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ONE


 

Paige and…Hunter Knox?

My eyes had to be deceiving me. I
wasn’t actually seeing my perfect big sister hanging on the arm
of my client and sometimes make-out partner. I was seeing something
much less upsetting, like a Mafia hit or an escaped saltwater
crocodile on a bloodthirsty rampage.

I blinked rapidly, but the scene
refused to resolve into anything other than what it actually was:
Hunter. On a date. With my sister.

I will not cry in public, I
repeated desperately to myself as I pressed my lips together and
tried to laser burn through Hunter Knox with my eyes. I have no
reason to cry in public, and therefore I will not cry in public, I
will not, I will not, I will not!

The onions in my spring salad were a
little over-fresh, and that was the only reason my eyes were
watering.

I reached up to wipe them with my
napkin, and Hunter, displaying the kind of fine timing that lost the
Battle of Waterloo, chose that moment to meet my gaze.

His eyes widened, and his mouth dropped
open slightly. He looked as surprised to see me as I had been to see
him. But surely he would have known to expect me at a family dinner
with his new girlfriend; why was he bothering to put on a show? Did
he think I could be fooled that easily?

Did he think I wouldn’t realize
that he had been dating my sister the whole time he had been making
out with me? And then something else hit me.

I can never tell Paige.

Hunter strode over, never taking his
eyes off me, practically pulling Paige in his wake like a tugboat.
“Ally! I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Yeah, I bet,” I almost
growled.

A response like that normally would
have won me a full-on glower from my mother, complete with a hissed
‘Allison Brierly Beignet Bartlett, that is not the way a lady
comports herself;’ fortunately for me, my mom was in full
match-maker mode, and wouldn’t have noticed if little green men
fell out of the sky and demanded we worship them. So my sarcasm went
sailing right over her head like it was filled with helium.

“Oh, I can barely ever manage to
drag Allison away from her dreadful work,” my mother said,
sparing me barely a half-second of disappointment before turning the
sun of her approval back to Paige, batteries on full. “Not like
my Paige, what a good girl! Always RSVPs, so considerate, and what an
eye for detail! Oh, any man would be lucky to have such a wife,
someone who understands the importance of little things, like having
dinner and a martini ready when a man comes home from a demanding day
of work—”

My mom chattered on in a state of
rapturous low-level misogyny, while Paige and Hunter made matching
pained-but-polite faces at her ability to mentally time travel back
into the 1950s. I bet they’d be the kind of couple that matched
everything. Matching towels. Matching golf bags. Matching T-shirts
with cutesy sayings like—

I think I’m going to be sick.

“I’m going to the
restroom,” I announced. “If the waiter gets back before I
do, somebody order me a white zin. And have them leave the bottle.”

“We’re having lamb, dear,
with that a more appropriate order would be—”

“Actually, Ally, I have to go
over some numbers with you and make a phone call to my CFO,”
Hunter interrupted apologetically, his puppy dog eyes lowered in
deference to my mother. He didn’t need to have bothered—having
a Y chromosome absolved you of pretty much anything in my mother’s
book. “Mrs. Bartlett, Paige, if you’ll excuse us—”

Great, now I didn’t even get a
full private moment to compose myself.

“Oh, but couldn’t it wait
until after the dinner?” my mother pleaded, already folding
like wet tissue paper in the face of an assertive man. “All
this talk of business, so terrible for the digestion…”

“Ah, actually…” he
leaned over and whispered something in my mother’s ear. She
beamed, and I caught just enough of his whisper to gather that he was
pretending to want my input on a surprise present for Paige.

I deeply pondered how much it would
hurt my career if I walked up to him and kicked him in the balls
right at that moment.

I mean, I’d never get hired
again, but it just might be worth it.

“Oh, I suppose we can spare you
for a few minutes then!” My mother beamed up at Hunter like he
was the Second Coming of Christ, and then wagged a finger in my
direction. “Don’t you go keeping him too long, Allison;
remember, he’s your sister’s!”

“How could I forget?” I
said with a smile so brittle you could have put peanuts in it and
sold it at a confectionary store. I didn’t add, You’ve
all but written her name on him in Sharpie marker.

“If you’ll follow me,
Ally…” Hunter’s voice was smooth, but his eyes
stayed wide, and something in them begged me to follow without any
fuss.

I stomped resentfully after him as he
led the way to the restaurant entrance, my stomach churning with
anger, betrayal, and something suspiciously like yearning—but
I’d deny it in a court of law.

Hunter stopped me once we were out of
hearing range. His mouth worked for a moment as if he couldn’t
find the words, and then he said hurriedly: “I met Paige out in
the lobby for the first time—I swear I didn’t realize
until then it was supposed to be a date. Your mom made it sound like
she was just inviting me to meet some members of the historical
society.”

Relief washed through me sweet as
spring wine, until I remembered that I had no right to feel it. “Oh.”
I still felt dizzy, off-balance, like I’d been thrown from a
horse. I wanted to grab onto him for support. Onto those strong, firm
arms… “I see.”

But could I really trust this answer?
Had he just been lying to me this whole time, was this just another
lie?

“Good,” he said gruffly.
“I’m glad that’s been cleared up.”

“Crystal clear.”

He leaned in a little closer. “Are
you still…angry, with me?”

I looked away, unable to meet his eyes.
“Why would I be?”

“No reason.”

I tried to pretend I didn’t hear
the disappointment in his tone. I probably didn’t hear it. I
was probably deluding myself. And even if I wasn’t, it didn’t
matter, because even if that disappointment was there, which it
wasn’t, I couldn’t allow myself to hear it. Couldn’t
allow myself to get sucked right back into an infatuation that could
never lead anywhere.

“So you’re not angry?”
His voice was disbelieving.

“Of course not,” I lied
through my teeth.

“Good,” he said, relieved.
A slight hesitation, then: “Because…well, your sister is
a remarkable young lady.”

The ground receded from under my feet
at a remarkable place. “Ah.”

“And I would potentially, despite
the false pretenses your mom got me here under, be interested in
seeing her. Potentially.”

“Ah.” My pulse pounded in
my ears, but my face was frozen in a panicked smile as my brain
cycled through a series of vivid memories of Hunter and me together,
failing to reconcile the connection I knew we’d both felt with
the sister-chasing, cold-hearted swine standing nonchalantly before
me.

“If that’s not a problem.”

“A problem.” I could hear
my words coming from far away. They were coming out remarkably calm
and well-formed, as if they were leaving the lips of someone who
wasn’t trapped at the center of a spinning world. “Why
would that be a problem?”

“It wouldn’t!” he
said quickly. “After all, you made it clear that nothing was
going to happen between us. That you’re not interested. That’s
still the case?”

I kept my face resolutely still.
“Nothing’s changed, Hunter. Nothing at all.”

“Alright. But you still seem…”
He reached out towards my arm, then thought better of it, letting his
hand hang above my bicep like an unresolved promise. Like a
temptation, like the fruit of Tantalus, hanging over his head.

God, I wanted him to touch my arm.

“…kind of angry,” he
finished. He shuffled his feet. “Is it Paige? That’s
she’s your sister, is that too—” He waved his arms,
unable to quite come up with an adjective that Paige might be too
much of.

Paige was always the exact right amount
of everything, pretty and sweet and demure. No wonder everyone
preferred her to her wilder young sister. To me.

A lot of the time, I preferred
her to me.

“Would you rather I didn’t
date your sister?”

What would he do if I said yes? Would
he just keep dating her, secure in the knowledge of just how much I
wanted him? Or would he dump her, ruining her temporary happiness and
bringing the sourness back into Mom’s voice, the disapproval
back into her eyes, just so…what? We could pine for each other
from afar?

The truth was useless to me. To him. To
both of us.

So I lied.

“Of course I don’t mind you
dating Paige,” I said, with a smile faker than a Rolex sold on
a street corner. “I was surprised, is all. You can date her if
you want. Knock yourself out. I fully approve.”

And with that I spun on my heel and
strode back toward the dining room, head high, toward what would no
doubt be a long, cozy dinner in my own personal hell.
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“I wouldn’t want to
disparage the chef, but his braised lamb with asparagus simply isn’t
a patch on what Paige can do with the same ingredients—”

I decided to make an attempt to
de-board the Paige Is Perfect in Every Way Train. “Oh hey,
those dinner rolls look delicious, Mom, could you pass them?”

“I’m closer,” Hunter
said, “allow me.”

Before I could protest that I could
reach them myself, he swung the bread rolls around so quickly that I
had to reach out and grab them or get smacked in the face. Or worse,
appear rude in front of my mom. My fingers accidentally brushed
against his and I felt a frisson of electricity dance across my skin,
fierce and dangerous.

I snatched my hand away before it could
yank Hunter across the table for me to ravish him on top of the
asparagus.

I tried to casually look around to see
if any of my family members had noticed me spazzing out. Paige’s
face was just a little too carefully composed; shit, what if she
realized I had feelings for Hunter? I couldn’t ruin this for
her.

Thankfully, my mom lost all peripheral
vision when she had a potential marriage in her sights, and went
sailing gleefully on full steam ahead: “And Paige is most
accomplished, have you seen her watercolors? Perhaps she might paint
a tasteful landscape for your manor—”

Paige rolled her eyes behind Mom’s
head at an angle only I could see, her face suggesting that she would
much rather be doing a cubist study of a slaughterhouse than anything
like a tasteful landscape. I shot her a sympathetic smile, and she
slung one back at me while Mom chattered on, oblivious to communiqués
the two allied powers were sending each other.

It was impossible to be mad at Paige.
Someday, scientists might isolate the exact chemical formula of
Paige’s you-can’t-be-mad-at-me-ium, but for now, I would
have to settle for being absolutely furious at Hunter.

Maybe it wasn’t fair to him, but
hey, who said life was fair?

“And the historical society would
simply be lost without her organizational skills—”

“Must be a family trait,”
Hunter jumped in smoothly. “Ally has made the library a joy to
behold with her re-filing of all those dry old documents; I’m
seriously considering hiring her as a clerk.”

“You couldn’t afford me,”
I snapped before realizing that I was supposed to be acting like I
wasn’t angry. Because I had no reason to be angry. I wasn’t
angry! Or at least I was definitely going to not be angry sometime
soon.

I could see my mother’s eyes
narrowing, her selective blindness slowly fading away as she sensed
blood in the water of the Ally-behaving-inappropriately kind.

Thankfully, I have a big sister to save
me.

“I have to visit the ladies’
room,” Paige announced. “Ally, will you come with me?”


 

#


 

“Look at this fucking bathroom,”
I said, slapping my purse down on the green marble counter. “Who
the fuck does it think it’s fooling?”

Paige raised an amused eyebrow. “The
bathroom. Really.”

“Really!” I insisted. “It’s
all gleaming and pristine and shit like it isn’t fifteen
minutes from one of the biggest hotspots of homelessness in the city.
Damn lying bathroom.”

Paige very kindly lowered her eyebrow
and didn’t say a single word about projection as she fixed her
make-up in the mirror. She just reached over and patted my hand with
her free one and said, “I’m really sorry about Mom. She
doesn’t mean to ignore you like this.”

“Nah, it just comes naturally to
her.” I eyed my reflection morosely. My lipstick was starting
to smear. I should fix it. On second thought, why bother? No one
would care.

“She’s…” Paige
hesitated. It was difficult for someone as nice and averse to lying
as Paige to form a full sentence about Mom sometimes. “I think
she’s just so nervous. She looks at Hunter like this great
catch, and she’s overdoing it trying to snag him. Being rude to
you, and overly critical…you don’t deserve it.”
Her hand found mine and squeezed it. “Not that you ever do.”

My eyes were suspiciously wet. “And
it’s not your fault, Paigey.”

I squeezed her hand back.

She smiled at me in the mirror, relief
making her look even prettier. She relaxed slightly, pulling out her
mascara to touch up her eyes. “I’m not the biggest fan of
these fix-ups either. How am I supposed to find out if I even like
the guy if she’s too busy selling me like I’m a side of
bacon?” She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Still, this
one is cute!”

“Sure. I guess.” I sounded
about as convincing as a ten-year-old in a liquor store with a fake
I.D.

“Did you get a load of those
eyes? And damn but he is lucky we’re in a red state carrying
around those guns!” She snickered. “Those are some
firearms I wouldn’t mind getting up close and personal with!”

She couldn’t know how she was
hurting me. She never would have said those things otherwise. I clung
to this knowledge even as I clung to the countertop, my knuckles
turning white. I was fine. Fine. Totally fine.

I was not going to ruin Paige’s
happiness by doing something stupid, like telling her about Hunter
and I (what Hunter and me? There was no Hunter and me) or
crying.

Not that crying was particularly on my
mind. That was just an example. I wasn’t thinking about crying.
Not even a little bit.

“But won’t it be weird
working for him if he’s dating your sister?” she asked,
her forehead creased in concern, her eyes wide. “I don’t
want to mess up your big shot at a promotion.”

It will be extremely weird! I
wanted to shout. It will be weirder than the weirdest thing from
the weirdest episode of Ripley’s Believe It or Not!

But I didn’t.

“I can handle it,” I said
instead. “There’s no conflict.” The lie burned.

“Well, if you’re sure it’s
okay…”

No, it’s not okay! It’s
the exact opposite of okay!

“Couldn’t be more okay,”
I assured her. “I mean, as long as you don’t feel like
you have to endure his bad jokes just to help me out.” I tried
to smile.

“After my last two boyfriends,
any sense of humor at all is going to be a blessing,” Paige
said with a grin. She hugged me. “I have the best sister ever!”

Yep, I was a damn fine sister. If you
ignored the part where I lied blatantly to the one person who had
always looked out for me. But it was for her own good, her own
happiness. And probably mine, too. Right? In the long run? Totally.
For sure.

I followed Paige back to our table, a
fake smile on my face, lead in my stomach, and trepidation in my
heart for the amount of match-making and flirting I was going to have
to witness before we even got to dessert. And all with the knowledge
that I could have stopped it, if I’d said one word to either
Paige or Hunter.

I was my own worst enemy, and I had no
idea how to call a ceasefire.
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I pressed down harder on the gas pedal,
and savored the rush of the wind through my hair. Barely saw the
kudzu-covered vines rush past in a blur of green, or the occasional
boulders jutting up through the earth. I was out on the back roads,
lost in the rolling hills and barren fields, and I didn’t care
to be found.

I wanted to lose myself in the rush, in
the speed, in the rolling landscape, but I couldn’t escape the
pictures running through my head. Pictures of Hunter and Paige,
laughing and talking and smiling…together.

Together…I could learn to hate
that damn word.

I wasn’t driving anywhere in
particular, just driving. Trying to get away from those pictures,
those pictures that twisted up my insides with how sad they made me,
because two people I cared about were happy, so shouldn’t I be
happy? But I couldn’t be. I couldn’t make myself be. And
the pictures caught up with me no matter how hard I pressed the gas
pedal.

I knew I couldn’t go home—I
mean, back to Hunter’s estate. What if Paige was there? What if
Paige was still there in the morning? I couldn’t face
that. I couldn’t even begin to think about facing that.

I’d really backed myself into a
corner here, and I had no idea what I was going to do next.

But I’d be fine. Of course I’d
be fine. After all, I couldn’t date Hunter anyway. I was
focused on my career, like I should be. Kicking ass and taking names,
proving the Douchebros wrong and almost driving my car into a tree—

“Aaaaaaaaaah, shit shit shit!”
I hit the brakes just in time, screeching to a halt before I could
end all my angsting prematurely via an oak that looked like it had
survived Sherman’s March. I leaned back against the driver’s
seat, breathing heavily, trying to slow down my heart. Shit. I’d
almost gotten myself killed. No guy was worth that.

I just needed a moment. I just needed
to relax.

Too bad I could barely remember how to
relax anymore.

Then I saw the glow from the dive bar’s
neon lights in the distance, and I thought I just might be able to
remember.
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The lights spluttered as I entered the
bar, casting flickering orange and blue shadows on the grimy walls
hung with moth-eaten hunting trophies. The jukebox blared out an old
blues tune with a soulful wail, and the cigarette smoke hung as heavy
as the clouds in my soul.

Perfect.

I slid onto a cracked red leather bar
stool next to a bunch of old biker types with mustaches that could
have doubled as their motorcycles’ handlebars, wearing more
leather than a herd of Angus cattle. They shot me a surprised look,
but apparently one look at my face was enough to settle the question
of why a city slicker was patronizing their establishment, and they
went right back to what sounded like a well-worn argument about the
virtues of American-made motors.

The bartender was an older fellow with
hair that was the whitest thing in the whole dingy place. “What’ll
it be, little lady?”

I surveyed the row of dusty bottles
behind him and saw a few that looked promising. “Tequila,
please.”

“Any particular kind?”

“Bring me your top three.”

He poured the shots, and I tossed the
first one back quickly, feeling the burn travel through my throat
down to my stomach. The sweet icy almost-pain of it was perfect,
sandpaper scraping away the sticky sweet taste of all the nicey-nice
deception I’d been trying to practice lately.

The bartender cracked a surprisingly
gentle smile. “You drink that like it done you a personal
injury.”

I shrugged. “Got to take it out
on somebody. And the law frowns on me taking it out on the one who
deserves it.”

“Ain’t that the same old
story,” he said, nodding appreciatively at my logic. He turned
toward the biker guys by the jukebox, and hollered to them: “Sonny!
Put on that song!”

“What song?” a guy with
more silver jewelry than an entire Nevada mine asked.

“Don’t you ‘what
song’ me!” the bartender said with a roll of his eyes.
“The song that lady with the leopard print tights sings about a
man what done her wrong!”

“Oh, that song. Well, why didn’t
you just say?” He whacked the jukebox and a new mournful wail
issued from it, this one with a distinctly country twang.

“Dolly Parton,” the
bartender said thoughtfully, his face creased in bliss. “Ain’t
a thing about heartbreak that woman don’t know.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, tossing
back the second shot. It burned even more, and I coughed. In my
experience, alcohol worked a damn sight better than country music
when it came to heartbreak. Still, it’d been a sweet gesture on
his part. “I’d appreciate it if you could keep these
coming.”

The bikers joined us up at the bar.
They looked considerably less threatening as they bobbed their heads
to the song’s melody. One of them even had a twinkle in his eye
that reminded me of my late grandpa, if Gramps had had a tattoo on
his shoulder of a cobra sinking its fangs into a heart while an eagle
dug its claws into the cobra’s coils.

