qualified and capable were two different, but related, words. “What I’m qualified to be is a hairdresser, but since you got me fired, yes, I think I could find my way around an office. I helped out as the school receptionist while I got my cosmetology license.” The job had only been part-time. But she’d enjoyed it, got compliments from her boss, and could probably even call and wrangle out a reference if needed.


  “Okay, let’s say I agree to this. What exactly would you do?”


  Maddie thought for a moment. She needed to make it so appealing he couldn’t resist. “I would screen your phone calls for you, organize your filing, run your errands, keep on top of appointments and meetings, help with paperwork.”


  The wary look in his eyes slowly morphed into interest. He tapped a finger on the desk as he stared at her, then slapped down his hand, causing her to jump. “You’re right. I do need an assistant. We actually have three restaurants, one down in Kankakee and another up in Rockford. I’m in the middle of finalizing the financing and building contracts for two more restaurants, too. My dream is to become national.”


  Butterflies performed a waltz in Maddie’s belly. Not only did she have a job, but if she did well, she could ride this venture out. Maybe someday be the executive assistant to the CEO of a major restaurant conglomerate. There was no way the state of Illinois could say no to her custody request if she had that kind of future ahead of her.


  “Then you definitely are going to need an assistant, and I’m perfect for the job. I may not be the greatest at carrying trays of food, but I’m a hard worker and could organize the sand on the shores of Lake Michigan if I had to.”


  He cocked an eyebrow. “The sand?”


  Maddie shrugged. “Okay, a little exaggeration. My point is, you won’t be disappointed this time. I promise.”


  They spoke for a few minutes about salary and hours; and since it was after five, they agreed she would officially start on Tuesday. When she stepped out of his office, Maddie couldn’t wipe the smile off her lips if she tried. It took all her power not to skip out to the parking lot.


  Instead, she held off until she was on the sidewalk, then did a little happy jig and squeal, complete with clapping hands and everything.


  A throat cleared behind her.


  Her cheeks burned as she turned to see Reuben standing there, a smirk on his face. “Nice dance.”


  Smoothing her hands over her shirt front, she stood up straight to gather what little dignity she had left. “I, uh, saw a spider.”


  “Clapping for a spider—very environmentally friendly of you.”


  Maddie bit down the comeback that sat on the tip of her tongue. No use making her boss too mad. She propped a hand on her hip. “Did you need something?”


  “No.”


  “Well, I’ll just be going then. See you in the morning.”


  “Eight sharp.”


  “I remember the time. We just discussed it a minute ago.”


  “Well, bye then.” But the man didn’t budge.


  Maddie turned and took a step onto the parking lot, then paused.


  Her car was still at the salon.


  She swiveled back to see Reuben dangling his keys. “Need a ride?”
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  Reuben glanced at the woman in the passenger seat with her back turned to him, staring out the window.


  He should have made the stubborn woman walk. The restaurant was only five or six blocks from downtown. She’d have made it fine.


  What had he been thinking to hire her?


  The thought had sounded good at the time. Someone to get all that cursed paperwork off his desk and into a place he could actually find it.


  But his quick decision left him with a moody assistant who, by the looks of it, didn’t even have decent clothes. Her jeans sported a hole in the knee and her button-up purple top had seen too many washes.


  Image aside, he could barely afford the added expense. With the pending business loan for the new restaurants, he was going to be counting his pennies for the next year or so until they opened and started making a profit.


  He should have sent her packing back to Judy’s when he had the chance.


  In fact, he could still probably pull a few strings and get her back on at the salon.


  Reuben cleared his throat, and Maddie twisted her head toward him. “Yes?”


  “I was thinking—”


  An obnoxious drum beat filled the air, and Maddie dug a phone out of her pocket, flipped it open, and turned back toward the window. “Hello?”


  Reuben stopped at a red light and pretended not to eavesdrop.


  “Kyle? Hey, what’s up?”


  Kyle. Interesting.


  Maddie laughed. Different from her usual snark. Nicer.


  “I, uh, I’ve had an okay day. Not exactly what I planned but I’ve got a job, and that’s what matters. It’s actually better than the one I expected to have.”


