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ONE


 

So a girl walked into a bar.

It wasn’t a joke, it was my life.

Which, actually, now that I think about
it, sometimes feels like the same thing. No comments, please.

Besides, tonight was the beginning of
my new life. It was the first step in a direction I’d wanted to
go for a long damn time. So where was I? Ah, yes. I walked into a
bar.

It was a nice bar, at least. In fact,
it was really a lot nicer than any bar at a mid-range hotel—the
only one my supervisors were willing to spring for—in a
mid-range part of Charleston had any right to be.

The lighting was soft, but not so much
so that I couldn’t read the print on the bottles, glowing
yellow and orange lamps bringing out the warmth of the polished
walnut bar and booths, as well as the striking red brick of the walls
and the paintings that adorned them. Some kind of mournful violin
music was piping over the sound system, just loud enough to make
itself felt and give the chatting patrons a bit of privacy.

A profile caught my eye, a man
silhouetted by the soft golden light, facing away from me. I admired
the strong lines of his shoulders and the way that his auburn hair
caught slivers of light even in the semi-darkness, throwing out
glints of gold like sparks in a low-burning fire. Perhaps feeling my
eyes on him, he turned. Before I could look away, our eyes met, and a
shock of electricity pierced through the distance between us.

Those eyes…deep and knowing,
traveling across my face before wandering down my body and back up
again, slow and leisurely as if he could feel every inch of me
through his gaze alone. I felt my body heat up under his stare, my
blood singing in anticipation at the offer his eyes were making. A
smile began to stretch across his face, as if he could read the eager
acceptance in mine.

I looked away quickly. Research,
Ally! I reminded myself. Not banging hot guys. Research
is why you’re here tonight.

I hurried away to the other side of the
bar before I could give into temptation.

The bartender—a wizened old guy
with kind brown eyes and a face that looked like it had been there to
meet Mark Twain—didn’t bat an eye when I told him what I
was after, and after a brief chat with the waitress he got me a
corner booth, tucked away behind a stuffed cougar that looked like it
had time-traveled directly from the print ads for a 1950s Boy’s
Adventure magazine.

Camouflage was definitely necessary;
I’d overheard the Douchebros—and I promise I’ll go
into more later as to why I even have a group of people in my life
worthy of that title—bragging about how tanked they were going
to get, and my plans for the night did not include fending off
drunken advances, trying to tune out comments about the size of my
ass respective to my brain, and counting how many times they could
fit the word ‘bro’ into a single sentence.

(So far, the record was seven.)

My plans for the night, however, did
include the next thing the waitress brought me: six different shots
of bourbon, and a glass of water.

And no, I’m not an alcoholic.
This was research.

Fun, delicious research, but research.

Maybe I should back up a little bit. My
name? It’s Ally. Allison Bartlett. I’m five foot four,
have grey eyes, tolerate the straight brown hair that slides out of
every ponytail I put it into, and frequently wear an anxious smile
that I’m working hard to make not broadcast my ambition,
desperation, and general worrywart nature. It’s an uphill
battle.

Anyway, I’m twenty-four, and I’ve
been working at Geisel & Son Advertising in Washington, D.C. for
two years now. I was an intern my senior year, and I lucked into an
entry-level position opening up a month after I graduated. It’s
full-time, benefits, the whole package. So I should be thanking my
lucky stars, right?

I sure would, if anyone at Geisel &
Son ever managed to remember that I wasn’t the intern anymore.

Time and again over the last two years,
I’d heard my ideas shot down, only to turn around and see them
accepted as brilliant when suggested by whichever man did the least
possible amount of rephrasing. I’d been talked over in
meetings, told to fetch coffee, and confused with the receptionist.
And I think I might have been able to handle all that, if it had been
coming solely from the old guard within the establishment. But no,
more than half of it was coming from people barely older than me, who
seemed to have watched too many episodes of Mad Men and taken all the
worst bits to heart.

So this was it. My possibly last big
job, where I was going to try my hardest, stand up for myself and
fight for my ideas, and give this advertising job one last chance
before it ground me down into dust and I packed my bags and waved the
sad white flag of surrender on my career dreams.

In case you’re wondering how all
of this has anything to do with my solo bourbon sampler party, our
latest client was Knox bourbon.