Cobra Tattoo caught me staring and
smiled. “Ah, I see that old bit of ink’s caught your eye.
A little souvenir from my own piece of heartbreak.” His eyes
grew misty. “Juniper Raleigh, her name was, and I thought she
set the stars in the sky. Hair like a bonfire and eyes like
fireworks. I courted her for damn near five years before she’d
say yes to a night at the pictures, but in the end she said yes to
marriage too.”

“That doesn’t sound too
heartbreaking,” I said, my tongue loosened by the tequila. “Did
she break up with you or something?”

“The cancer took her,” he
said simply. “Over in a year. Hell of thing.”

“Oh,” I said. I felt like
the world’s biggest jerk. “Sorry for…well, I guess
I didn’t say that too respectfully.”

“I was only nineteen, and I
thought the world had come crashing down,” he said with a
forgiving smile. “And it had. It always does, with heartbreak.
Other people might not be able to see it, but when your heart’s
in pieces it’s like your own personal Armageddon. I’m not
going to hold a bit of blunt speaking against someone who’s
standing on such trembling ground.”

His simple acceptance threatened to
bring tears to my eyes.

“It’s—a guy,” I
blurted, surprising myself. “I love—no, no, I don’t.
There’s no way I love him. I’ve only just started to know
him. But I wanted to get to know him. I wanted to find out if
I could have loved him, really loved him. I wanted that chance. And
now it’s just…” My hand was trembling on the
counter. “It’s just gone.”

Shit, this wasn’t what I needed.
I wanted a raucous night out, the sweet numbing of liquor, not a
drunken crying fest. One more shot ought to do it—

I reached for the tequila but Cobra
Tattoo made a gesture like I was reaching for a live cobra, and I
stopped. He strode over and took a sip from the glass; grimaced.

“Dwayne, you letting her drink
this hogwash?”

The bartender—Dwayne,
apparently—shrugged. It was a shrug with a slightly defensive
look. “Figured she was old enough to pick her poison.”

“There’s poison and then
there’s poison.” Cobra Tattoo shook his head at me
severely, or it would have been severely if that kind twinkle in his
eyes hadn’t made him look like a down on his luck cross between
Santa Claus and Dumbledore. “Girlie, this tequila’s no
good. Not that I’m a fan of tequila much in the first place,
but this label? The things they do to an agave plant would make you
cry. For heartbreak you don’t want nothing but the best to ease
that pain, make it burn across your heart before it can fade away.”

Normally I bristled at this much
intimation that I didn’t know what I was doing, but he spoke so
earnestly that I couldn’t bring myself to bite his head off.
“Okay. What tequila should I drink then?”

“Shouldn’t be drinking no
tequila at all! That’s a drink for gals who go on spring break
and show off their titties for a free T-shirt, not a serious stand-up
gal like you.” He clasped my hand like he was trying to pull me
free from quicksand. “You need Knox bourbon. Best in the
South.”

Despite all the talk of heartache, the
friendly conversation had been keeping a portion of the pain at bay.

Until I heard Hunter’s last name.

Pain lanced through me like a sword,
shot through with the memory of his scent and the touch of his mouth.

The way he said my name, the way I had
wanted to hear him say my name…

Great. Even in a hick bar, I couldn’t
escape Hunter.

“No thanks,” I said.

My voice had come out clipped and cold,
and I saw a faint start of surprise from most of the biker guys and
the bartender, but Cobra Tattoo’s expression of kind joviality
never faltered.

“Well, it’s your choice,
but you don’t know what you’re missing.” He sat
down on the stool next to me, leaning back against the counter as his
eyes went misty and far away. “Nothing like it in the world.
First taste of it I had was at the wedding to my Juniper. It was like
someone had taken all the fire in her veins and brewed it up into
magic. I kissed her and the taste of it was on her lips and I never
wanted it to fade.” Sadness seeped into his voice, tinged it
mournful, wistful, resigned. “Drank it for the second time at
her funeral. Brought tears to my eyes with how close it made her
feel. Like I was kissing her all over again. Still drink it on her
anniversary.”

“Homer, are you trying to make
that girl jump off a cliff?” the bartender interrupted. “She
came here to forget her heartbreak, not take on yours too.”

“Well, shit, he’s got a
good point about the liquor though,” interrupted another one,
the deep-voiced one—Sonny, wasn’t it?—who’d
thumped the jukebox into life earlier. “Hell, when my folks
kicked the bucket and I had to take over running the household, that
was when I got my first taste of Knox bourbon. It was sweet but hard,
like a promise and a regret. Can’t nothing beat it for the hard
times.”

“It ain’t just for the hard
times, though,” the bartender protested. “Why, my very
first sip of it was a joyous occasion—birth of my first child,
my daughter Nancy.”

“It’s a rite of passage,
not a consolation or a celebration,” argued another of the
crowd. “You don’t feel a real man ‘til your pappy
or your grandpappy’s given you one of their old bottles to open
up and share. Lets you know they trust you, lets you know they know
you’re ready to carry on the old tradition.”

“Hey,” I interrupted. “You
all going to keep jawing, or are you going to give me a taste of this
famous bourbon?”

There was a shocked silence, and for
several seconds I thought I had pushed it too far.

And then the whole room burst into
laughter.

“I like this one, Dwayne!”
Cobra Tattoo—no, Homer, it was Homer, I should remember that so
‘Cobra Tattoo’ didn’t pop out of my mouth—said.
“Pour her the best you got, so she keeps coming back!”

Dwayne obliged, and I tossed back the
bourbon. This was smokier than what I’d tasted before, a faint
hint of apple hiding in the oak and burnt caramel tones. The burn
kicked in a second later, and oh, it was just like they said. A sweet
shiver, a little bit of pain, and then a reward, not numbness—no,
just a little bit of…what was the word I was looking for?
Relief? No.

Exaltation.

I let out a breath I hadn’t
realized I’d been holding. Loosened muscles I hadn’t
realized I’d been tensing.

Let the tears fall that I hadn’t
realized I’d been hurting myself so badly trying to hold back.

“It takes you like that, often
times,” Homer said knowingly. “Let ‘em flow,
girlie. Ain’t nothing to be ashamed of in a bit of tears.”

“Tears is part and parcel of it,”
another biker said, clapping me on the back. “Rite of passage,
shedding the hurt of the past as you hold onto the good of it and
look to the future—”

And as if my mind was a lock and his
words were a key, suddenly I KNEW.

I knew exactly what direction I needed
to take the brand.

I was on my feet before I knew it.
“This is it!”

“This is what now?”

But the ideas were bursting behind my
eyelids like fireworks, too fast for me to keep up with. Sound bites
flashed through my mind: the rite of passage, classic Americana
nostalgia. Real people, real memories, a taste of home. Holding
onto the good of the past as we look to the future. I could feel
the excitement fizzing through my brain, my hands waving through the
air as if trying to sculpt my ideas out of the ether.

“I know exactly what I need to
do! I know exactly what I have to write, how I have to write it, the
art direction for Sandra, I have to—I need—” I
grabbed at my keys. I knew I was grinning like a crazy person; I
could feel it practically splitting my face, but I couldn’t
care less. “I have to get to work!”

“An artist,” Homer said
with a tolerant grin. “I ought to’ve known.”

“Copywriter,” I said
distractedly, trying to find my car key. My fingers did not seem to
be entirely functioning, they kept slipping all over the place.

“Artists,” the barkeep said
with a sigh. And then he snagged my keys. “More than my job’s
worth to let you drive, girlie. Let me call you a taxi.”

I fished my cell phone out of my purse,
and grinned. “I’ve got something better than a taxi.”

Later, there would be plenty of time to
feel sorry for myself. For this blissful second, though, I was on top
of the world. Because I had the one thing I lived for.

I had an idea.
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Martha tolerated my nonstop chatter all
the way back to the estate and through the night, retreating to the
kitchen to bring me supplies of coffee and doughnuts. I was so
excited that I barely tasted them as I scarfed them down. I was too
excited for them to be anything but fuel for the whirlwind I was
caught up in, calories to burn as my thoughts ignited in a bonfire of
inspiration. No sooner had I licked the sugar from my fingers than I
was back to work, filling a notebook with my scrawls; my footnotes
had footnotes. When I felt like I couldn’t work by
myself—Martha didn’t count; she was technically still
awake, but her eyes had glazed over hours ago—I pulled out my
phone and woke up my art partner Sandra with numerous apologies.

Twenty minutes and several promises
that I wasn’t too drunk later, we both had our laptops out and
were set to Skype through the whole night—in whispers to keep
from waking her son—hammering out artwork and slogan ideas.
Sandra pulled up some photos of the area, including a Prohibition-era
shot of the very building I had just been drinking in, which Sandra
tinted in the colors of Knox bourbon until it looked good enough to
drink. We tossed font ideas back and forth, trying out each of my new
slogans in different locations—upwards left? Down right?
Centered, so as to draw attention to the proud Greek columns in the
manor house photo?

I felt like I was soaring, like my
heart was a hummingbird beating out of my chest, like my ideas were
coming too fast for my breaths to keep up with them. This is going to
be my big break!

I hadn’t felt half so alive in
years.

When I finally came out of my daze of
inspiration and said goodbye to a yawning but excited Sandra, birds
were chirping outside the window, which was letting in the warm sun
of a day I hadn’t even noticed dawning. The clock read 9 am,
and the walls, desk, and floor were covered with so many sheets of
paper it looked like they had been buried under an avalanche. An
avalanche of less than pristine snow, however, since said pages were
crammed full of the ideas that were going to bring Knox bourbon back
to life in a way that hadn’t been dreamt of since Mary Shelley.
Hunter wasn’t going to believe his eyes!

And, my brain fizzing with too little
sleep and too much adrenaline, that thought led me to what seemed
like the next logical step to keep the momentum going:

I had to tell Hunter!

I grinned, wide and purely delighted.
Oh, I couldn’t wait to see his face! Let’s see how
useless he thought advertising was after I knocked his socks off with
this!

I bustled out of the library and into
the manor house. It was a good thing that by now I was so used to
this labyrinth that I didn’t have to pay careful attention to
every landmark, because I wasn’t seeing anything this morning
but a bright and beautiful future full of promotions.

I could hear him puttering around in
the kitchen, and my grin widened to a measure that would have done
justice to a Cheshire cat.

“Hunter, I—” I began
as I entered.

But it wasn’t Hunter sitting at
the breakfast table.

It was Paige.
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“I didn’t stay over!”
Paige blurted out before I could say a single word, standing up so
quickly she nearly knocked over the creamer.  “I just came by
to get some old papers and letters for the historical society, and
the breakfast was out, and well, Hunter just insisted that I stay and
have a bite…”

“Oh. Oh, right.” Of course
she hadn’t stayed over. Not my strait-laced sister.

Relief flooded me, but it was doomed to
be a short-lived relief as my brain piped up helpfully that Paige’s
defensiveness suggested she must have a certain desire to stay over,
even if she hadn’t acted on it. My traitor of a brain further
added that wait, what was I doing feeling relieved, anyway? Paige and
Hunter were consenting adults, they could do what they wanted. My
feelings didn’t matter.

They didn’t matter one little
bit.

“Well, I’ll just leave you
to that snooze-fest of a discussion, then—” I said as
casually as I could—it felt like trying to talk around an open
wound—while I used all my willpower to walk instead of run over
to the counter to grab a bagel before making a dignified retreat.

Unfortunately for that whole ‘dignified
retreat’ plan, Hunter came into the dining room at that very
moment.

Seriously, what was it with that man
and timing?

“Ah, Ally, won’t you join
us for breakfast?”

“Nah, I’m good,” I
said, starting to back away. “I’ve got a lot of work to
do…”

“Really? Martha was just telling
me that you’d spent half the night doing work. You ought to
refuel before you collapse.”

The man had a point.

He saw me wavering and added, “A
shipment of mangos came in this morning…”

Shit. I really loved mangos.

Also, I was this close to fainting.

Also also, if I didn’t tell
someone who actually got it about my ideas, I might actually
literally explode.

“Well, alright,” I said,
sitting down.

“I’ll go fetch the food!”
Paige said, and before Hunter or I could protest that she was a
guest, not our servant, she was in the next room; in the next breath
she returned bearing a platter of sliced mangos and blueberries and
strawberries and a pitcher of coffee. “The crepes are almost
done, cook says.”

She scraped enough mango slices onto my
plate to keep a small orchard in business, and for a few minutes I
occupied myself with getting enough of that sticky syrupy goodness
into my insides as was humanly possible. Then the dam burst, and I
began to tell Hunter all the ideas that had been percolating in my
brain overnight.

Hunter started off the conversation
leaning back in his chair, a detached smirk on his face.

Three minutes in, he was leaning across
the table toward me, his eyes lit with interest, gesturing almost as
wildly as me as he expanded on the ideas and tossed out names of
artistic types he knew who might be able to help us get the product
in on time.

He had some good suggestions, but also
a few that showed he knew as much about the advertising business as I
did about traditional Chinese tea-brewing, and I was so involved in
shooting down the more disastrous ones—and, okay, maybe also a
little distracted by the way his eyes flashed when he was
impassioned, and how he leaned forward, subconsciously rolling up his
sleeves and revealing those toned biceps— that almost all the
food was gone from the table before I realized that neither of us had
given Paige a chance to speak all breakfast.

“Shit, I’m monopolizing
this whole thing, aren’t I?” I said, breaking off to look
at Paige. “And you drove out here for that society thing and
everything.”

“Oh, don’t apologize,”
Paige insisted. “I’ve got everything I need, and I love
to see my little sister at work.” She stood, giving me a hug
around the shoulders. “Not enough to miss a shift at the
florist shop, though, so I’m going to beat it and leave the
fine detail to you guys without my supervision. See you next week at
Mom’s dinner?”

“Can you think of a way to get me
out of it?” I said with a sigh, and Paige laughed.

“Let me walk you to the car,”
Hunter said eagerly, standing and helping Paige into her jacket.

“Why, thank you, Mr. Knox.”

“Please, call me Hunter, I
insist.”

The cook brought in more food then,
steaming and fresh from the griddle, but even a platter of bacon and
blueberry pancakes with chocolate syrup, eye-catching though they
might be, couldn’t distract me from the sight of Hunter walking
my sister out, his hand on the small of her back.

He leaned close to her, murmuring
something in her ear that I couldn’t catch.

But I did catch Paige’s delighted
giggle.

I looked at the bounty spread out
before me, food more elaborate and delicious than any I’d ever
had the privilege to eat before, and suddenly, I wasn’t hungry
at all.

I felt a lot like being sick, to be
honest.

Then I saw Hunter turning back from the
car towards the house, and I hastily speared something and put it in
my mouth. It tasted like ashes, but I chewed furiously. I couldn’t
let him guess how I was feeling.

Hunter sauntered back into the room as
casual as a cat. “How’s the food?”

“Fine!” I said, not looking
up. I could feel his gaze on me, scrutinizing me, and I took another
bite of food, a bite so casual it could have been written up for
violating dress code. “So. What do you think about the pitch?”

“Honestly?” He paused, and
I tried not to hold my breath. “I love it.”

I looked up, startled. “Wait,
really?”

I mean, I knew the pitch was great. But
I was so used to having to fight to prove myself that I’d
thought I would have to fight him, too.

“Hell yes,” Hunter said.
His grin was wide and unaffected. “You actually get it—the
tradition of the family, how to honor that legacy while bringing it
into the future. I’m one hundred percent behind that.”

His words lit a warm fire in my chest,
the sweet warmth of validation enfolding me like a wool blanket.

I was good at my job. I knew that. But
it was nice to hear someone else say it.

“Where to begin?” he said,
almost to himself. “There’s so much to do, and the
board’s been fretting for ages, they’re already
impatient, got to have something to show them—but can’t
neglect Chuck, he’s on my ass about deadlines and revenue, if
he gets an excuse…”

I cut in. “What about a sizzle
reel?” I suggested.

Hunter gave me a look so blank it could
have used a name tag.

“A long ad,” I clarified.
“Like a movie trailer, except…for advertising.”

“Of course, of course.” He
still didn’t look sold, though.

“It’s the perfect way to
showcase the new direction,” I went on. “We can get the
cameras in here, get the board to see what we see in these grounds,
in the distillery—we can capture that sense of history, that
love—”

I bit my lip, as if I could keep that
word from having leapt out of my mouth.

Hunter didn’t seem to have
noticed. “We need the rebrand by the anniversary party, though.
Can you have it done by then?”

I raised an eyebrow in my best Scarlett
O’Hara fashion. “Mr. Knox, you are talking to the person
who finished a sizzle reel for Ladybird Lipsticks in three days on a
budget that wouldn’t buy you half a shoestring. On this, I
won’t even break a sweat. In fact—” the idea came
to me in a flash of light—“we should theme the
anniversary party around it. That will show the board how serious you
are about this whole thing!”

Hunter grinned, grabbing my hand to
press his perfect lips to it. “Allison Bartlett, you are
absolutely brilliant.”

I grinned up at him like my face was
fit to bust, my heart soaring high above me. Everything was perfect.
I was on top of the world.

Then Hunter ruined everything.

“And Paige could help!” he
suggested, dropping my hand to reach for his cell phone. “Event
planning, that’s her thing, right?”

That soaring heart of mine? Plummeted
faster than a hot air balloon that someone’s taken a cannon to.

“Sure,” I said through
gritted teeth and a smile that felt like it had been shellacked on.
“That’s totally her thing. What a great idea.”

“Oh no, did I stumble into a
sister argument?” Hunter asked, still grinning that annoyingly
hot grin. He could at least have the decency to look ugly when I was
angry with him. “Was it her thing first, and then you decided
you wanted it to be your thing, and then she wanted her thing back,
so you had to compromise with a different thing—”

“It’s none of your goddamn
business!” I snapped.

There was a moment of pure frozen
silence.

I had overreacted. I wasn’t
supposed to care. I couldn’t let Hunter know I cared.

I turned away, trying to pretend that I
just wanted more coffee, and that I wasn’t hiding the tears
trying to escape from my eyes.

Hunter’s hand rested gently on my
shoulder. “Ally…”

“It’s nothing,” I
insisted. I forced a shaky laugh. “You know how I am before I
get my morning java…”

“Ally,” Hunter said again,
and his voice was as gentle and concerned as his hand. I wanted to
let him hold me tight and soothe me with his voice. “Tell me
the truth. Are you really okay with me seeing your sister? I don’t
want to hurt you.”