  Great. Scratch plan B. The light turned green, and Reuben pushed on the gas a little too hard. The tires squealed.


  Maddie glared at him, then turned her attention back to the phone. “Sorry, I’m riding with Mr. Speed Demon here.” She paused. “No, it’s just my boss giving me a ride back to where I parked. Stop being a worry-wart, the Tracker’s fine. Now, how are you doing? Staying out of trouble?”


  There was that laugh again. At least it wasn’t annoying like Livy’s. He loved the woman, but the snort-laugh combination was her least pleasing attribute.


  Reuben pulled into a parking space on Main Street a half a block down from the salon and shifted the car into park.


  Maddie didn’t seemed to notice as her previous smile turned back into the frown he knew too well. “Yeah, you can put her on.”


  Whoever “her” was, he felt sorry for the woman.


  “Mrs. Blakely, how are things?” A pause, then Maddie sat up straight, glanced at him, then turned away as if to create a shield of privacy. “Excuse me? Since when? You have no right.”


  Feeling like an ogre for listening in, Reuben got out of the car and shut the door.


  A minute passed until Maddie got out and slammed the door. “That woman, I could … I could strangle her.”


  Reuben had no doubt the petite brunette, her eyes blazing fire, could accomplish just that. “Something wrong?”


  She paced beside the car, back and forth, mumbling to herself. “If she thinks she can just, just barge in and take over, she has another thing coming.”


  Pieces slid together. Mother-in-law trouble, or at least, future mother-in-law, given her ringless left hand.


  No way was he getting in the middle of someone else’s issues though. “Well, if you’re good, I’ll see you in the morning.”


  Maddie blinked as if realizing where she was. “Yes, in the morning. Fine. Eight o’clock.”


  Reuben got back in his BMW and shifted into reverse to head back to the restaurant, leaving his basket case of a new employee behind.


  [image: image]


  Maddie jumped into the driver’s seat of her fifteen-year-old GEO Tracker and slammed the door.


  She pounded on the steering wheel until her hands throbbed.


  How dare that woman! Kyle was not hers. He was Maddie’s brother, and blood trumped social status and bank account, right?


  It did in her book, at least.


  Once she got settled into a house and could show a stable income, she’d be eligible to petition the courts to obtain guardianship.


  But if Kyle’s foster parents petitioned first, as they were considering, she had no clue what would happen.


  She should have told Kyle her plans. Gotten him on her side. But she didn’t want to disappoint him if it fell through. She’d wanted it to be a surprise.


  Well, the surprise was now on her.


  Tomorrow, she’d call his social worker. Surely there was something she could do.


  Maddie took a deep breath and blew it out.


  God knew this was all coming. It didn’t surprise him. Everything would get straightened out tomorrow.


  As Rachel, the only decent girlfriend her dad ever had, used to say, “Don’t worry, be happy, friend. God’s got this.”


  Tonight, she needed a plan.


  After digging out her steno pad, she flipped past all her feeble budget attempts, scribbled notes, and daily checklists until she found a blank page.


  Things To Do - Monday:


  • Figure out how to get to the Emporium


  • Eat Dinner


  • Find Laundromat


  • Find cheap place to sleep


  As she pulled out of her parking spot, item number three on her list appeared almost directly across the street. No clue how she’d missed it that morning.


  She’d visit after work tomorrow, as she only had a total of four outfits with her, and between travel and work, she was almost out of clothes.


  She added “used clothing store” on her list of places to find later. Her new job was going to need her to spiff up her wardrobe a bit. No hiding behind an apron anymore. But the two-hundred dollars in her wallet and an even skimpier bank account wouldn’t allow for much.


  Retracing the route Reuben had taken, she found the Emporium easily enough. She wrote down the East Center Street address, vaguely recalling passing it on her way in that morning.


  If memory served her correctly, she could just keep on going down that road to get to both dinner and a place to sleep.


  McDonald’s … and the Walmart parking lot.
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  Maddie officially had the most stubborn boss on the planet. “You expect us to share? Really?”
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