I decided to start and end with said
bourbon, in order to better compare it to the others. I leaned over
the first glass, parting my lips as I inhaled, both smelling and
tasting the aroma of burnt caramel, old wood, and cinnamon. A
promising start…I took a sip of the amber liquid, letting it
roll slowly across my tongue as I memorized and savored the taste. It
had a bold, spicy flavor thanks to the high rye content, with a hint
of charred oak and honey, and a strong bite.

I breathed out through my nose and
mouth at the same time, and the flavor intensified until I swallowed.
I smacked my lips in satisfaction as I set the glass back down. I
generally drank a wheated bourbon rather than a rye, and I did miss
that slight hint of sweet vanilla, but this wasn’t bad at all.

Glass number two was a rye after my own
heart, vanilla like the first lick of ice cream on a hot summer day,
cool and refreshing, with a bit of biting heat like a miniature sun
right after it washed down my throat. I took another sip of that one,
in the interest of more fully appreciating that fine flavor. Maybe I
was playing favorites a little, but who was going to tell?

And here came number three. That
distinctive flavor that said Kentucky, Bourbon County, that long
tradition of Scots-Irish immigration. All the old ways carefully
preserved and kept going: a hint of cedar, a touch of honey. A little
rough around the edges, but in a way that soothed with its
familiarity. I sighed, letting my eyes fall shut, the taste of the
bourbon becoming my entire universe.

“Ah, a lady who knows how to
savor the good things in life.”

I started, blushing, my eyes popping
open and my hand nearly dropping the glass in dismay. Dammit, I’d
wanted to be discreet! I hadn’t wanted anyone seeing me geek
out like this, and now—

I looked up, and my annoyance at being
interrupted died on my lips as I let my bourbon take a rest, and
drank in the sight of the interloper instead. It was the same man
who’d caught my eye just minutes earlier. Of course. And here I
was sighing and drooling shamelessly over an entire smorgasbord of
booze. Damn but he was even tastier up close.

Had he said something about the good
things in life? Well, he would know, since he was definitely one of
them. Golden-brown eyes like the sun shining through a tumbler of
bourbon, freckles sun-kissing the bridge of his nose, and a chiseled
jaw you could cut diamonds on. His auburn-gold hair was swept back
from his forehead and his navy polo shirt clung to all the right
places of his shoulders and chest. I bit my lip and resisted asking
him to do a spin so I could check and see if those khaki pants clung
in all the right places, too.

Barely resisted.

And that accent he spoke in, oh, it
made me regret all the work I’d done to lose my own. A warm
honey-slow drawl that drew attention to his lips and the way they
quirked up at the corner.

“I didn’t think it was good
enough to stun you into silence,” he teased.

I blushed and shot back, “I’m
just trying to figure out what criteria led you to hone in on the
girl with the highest alcohol content in the room. Your self-esteem
that low?”

I regretted the sarcastic remark the
second it left my mouth. In high-stress situations, I tended to blurt
out exactly the wrong thing at exactly the wrong time; it was an
adrenaline-fueled, involuntary, and very unfortunate defense
mechanism of mine. One that got me into trouble more often than not.

He only grinned, and sauntered closer.
“As a matter of fact, I have extremely robust…self-esteem.
Show you mine if you’ll show me yours?”

“The hell kind of pick-up line is
that?” I said, flummoxed by both his nonchalant demeanor and
the sweet scent of masculinity radiating off his delicious body. Stop
it Ally, I mentally scolded myself. You’re indignant. Be
indignant!

“I’ve got all kinds,”
he promised. “Want something more traditional? I’ll give
it a go: let me buy you a drink?”

I gestured at the drinks already in
front of me.

“I think I’m covered,”
I said wryly.

“Then do you mind if I buy myself
one and drink it here with you?” he asked.

I considered. I was doing research
here. Important research. Research that could change the very
trajectory of my career and make all those dreams come true. I didn’t
need any distractions.

On the other hand, those shoulders. And
those lips, mm-hmm. And truth be told, for all my defensive
posturing, there wasn’t a damn thing about him that didn’t
scream ‘charming’ and ‘good company’ and,
most importantly, ‘eye candy.’

My old science teacher did always say
that it was important to have a research partner.