Was that hope in his voice? Oh, I
wanted it to be hope so much, I wanted him to want me as much as I
wanted him. I could feel the heat from his hand through the fabric of
my shirt, and oh, I wanted, I needed that hand on my skin,
stroking me, caressing me, pulling me against his strong, hard body
as if he never planned to let me go…

But he didn’t want me. He wanted
Paige. Anything else I thought I heard was just me being delusional.

“You aren’t hurting me,”
I said, and through the haze of pain I was proud of how steady my
voice was. “I’m completely fine with you dating Paige. In
fact, I couldn’t think of anything better.”

With that, I choked down the rest of my
coffee and made a private resolution to keep my nose to the
grindstone and let my workaholism block out any inconvenient emotions
for the duration of this project. I could do that. Sure I could.
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Who knew so much time could fit into
one little week?

It was simultaneously too little time
to get everything done, and too much time to have to spend trying not
to think about Hunter and Paige. I tried to avoid the pair of them
while still getting work done by burying myself in hours-long
conversations with Sandra back in D.C., choosing color palettes,
editing photos for perfect composition, and, of course, setting up
conference calls with the director of our sizzle reel to make sure
that everything was going smoothly.

Between my workload and Paige’s—having
to put together a party for two hundred and fifty people, filling in
all the details like tablecloths and bunting and engraved
placeholders that Hunter had left out when he sketched the broad
outlines—avoidance was pretty easy.

Avoiding constant phone updates from my
mom—“Paige says they held hands! Paige says Hunter
mentioned an island he would love to take her to! Paige says Hunter
complimented her on her eye for color and detail!”—was a
bit more difficult.

So when my phone rang, I paused for a
second, pondering if it might be worth it to endure a storm of you
didn’t pick up your phone, you had me so worried, I thought you
were dead, you don’t care about your mother disappointment,
in exchange for not having to hear her urgent update on what
sickeningly cutesy nicknames Paige and Hunter had come up with for
each other, or what they were planning on naming the children.

On the other hand, those disappointment
storms were a terror to behold, let alone experience. I sighed and
picked up the phone.

And saw that its caller ID was showing
not my mother’s number, but my boss’s.

What the heck? My status update wasn’t
due until tomorrow.

I answered with trepidation. “Allison
here, sir, hello?”

“How are you doing, Ally?”
he asked jovially.

“Just fine. And yourself?”
I returned, unable to break the rules of Southern politeness even as
my stomach tossed and turned in anticipation of bad news. What other
reason could there be for an early call, praising me? Not freaking
likely.

“Oh, I can’t complain,”
he said. “After all, if they let me start complaining I might
never stop, har har.”

I decided to bend the rules of Southern
politeness slightly, and if not exactly cut to the chase, at least
sidle around in its general direction.

“Sorry to hear that, sir. Is
there anything I can help with? Is that why you called?”

“Oh, not at all, not at all. Just
calling to check in, see how things are going. I know how
overwhelming it can all be, your first time out.”

My first time out on something that
wasn’t swathed in pink and coded girly so many ways that a
seasoned cryptologist would give up and cry, he meant, but I let
it slide in the interest of not getting fired.

“I’m doing just fine,”
I said. “Busy, but you’ve seen how I can juggle multiple
tasks. I know my status update is scheduled for tomorrow, but I can
give you a preliminary one if you—”

“Great, great, great,” he
interrupted, clearly having not listened to a word I’d said.
“That’s great, Ally, I’m glad. There’s just
one little thing—”

Of course there was.

“It’s that Chuck—you
know Chuck, great head on his shoulders, member of the old frat,
knows how we do business here—Chuck has expressed some
concerns.”

Of course he had.

I managed to restrain myself from
saying that I’d like to express some concerns to Chuck myself,
preferably with a paintball gun, and instead asked, as pointedly as I
could without my boss feeling like I was ‘giving him lip,’
“Do you have any concerns, sir?”

He huffed into his mustache, annoyed
that I’d even somewhat called him out on his passive-aggressive
bullshit. “You know it isn’t like that, Ally.”

Oh, wasn’t it?

I bit my lip to keep from blurting out
my mental catalogue of all the humiliating crap he’d thrown at
me in the past with a hangdog look and an insistence that his sexist
outlook was just company policy. Giving me every single feminine
hygiene client, like their product was radioactive or something.
Denying me the Lockheed guns contract, even though I’d been out
at the shooting range since I was six and the guy he did give it to
wouldn’t know a stock from a barrel. Laughing off my sexual
harassment claims when the guys from accounting made comments about
my legs, telling me to just ‘appreciate the compliments before
you’re too old to get them.’

I concentrated on the important thing.
He had, technically, said that he wasn’t concerned about me.
“I’m glad to hear that. So you agree with me that I won’t
be needing any oversight.”

‘Oversight’ being our
polite term for ‘sending in a guy at the last second to hog all
the credit.’

He sighed a deeply regretful sigh that
made me want to strangle him. “Consumer confidence is our game,
Ally. I can’t change the way we do business just because it
hurts your feelings.”

Typical. Running around at Chuck’s
beck and call whenever he threw a little hissy fit was just the way
we did business but when I calmly stated my dislike for it, it was
just ‘hurt feelings.’

“Of course,” I said,
gritting my teeth. “And how are we planning on mollifying
Chuck’s concerns?”

“Knew you’d be on board,”
he said placidly, even though I hadn’t quite climbed onto said
board just yet. Like most people at the company, he liked to assume
reality was the way he wanted it to be, and just wait for it to
conform. “I’d like Chad and his colleagues to come by and
lend a hand,” he continued. “That group has some real
unity of vision, you know, and they’ve been chomping at the bit
to really prove their stuff.”

I’d been chomping at the bit for
years, and all it had ever gotten me was patronizing lectures about
how overly ambitious women came off as bitches and lost contracts.

“Sandra and Hunter and I have all
the vision we can handle right now,” I said, going for a light
and breezy tone that didn’t communicate, and I will let the
Douchebros’ vision come to light only over my dead body. 

“Sounds like you could use a
little help corralling it, then.”

“I assure you, sir, we’ve
got everything under control.”

“Now, now, missy,” he said,
in what I had to assume was the same voice he used when his
granddaughter wanted another scoop on her ice cream cone. “The
client comes first, remember? We have to make him feel secure.”

“Hunter feels so secure in this
he’s been calling in favors to get us the best sizzle reel
possible,” I pointed out. “And last time I checked, he
was the client, not Chuck.”

This was venturing dangerously close to
sass territory that normally would have earned me a reprimand, but
today I just got an indulgent chuckle of the ‘I’m about
to impart some wisdom to this innocent naïve sweet summer child’
variety.

“That he is. For now.”

I felt my hackles rise. “What are
you saying?”

“Read the changes in the sky,
Ally,” he said, sounding especially pleased with himself for
the touch of metaphor. “Stormy weather’s coming, and if
we want to keep this contract we can’t afford to back the wrong
horse.”

I resisted pointing out that he’d
changed metaphors mid-race. “Sir, with all due respect, the
direction they want to take this in is completely antithetical to—”

“Allison, I’ve made my
decision and that’s final.”

His voice had lost all its fake
cheerfulness, and was grim and final and set in stone. And there was
nothing I could do.

“At least talk to them,” he
went on, his voice going back to its normal tone as he returned to
pretending that I had a choice in the matter. “They’ll
all be at that liquor industry event in the city, you know, the
awards one?”

Message received. Fine. I would play
nice as long as they did. Which meant that science would probably
need to invent a new, shorter unit of time.

Especially since my temper was already
going to be on a hair-trigger—Hunter was bringing Paige to that
event. I’d planned to skip it for precisely that reason, but
now it seemed I had no choice.

“All right, sir.” I tried
not to sound as sour as a lemon. “I’ll chat them up for
sure.”

“Glad to hear you’re still
a team player,” he said, and after a few more minutes of polite
chit-chat—essential both to politeness and to maintaining the
fiction that he hadn’t just railroaded me—we said our
goodbyes.

I stared at the phone, the full
implications just starting to sink in.

Fuck.
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“Martha!”

Martha jumped, and tried to hide the
book she was reading under a pillow, though not before I got a good
look at the cover: some kind of steamy sci-fi romance, with muscular
Amazonians in space-suits surrounded by lithe, oiled, barely-clad
men.

Well, that was one fetish.

“Ally Bo-Bally!” Martha
said, trying to hide her flush. “What can a lady of the world
such as myself do for you?”

“A huge favor,” I admitted.
“My boss just steam-rollered me into attending this big social
function—”

“And you need to check a boy-toy
out of my man-harem to accompany you? Good thing for you I keep a
Rolodex for these very occasions.”

It was actually kind of tempting. That
was certainly one way to make Hunter jealous—but no, no, I
wasn’t going to be that petty. I was going to rise above such
things.

Well, a little way above such things.

No harm in making him see what he was
missing, after all.

“Actually, I need a different
Rolodex,” I said. “Got any recommendations for a place to
get a nice outfit and hairdo, short notice?”

Martha’s eyes lit up. “Do I
ever!” She stood, grabbing my arm. “Come on, let’s
go snag the Rolls!”

“You said that was for
emergencies,” I pointed out as she pulled me along like a fish
on the line.

Martha cast a look back at me and my
ensemble and shook her head with a pitying grin. “Ally, by any
definition, this is an emergency.”
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It was an hour since we’d pulled
into the swanky store parking lot with a screech of tires that would
have made an action hero envious, and we were only now all the way to
the dressing room stage of the proceedings.

“Show me what you got!”
Martha’s impatient voice called out from the other side of the
doors.

“Give me a sec!” I pulled
the hem to straighten it and stepped out.

“Oh, honey, no, no, no,”
Martha said immediately.

My face fell.

“The A-line is a good cut for
you!” she added quickly. “Really emphasizes your good
points. And the silk? Thailand-sourced, top notch, points for that.
It’s just the color. Saffron yellow? Who do you think you are,
Viola Davis?”

I looked in the mirror again and
conceded that she had a point. The yellow made my skin look like I
was a jaundice victim.

“How do you know all this stuff?”
I asked, retreating back into the changing room.

Martha snorted. “What, I can’t
know things?”

“Of course you can,” I
said, slightly muffled as I pulled the dress over my head. “I
just expect you to know, like, car stuff, and secret tips for getting
a few dozen guys mooning over you.”

“Oh, I got that too.” I
could hear the grin in her voice. “But just ‘cause I go
with the comfortable and sexually intimidating wardrobe of tank tops,
dungarees, and combat boots these days doesn’t mean I didn’t
have a fashionista past.”

“Did you?” I asked, trying
for the life of me to picture it.

“No,” she admitted. “But
hey, you don’t have to eat a pie to know how to roll the
crust.”

I pulled on Dress #2, one I’d
picked for the ethereal ruffles cascading down the skirt.

“So how come there’s all
this big fire for a new dress?” Martha asked. “I mean,
don’t you have any nice outfits you could ship from home?”
Her voice turned teasing. “Or has Hunter seen those already?”

Hunter had seen a lot more of me than
my dresses, but I wasn’t in the mood for Hunter-related banter.
“I can actually make decisions without thinking about Hunter’s
reaction, thanks.”

I slammed the door open harder than it
probably warranted.

Martha considered my outfit for a few
seconds, then shook her head regretfully. “The color’s
better, and you almost make those ruffles work, but damn girl, we
need to leave the mermaids back in the eighties with all the other
mistakes of that decade.”

I snorted. “If there’s any
room.”

I clomped back into the dressing room
and pulled the bolt, before mournfully contemplating my remaining
options. There were a lot of them, and I wasn’t sure I had the
energy to keep getting shot down. Maybe this had been a bad idea.

“Hey, though,” Martha said
in a voice that was clearly meant to be cheering me up. “At
least the bimbo he’s dating now looks like you. Shows how
hung-up on you he is.”

“That bimbo is my sister,”
I said.

There was an awkward silence, and then
Martha cleared her throat. “Oh.”

I halfway expected her to jump into an
impassioned defense of her hero, but she stayed silent. I guess she
knew there were some things you just couldn’t defend.

I was weirdly…disappointed?...about
it, though. Like I had maybe thought that Martha would have some
perfect excuse for Hunter, and then I could stop being so angry at
him and maybe even stop yearning for him and maybe, finally, have a
normal client-advertiser relationship without all this Romeo and
Juliet bullshit.

Yeah, and pigs would fly over the moon.

I made some last minute adjustments to
the criss-crossing shoulder-straps of Dress #3 and braced myself for
another round of fashion scorn.

I came out, and Martha’s mouth
fell open.

“That bad?” I said,
wincing.

Martha shook her head, eyes as wide as
a goldfish. “Girl, I am seriously considering switching teams.”

“That good?”

“Daaaay-um. First of all, classic
black. Second of all, construction: look at that plunging neckline
that still manages to keep you covered, and the way the back hugs
your ass without being trashy. Third of all, have you seen that
hand-stitching? No, you have not, because it is perfect and not
calling attention to itself.”

I spun slowly, admiring myself in the
mirror, running my hands over the smooth ebony satin, watching the
way the cloth rippled in an artistically asymmetrical line around my
knees. “You’re sure it works?”

“Any guy would be lucky to have
your fine self,” Martha asserted.

I looked at myself in the mirror, my
curls falling on my bare shoulders, my calves caressed by soft
fabric. My eyes glowing with delight in myself.

She was damn right.
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The Kadiatu Suites was a swank, modern
hotel, all polished white marble and champagne silk drapes. The lush
carpet swallowed all sound until the noise of the crowd was barely a
genteel murmur and the light clink of glasses. Oil paintings from
European countries with names I couldn’t pronounce shared space
on the walls with classic African tribal art, and waiters in tuxedos
that most doctors couldn’t afford swanned elegantly through all
the salons and lounges with their high-vaulted ceilings, offering
chocolate-dipped strawberries, ladyfingers, miniature cups of
tiramisu, and tiny custard tarts topped with blueberries,
blackberries, and a butterscotch drizzle. It was all a welcome change
from the gorgeous but admittedly rustic beauty of Hunter Knox’s
plantation, and under normal circumstances, I would have been busy
soaking up all the glamour like a leafy tree in the sun.

But somehow, none of this could make up
for the company I was having to keep.

“It is lovely, isn’t it?”
Chuck said at my shoulder. “I could almost believe we’re
someplace civilized. How soon ‘til you think someone pulls out
a rifle and shoots the chandelier?”

I smiled as pleasantly as I could and
changed the subject. “What a nice tuxedo you have. Tell me, do
you and Hunter have the same tailor?”

“Clothes, clothes, clothes,”
Chad said with an eye-roll, lounging against the nearby table with
the rest of his Douchebro posse. Unbelievably, they had all decided
that it was completely kosher to keep their collars popped at a
formal event. “Ladies be shoppin’, am I right, Chuck?”

Chuck gave a little derisive laugh.
“Oh, gentlemen, let’s let the lady have her fun.”
He turned his patronizing gaze on me. “Why don’t you tell
us all about your little outfit? Was it very expensive? Or was it a
gift from…a special friend?”

The Douchebros snickered. My smile was
starting to get painful. By the end of the night I might need to have
it surgically removed with a chisel.

I was doing my best to stay on Chuck’s
good side, at least until the results from my ad campaign were in,
and that meant doing my best to smile at his jokes and ignore the
Douchebros. I only had to make nice until they were distracted by
some passing starlet’s tits, and then I could get back to my
main mission: Operation Charm. Target? The members of the board.

I’d already chatted to Mrs.
Aaronovitch about her dog-breeding program, promised to speak to a
Yale admissions officer for Mr. Stiefvater’s son with the low
grades but promising extracurricular set, and chatted about
volunteering for one of Ms. McGuire’s pet causes, alligator
conservation.

And then I had carefully guided the all
those conversations toward the wonderful job I thought Hunter was
doing with the company, and the exciting future of Knox Liquors once
my ads had hit the world. And if you think it’s easy to guide a
conversation from the rate of dental decay in captive alligators
gathered from the Everglades, to the future of a bourbon company, you
are sadly mistaken.

But it would all be worth it, once I
had proven myself.

I surveyed the crowd for my next target
and spotted Ben Minister, a portly gentleman of fifty with a walrus
mustache, a spotless silver suit, and twinkly green eyes. I quickly
reviewed my knowledge of him: used to breed Greyhounds, tended to
vote moderate candidates, had spearheaded a clean-up of the local
pond after two small children caught sicknesses swimming there.

“Mr. Minister!” I flashed
him the winning smile that had disposed teachers kindly toward me
since kindergarten. “Will you join us? I was hoping to get some
news from the horse’s mouth on how the Margaret Lake clean-up
is progressing.”

“Certainly, certainly,” he
said, his voice like a finely oiled piece of old mahogany that had
only just begun to crack and creak in the humid Southern air. “You’re
that young lady down from D.C., aren’t you? What do you think
of us barbarians down here in the jungle?”

“I think it’s beautiful
down here,” I insisted passionately, and I wasn’t even
acting. I couldn’t have lied about something like this. “The
forests, the hills—even the light over the swamps. Sometimes I
watch the sun going down over the lake at Hunter’s plantation—”

“Bet that’s not the only
thing ‘going down’ at Hunter’s plantation,”
one of the Douchebros muttered. The rest of the posse snickered and
high-fived him.

“Excuse me?” Mr. Minister
said in a tone that could have formed frost on palm leaves. “What
did you just say?”

That’s right, boys. Never impugn
a lady’s honor in front of an old-fashioned Southern gentleman.

But Chuck pulled together a fairly
innocent look, and let his down-home accent that he usually worked so
hard to conceal seep back into his voice. “Oh, nothing, sir. We
were just hoping that Ally here was about to share what she’s
been working on all this time at the Knox place. She’s been
spending so much time on it, and we purely hope it’s something
we can help her out on.”

Help yourself to the credit for, you
mean, I thought.

“Yeah, Ally,” one of newest
Douchebros, Seth, piped up. “Let’s hear all about this
great new rebrand.”

Ben Minister raised his brows. “I
admit I am rather intrigued myself. Hunter has been playing things
quite close to his vest.”

“Well, I don’t want to
spoil the big reveal for him,” I hedged. “He’s put
so much work into unveiling it at the anniversary party; I couldn’t
go and steal his thunder like that.”

“Understandable, completely
understandable,” Mr. Minister agreed. “But surely you
could give us a few hints…?”

And damn, I couldn’t refuse, not
without looking like a flake who hadn’t been doing any real
work. I had to tell him something at least a little bit concrete,
even though I could see the Douchebros practically salivating, eager
to get their grimy paws on my concepts.

“Well,” I began hesitantly,
“it’s focusing on a lot of the history of the product.
We’ve been collecting some oral histories from local sources—”

“Booo-ring!” Chad said with
an eye roll that made me concerned for the strain on his facial
muscles. “The only oral sources the American public wants are a
hot blonde in a—”

Chuck discreetly elbowed him in the
ribs.

“I think what my colleague is
saying,” he went on smoothly, “is that while Miss
Bartlett’s plan is certainly noble, it is also untried. Whereas
his own marketing strategy has been the basis for every successful ad
campaign since the advent of behaviorism and Dr. Skinner. New ideas
are enticing, of course, but a man of your commitments—so
noble, by the way, I was so pleased to see someone standing up for
his community—a man of your sizeable commitments can hardly
afford to take on such a risk when a tried and true method presents
itself as an alternative.”

Minister looked back and forth between
Chad and Chuck, filled with distaste for the former, and wavering
towards the reasonable-sounding words of the latter. He had almost
forgotten I existed. Now would be the perfect time to remind him.

“If by ‘tried and true,’
you mean ‘tired,’ then sure. Strategies don’t work
perfectly forever. The numbers already show the American public is
getting tired of being talked down to. In fact—”

And then I saw Hunter and Paige, and I
forgot what words were.

Paige was looking evanescently
beautiful in a gauzy princess gown of pale peach pink, her tresses
swept up into something out of a Cinderella storybook. Her smile lit
the room.

And Hunter…

A black tuxedo hugged every muscled
inch of his body, a deep red tie and pocket square flashing like
blood against it. His shirt was golden in a way that brought out the
feral energy of his eyes. That barely contained energy was in his
movements too, quick, sharp, a predator on the prowl. A grin lifted
his lips, the light glinting off his teeth.

His hand was resting possessively, as
if its placement were perfectly natural, on the small of my sister’s
back.

“Excuse me?” Ben Minister’s
voice intruded through my haze. “Miss Bartlett? Are you quite
all right?”

“Well, she was trying to do
math,” Chad said, “probably strained something. You know
lady brains can’t handle that stuff.”

Mr. Minister’s lips thinned, and
Chuck looked as though he would murder his current ally if there were
fewer witnesses. It was probably easier to be business partners with
sexist pieces of shit when they were less obvious, but Chuck had the
tools he had.

“Sorry, I thought I saw someone I
knew for a minute there,” I said with a bright smile, forcing
my attention back onto the battle at hand. And at least this was a
battle that I knew could be won. “I think you’ll find I
know my mathematics quite well. In fact, if we look at sales figures
for liquor companies for the past three decades—”

I very determinedly kept my eyes on the
board member, and not on the rest of the party, as I resumed my
attack on the Douchebros’ allegations. I very determinedly
resisted scanning the crowd, or listening for the sound of familiar
footsteps.

I may have lost a lot of things
recently, but I was not going to lose this man’s vote.
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“Ah, Ally, there you are! We’ve
been looking all over for you!”

Damn, damn, and triple damn. After all
my efforts to avoid them all evening, ducking and dodging and
assiduously avoiding eye contact so that we ended up on opposite
sides of the room, my sister and her boyfriend/my hook-up/my client
had still managed to track me down like a pair of socially awkward
bloodhounds.

Dammit, if only I didn’t have to
stump so hard for Hunter and my plan tonight. I could have hidden in
the kitchen, drowning my sorrows in champagne and savory canapés.

I gave what I hoped was a convincing
imitation of a smile. “Ah, hey guys. How’s it going?”

Hunter made some noises that were
probably words saying that it was going great, or poorly, or that
everything had exploded. I couldn’t tell, because my eyes were
too busy watching the way his arm curled possessively around Paige’s
waist, pulling her as close as physically possible, the way Paige was
leaning into him, two puzzle pieces fitting perfectly…

“—and that’s
basically the long and the short of it,” he finished.

“Oh,” I said. “That’s
interesting.”

Paige’s face was concerned. “Are
you all right, Ally? You’ve been on your feet for hours now,
are you sure you’re not getting tired? You look a bit pale.”

“I’m fine!” I said,
tossing off a laugh to prove just how fine I was. “Just need to
refuel.”

I snagged a glass of champagne from a
passing waiter and tossed it back, barely tasting the cloying, bubbly
sweetness I usually hated.

Hunter snagged a couple of glasses as
well, and offered one of them to Paige.

She shook her head. “I’m
afraid I’m not a fan. The bubbles go right up my nose.”

Hunter gave her a dazed little grin and
bopped her on the nose with his finger. “That is just too
adorable.”

Paige giggled.

Meanwhile, I felt like I might explode.
Did I say might? Would. Definitely would. Explosion imminent,
self-destructing countdown commencing, and I was powerless to stop
it.

“Well,” Hunter said, still
wearing that stupid love-struck smile, “let’s go find
something that won’t bubble up that little button nose of
yours. I think I saw a nice Merlot earlier…”

“My favorite!” Paige said
happily. She turned to me. “Ally, I wouldn’t abandon you
but I know you’ll do your work so much better without us around
to chat with you. We’ll catch you later, and try not to work
too hard, okay? Have a little fun!”

“Sure, sure,” I said,
waving them off. The second they were out of sight, I grabbed another
champagne from a passing waiter who looked so fancy that anywhere
else he’d have people waiting on him like royalty.

I was still seething and unbalanced,
but I forced myself to sip this glass a little more slowly. I had to
be smart about this. I couldn’t get drunk tonight. So I had to
make this one last. See, I was feeling calmer and more in control
already.

I’d just sip this champagne until
I felt like I could head back out into the fray, and then—

“Was that Hunter Knox?”

The cultured voice, vowels sliding from
Virginia nobility straight into British aristocracy,  was so close
that for a second I thought the woman was speaking to me, but then I
realized that I was close enough to a circle of wealthy society women
to overhear their conversation. Maybe there would be an in for me to
chat up the company?

I turned my back to them while subtly
edging closer, pretending to be interested solely in the contents of
my glass and the handsome oil painting to my right.

“Indeed it is,” another
voice, sounding equally made of money, responded. A mischievous tone
crept in. “And isn’t he looking handsome! Why, if I were
forty years younger…”

This was met with a series of polite
chuckles and murmurs. “Oh, behave yourself, Ethel!”

There was a sigh, presumably from
Ethel. “Well, if I had to lose out to the younger generation,
at least it’s to a nice young girl like that. Who’s her
family?”

My heart started, and I edged still
closer, my dress almost brushing against the tuxedo of the waiter
serving them miniature crab cakes.

Some hushed conversation that I
couldn’t quite make out followed, and then, “the
Bartletts, I believe…”

“Haven’t heard of them,”
said yet another voice, one full of the creaking iron of an old
battleship. Her tone turned musing. “Still, seems they’ve
raised her right. I asked after her earlier and she’s so
polite, so feminine, not like those young hussies you get nowadays.”

This was greeted with general sounds of
agreement, then the original speaker’s voice rose over the
others loud and clear. “Yes, those modern girls can intrigue a
man for a time, catch his eye with their wild ways, but if a man of
the world like Hunter Knox decides to settle down, you can bet it’ll
be with a sweet old-fashioned girl like that one.”

My hand was trembling on the champagne
flute.

My mother, lips pursed, shaking her
head at me as she tossed my goth-style prom picture into the garbage
can before sliding Paige’s pink princess one into a golden
frame, to hang on the wall—

My high school boyfriend the night I
brought him home for dinner, taking one look at Paige and instantly
forgetting I was there, his hand dropping from mine as his mouth fell
open—

Walking past the teacher’s
lounge and overhearing my favorite art teacher: “Well, of
course Ally’s got some raw talent, but nothing compared to what
Paige—”

Somehow my champagne glass had become
empty. I walked away as quickly as I could to keep from overhearing
anything else, and grabbed another glass off a tray without looking.
Had I been thinking something about taking it slow? What a stupid
idea, I needed to take it as fast as humanly possible. There was no
way I could do this event completely sober. I needed all the
champagne in the goddamn world.

My shoulder bumped into something, and
I backed up, already starting to apologize, “Sorry, sorry, so
sorry—”

It was Ben Minister. He eyed me with
concern. “Miss Bartlett, are you quite alright?”

I laughed, probably too shrilly. “I’m
fine! Just fine! Just—it’s a little stuffy in here, and
I—” Oh God, were those tears forming in my eyes? No, no,
no, this couldn’t be happening! “I just need to get some
air!”

I escaped as quickly as my high heels
and remaining dignity would let me, trying not to let myself remember
the dubious expression on Mr. Minister’s face before I’d
made my excuses. This wouldn’t come back to bite me—this
couldn’t come back to bite me—though it didn’t
matter if it did, because I couldn’t have stayed—

I stumbled up the stairs to the roof,
doing my best not to spill my champagne. By the third floor it got
too hard and I downed the rest of it before setting it on the
stairwell, an impressive feat considering that the whole world had
started spinning.

I spilled out onto the roof, which was
deserted, thank God. The evening air had barely a hint of a breeze,
mostly muggy and humid, making me feel even more tipsy than I
actually was. I felt like I was drowning in thick, wobbling Jell-O,
each breath I took choking me, weighing me further down.

I was fine. I was fine. I was not drunk
and seething with jealousy. I just needed to sit down for a bit.

Just sit. I wasn’t going to go to
sleep. Even though it would be so easy to go to sleep, to just sit
down and rest my aching feet and let all my problems melt away as I
drifted off into slumber…

I watched the sun set over the city,
the smog splintering its rays into paradoxically beautiful prisms of
color, red and purple and pink and gold, a sunset straight out of a
postcard from the board of tourism. I thought of the sunset over the
lake at Hunter’s plantation, just as beautiful but somehow less
showy, the colors deeper, more permanent.

Then I thought of Paige, some future
Paige, watching that beautiful sunset with Hunter. I thought of him
leaning in to kiss her, his eyes lit by that sweetly dying light. I
thought of Paige’s slight gasp, quickly smothered by those
soft, insistent lips, of her delight as she discovered those
intoxicating kisses I already knew all too well, that scrape of his
stubble, that taste that was him and only him.

A tear dripped down my cheek.

“Miss Bartlett?”

I hadn’t heard Chuck come up
behind me. I braced myself.

Chuck. Just the very last person I
wanted to see.

But he didn’t say a further word,
just offered me his handkerchief.

“Thanks.” I scrubbed
furiously at my face, then handed it back. “I’m fine.”

“Of course you are,” he
said, his voice low and soothing as a lullaby. “You’re a
strong young lady who can take on anything. You’ve really
impressed me with your tenacity.”

The words leapt out of my mouth before
I could stop them: “Glad I’m impressing someone.”

Oh, Ally, Ally, Ally, I could
almost hear my mother saying. When will you ever learn to think
before you speak?

It didn’t really matter that I
couldn’t recall the context of that memory. It could have been
any time within the past twenty-four years of my life.

“Hunter not appreciating you?”
Chuck’s voice held nothing but sympathy, and he waved away my
sound of protest. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of prying
further. I’m sure I’ve heard this story before; he leaves
a string of hearts in his wake, young Hunter. He doesn’t
understand how deeply women feel things, particularly smart,
passionate, artistic young women like you.”

Flattery will get you everywhere with
me. Even if you’re a snake. “Well, I guess I am—”
But I couldn’t get a word in edgewise, and Chuck plowed on.

“There’s nothing malicious
about it; it’s just that when you get right down to it, the
man’s rather shallow. He sees a pretty face and the women he
strings along hope he sees something more.” He shook his head,
mournful and earnest. “Don’t be embarrassed, Miss
Bartlett. I’ve seen it all from him at least a hundred times
before.”

“It’s not like that!”
I snapped, the tears threatening again, but I held them at bay with
an iron will. I couldn’t let him think I was some floozy,
sleeping her way to the top; not after all I’d sacrificed to
keep my good name. “Hunter and I—‘s not like that.
We’re just—I’m jus’ sick of Hunter being so
self-centered, is all. All ‘I’m Hunter Knox’ like
that—like that…”

I waved my hand, trying to convey what
I couldn’t with words. Some distant part of my brain noted that
my hand was unsteady and I tried to keep it from wavering. I couldn’t
let Chuck guess how much alcohol I’d consumed. I couldn’t
let him guess because—

Because—

It was really hard to remember the
reason. He was being so nice to me.

He patted my shoulder. “Oh,
really? Hunter may have his faults, but being egotistical in
business—well, frankly it doesn’t seem like him.”

His disbelief goaded me further. “Well,
it is! He can’t see how people are trying to help him, he just
wants to do it all himself, and all he can do is, is, is—insult
everyone, call them names, say they’ve wasted their life on the
job they love—I tried to…I mean, other people really
care about the company, but he jus’, just is all—”
I forgot my need to keep my gestures small, waved my hands like I was
conducting a large orchestra—“wanting to run everything
himself, gotta turn everything around all by himself and it’s
like the family name is freaking sacred or some shit—some ish,
some—” I blushed at my profane slip but more words kept
burbling out of my lubricated throat. “It’s more than
just a product to him, like—like—like he’s a
freaking mishin—mish—missionary or something!”

There was a grin in Chuck’s
voice, but my mind couldn’t quite put a reason to it. Reasons
were very far away and unimportant at the moment, unconnected to me
and my anger and the muggy night air.

“That sounds awful,” Chuck
sympathized. “Do tell me more, you poor thing.”

And God help me, I did.
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“Well, I thought that went well,
don’t you?” Hunter said.

I did not think that had gone well. I
thought that had gone the opposite of well. It had, in fact, gone so
thoroughly not-well that in a crescendo of complete unwellness, the
evening was ending with me having to ride back to the plantation in a
car driven by an obscenely happy Hunter, who insisted on humming
happy songs under his breath, making random positive comments about
my sister, grilling me about how my efforts had gone and why he
hadn’t seen me for the last quarter, and touching my arm.

Like, maybe if he had just confined
himself to touching my arm, I would have been more kindly disposed
toward him. But probably not.

It didn’t help that my head was
already starting to hurt like a motherfucker.

“Whatever.” I purposely
didn’t look him in the eye as I said it.

“Somebody have a little too much
to drink again?” he teased, playful as a kitten.

“Don’t count on it,”
I snapped.

“Ooooh, did your mother call you
and offer comments on your dress? Is that why the long face?”

“Just keep your eyes on the damn
road,” I retorted.

“No need,” he said with a
grin so cheesy it could’ve been its own pizza topping. “We’re
already there.”

I looked out the window and saw the
white columns of the manor house rising in the darkness, the cicadas
singing a welcoming lullaby.

“Fucking finally,” I
muttered. I swung the door open and stomped out, slamming it behind
me. “You drive like my grandma. What, are you afraid Chuck’s
going to send a damn helicopter to survey your cautious driving ass?”

It wasn’t my greatest parting
shot in my history of parting shots, but I’d take it. I whirled
around and headed for the guesthouse, intent on collapsing into bed
as soon as I made it through the door, dreams of sugar plums and
recriminations dancing in my head.

Only it seemed that Hunter had no plans
to let me make it to the guesthouse.

He planted himself in front of me,
blocking the path.

“I can actually go around you,
you know,” I pointed out. “You’ve got broad
shoulders, but it’s not like you can block all points in space
and time.”

“I don’t need to,” he
countered, moving to intercept me as I tried to go around him as I’d
threatened. “I just need to wear you down until you finally
give me a straight answer on why you’re acting like a bratty
teenager instead of my brilliant-minded work colleague and personal
guest.”

My fists clenched. I could feel a
tremble working its way outward from my heart, working its way into
my voice. “I don’t owe you an explanation, Hunter Knox. I
don’t owe you anything.”

“Maybe so,” he said, his
voice a dark rumble. “But I’m going to get one
regardless.”

I tried to shoulder past him, but he
threw out his strong arm and I ran right into it, that hard muscle
under his tailored tuxedo, the fabric crisp and smooth and smelling
of his cologne and of him, and oh God, he smelled so good, oh God, he
was so warm, I just wanted to taste him, I just wanted to melt into
his arms…

His arm wrapped around me, pulling me
to his chest.

My heart was beating a million times a
minute.

“Admit it,” he growled, his
voice darker than midnight, and my knees wobbled as arousal swept
through me. “Admit it, Ally: you’re jealous.”

“Of course I’m jealous!”
I exploded, ripping myself away from his grasp. My tiny fist hammered
onto his chest. “I’ve just been trying to be
professional, because goddamnit, some of us have to earn every inch
of our way to the top in this business, and I didn’t want
people to think I’d earned mine on my back! But—but you
asshole—” tears were threatening to choke my voice
now—“we shared something good, something, something real,
and now you’re just—goddamnit, just onto the next girl,
and it’s my goddamn sister, how could you—”

“So you don’t want me
dating Paige?” he asked, an emotion I couldn’t identify
flitting behind his stoic mask.

“No!”

“Okay, then.”  And then he
smiled. “I won’t.”

I gaped at him. “What…?”

“I won’t,” he
repeated, more gently this time. His hand reached out, cupping my
cheek. “I didn’t want to hurt you…I never want to
hurt you…”

“You did a good job anyway,”
I whispered.

His eyes were molten pools of gold, and
I was falling into them. “You’re all that I want…”

He leaned closer.

My lips parted, my breath stolen from
me by his mere presence.

Our lips met, hesitantly at first and
then with growing passion. His arms pressed me against his hard body,
my hands clutching possessively at the small of his back, bunching
the fabric there as I claimed him with my mouth. He nibbled at my
lower lip and I moaned against him, parting my lips invitingly until
he thrust his tongue inside, tasting me, exploring me, making me
squirm against him in desire.

And then—

And then he pulled back and gave me a
gentle peck on the lips, a wistful smile on his face before he walked
away, leaving me reeling and more confused than ever.

But also a little bit…hopeful?

Until I realized: what the hell had I
just done?

And what was I going to tell Paige?
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I fussed with the edge of my napkin and
tried not to feel guilty. It was tricky. I had a lot of things to
feel guilty about. Number one on that list was either making out with
Hunter after I’d sworn that I wouldn’t get in the way of
his and Paige’s budding relationship, or else it was all the
things I could vaguely remember telling Chuck last night—I just
hoped I hadn’t told him any more things that I now forgot. And
I hoped he’d been as drunk as me. With any luck, he wouldn’t
remember a thing.

Unfortunately, Paige was unlikely to
ever get drunk enough to forget that she had been dating Hunter Knox,
so I’d decided that my first stop on the damage control tour
was going to be brunch at our favorite local diner, where I’d
break the news to her as gently as I could, and hope she could find
it in her heart to forgive me.