“Well, it certainly would improve
the view,” I said, relieved to have finally given myself
permission to cozy up to this intriguing stranger.

He grinned wider then, sliding into the
booth opposite me, our legs bumping together slightly. Butterflies
danced in my stomach. Damn, what was this, sixty seconds and I
already had it this bad? Guys this hot should come with a warning
label. Not that I’d stop to read it.

Hottie McHotterson—also, damn,
how had I not asked his name yet, was I really that far gone into the
Lust Canyon?—flagged down the waitress, and ordered a Knox
whiskey.

I made a face.

“Not a fan?” he asked,
raising an eyebrow.

“Of the whiskey? Sure,” I
said.  “It tastes great and gets the job done.”

“What is it, then?” he
asked. He seemed genuinely curious, and that made me open up. “What’s
missing?”

“Well, it’s just—”
I gestured at the label. “Look at this packaging. Just the name
stamped on there in an old-timey font, and the same barrel logo
they’ve been using since B.F. Skinner first strolled up to an
ad agency with some rats in a box and a lot of fancy promises. It
does nothing to catch the eye.”

“The label?” He raised an
eyebrow. “That’s it?”

“That’s hardly it!” I
shot back. “Their whole branding approach is the same, stuck in
the past! Print ads whose copy never changes, radio jingles with
slang from the second World War, TV spots with the same Bob Hope
lookalike every year—it doesn’t matter how good it
tastes, it looks old-fashioned. Like something my grandpa
would drink.”

My mysterious visitor’s drink
arrived, and he quirked a brow in amusement and raised his glass in a
salute. “To your grandfather—a man of excellent taste.”

I snorted, but raised my own glass to
match his. As they clinked together, his fingers brushed against
mine, and I felt a spark leap where our skin met. He must have felt
it too—he started, looking up at me, and our eyes locked. His
eyes were so deep, golden-brown like molasses swirled in honey, and
they warmed me up inside with a heat like the sun, spreading out from
my heart down to my toes, and up to my head until I was dizzy, my
heart pounding. I wanted nothing more than to sink into those eyes. I
wanted nothing more than to keep touching his fingers.

I wanted nothing more than to invite
him up to my room, then and there.

Focus, Ally! You have a presentation
tomorrow! No rando is worth throwing away your entire career for a
roll in the hay.

Maybe the whiskey was just getting to
me.

I pulled away hastily and downed my
drink, all of it this time. This sample had more of a honey flavor,
less of a bite. If I were writing copy I’d call it ‘soothing,
charming, a genteel liquor.’ Since I wasn’t, though, I
didn’t pull any punches. “The truth is, though, my
grandfather and his friends aren’t the customers of the future.
You see this same trend in advertising for comic books—the
company panders to its original base—not even all of the
original base but a small, vocal fraction of it—and alienates
all of its potential new customers in the process.”

“Tell me more about what you
think,” he said intently.

Which would have been catnip for me
even if I hadn’t been storing up a host of criticisms that went
unheard at work, and even if he hadn’t been so damned hot. I
didn’t need telling twice.

“This is your typical Knox
buyer.” I launched into an imitation of my grandfather. “‘I
jus’ don’ know how much longer they can be ‘spectin’
this centralized government t’ last. Times wuz much simpler
when a man jus’ brewed his own whiskey and shot at the
revenooers.’”

The man laughed, and waved a hand in
acknowledgment of my point before raising a challenging eyebrow. “So
what would you do if you had control of the rebrand? Throw in some
hashtags and make a Facebook page? Get a celebrity endorsement?”

“As if,” I snorted.
“Millennials might be self-absorbed, but we can still see
through pandering just fine, thanks.”

“Oh?” His thumb brushing
over my knuckles was an invitation, and a challenge, and both made my
breath catch in my throat. “A pink label, then?”

I watched his eyes dip to the side and
a lazy grin spread across his face, and I knew that he had spotted
the pink strap of my bra peeking out from the side of my
short-sleeved button-up shirt.

“Strange as it might seem, the
color pink doesn’t brainwash women into buying things,” I
replied, trying not to let on how breathless he had made me. Trying
not to imagine his hands instead of his eyes on that pink bra strap,
easing it slowly from my shoulder as he kissed my neck.