A waiter nearly dropped my coffee cup
onto the saucer and I winced, pain lancing through my head.

It was super not helping my damage
control tour planning that I was hungover as hell. Every time I tried
to think of how I’d start the conversation, something—usually
mind-boggling pain—would distract me.

“Ally!”

I looked up, trying to grin at Paige in
an ‘I don’t feel like a dentist’s drill is going
through my skull’ sort of way.

“Hey, Paige.”

She looked great, rested and content
and glowing with new love in a pair of comfy jeans and a soft pink
cardigan. Guilt turned over in my stomach, more painful than the
hangover.

What I was about to say would probably
wipe that happy smile right off her face.

Before I could even get started,
though, the waiter swooped over, probably drawn by the glow of
Paige’s contentment. “And what can I get you two ladies?”

“Stack of pancakes with
strawberry syrup and whipped cream, a side of bacon extra well done,
and a mint chocolate chip milkshake, please,” Paige said with a
chipper grin, which only increased my trepidation. Paige only risked
our mother’s wrath with a calorie-loaded meal like that when
she was feeling on top of the world.

“Just more water and some dry
toast, thanks,” I muttered, digging through my purse and
wishing desperately that a bottle of ibuprofen would appear in the
bottom. No dice. Of course not.

“Is something wrong?” Paige
asked. “Did you lose your phone, or—?”

“Nope,” I grumbled, setting
my purse back on the seat. “I’m fine.”

After the waiter was gone, there was an
awkward silence that was probably less than five seconds, but that my
guilt managed to stretch into eons.

“Ally, honestly, what’s
bothering you?” Paige’s voice was concerned now. “Usually
when we’re here, I can’t get you to stop raving about the
waffles.”

“The waffles are still
rave-worthy,” I said.

“Or else you’d be ranting
about work,” Paige went on with a fond smile. “All the
injustices and slights you’re fighting uphill against, but how
it’ll all be worth it someday.”

“Didn’t realize I was such
a predictable conversationalist,” I said awkwardly.

“No, no, I like hearing you talk
about work!” Paige said quickly. “I’ve always
admired how hard you fight—is that it? Did something really bad
happen at your job?”

“No, no,” I said before she
could get too worried about me and twist the guilt-knife in my gut
any further. “Nothing bad. Something kind of good, actually.
For me.”

Paige’s forehead creased
slightly. “What’s the problem, then?”

“Good…for me,” I
repeated. “Maybe not so good for you. Um…Hunter. Well.
He kissed me. I kissed him. We kissed. I’m so sorry—”

Paige laughed.

My head snapped up, indignation
fighting for space alongside the guilt and rapidly winning. “I’m
serious, Paige. It’s the truth! I wouldn’t lie about—”

“Of course you wouldn’t!”
Paige said, taking my hand and squeezing it. “Oh, I’m not
laughing at you at all, Ally—well, not for that. Just for
thinking you could hide something from your big sister. I could tell
you liked him. We weren’t really dating.”

I gaped, unable to contemplate a
reality in which people cheerfully decided not to date Hunter Knox.
“Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Paige assured
me. “To tell the truth, I only went along with the whole thing
to keep Mom happy and off my back for awhile. I was never interested
in Hunter; he’s not even remotely my type.”

I snorted in shocked disbelief. “How
is that man not anyone’s type?”

“Well…” Paige smiled
a secretive, happy little smile. “…you remember Sergei?”

“Vaguely?” I remembered
some Russian guy from Paige’s college art courses: tall,
skinny, androgynous; deep soulful brown eyes but couldn’t grow
a beard if his life depended on it, and a build that reminded me of
nothing so much as a collection of coat hangers strung together
tenuously. “Well, different strokes for different folks, I
guess.”

“Oh, stroking has been happening,
all right,” Paige said in a low voice with a wicked grin that
seemed imported from an alternate universe, not native to the face of
my famously dependable and well-behaved older sister.

“Uh, what?” I said, an
answering grin beginning to steal across my face.

Paige lowered her voice. “Can I
tell you a secret?”

“Of course!”

That wicked grin widened, and she let
out a little giggle. “I’ve been seeing him again! Under
the Mom-radar, of course. He’s painting me,” she sighed.

My mouth fell open wide enough to catch
every last fly in the universe. “No way!”

Paige nodded, the cat that got the
cream. “Yep. Hunter was actually helping out.”

“Seriously?” I asked again.

“True story. That guy’s a
total romantic; I explained about Sergei, and he came right out and
offered to invite me on dates and then drop me off at Serge’s
apartment. He’d drive off to the library to do research and
come back a couple hours later.”

My heart squeezed tight in my chest.
Damn, but I had fallen into bed with a nice guy that night at the
hotel.

“It was pretty obvious he was
hung up on someone too,” Paige went on. “Then I saw you
two together, and—well. I can put a puzzle together when it’s
that easy.”

I was so relieved I couldn’t
believe it; all the tension that had lived in my shoulders and back
for so long had fled, and I felt like without it I might collapse.
“Oh my God, Paige, I’m so happy I can’t even—and
I’m so happy for you!”

“And Sergei’s been helping
me get back into the art scene,” Paige confided. “In
fact, some people want me to do a show at Blackbird, you know that
little gallery downtown?”

“Do I know it? The place you’ve
been pining to do a show at since you were seventeen? Of course I
do!” I was so proud and happy I could burst. I wanted to grab
her hands and swing her around in a circle. “Oh man, you are a
superhero.” Then a thought occurred to me. “So wait, all
that party planning and socialite stuff—”

“Oh, I’ve been having to do
all that too,” Paige said. “You know Mom would’ve
smelled a rat if I’d let any of it slide. And of course I’ll
keep helping out with the Knox stuff even after I tell Mom; it’s
the least I can do for you. Plus, I really love it. I do.”

“See previous statement about
superheroics, times a billion,” I said.

“Thanks, Ally. I don’t
always feel that way.” Paige’s lower lip wobbled
slightly; her eyes took on the slightest sheen of unshed tears. “I’ve
been under her heel so long, sometimes I forget that it’s
actually my life. I let her take over. You were so smart to move out
when you did, get yourself out from under her thumb. I’ve been
thinking about doing the same. So I can start doing things my way.”

I restrained myself from leaping up and
doing a victory dance; I didn’t want to scare her off. Instead
I asked, “Are you moving in with Sergei?”

Paige shook her head regretfully. “No.
It’s tempting—Lord, is it tempting—but I have to
stand on my own two feet first.” She looked determined, and
then she sighed. “It’s hard work, though. I’ve been
looking at apartment listings, trying to work out a budget I can live
on with my salary, but everything is so overwhelming.”

“I’ll help you!” I
volunteered.

Paige’s face lit, then fell
again. “But you’re so busy. I couldn’t impose.”

I took her hand and squeezed it. “Hey,
anything for my big sister. Especially anything for a big sister like
you.”

And then tears really did well up in
Paige’s eyes, and she stood, pulling me toward her to envelop
me in a great big bear hug that warmed me to my bones.

So that was one source of guilt
resolved.

How much trouble could the next one
cause?

(Ever hear the phrase ‘famous
last words’?)
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“How’s my favorite ad
person?” Hunter asked, strolling onto set.

“Uh, I’m the only ad person
you even remotely consider human,” I told him, trying to ignore
how delectable he looked in a loose white linen shirt that set off
his tan, and jeans that hugged his ass in all the right ways. “And
I’m great! I mean, I’m being eaten alive by this schedule
and judging by their hungry looks, possibly eventually also by the
actors, but I’m great—”

“Excuse me!” Our director
bustled up, a feisty woman with horn-rimmed glasses, short spiky blue
hair, and the drive of Napoleon. “We still need footage of the
distillery, and if we don’t leave now, we’ll lose the
light, and of course the lighting people will do their best to fill
it in, but artificial is never the same as—”

“Right, right,” I said.
“Well, if you’re all ready, I’ll lead you there…”

“One minute!” She bustled
off again, shouting for cameramen and personal assistants and
lighting directors and sound guys.

Hunter touched my arm. “May I tag
along?”

I raised my eyebrow in mock outrage.
“On your own plantation? How dare you suggest such a thing!”

He laughed and linked his arm with
mine, strolling along with me as the director corralled her minions
and began to follow us to the distillery. On the way there I talked
almost entirely to the director—scenes we should shoot, shots
we should cut, lighting, color, camera angles—and yet I never
lost track of the sensation of Hunter’s strong arm through
mine, Hunter’s strong presence at my side. The heat coming off
his skin, the heat coming through his eyes.

It was a sensation I believed I could
get extremely used to.

As we strolled—well, as Hunter
and I strolled; I don’t think the director was capable of less
than a full-on bustle, and her assistants scurried after her—we
passed some of her colleagues conducting interviews with the workers.
One fellow, on the older side, self-conscious in his denim overalls,
shuffled his feet and said to his interviewer as we passed, “Well,
it’s the taste of the South and that’s no mistake.”

“Did you hear that?” I
asked Hunter. “I love it; it’s perfect for a tag line!”

“I defer to your expertise,”
Hunter said with a formal bow and a teasing smile.

“It’s certainly one
possibility,” the director said grumpily. Earlier in the day, I
might have taken umbrage at her tone, but by now I knew it was just
how she communicated. Compared to some of the things she’d said
earlier, this was practically a ringing endorsement.

“There it is, coming right up on
your left,” I said.

“Yes, yes,” she said
distractedly. “Good…”

As we reached the distillery, the
director was frowning thoughtfully up at Hunter, clearly mentally
checking off items on a list in her head. “We haven’t got
footage of you yet, either,” she said abruptly. “We’ll
need that. Bartlett, you got a recommendation for rooms we should
use?”

I glowed a little bit inside at this
acknowledgment of my understanding of her work.

“The cask room,” I said.
“You’ll want to do it after anything that needs natural
light, of course, but it’ll be easy to set up the main lights
in there, and there’ll be a good color contrast with his
outfit.”

Hunter fidgeted. “I’m not
sure about an interview…”

“Don’t tell me you’re
nervous,” I teased.

“You already have an unfair
advantage over me with all your psychological advertising knowledge,”
Hunter defended himself. “How can I just give away all my
secrets?”

I raised an eyebrow, and trailed a
finger down his chest. “Well, if you don’t tell me, I
might just go…looking.”

“And is that supposed to be a
disincentive?”

The director cleared her throat. “No
need to be nervous, Mr. Knox. It’ll be a pretty standard set of
questions. The history of the brand, the values, where you get your
inspiration, that kind of thing. People will love it. The face of the
Knox legacy.”

“That does sound easy,”
Hunter agreed, not taking his eyes off mine. A warm smile spread
across his face like honey. “There’s inspiration around
me every day.”

And I grinned back up at him like a
fool, and didn’t care who saw me. “I could say the same.”
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Long story short, the shoot went great.
Sure, we’d be single-handedly supporting some coffee plantation
with the amount of caffeine the editing team ingested as they made
visual poetry out of the raw footage, but damn, the raw footage in
itself was beautiful. It seemed like every worker they’d
interviewed had some surprisingly meaningful thing to say about the
company and the bourbon and what both meant to them. And our director
might have been gruff, but I would have taken a thousand times worse
from her to get some of the shots she had captured—the casks
stretching on like proud lines of soldiers, the wind ruffling the
fields of wheat like fine-spun gold, the sun sinking over the
horizon, turning the exact color of the bourbon as it poured out of
the large copper still.

It was the afternoon now, and I
personally thought we had enough footage to splice together the next
Oscar-winning documentary, but our director was relentless, and
insisted on one more shoot: the stables. It was there that I was
enfolded in a hug by none other than Homer from the bar.

“Well, there you are, girlie!”

“Homer! I’m glad I ran into
you!”

A few days earlier, I’d been
walking around with the director doing a preliminary look at the
scenery, and been surprised to run into my drinking/crying buddy from
the little dive bar—who, as it turned out, just dispensed
homespun wisdom as a sideline, and spent the majority of his time
breeding horses for folks all over the county, Hunter included.

“Well, what can I do for you fine
ladies and gentlemen?” Homer asked.

“I need some action shots,”
our director cut in. “Something dramatic, majestic. You got a
good mount for Mr. Knox to ride?”

“Do I ever! Come take a gander at
this piece of horseflesh, you ain’t never seen better—”

Homer began to lead them off to the
stall with his prize stallion, a majestic coal-black beast with fiery
eyes but a loyal heart. I was about to follow, when I heard a gentle
whicker. I looked into the stall it was coming from, and saw the most
beautiful horse I could have ever imagined.

Her coat was freshly brushed and shone
like moonstone, her mane long and silver-white like my childhood
dreams of unicorns. Her eyes were deep dark pools, and she clopped
right up to the bars and gently lipped them, as if saying hello.

“Ah, I see I can’t keep the
jewel of the crown away from you,” Homer said from behind me.

I started. How long had I been standing
in one place, entranced by this beautiful mare? Hunter was already
leading his horse out the door, and he grinned back at me with a
playfully challenging air.

“Want to ride?” he asked.

I waved him off, shaking my head. “Nah,
they don’t need footage of me.”

Hunter mounted his horse in one smooth
motion, the muscles of his back rippling. “Your loss.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I
said. “The view from this angle is no loss at all.”
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Hunter put on an
excellent show. It was a good thing there were other professionals
there, because there were several moments when I became too occupied
with drooling to do a single damn thing. His glistening skin under
the hot sun, the way his shirt stretched over his muscled torso, his
firm but gentle hold on the reins…what can I say? There’s
just something really hot about good horsemanship.

Even as everyone else wrapped up,
Hunter seemed reluctant to leave. Finally, when it was just the two
of us and one actor scarfing down the leftover sandwiches from craft
service, I rolled my eyes and went over to him. “Come on,
Hunter, we still need to sign the last of the paperwork.”

“It’ll keep ‘til
tomorrow,” he said.

Despite his words, he had started
trotting towards the stables, so I assumed he was going along with
the plan when suddenly, he just stopped.

I stopped too, and looked up at him.

“Well, I don’t know what
you’re looking at me for,” he said. “I’m the
one waiting for you.”

“Waiting for me to do what?”
I asked. “Develop telepathy?”

He grinned, and guided his horse in a
quick little circle around me. “Come on, I saw you eyeing that
mare. You had a horse phase as a little girl, admit it.”

“It was hardly a phase—”
I started.

“There’s no shame in it. I
understand most girls have a horse phase, or a wolf phase. Sometimes
a dragon phase, is that true?”

“You know what’s not hot?”
I shot back in my best monotone. “How well you know the psyches
of little girls.”

He smirked. “Come on, Ally!
Saddle up. You don’t know what you’re missing!”

“I do, actually,” I said,
“but some of us have responsibilities—”

“I’ll show you the ropes,”
he offered. “Take it nice and easy on you, I promise.”

Did he just…

He did just.

Oh hell no.

“Excuse me?” And with a
raised eyebrow I walked into the stables and to the stall of that
gorgeous mare, opened the door, and mounted her in a single smooth
motion.

In fairness to Hunter, he was outside
and didn’t see that, so it wasn’t entirely condescending
when he started to try explaining how to control the animal: “Now,
you want to imagine that your body and the horse’s are one—”

On the other hand, I’d never been
much for lectures on subject matter I already knew, even from guys so
hot they could make the sun explode.

So I cut the matter to the chase by
running a ring around him and jumping three fences in a row.

You know, beginner stuff.

Then my mare and I galloped away,
leaving Hunter in the dust, before wheeling to a stop atop the hill.
I laughed out loud in exhilaration, the wind rifling wildly through
my hair, the air muggy and hot and scented with ripe earth and pine
needles and promise.

And why shouldn’t I be
exhilarated? If Hunter knew anything about my mom, he should have
realized that she would have insisted on a proper young lady having
knowledge of the equine arts, a.k.a. horseback-riding lessons since I
was three.

Hunter was currently at the bottom of
the hill, gape-mouthed.

“What’s the matter, Richie
Rich?” I called back. “Can’t keep up?”

He grinned a grin of pure joy, and
spurred his horse after me.
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The more time I spent here, the more
gorgeous it grew.

Or maybe I simply noticed more details.
The way the sun shone through the Spanish moss, more enchanting than
any stained glass window in a cathedral. The brightly colored lizards
that scampered up the trunks of oaks that had been saplings when
Columbus first landed on American shores. The way the moss-covered
rocks at the edge of the forest stream glistened like emeralds.

For the first hour that we rode through
the forest, we had been competitive, each trying to ride faster, to
jump higher, to make our way through thinner openings and trickier
landscapes. But we had slowed down now, taking mercy on our mounts
and relaxing in each other’s presence. We rode together in
companionable silence, moseying along and taking our time to digest
all the beauty around us.

Or in my case, the beauty next to me.

I snuck another glance at Hunter. His
shirt stuck to his skin with sweat, and it made my mouth water as I
imagined peeling that thin cloth away.

We were, in unspoken agreement, riding
our horses as close together as we could without spooking them. I was
close enough to hear each breath Hunter took, to hear each shift of
his body in the fine leather saddle, to almost imagine I could hear
each beat of his heart.

And I could smell him, too—that
sweet clean sweat scent, and the faint lingering honey of his
cologne, and the slight vanilla scent of his shampoo, and oh, the
scent of him was driving me mad, the humid air bringing it to life
even stronger until I could smell nothing else, until desire hummed
like a song between my legs and I rocked myself unconsciously against
my saddle.

I imagined riding along on the same
horse with him, his firm body pressed against my back. His strong
arms would encircle me, holding me safe. His warm breath would ghost
along my ear, and then his soft lips would caress my neck, and I
would feel his cock harden against me, and I would lean back into him
and moan—

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Hunter’s voice broke me from my
reverie, and I blushed, quickly looking away at the landscape to try
to hide it.

“Yes, it is.” We had come
to the edge of a sloping hill that gave a long view of nearly all of
Hunter’s land, just in time to see the last bit of the sun slip
below the lake, a faint memory of a glow still lighting that sapphire
strip. “This place…every time I think I know it, it
surprises me.”

Without looking away from the sunset,
Hunter reached out and took my hand.

“This was my whole world when I
was a child,” he said softly. “I thought Heaven itself
could be no more beautiful than the land we had here, my family and
I. Before they died, my grandfather used to take me fishing down by
the stream, taught me how to watch for catfish and tickle their
stomachs. My mother taught me to sail on that lake, how to taste the
breeze and catch it, riding the power but not letting it overpower
you. My father—” his voice caught slightly. “He
liked to sit in the shade of the trees, and read Flannery O’Connor.
Sometimes I walk by and I remember that so strong, it’s like I
can still hear his voice.”

“You’ll always have those
memories,” I said. I didn’t know if it was the right
thing to say. I wanted it to be the right thing to say, wanted to
comfort him, but there was so much I still didn’t know about
Hunter, so much still to learn.

And I wanted to learn. I wanted to
learn everything about him.

I wanted to give him the comfort he had
lost, so long ago.

“But will I?” Hunter asked.
“Oh, I know I can’t lose the land, and even if Chuck
takes over the company he’ll have to lease the factory from
me—but will the memories stay unsullied? Will I even deserve
them if I let the company go?” His face twisted in what was
almost agony before he twitched, shaking his melancholy off with
visible effort. He turned to me, with a smile that was only a little
strained. “But look at me, hogging all the good brooding for
myself. Any dark secrets you want to get off your chest?”

It just popped out: “Well, I’ve
secretly got the self-esteem of a red-headed stepchild from growing
up in Paige’s shadow.”

I felt incredibly vulnerable as soon as
I said it. I’d never stated it so baldly before.

But Hunter’s hand was warm in
mine, and he didn’t pull away. He was there for me.

His brow furrowed. “I know your
mother can be a trial. Has it been that bad?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.
After awhile, anything can seem normal. It wasn’t ‘til I
was in college that I realized that not every mother played favorites
that way.” Now it was my turn to look off into the distance.
“After that little taste of freedom, I couldn’t go back
to the way things were before, all the little comparisons and slights
and put-downs, never any praise no matter how hard I tried to be her.
I had to be me. So I moved out of the house, and then I moved out of
town.”

Hunter squeezed my hand. “That
was very brave.”

I shrugged again, my eyes misting.
“Didn’t feel very brave. Just like I needed to breathe.”

“I’m sorry it’s been
so hard for you.”

“I’m probably
exaggerating,” I said automatically. “I mean, it’s
not so bad. Other people have it worse. Paige has always been great,
she never got spoiled like some people who get that kind of
treatment. And my parents do love me, I know they do. It’s
just…Paige is the daughter my mom always wanted, and I was the
extra. And then I didn’t even do her the courtesy of being a
back-up in case they lost the first one, I had to be my own person.
All full of unsightly ambition and bad pop culture references and
profanity and shit.”

He laughed softly and nudged his horse
closer. He let go of my hand, but only to wrap his arm around my
shoulder.

He didn’t say a word, and neither
did I, and we didn’t have to. I had never felt such unspoken
closeness, such intimacy before. In that moment, it didn’t
matter that because of my work and my principles, we couldn’t
really be together. In that moment, we were more together than I had
ever been with another human being.

It was probably the most perfect moment
of my life, which meant Hunter should have, by all established
patterns, ruined it. But he didn’t.

My horse did instead.

Or rather the rabbit that darted out
from between the bushes and spooked my horse did.

“Shit!” I shrieked as my
mount unexpectedly bolted. “Ah fuck fuck shit!”

We’d been having a capital M
Moment, dammit!

But as is probably already clear, my
horse had absolutely no respect for emotional turnaround points, and
kept running like a demon. I gave up trying to make it understand
that the rabbit was not going to kill it, in favor of holding on for
my life and making sure the mare didn’t run into a tree.

“Ally!”

It was Hunter, catching up to us as we
came along the river, where my terrified, whinnying horse reared away
from the water and began to run parallel to it. I wouldn’t be
surprised if she hadn’t completely forgotten the rabbit by now;
she was so scared that it didn’t matter what had caused it,
every new sight was a thing to be frightened of.

Hunter extended his hand, gripping his
reins tightly with the other. “Jump to me!”

I took a few seconds out of my busy
schedule of holding on for dear life to gape at him in disbelief. I
shouted back, “Are you shitting me?”

“Trust me, Ally!”

And somehow, looking into those golden
brown eyes, even across that yawning gap, even above those thundering
hooves—

I did.

“Okay!” I scrambled onto my
feet in an awkward crouch and braced myself, getting ready to jump.

And I think that, in a perfect world, I
really might have actually made the leap right into Hunter’s
arms.

But then my horse bucked.

I sailed through the air, everything
seeming to slow down as though we were passing through water, a
random thought seeming to take forever to reach completion: The
stablehand had said this was the jewel of the crown, was that a
secret horse whisperer phrase for oh God, oh God, bunnies, the
scourge of the world?

And then, splash!

I sank beneath the water like a stone,
automatically sucking in a breath that turned out to be completely
water, before bobbing up again midcurrent, coughing muddy liquid and
gasping at the cold. I was completely drenched. I didn’t seem
to be hurt, but all my limbs felt like they’d been turned into
rubber. I spat something out that I had accidentally swallowed—a
tadpole.

At that point it was laugh or cry, so I
laughed until the tears ran down my face.

“Ally!” Hunter’s
panicked voice came from up and to the left. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, unable to stop laughing long
enough to choke out more than: “Fine! Only bruised my dignity!”

Actually, I’d probably done more
than that to it, but some people—I was thinking most
prominently of my mother here—would claim that I murdered my
dignity years ago, so I wasn’t too fussed about inflicting any
post-mortem injuries.

Hunter slid from his horse’s back
in one fluid motion, quickly tying the reins to the trees before
sidling up to my own mount—now placidly chomping watercress in
the shallows like the traitor she was— I was going to have
words with Homer about his recommendation—and tied her up
nearby as well.

The whole process didn’t take
very long, but I savored every second of it. You see, a branch must
have torn his shirt as he went barreling after me like a knight in
shining armor, because a considerable swath of it was torn away. And
as he leapt around so urgently, lots of very interesting…scenery…was
on view.

Scenery that gave me certain…ideas.

While he still wasn’t looking, I
pulled my soaked blouse and bra over my head, tossing them onto a
nearby tree trunk. My jeans and panties were the next to go, my cold
fingers trembling on the metal button, the waterlogged denim
protesting as I tried to peel it away before giving up. I let the
current carry away my socks.

The cool water felt deliciously naughty
on my bare skin, lapping against my breasts and swirling around my
thighs. I dove beneath it again, the cold shocking and then fading
away, and then surfaced, laughing out loud in delight.

Hunter turned and saw me. For a second,
his jaw dropped so low a gator could’ve crawled inside.

Then that shocked look melted slowly
into a wicked grin, wide and languorous and feral, like a jungle cat.
He sauntered down to the riverside, a sway in his hips as he pulled
his shirt up over his head, abs and pecs and biceps rippling in a
mouth-watering display.

I would have given him a wolf whistle,
but my mouth had just gone terribly dry.

His pants followed, sliding off those
well-formed hips and down his muscular legs, pulling his socks and
shoes with them.

I licked my lips.

He ran his fingers around the hem of
his black boxers, and I glared at him for being a tease.

He just grinned back, insouciant and
devil-may-care, before stripping away that last garment and
sauntering into the water with me.

The look on his face when he felt the
cold was priceless, and I burst into giggles.

He frowned with all the offended
dignity of a lion. “Come on! It’s cold!”

“It’s hilarious,” I
informed him between chortles.

He raised an eyebrow. “Someone’s
asking for a punishment.”

“Oh yeah?” I could feel my
nipples hardening, and not just from the water’s temperature.
“And who’s going to punish me?”

He growled and dove toward me, but when
I feinted away he gave pursuit, and soon we were gamboling in the
dancing shadows of an overhanging willow. He grabbed for me but our
slick skin was slippery and I twisted in his grip, rubbing myself
against him before I slipped away. Our arms and legs intertwined,
slid apart, the heat of our bodies like a heady elixir, intoxicating,
leaving us both hungry for more.

Finally he ran me aground in the
shallows and pinned me against the red clay bank, his thick cock hard
against my stomach as I wrapped my legs around him. I wanted to wrap
my arms around those powerful shoulders as well, but he took my
wrists in his left hand, trapping them above my head, holding me fast
underneath his weight, helpless beneath him, open to him, spread and
wet and ready to be taken hard and fast. I was keening against the
slick skin of his shoulder, arching my back as I ground my pussy
against his leg, needing him to slide lower, to thrust his long thick
cock into me.

“Hunter,” I panted,
desperate.

But he only teased, his firm thigh
pressing between my legs with sweet insistency, the pressure just
right but not enough, it would never be enough until he was inside
me, claiming me, taking me…

“Hunter…” And now it
was a moan.

I rocked desperately against him, and
he slid just a little lower, not low enough, until I thought I would
explode, that wicked grin on his face as his lips found my neck, as
his teeth sank possessively into my shoulder—

“Hunter!”

He swept me up in his arms then,
carried me up to the bank and laid me down on a soft bed of grass. I
whimpered in protest at the momentary separation of my skin from his,
and then in delight as his body covered mine once more.

His hot, avid mouth found mine, licking
at my lips until I opened them and let him in. His hands stroked,
cupped, and squeezed my breasts until I was writhing beneath him once
more. One hand began to trace spirals around the dip just above my
hip as his teeth and tongue found my nipples, licking and laving and
laying down a path, lower and lower, down between my thighs…

There were reasons we shouldn’t
be doing this. Reasons, at least, we should be taking this slow. I
knew there were reasons.

I just couldn’t for the life of
me recall what they were.

“Oh, oh, yes, yes, please…”
I whispered.

By the time his mouth made its way
below my stomach, I was done with teasing and so was Hunter. I arched
upward and he complied with my demand, burying his face in me with a
moan of delight. His talented tongue—oh, how could I ever have
fooled myself into thinking I could forget that tongue—delved
deep inside me, stroking all my secret places as his nose nudged
against me, as I clenched around him, as his fingers joined his
tongue, one, and then two, crooking, searching for that spot—

He touched it, and I groaned, seeing
stars.

I collapsed against the riverbank,
expecting him to raise himself back up and finally fuck me senseless.

What he did instead was stand.

I looked up, confused. We weren’t
done yet; he was still hard, as ready as I was.

He offered me his hand, and a saucy
grin. “Come on. I know a much better place to finish this up.”
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So it turns out that the amount of time
it takes you to have the world’s best orgasm is also the amount
of time it takes for your average Southern stream current to wash
away the clothes you abandoned on top of a tree trunk.

Fortunately, Hunter was a true
gentleman, and let me have his boxers and ripped shirt, while he only
kept his jeans. Our state of half-dress felt sexy and mischievous,
and we nudged each other and shot sly secretive glances as we darted
between the shadows on our way back, almost collapsing against each
other with giggles each time a twig broke beneath our feet or we made
a mad dash across open ground unseen—and that was half the fun,
that half-collapse, that collision of barely hidden bodies humming
and revving and eager to go.

Each time we brushed against each other
the temptation reared its head anew, threatened to detain us in
multiple rendezvouses behind trees, our lips eager for each other and
for our skin. Only the threat of poison ivy in places that really
don’t bear mentioning kept us going.

When the door of my cabin slammed
behind us and we were finally home free, Hunter lunged for me,
growling like a hungry jaguar. I giggled and danced out of his grasp,
adding a little sashay to my hips as I darted to the other side of
the bed.

Hunter growled his disapproval.

“Nuh-uh, mister,” I said,
shaking my finger at him. “We’re both covered in mud and
grass and God knows what else. I’m not getting that all over
the nice clean sheets.”

He stalked closer, a panther on the
prowl. “I don’t mind getting a little dirty.”

My legs turned to jelly underneath me,
and I had to clench my thighs tight to keep from coming then and
there.

“Yeah, but think of the maids,”
I said with my best wide-eyed innocent look. “I’m going
to shower.”

Hunter pouted.

I paused, halfway through pulling off
my borrowed shirt on the way to the bathroom.

“Care to join me?”

If the Guinness Book of World Records
had an entry for fastest disappearance of pout, Hunter would have won
in a heartbeat.
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Despite our earlier impatience, once we
got under the hot water spray we took our time, the shower becoming a
sensual exploration of each other as our hands and washcloths
wandered over the curves and planes of the other’s body.

We took turns washing each other’s
hair, and I reveled equally in the sensation of Hunter’s strong
hands massaging my scalp and in the feel of his soft locks running
through my fingers as he bent forward for my ministrations.

When we were scrubbed and fresh and
free of any excuse for further procrastination, Hunter turned me
gently around and pulled me back toward his body until I was flush
against him, trembling with desire. He leaned down to nibble my ear
and I moaned, arching backward into him, grinding my ass against his
cock.

He chuckled, dark and dirty, and the
puff of air against my wet skin made my lips quiver, my legs shake.

His hand began trailing up my side, up
and down and up and down and never quite reaching my breasts until I
thought I might go crazy. I bit my lip and sighed, pressed myself
back against his hardness until finally, oh God yes finally, his hand
came up to cup my breast, his fingers taking my nipple between them,
twisting it almost leisurely, the sensation slowly building,
intoxicating, breath-taking—

I couldn’t take another second.

I turned in his arms before he could
stop me and practically leapt onto him, my breasts crushed against
his chest, my hands greedy for the touch of his wet skin and slick
muscles. He barely steadied himself against the wall of the shower
with one hand before he could fall, his strong arms trembling with
desire as his other hand gripped my ass tight, pinning me to him. I
met his eyes, dark and avid as I was sure my own were, and held his
gaze as I slid down onto him.

My eyelids fluttered, overwhelmed, as
he filled me, stretching me to my very limit. My nails dug into his
shoulders, and we both moaned. I pulled myself upward and slammed
myself back down again, and this time Hunter was the one whose
eyelids fluttered, each lash beaded with a tiny drop of water, and he
made a deep gravelly sound of pure want in the back of his throat.
That sound set a fire in my veins, and I knew that I had to get him
to make that sound again and again, that I needed it, that I needed
him—

I rocked against him, and he thrust,
our need making us clumsy and desperate but it didn’t even
matter, all that mattered was him and me and the water cascading down
our bodies and our bodies, oh God our bodies, moving together, the
sensation of skin on skin and our gasps, and his cock so deep inside
me, oh God, I lifted myself up and dropped myself onto his hard,
perfect length again and moaned, oh God, no one had ever been so deep
inside me—

I licked the sliding droplets from the
hollow of his throat and he snarled, his teeth sinking into my
shoulder as he claimed me, his thrusts steady and rhythmic,
relentless, and before I could hold back I came at the touch of his
teeth, at the feel of him pounding into me even harder than before,
the shockwaves rippling through my body as I groaned his name.

“Ally,” he answered, but
instead of slowing his rhythm he slammed his cock deeper, tighter,
one, two, three more times, and I gasped as he pumped into me one
last time, cursing under his breath, a sigh ghosting over my bare
skin as the aftershocks of my desire trembled and ran through my
suddenly loose and sleepy limbs.

I slid down his warm body, my toes
almost slipping on the wet shower floor until he steadied me, and
then I leaned into him. He wrapped his arms around my waist and
pressed a kiss to the top of my head, making a contented humming
sound into my hair.

He murmured, “We should have done
this ages ago.”

I couldn’t have agreed more.
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Unfortunately, time refused to stand
still so we could repeat that experience as many times as I would’ve
liked, namely, infinity. Unfortunately, I was also technically a
responsible adult, and when you’re a responsible adult, people
make you have responsibilities. It was the worst.

On the bright side, having so much
stuff to do made the following week just fly on by. Filming for the
sizzle reel had finished, but the editing team was still working
night and day to make that raw footage into art, and some days it
seemed an hour couldn’t go by without me getting a text to make
a judgment call on two or three different cuts of the same material.

I’d even flown down Sandra and
two other artists she’d personally recommended to work on a new
vintage-style label for the bottles, crates, and print ads. And
speaking of print ads, I was working around the clock on the copy,
running each of them past Hunter and wishing I had the kind of
supportive work environment where I could have run them past my peers
as well, without worrying that said peers would steal and/or sabotage
them.

I especially wished this since Hunter
wasn’t currently the most available person for running copy
past. No matter how much this ad campaign felt like the whole world
to me, it was really just one small moving part of the machine that
was Knox Liquors, and Hunter had to keep an eye on all of those
pieces. This week, he was on the other side of the state touring a
small town named Charter Peak, where he was hoping to erect another
distillery—if the revenue generated by the ads proved
sufficient.

‘Cause, you know, I needed that
extra pressure.

I missed him with a burning ache in my
chest, and my nights were filled with dreams of his touches.

I was doing my best to focus on the
upside: without Hunter around looking all fine and smelling really
nice and moving all sexy, it had been much easier to focus. I’d
gotten a lot of work done.

I paused and surveyed the work I had
done. It was indeed quite a lot.

Enough that I felt I deserved a reward.

I called up the messages on my cell
phone, and scrolled through the long list of sexts that we’d
been sending each other every evening. Just reading Hunter’s
words, carefully chosen and grammatically correct at first, then more
and more fragmented as he got more excited, made my heart speed up,
my nipples harden against the smooth silk of my brassiere.

My finger hovered over the button as I
considered what to send him next.

I briefly considered a topless pic
before discarding that idea; if someone from work ever found our
dirty texts, I could claim someone else had sent them from my phone,
but how that hypothetical someone had got their hands on a topless
shot of me would be much harder to explain away.

I filed that idea away for a day in the
future when I worked at a company where my colleagues weren’t
untrustworthy sexist shitheads, and sent ‘miss u’
instead.

I immediately regretted it.

Not because it wasn’t true, but
because it wasn’t sexy. And since our night together, Hunter
and I had been keeping our conversations strictly sexy, and far, far
away from feelings territory.

The phone rang.

Shit, had that been too much? Was he
calling to say I should back off? Had he rethought things completely?

Calm the fuck down, I told
myself sternly. You sent him a two word text, not a dozen roses.
It’s not a big deal.

I answered the phone. “Hey.”

“Hey, Ally.” I could hear
the smile in his voice. “It’s good to actually talk to
you. I’ve missed you too.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t
realized I was holding.

“So, how’s it going over
there?”

“Oh, you know, a complete
madhouse. So, the usual.”

“Oh yeah?”

“My boss is calling every fifteen
minutes, the editing team can’t find any of the stable footage,
Sandra keeps having to ice her hand to stop it cramping up…”
I trailed off, and then laughed. “How do you do that?”

He sounded confused. “Do what?”

“Make it all seem so manageable.
So okay. Just by listening.”

“One of my secret ninja powers,”
he informed me, deadpan.

I raised an eyebrow. “Got any
others you’d care to show me?”