I raised the stakes, slipping my foot
out of my shoe to stroke his ankle, and then moved it slightly
higher. This was really out of character for me, but something about
our conversation, the flush of whiskey in my cheeks, the way he was
looking at me…I felt emboldened in a way I never did at work
or even when I was out with my friends.

I was rewarded with a flush of heat in
his gaze, his pupils dilating as his grip tightened slightly on mine.
He leaned forward, close enough that I could have kissed him without
rising from the seat. His lips were so full, they looked so soft—

He was so close I could feel the heat
of his breath as he murmured his next words: “So, tell me, what
would you do?” He picked up his glass and drank, the
muscles in his throat working as he swallowed it down. I didn’t
look away. It was safe to assume my panties were on fire, and there
was only one way to put that fire out.

And you know what? I decided I’d
been overthinking things at work. Either I had confidence in myself
or I didn’t, and doing some last-minute drinking wasn’t
going to change a damn thing about my presentation tomorrow.

But some really good sex just might
give me an edge.

I lifted my own glass and downed the
remaining Knox. My decision was made.

It was go time.

I leaned towards him until our lips
were barely a millimeter apart. “Do you really want to know
what I’d do with this brand?” I whispered. Before he
could answer, I brushed my lips against the corner of his mouth. He
tasted like smoke and cinnamon and danger, and I liked it. “Or
would you rather know what I’d do with you?”

His eyes gleamed, and I knew his answer
even before he spoke.


 

#


 

Why had I never made out with a
stranger before?

Pinned up against the wall of my hotel
room, I pondered that very question as my still-nameless
about-to-be-conquest nibbled and sucked at my neck, eliciting shrieks
and giggles and moans as he found my most sensitive spots. His hands
dug possessively into my hips, and I could feel his rising erection
against my thigh as he pushed into me, heat flooding me down below as
my nipples tightened against his chest.

I was hungry for his skin, starving,
and my own hands found their way under his shirt to knead at the
muscles of his back and then slip under his boxers to grip his
perfectly sculpted ass. I licked at his neck just below his ear, and
he growled, his head rising to claim my lips once more. I moaned
eagerly into his mouth, opening in response to his demanding tongue.
His lips were just as soft as I had imagined, and if we were both
occasionally missing where we meant to put them, it was all right—we
were tipsy and turned-on and laughing, and on top of the world.

“Eep!” I shrieked as he
scooped me up in his strong arms. “Dude, you are drunk, you are
not supposed to be—I don’t know, doing things like
operating heavy machinery—”

“You’re not heavy
machinery,” he told me in that very serious way that slightly
drunk people have. “You’re light machinery. Light, soft
machinery with great boobs. More machinery should have boobs.”

“I hope for your sake you had a
head start on me at the bar,” I told him. “Or I am
mocking you for being a lightweight forever.”

“Guess I’ll have to find
something else for that mouth of yours then,” he said with a
grin, and oh, the images that flooded my mind. These panties were
ruined forever.

He tossed me onto the bed and I
shrieked as I bounced. “Asshole!”

But I was giggling.

He shed the remainder of his clothes,
dropping to all fours on the bed in front of me, and then advanced,
his eyes pinning me in place. He backed me up against the headboard
and took my wrists, holding them over my head as he kissed me
thoroughly, his tongue gleefully plundering my mouth before he began
to nibble at my jawline and neck, my giggles dissolving back into
moans as he traveled ever southward.

He shifted his hands so that just the
left encircled both my wrists, his right joining his mouth as it
closed over my breasts, sucking at them through the thin fabric of my
shirt. I keened, squirming at the tantalizing touch and trying to
bring the rest of my body into closer contact with his. As he
chuckled the sound reverberated against my skin, and he began to
unbutton my blouse, his hands and mouth hot against me. I leaned
forward and bit at his shoulder, pressing my hips into his to urge
him on.

“So perfect,” he murmured
against my tender skin before sucking my left nipple into his mouth,
and I cried out as he began to kiss my breasts in earnest, his other
hand finally abandoning my wrist to dive down the front of my pants.

His knuckles bumped against my clit and
I gasped, rubbing myself wantonly against him. He withdrew, teasing,
and I slid my hands over his shoulders, savoring the feel of his
smooth skin before digging my fingernails into his back in
retaliation.

As he tugged my pants off, I took a
moment to congratulate myself on my excellent decision-making skills.
No matter what happened tomorrow, this was the most fun I’d
ever had during a work trip, and I knew I’d be showing up to my
presentation the next day with a little extra bounce in my step.

He tore my panties off and stood there,
groaning appreciatively at the view as I spread my legs for him, and
then he came at me and began to kiss and lick his way down my
stomach, making me writhe in anticipation. He circled my belly button
teasingly before trailing his tongue down there. The first
touch of his mouth was electric, sparks shooting up my spine as he
traced my wet opening before kissing me deeply, his tongue spearing
straight and sure, deep inside.

“That’s it,” I
panted, encouraging him. “Right there.”

“Is that what you like?” he
growled.

That clever tongue flicked over me
before plunging into me again and again, his thumbs tracing
tantalizing circles on the sensitive skin of my thighs. I was
whimpering, bucking upward against him, feeling the beautiful burn of
his stubble against me, needing only a little more, only a little
more—

He hummed in satisfaction as he tasted
me thoroughly, and I felt the vibration of his mouth up through my
entire body and down to the tips of my toes.

“So beautiful,” he
whispered against me, lapping my wetness with long strokes of his
tongue, and without another thought I came harder than a freight
train crashing into a mountain, moaning blissfully as I rode out the
waves of my orgasm.

When my brain was once again capable of
receiving the images transmitted by my eyes, I saw him resting on his
elbows beside me, a smug grin on his face with just a hint of
shyness, as if he knew exactly how great a job he had done but
wouldn’t mind a little confirmation.

A glance downward told me the best way
for me to give him that validation.

I licked my lips, loving the way his
pupils dilated as his eyes dropped to my tongue, and began to trail
my hand down his sweaty, chiseled chest, taking my sweet time on the
way to that long, hard cock. I was going to make this so good for
him. I was going to stroke him and pump him gentle and slow, firmer
and firmer. I was going to sink down and take him slowly into my
mouth, teasing him with the promise of more as I drew spirals around
his length with my tongue. I was going to take him deep into the back
of my throat and—

His phone rang.

We both froze, and for a moment,
looking into those lust-darkened eyes, I thought he was going to let
it go to voicemail, and we would spend the rest of the evening
learning every inch of each other’s bodies.

Then he made a disappointed but
resigned sound in the back of his throat, and pulled away from me.
“Sorry. This is probably important.”

“Sure,” I said. Maybe it
wouldn’t be, though. Maybe it would be some unimportant thing
he could immediately resolve without leaving the room, and I could
get back to the important business of finding out exactly how he
tasted and whether I liked it better than bourbon. Maybe I could find
out exactly what noise he would make when—

He rolled out of bed, giving me a great
view of that cute ass as he bent over to search the pockets of his
discarded clothes for his phone. He pulled it out and cut off the
ringing with a stab of his finger, running a distracted hand through
his hair.

“Yeah? Yeah, it’s me. Look,
I’m kind of in the middle of—no. No. No, I see what you
mean. Yeah, that’s—of course I take this seriously!”
The volume of his voice rose, and I could see his jaw clench and his
Adam’s apple bob as he visibly struggled to maintain control.
“Yes. Yes, of course. No, I understand. I’ll be right
over. Yes. Goodbye.”

He snapped the phone shut as if he were
imagining snapping the neck of the person who had called him, and
began to pull his underwear and jeans back on.

I struggled to keep my disappointment
from showing. “Gotta run?” I asked, and immediately
wanted to slap myself. Of course he had to run. Hadn’t I just
heard him say that? What, did I think that if I just asked out loud,
the universe would magically turn back time so that that conversation
hadn’t happened?

Damn, but that would improve my sex
life.

“I’m afraid so,” he
said, glancing up from his zipper to shoot me a rueful smile. “It’s
an emergency.”

“No one hurt, I hope?” I
asked.

He had looked back down to hunt for his
socks, and now his head shot back up, surprised. “No, no, not
that kind of emergency. Just…” He did
drunk-person-trying-to-gesture-like-they’re-sober gesturing.
“Boring stuff. It’s a very boring emergency.”

I tried to smile. “Well, you
certainly put a new spin on wham, bam, thank-you ma’am.”
I let my gaze trail down his muscular chest and the still-tented
front of his blue jeans, the way my hand had been set to only moments
before. “Was really looking forward to returning the favor.”