“Oh, I’ve shown them to
you,” he drawled, and even though it was only his voice over a
phone line, I blushed fire-engine red. “And you’ve shown
me a few as well.”

I eyed the door, toying with an idea. I
couldn’t hear anyone rushing my way with an urgent
development…I rose swiftly and locked it. “Care to see
if those powers work over the phone?”

I knew exactly the face he would be
making right now, that slow-spreading sweet honey grin as he took in
the meaning of my words. “I surely would.”

Having suggested it, I found myself
suddenly shy. “You start.”

“I’ve been thinking about
your legs,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “Been
thinking about that smooth pale skin, thinking about running my hands
along it, right from the dip of your ankle on up, sliding my hands
under your skirt, stroking those soft pale thighs.”

I squirmed in my chair. “I love
your hands. They’re so big and strong. I press up against them,
but you pin me down, and that makes me so ready for you.”

“What kind of underwear are you
wearing?”

“Satin. Red satin.”

He groaned. His voice was strained.
“Damn, Ally, keep talking.”

“Are you touching yourself right
now, Hunter?” My hand slid beneath my waistband to stroke
slowly over the thin fabric of my panties. “I’m touching
myself right now, thinking about you thinking about my legs, rubbing
yourself through your jeans, or maybe you’ve unzipped your
pants and you’re tugging on that big beautiful cock, making it
bigger and bigger, just for me, God, Hunter, I’m so wet just
thinking about it.”

“Gonna fuck you so hard,”
he grunted. “Fuck you till you’re screaming, begging for
more. I’m so hard right now, it feels like my balls are going
to explode. I wanna give it to you so good, give you everything you
need.”

“Oh, yeah,” I moaned. “Oh
yes. Tell me how you want to fuck me, Hunter. I’ll be so good
for you, I promise. I’ll suck you so good, swirl my tongue
around it, take it into the back of my throat.”

“I want to bend you over this
desk,” he groaned, and I let my other hand trail up my side to
unbutton my blouse, pinch my nipples, already stiff against the
fabric of my brassiere. “See those long legs and that perky
little ass jutting, see you wet and dripping for me, your tits
bouncing in the mirror across from me, your pussy open and just
begging me to fuck it.”

“Oh God, yes…” I
panted.

His voice grew even more ragged. “Or
maybe I’ll bend you over the hood of my Rolls and fuck you
there till you’re screaming, just like you want me to, you’ll
love it—”

“Oh God yes, yes, Hunter, oh God,
I’m so close—” I let my hand dive under my panties,
rubbing myself.

“Do you want me to make you
come—” his voice deep and commanding, “so hard
you’re seeing stars, so hard it’ll ruin you for any other
man but me—”

“Oh God, Hunter, I only want
yours, I only want you—” And then I was coming, my entire
body seizing in a transport of pure sensation, my only thought yes.

Yes, yes, yes.

Only you, Hunter.

Only ever you.
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We’d said our goodbyes almost an
hour ago, and yet I was still lounging in the library armchair in a
blissfully post-coital haze when I heard the sound of approaching
footsteps. I hastily rebuttoned my blouse and smoothed down my
clothes, grabbing some hand sanitizer from my purse and squirting a
generous dollop onto my palm as well. Did the whole room smell of our
lust? God, I hoped I was only imagining that.

“Ally! How’s my favorite
refugee from Mad Men Land?”

It was Martha, bearing gifts of coffee
and a greasy pizza. I took them both from her gratefully.

“I’m bearing up, getting
through it. Couldn’t do it without you, though.”

“Now, now, let’s not
exaggerate,” Martha says. “Pizza Hut delivers, even all
the way down here in the backwoods.”

“But would they also deliver my
doctor-recommended dose of sass and backtalk?” I asked, taking
a long draught of coffee and closing my eyes in bliss at the taste.
Oooooh, that was almost as good as sex all by itself. “Plus,
you know, you do lots of other stuff besides bring me caffeine and
grease.”

“That’s right,”
Martha said. “I also give you something to strive for by
showing off the latest acquisitions to my ever-expanding man-harem.”
She grinned, delighted and predatory. “Have I shown you
pictures of the latest one? He’s an actual honest-to-God
underwear model. I thought they were a myth!”

“Another time,” I said.
“But seriously, Martha, you’ve been invaluable. Offering
feedback on the designs, organizing the paperwork, making calls,
fielding messages for me—you’re a lifesaver. Have you
considered ever going into advertising?”

Martha raised an eyebrow. “Is
that a job offer?”

I sighed. “Oh, I wish it were. As
it is, all I can offer you is a good word with an internship, and
even that might count against you, the way the feeling is at work
lately. But one of these days I’m going to strike out on my
own, and believe me, there will be a job reserved just for you.”

Martha smiled, scrubbing at her eyes as
if something had got in them. “You’re sweet, Ally. I
can’t tell you how tempting that is…but I’d have
to move up to D.C., right? Not sure how I’d feel about leaving
home. I really love it here.”

“All the resources are in D.C.,”
I confirmed. “As soon as this job’s done, I’ll be
heading back.”

And how will this affect Hunter and
our…whatever we have? Will he still want to be with me? How
would we even make that work?

I pushed those troubling thoughts
aside. There’d be plenty of time to worry about that later.
Hell, right now there was plenty more to worry about.

My phone rang, and as I looked at the
caller ID, I groaned.

Another thing to worry about: family
dinner.

Martha saw it too. After fielding a few
dozen messages from my mother, she knew exactly how I was feeling.
She gave me a sympathetic smile and a pat on the shoulder.

“Stay strong, Ally girl. I’ll
stick around here and make sure these files don’t sneak off on
you.”


 

#


 

“And his investment portfolio was
just…just…perfect!”

My mother was very nearly sobbing into
her mashed potatoes. Paige rolled her eyes behind her back as she
patted her hand, and I tried not to giggle.

“I thought you liked him,”
Mom moaned. “You said you liked him, you said he was a
gentleman!”

“I did, and he was,” Paige
said evenly. “There just wasn’t a spark.”

She met my eyes again and we both
smiled secret smiles, thinking of Sergei and art shows and Paige
having an apartment of her very own. I’d never felt closer to
her.

My mother’s head snapped up just
in time to see Paige smiling her unconcerned smile. “Paige! How
can you sit there making juvenile faces when you’ve let the
best prospect you’ve seen in years slip through your fingers,
my goodness, that man’s stock options alone—”

Paige looked me, her face asking
permission to tell.

I didn’t really relish the
thought of Mom knowing, but Paige had pulled my bacon out of the fire
many a time before. I could take the heat this time to get her off
Paige’s back. I nodded.

Paige gave Mom’s hand another pat
before withdrawing with a mischievous smile. “Don’t worry
so much, Mom—”

“Don’t worry! She asks me
not to worry when I sweat and bleed to get them both married off, but
are they grateful, are they—”

“After all, he might still be
your son-in-law. I’m not your only daughter.”

Silence fell as the words worked their
way through Mom’s skull.

Then the tears shut off like a faucet,
and she turned to me with the biggest smile she had ever directed
toward me. And that included college graduation.

“Oh, Allison! Who ever would have
thought you had it in you? I told you that job of yours was the
perfect way to meet eligible men!”

Yep, there went the Mom Express,
rewriting history as fast as the speed of sound.

“Well, now this means I simply
must meet his parents, that will help cement things, we can’t
have him trying to slip out of this one! And with your complexion
we’ll have to completely change the color scheme of the
bridesmaid’s dresses, and the house I was eyeing down the block
is all wrong, you’ll have to knock out the back wing and redo
the floors completely, thankfully I’ll be right here to offer
advice—”

Whoa whoa whoa. Rescuing Paige’s
bacon was one thing, but I sure as hell had not signed up for this
roller coaster.

I held out my hand like a traffic cop.
“Don’t get ahead of yourself. We’re…seeing
each other, but it’s not official, and we’re definitely
not at the stage of discussing marriage plans, okay?”

Mom looked at me with wide eyes, a
wounded look suggesting that I had said I was not at the stage where
we were discussing not murdering puppies. “But whyever aren’t
you discussing it? Don’t you want to make it work? Aren’t
you thinking about your future?”

I opened my mouth to reply—

And realized I didn’t know what
to say.

Hunter was hot. There was no denying
it. Just thinking about him could make my breaths come shorter, my
pussy grow wet. Being in the same room with him—I couldn’t
keep away. Being without him—I missed him like I would miss one
of my own limbs.

And more than that—he was a
sweet, considerate, mind-blowingly skilled lover, and an ambitious,
driven, decent man. He saw my talent and gave it its due. He had
introduced me to new places, new experiences. He supported me.

But could I ever make it—could I
ever make us—work, long-term?

Could I even make it work short-term,
with so much at stake in my career?

We were both such busy people, working
on things that we cared so much about, that we weren’t going to
want to stop devoting so much time to. He would never ask me to give
up my career in advertising, and likewise, I could never ask him to
give up Knox Liquors.

And besides, I knew so little about
him, only the tidbits he had seen fit to share with me. There were
still huge gaps in my knowledge of his life. Did I even really know
if he was a person I wanted to share my life with?

Mom was still waiting expectantly for
an answer to her question. So was Paige.

I did the best I could.

“Yes….?”




 


ELEVEN


 

The moment I arrived at the estate for
the anniversary party, I saw that Paige had outdone herself. She’d
gone for a cool vintage bootlegging theme, and the grounds were
twenties-style tails and flapper dresses as far as the eye could see.
A jug band played over by the manor house, a hot jazz quartet further
down by the stables. There was an open bar, and waiters darted and
dived between the crowds of chattering guests, offering deep fried
apple-pie-on-a-stick and vintage cocktails.

I had ducked into my cabin as quickly
as I could before anyone saw me in my distinctly un-period blue jeans
and Rave Boys T-shirt, and after a quick shower, was now changing
into a flapper dress of my own. I didn’t really have the slim,
near-boyish figure for it, but I loved the way the grey silk slid
along my skin, and the hand-beading and embroidery on the hem were to
die for.

Also, any outfit with which you get to
wear a hat with an ostrich feather in it is a win.

Arms encircled me from behind. “Well,
don’t you look scrumptious.”

I jumped before the fact that it was
Hunter’s voice penetrated my brain. “You asshole! You
scared me half to death!” Despite my harsh words, I relaxed
back into his arms, savored the feel of him. God, I hadn’t
realized how much I’d missed him until this very moment. “What
are you doing here? I thought you needed to get ready—”

“I couldn’t stay away,”
he murmured.

And then he kissed me.

It was everything I’d frantically
imagined every night of his absence; his lips hot and demanding, his
hands fisting in the back of my dress, starting to pull it higher—

I twisted out of his grip, panting,
trying desperately to keep a lid on both my emotions and my hormones.
“Oh no you don’t. You are not wrinkling this dress five
minutes before I have to go out there.”

Hunter raised his hands like a suspect
surrendering to the police, then leaned in, his tongue tracing a lazy
figure eight on my neck, the sensitive skin there tingling under his
touch.

“What if I say ‘please?’”
he whispered against my hammering pulse.

It just might be worth it…no!

I pulled away again, shaking my finger
at him. “You, Hunter Knox, are the devil himself.”

“I’ll take that as a
compliment,” he said, tucking his hands into his trouser
pockets with a satisfied smile. Then his face went serious. “I
would never ruin your big day for you.”

“I appreciate that,” I
said, and I meant it.

We grinned at each other like fools for
a few seconds. Damn, but that man looked good in a tux, even an
old-school one.

“You nervous?”

“And excited,” I said. “But
yeah, nervous too, for the big unveiling of the new branding and
film. My boss is in from D.C., his boss is in from New York;
everything’s riding on this.”

Hunter took my hand and squeezed it.
“It’s going to be great.”

And looking into his eyes, seeing his
belief in me, I believed that too.
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We joined the party with a discreet
distance between us, trying to make it less obvious that we
were…whatever we were. But how could it not be obvious?
Couldn’t everyone see the electricity crackling between us? I
felt like a little girl trying to hide a broken cookie jar behind her
back.

Paige swooped in out of nowhere for a
quick hug. “Oh Ally, I’m so glad I caught you! Best of
luck, I know you’re going to be brilliant!” Then her gaze
caught on something else, and she was off again: “Martin, I
told you and I told you, that shade of mauve is completely
period-inappropriate—”

I spotted Martha over by the bar and
gave her a wave. She gave me a friendly wave back before zeroing in
on a hot guy and moving in for the kill. The guy didn’t look
like he minded being her metaphorical prey one little bit.

And then I saw the Douchebros, palling
around with what looked like most of the board.

Well, not everything could be all
roses.

“Nice outfit, Ally,” Chad
sneered. “Did you spend half as much time on your rebranding as
your make-up?”

Hunter growled, and not in the sexy
way. I held up a hand in a barely perceptible signal, restraining
him.

I could see the Douchebros jockeying
each other, eager to see my reaction. They wanted me to explode, to
look emotional and unstable in front of the board members.

Instead, I gave Chad a look as blank as
a wiped whiteboard. “I don’t get it. Why is that funny?
Explain it to me.”

Chad sniggered. “You know.”

“I do not,” I said in my
best robot monotone. “Explain why that joke is funny. Spell it
out.”

“Uh, er…” Chad
floundered, seeming to realize for the first time that over half of
the board members surrounding him were women. “Uh…”

One of the board members, Ms. Standish,
interrupted with a tight smile. “While he’s searching for
words, perhaps we could have some, Miss Bartlett. I was most
intrigued by some of your propositions when we last spoke, and my own
nonprofit is looking to revamp our ad campaign strategy, perhaps you
and your company…”

She guided me away, still expounding on
her plans, leaving the Douchebros with mouths agape.

Victory was sweet.
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An hour later, I was on top of the
world. Ms. Standish had all but signed a contract after our
conversation, and now Hunter was about to take the stage and
officially introduce the real reason we were all gathered here today.
I was going to enjoy this much more than the original plan where
Chuck did the introductory remarks; in addition to having a boatload
less charisma, he also was significantly less easy on the eyes.

“Ladies and gentlemen, honored
guests.” The microphone made Hunter’s sweet molasses
voice boom across to us over the still night air. “It is my
honor to present to you the first page of the first chapter of this
company. Normally, when people say something needs no introduction,
they use that as an excuse to go on introducing it for forty
minutes.”

Polite chuckles drifted across the
grounds.

“But when I say that this piece
needs no introduction—” Somehow, in that huge crowd,
Hunter’s eyes found mine, and held them. “I mean
it. Ladies and gentlemen, just watch the damn film.”

Genuine laughter this time, quickly
hushed as the audience turned their attentive gazing to the wide
screen behind him. I gazed too, somehow certain that between the last
time I had viewed the reel and now, some terrible flaw had crept in.

It opened with the shot of a sun
rising, the grizzled voice of an old man saying, “First time I
drank Knox bourbon? Well, I reckon they don’t make history
books go back that far. But damn me if that taste ain’t the
same…goes down smooth, like the tears of an angel…”

And then I knew it would be just
perfect.
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The crowd applauded heavily at the
film’s conclusion, and I scanned them quickly, looking for
allies and enemies. The Douchebros were the only ones not applauding
at all, but besides them I’d estimate at least eighty percent
of the audience was enthusiastic in their response.

We’d done it. We’d really
done it. We’d shown everyone what we could do.

“Thank you!” Hunter called
out over the cheers. “Thank you, everyone, for that wonderful
show of support. Of course, I couldn’t have done it without
Allison Bartlett, a vital proponent of this new branding strategy and
an advertising genius!”

Had I thought I felt good before? It
was nothing compared to how good I felt now.

I flashed a smile up at him and kept
scanning the crowd. Happy face, happy face, intrigued face, intrigued
happy face, concern—concern?

My stomach dropped.

Oh no.

The concerned face belonged to a board
member. And it was right next to a lot of other concerned faces that
also belonged to, you guessed it: board members.

The group was clumped around Ms.
Standish who I had been talking to earlier. I couldn’t hear
what they were saying; even if it hadn’t been so loud, it
looked like they were whispering. Their gestures were urgent but
abbreviated, as if they were trying to keep them from being seen.

I started to make my way casually over,
intending to accidentally-on-purpose interrupt their cabal, but
before I was halfway there they broke apart and tromped over to the
stage, clumping once again around Hunter.

I gave up all pretense of being casual
and increased my speed, trotting over just in time to hear, “We
need to talk to you inside, Mr. Knox.”

“I’m coming too!” I
threw in.

Several of the board members started,
not having seen me, but Ms. Standish just surveyed me and then nodded
shrewdly. “I think that’d be best.”

I followed them inside, wishing I could
take Hunter’s hand for comfort.

What the hell was going on?
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Chuck.

That goddamn motherfucker Chuck was
what was going on.

He leaned back in Hunter’s
luxurious black leather armchair, sprawling out over it as if he
owned it and everything else in the manor. “It’s quite
simple. We’ve decided to remove Hunter as CEO and go in a
different direction with the rebrand.”

I felt the floor falling out from
underneath me. Anger and disbelief warred in my brain. “No, you
can’t!”

“Damn right you can’t,”
Hunter snapped, his fury cold and hard. “What the hell are you
thinking springing this, Chuck?”

A board member shuffled her feet
nervously. “This does seem a bit sudden, Charles. Perhaps if we
took some time to reconsider…”

Chuck sighed regretfully. “You
know I can’t do that, Irma. Not when the whole future of the
company could be at stake.”

Irma sighed and looked back down again,
cowed.

“There are rules, Chuck,”
Hunter said, his voice ice. “There has to be a majority vote,
there has to be a good reason—”

“There’s the very best of
reasons,” Hunter said. “Oh, you tried to bury it, but
Allison’s colleagues very obligingly dug it up for me. Remember
Slade, Inc.?”

Hunter went still.

What had the Douchebros done now?

“The board doesn’t have
your sterling memory, of course,” Chuck went on. “So I
refreshed it, in the emergency meeting we had just now. Showed them
all the evidence, all the meeting notes and memorandums which that
young Chad fellow so enterprisingly fished up, all detailing how you
drove that company into the ground in your reckless need to prove you
were worth something out of the shadow of your grandfather. And you
did it the same way you’re doing it to Knox, refusing to listen
to the concerns of your board while proceeding with a costly
advertising strategy that will strangle Knox Liquors like a noose and
utterly deplete the profit margins.”

“Now, see here,” another
board member cut in gruffly. “No need to be melodramatic. We
just had some concerns. You tried a risky new strategy there with no
statistical backing, and Chuck tells me you’re going with
another untested one here, and well, I have to give a vote of no
confidence.”

Chuck stood, hands clasped behind his
back, his face mournful. “You’re a great kid, Hunter, you
really are. I wanted to give you a chance. I looked everywhere for
evidence that you could be trusted in such a high position—”
he turned, meeting my eyes with a sly smile only I could see, “but
even your ad exec doesn’t have faith in you.”

I gaped, dumbfounded. “What…what
do you…?”

“‘He wants to run
everything himself,’” he quoted. “‘He thinks
the family name is sacred, that he’s a missionary.’ Does
that sound like someone concerned about their fiduciary
responsibility to the shareholders? You did say that, didn’t
you?”

I could feel Hunter’s gaze on me,
feel his eyes demanding answers.

“Not like that—” I
pleaded.

He raised his voice. “You did
say that, didn’t you?”

“It wasn’t like that—”

“I believe you were most worried
about him running the company into the ground before he’d admit
the company needed an advertising strategy in the first place?”
Chuck continued. “You kindly went on for some time in this
vein, all about how he distrusted advertising methods and would
prefer not to utilize anything other than word of mouth. How you were
so worried that he was only going along with your particular scheme
in order to placate your sister, who he is currently dating. I’ve
passed your information on to the board; they saw my point of view
much more clearly after that.”

I heard Hunter next to me, a sound as
if he’d been stabbed.

“It doesn’t matter!”
I protested. “Look around you; the rebrand is launching! And
it’s a strong campaign. You can’t stop this!”

My voice cracked. I couldn’t look
Hunter in the eye; I knew exactly the look that would be in them, the
hurt, the betrayal…

Chuck sneered. “One little party,
out in the middle of nowhere? Nothing’s been announced. All
anyone will ever remember of this event and your little film school
project is some sentimental slop about the old company. It’s
time for a new chapter—and I know exactly which of your
colleagues can help me write it.”

The Douchebros.

Oh God. Everything I had worked on so
hard…

“You—you—”
Hunter’s fist rose, and for a terrible second I thought he was
about to hit Chuck. I grabbed at his arm and the look he shot me was
so poisonous I stumbled back, shocked.

Hunter growled, and stormed from the
room.

I wanted to stay, wanted to argue the
board members back around—they could be reasonable, I knew I
could make them see reason—but—

But Hunter needed me.

I raced after him, trying not to trip
in my heels. “Hunter! Hunter, slow down! We can go back, we can
fix this—”

He whirled unexpectedly, grabbing my
arm. “Did you say those things?” he hissed.

“Yes, but—”

He let go and backed away, looking at
me as if I were a snake.

“Hunter, you have to understand—”

“I don’t have to understand
anything,” he growled. “And certainly not you.”
Pain lit his eyes. “I believed in you, Ally. I believed in you
and you stabbed me in the back and ruined—the, the one thing
that mattered most to me.”

I opened my mouth, tried to think of
something to say. Nothing came out.

He squeezed his eyes shut and when he
opened them again the pain was gone. There was nothing there but ice.
“I want nothing more to do with you. Pack your bags and leave.”
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CHAPTER 1


 

My
mom taught me that art is everywhere; you just have to look. “Keep
your eyes open, Grace, and you can always find the beauty,” she
said, filling our small apartments with gorgeous paintings and bright
colors, pointing out shapes and compositions as we walked city
streets. Her love of art inspired mine, but right now my heart and
head are pounding under the stress of running late, so it’s
hard for me to notice anything pretty about the traffic literally
standing between me and the chance of a lifetime.

“Um,
excuse me?” I pipe up from the back seat of the immobile taxi
cab, anxiously looking at the driver slumped in his seat. He ignores
me.

I
check my watch again: 8:41 am.
Crap! I bite my lip to
keep from yelling.
Crapcrapcrap. I’m
supposed to be at Carringer’s Auction House in nineteen—make
that eighteen—minutes. First BART was late, and now I’m
spending the last of this week’s tips to be trapped in this
smelly cab, sweating under my best business outfit. My only business
outfit.

After
a year of dropping off resumes and talking up gallery owners and
museum directors, I’d nearly given up hope of finding a job in
the art world until last week when the best auction house in San
Francisco called me. Carringer’s deals in the most sought-after
and highly-valued art and antiquities in the world: French
Impressionist paintings, Chinese ceramics, Native American head
masks, Greek sculptures…I get chills just imagining the
masterpieces that flow in and out of those vaults. If I’m late
to this interview, the first opportunity I’ve had in months
might slip away and I’ll be serving spaghetti and meatballs at
my waitress gig until I permanently smell like marinara and am too
old to remember the specials.

“Sir?”
This time I rap insistently on the plexiglass separating me from the
driver. He eyes me in the rearview mirror. “I’m super
late. Is there a short cut or something you could use?”

The
minute hand on the watch my mother gave me jerks forward again and
we’ve gone less than a block. Why
aren’t we moving?!
As if the obvious answer wasn’t right outside my window,
honking and spewing fumes and inching along like snails on their way
into the financial district’s high rise office buildings.

The
driver just laughs at me. “What do you think?”

I
think you smell like someone Febreezed over a cigar shop. But it’s
the number one rule of waitressing: rudeness never pays. “How
much further is Gold Street?”

The
cabbie shrugs. It’s 8:43.

“Is
it close enough to walk?” I press him.

“Sure,”
he says. “Everywhere is close enough to walk to eventually.”

Screw
this. There is no possible way for me to arrive looking cool and
collected as planned anyway since my makeup probably already looks
like a Jackson Pollock, and I’m not going to let some stupid
traffic keep me from my dream. “Here,” I say, tossing a
pile of ones onto the front seat and scooting out the door. “I’ll
take my chances.”

The
cab driver rolls his eyes. “Maybe ten blocks,” he says. I
inhale a deep breath of crisp ocean air, steady my purse on my
shoulder, and start jogging.

Immediately,
my sensible yet stylish heels feel like vice grips on my toes. My
feet are used to day-long shifts in sneakers, and it’s hard to
run in a skirt, but I can’t give up. My carefully blow-dried
hair is getting wind-whipped and frizzy, and my bangs are sticking to
the sweat beading on my forehead.

“Sorry!
‘Scuse me! Coming through, please!” It’s like
running an obstacle course in heels.

I
dodge through the crowd, trying not to think about the frazzled and
sloppy impression I’m going to make. In the meantime, I force
myself to focus on the beauty of this city: the long shadows of the
tallest buildings, the modern architecture, the sunlight reflected
and refracted off a thousand windows, the blue sky beyond. I love San
Francisco, even though right now it is not loving me back.

One.
More. Block. So. Close. I can almost see the brass carvings and
scrolled handles on the thick auction house doors as I cross Gold
Street and round the corner…and smash right into the muscular
chest of a man coming from the crosswalk.

I
shriek at the same time he says, “Whoa, there,” like he’s
a cowboy, except he’s as posh and polished as can be. He holds
his coffee cup out in front of him like a bomb and I see the brown
liquid dripping down his blue tie and white shirt.

“Oh my God!” I grab
some clean tissues out of my bag. “Here, let me help,” I
say, reaching for his tie, but he’s already shaking it out.
Luckily, most of the drink seems to be splattered on the concrete.

“It’s
fine,” he says, catching my hand. “There was too much
sugar in that latte anyway.” He looks at me as our fingers
touch, his eyes flecked with shifting shades of blue like Van Gogh’s
night sky and just as mesmerizing. I want to paint them, but then I
remember my priorities.

“I’m sorry about the
spill, but I really have to go.” I check my watch. “I’m
running late for an important meeting.” I start to turn away,
feeling guilty, but his voice stops me.

“So this is a run-by
coffee-ing, then?” He has an accent. British. Sexy.

I
turn back, unable to keep from checking him out again. He has a mouth
that looks like it was carved by Michelangelo, perfectly shaped lips
that smile at me and highlight the sharp cheekbones as sculpted as
the famous David’s. It’s like his face belongs in a
museum. Whoa, there.
“Should I call the police?” he asks.

I
smile despite my hurry, sure that my face is turning strawberry red.
I’d love to stay and flirt with this gorgeous man, but there’s
no time. “Look,” I say, backing away. “If you give
me your card, I’ll happily pay for the cleaning bill, but I
really do have to run.”

He
falls in step beside me like we’re old friends. “Oh, no,”
he says, loosening his tie as he easily matches my sprint. “Don’t
you worry about this old thing. I’ve been meaning to donate
it.” He tosses it in a trash can as we speed down the sidewalk
and I can’t help but notice the triangle of smooth chest
showing now that he’s unbuttoned his collar.

“It
mostly missed my shirt, which is good because the public tends to
frown on shirtless businessmen.”

I
imagine him shirtless and almost walk into a mailbox.

“That
was a joke,” he says, smiling.

Over
the smell of salty sea air and car exhaust I catch the fresh, soapy
clean scent of him. “Oh,” I say, avoiding a pothole, and
thinking that no one would frown at that body. “Funny.”

“This meeting must be a big
deal,” he says. “If you’re too distracted to
converse with a handsome man.”

“It
really is,” I say, separating from him just long enough to
weave around a woman walking a poodle. “Life-changing actually.
It’s a job interview at Carringer’s.”

“Ouch,”
he says, putting a hand on his heart in mock anguish. “Not
going to bite on the handsome line?”

“Oh!”
Flushed, party of one, please. Thank God for the cool air. “That’s
not what I meant. It’s just—”

“So
you’re admitting you do think I’m handsome?”

“I
admit nothing,” I say, laughing.

He
grins. “My kind of girl.”

I
stop to catch my breath as we arrive at the gorgeous façade of
the Carringer’s Auction House building. Time to bid farewell to
Mr. Charming. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little
disappointed to see him go.

He
smiles at me face-to-face and oh dear God, he has actual dimples.
“Good luck with the interview.”

“Thanks,”
I say, my gaze flicking to my watch one last time. It’s 8:54.

“You’ll
knock ‘em dead,” he says. I nod, trying to paste a
confident smile on my face.

I
face the doors I’ve been dreaming about opening for the last
week—well really, for the last twenty years—and feel
hopeful again. I have five minutes to get inside and pull my shit
together so I can show these people what I’m made of.

One
last thing first. “Are you sure I can’t replace that tie
I ruined?”

“Tell
you what,” he says, his eyes twinkling. “I’ll swing
by here next week and if you’re working, you can buy me a
coffee.”

Because
he’s gorgeous and he made me feel better and I’ll
probably never see him again, I’m suddenly brave. I say, “Off
the record, I would definitely call you handsome.” I wink at
him and enjoy the surprise on his so-totally-more-than-handsome face
as I stride away from him and toward my waiting future.

Inside,
my bravery falters: this place is seriously impressive. A huge lobby
with a polished marble floor, white marble columns reaching to the
ceiling, and holy crap, an actual Rodin sculpture in the middle of
the room. I stare at it, awed, until I notice a short, brisk-looking
woman holding a clipboard. I nervously approach. “Hi, I’m
Grace—”

“Bennett?
You’re the last to arrive.” She guides me out of the
lobby and pulls me toward the main auction hall as I fiddle with my
skirt and make sure my blazer is on straight.

“Do
I look okay?” I ask but she ignores me and opens the doors.

She
shoos me inside where a woman in a sharp black two-piece business
suit is speaking to the dozens of men and women my age already
standing behind tables stacked with papers and glossy photo spreads.
She stops and glares at me as I make my way to the only empty table,
closest to her.

I
whisper, “Sorry,” but she ignores me. The Armani-clad
dude next to me who has enough gel in his hair to grease a wheel
rolls his eyes.

“As
I was saying,” the woman in charge continues, pausing to glare
at me again, “I am Lydia Forbes, head of personnel. As far as
you’re concerned, that makes me lady fate herself. For one of
you, this internship will change the course of your entire life.”
Thanks for the
reminder. “The
rest of you will continue searching for the elusive pearl to launch
your career.” I think I might hyperventilate, but the rest of
the candidates in their expensive clothes nod along as cool as
robots.

Lydia
continues as she paces the room. “In front of you, you’ll
find descriptions and photographs of ten objects that represent the
types of fine and decorative arts typically auctioned off here at
Carringer’s. You have exactly thirty minutes to identify and
appraise each piece, and then you will be interviewed.”

My
pulse races like I’m still jogging, but there is excitement
mixed in with my extreme anxiety. I get to look at beautiful art. And
even though I’m nervous, I also know that all those years I
spent studying my brains out in order to get my arts degree (while
still holding down a full time job) are finally going to pay off.

Lydia
stops in front of me, drums her French-tipped nails along the edge of
my table. “Each of you has an excellent resume, but only one
can be the best.” She gives me a little sneer as she walks
away, and I feel like my heart might pound out of my chest, but I
know I can do this. Mom would tell me take three deep breaths and
then go. I hear her voice in my head: “Everything slows down;
you can focus.”

Lydia’s
sharp heels sound like cat claws on the floor. “Your time
starts now.”

This
is your dream, Grace.
I take three deep breaths and dive in.

“Last
summer I went to Italy for six weeks, but now Rome feels so
provincial, you know?” a snooty-looking brunette with perfectly
straight, shiny hair sitting next to me says.

I’ve
been in the salon—too luxurious to be called a waiting
room—outside Lydia’s office for nearly an hour. Art
adorns the walls, each piece worth at least a hundred years of my
salary. Worry knots in my stomach as I hear more and more of the
other candidates talk about their family compounds on Cape Cod, and
all their mutual friends from boarding school and Ivy League
colleges.

It’s
like a window onto a completely different world. They even use the
word summer as a verb, as in “Where did you summer?”
which is how this conversation next to me got started. The only
places I’ve ever “summered” were on the patio with
my mom, lemon juice in our hair for highlights, with the occasional
trip to the community pool.

“Oh,
Chelsea,” girl number two says. “Just because the guy you
laid in Florence never called you back doesn’t mean Italy has
been ruined.”

“Please,
Angelica, you’re only going abroad because your daddy said you
couldn’t laze around his Hamptons house again this year.”

“He
forced me to apply for this internship too,” Angelica pouts.
“Some old buddy of his knew someone here, blah, blah.”
Blah blah is
how this girl refers to connections I would kill to have. She has no
idea how lucky she is. “Daddy thinks my Yale degree makes me a
genius, but I know I failed that assessment just now.” She pats
her blonde hair-sprayed bun. “I didn’t even know what
that rod thingy was! It looked like a broken curling tong to me.”

I
try not to think about how unfair it is. The art world is like this
everywhere, all about who you know and which circles you run in and
how rich your family is. I don’t have a celebrity neighbor or a
trust fund so girls like this will never take me seriously, but
hopefully that won’t matter in my final interview. I know I
aced those test materials. That
“rod thingy” was a 17th century German scepter, not a
salon accessory, I
have to force myself from saying out loud.

Lydia’s
assistant with the clipboard appears as the Armani asshole from
earlier exits her office. “Grace Bennett?”

I
stand up and enter the room. My hands are sweaty, my throat tight. I
sit down in one of the chairs across from Lydia’s glass-topped
desk. Unlike the rest of the building, this room is all high-tech and
glossy-looking, with only a pair of antique Chinese cloisonné
vases as decor.

“Ms.
Bennett,” Lydia says, leaning back in her white leather chair.
Her perfectly coiffed hair doesn’t move as she looks me up and
down. “It says here on your resume that you studied at…
Montclair Community College.” She drawls the last two words
with clear amusement. “I was unaware that one could receive a
fine arts degree from a community college.”

“Not
all of them offer the program,” I say, my heart sinking at this
immediate obstacle. “I was lucky to find Montclair Community
College after I had to drop out of Tufts.”

“You
got into Tufts?” She looks surprised.

“I
attended for a year on a full scholarship before…a family
emergency called me back home.”

Lydia
waits for an explanation, but I don’t tell her anything more.
Mom getting sick, her death, it still hurts too much to talk about,
and soon enough Lydia slides her reading glasses to the tip of her
pointed nose and looks at the next paper in her folder. “You
did very well on the assessment.”

I
let out a breath I’d been holding since entering the auction
house. “Oh, that’s so great to hear.” I
knew it! “I just
love art so much—the Baroque era is my favorite, the movement
in the paintings, the energy and life in such dramatic, vivid
detail—but any true masterpiece hits me, right here, you know?”
I touch my heart. “It’s like a real physical response,
and I just want to be around the beauty, the craft, the history of
the art you have here.”

Lydia
removes her glasses, almost smiles at me. Maybe this isn’t such
a long shot after all. “Many of the other applicants also did
well,” she says. “Tell me why you deserve this.”

I
take another breath. Where do I even begin? “I would work so
hard if you give me this opportunity, Ms. Forbes, harder than anyone
else. I understand what an opportunity this is, and I don’t
take that for granted.” Not like the trust-fund kids outside, I
silently add. “Day or night, whatever Carringer’s needs.
I want this job, and…honestly, it’s everything I ever
wanted. I know I would be really good at it, and if you just let me—”

“Thank
you, Miss Bennett,” she says, cutting me off. She stands
abruptly, so I stand, too, my skirt sticking to the back of my legs.
“That will be all.” She gestures to the door, where I see
her assistant has been standing still as a statue during the entire
interview. My cheeks burn.

A
little flustered, I thank her as I walk across the room. “We’ll
be in touch,” Lydia says as I exit and am flung back into the
sea of rich kids and their designer duds and college connections,
feeling like the biggest fish out of water ever. What just happened?

Chelsea
and Angelica still sit in the same place, chatting and laughing.
They’re not nervous at all, and I wonder what it must be like
to not have to try so hard. To have daddy pull strings for an
interview, and have your life served to you on a silver platter. As I
walk past, Lydia’s assistant calls a ridiculous name that
sounds like “Grandelwile Brandyblerg” and Angelica says,
“Oh, he’s supposed to be really good. And his mother is
on the Board of Directors here.”

“I’m
not worried,” Chelsea says breezily. “You know my dad is
one of their biggest clients. My name is already on the paperwork.”

Angelica
rolls her eyes. “Why did I even bother?”

Chelsea
sees me watching them and smirks. “None of you should have
bothered. This whole thing is for appearances.” She looks me up
and down and clears her throat loudly. “Speaking of
appearances…” Next to her, Angelica giggles.

My
heart sinks. Tears begin to burn behind my eyes and I walk away fast,
quickening my pace even though my feet are blistered and sore. I have
to hope that that spoiled, shiny-haired, smug girl is wrong. That
this whole day wasn’t just a formality like she thinks, that I
have a chance. Mom, I
did my best. I cross
my fingers as I head back out into the city streets.
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