A faint blush lit his cheeks, and oh,
this was only a one-night stand, that gentlemanly blush shouldn’t
be making my heart go pitter-pat.

“Not half as much as I was
looking forward to it,” he admitted. “Maybe I’ll
see you around…”

“I don’t know how much
longer I’ll be staying,” I said. “Work stuff. But
I…well, you never know. I wouldn’t mind it.” Yep.
Playing it cool.

He finished buttoning his shirt and
leaned forward, pressing a chaste yet passionate kiss to my cheek. “I
hope you have a wonderful time while you’re here.”

“I already have,” I
confessed, and the way he grinned, I almost thought he was about to
throw off his clothes again, and stay.

But he just kissed my other cheek, and
left.

I flopped back on the hotel bed and
sighed, staring at the ceiling.

“Well, that’s the way the
cookie crumbles,” I told myself. “And there’s no
use crying over spilled milk.” Maybe if I just kept reciting
clichés, I’d start to feel better.

It wasn’t the end of the world.
It was just a hot guy, who I didn’t get to spend as much time
with as I wanted to.

I tried to run through my presentation
in my head as I drifted off to sleep, but nothing could keep my mind
from replaying the scene with mystery man over and over. Those eyes,
that mouth…that damn phone call. I’ll probably never see
him again, I told myself, so it’s best to let it go. That’s
just how the world works.




 


TWO


 

“Oh my god, Sandra, I’m so
sorry, but I completely blanked on that, can you say it again?”

I cradled my phone against my ear as I
swiped my badge at the door to the company offices. Thankfully I
didn’t need my full brain to navigate, even though I’d
never been there before—corporate structured all these places
the same, right down to the brain-deadening beige of the carpet and
the mass-produced inspirational posters on the walls. The whole place
had a completely predictable layout and color scheme, all gleaming
sterile neutral tones and easily disassembled cubicle partitions, all
traces of individuality scrupulously erased from the workspaces
except for the odd golf trophy.

I trotted down the hall, avoiding the
curious gazes of the men in expensive suits, the younger ones looking
at me like I was the dessert option on the menu, and the older ones
looking at me like I must have taken a wrong turn on my way to the
kitchen.

I tried not to fumble my phone in my
suddenly sweaty hands. There was no reason to be nervous. No reason
to be nervous. No reason.

Maybe if I repeated that enough times,
I’d actually believe it.

“‘A warm color scheme,’”
Sandra repeated as per my earlier instruction. “Lots of rich
carmines and golden browns, think hunting lodge meets the red
carpet.”

“Got it,” I said. I most
definitely did not have a hangover, not even a tiny little bit, but
this headache I’d woken up with was really starting to get on
my last nerve, and the coffee and ibuprofen I’d had for
breakfast weren’t working their magic just yet.

“I’m sorry to make you
memorize all my crap,” Sandra apologized, before her voice went
slightly tinny and further away. “James! Icky! Icky icky no
no!” Her voice returned to its normal timbre. “Sorry
about that, he was trying to get into the cat food again.”

“Tell the little monster hi for
me,” I said with a grin. I just couldn’t be annoyed at
that little moppet with his big brown eyes and mess of dark curls,
not even if he was keeping the best art partner I’d ever had
stuck back in Washington, D.C. “Has he figured out how to
dismantle the DVD player yet?”

“Don’t give him any ideas,”
Sandra ordered. “Really, though, I swear, I am going to
strangle that babysitter; I let her know I would need her three
months in advance and she swore that she would be available and then
at the last minute—”

“Don’t sweat it,” I
told her. “I got this, just go over some of this stuff with me
and I’m golden.”

“Sure thing—James! Mommy’s
credit card is not a snack!”

Once Sandra managed to wrest her wallet
away from her son’s sticky, adorable fingers, we went over the
preliminary art concepts she’d created for my pitch today,
Sandra repeating the necessary buzzwords until I was sure they were
drilled into my brain and unlikely to come jarred loose by anything
less than a tank.

I could feel my confidence level rising
I as I trotted down the hall towards the elevators. This was it. This
was my big chance. There was nothing that—

“Did you see the hooters on that
chick I banged last night? Like frigging planets or some shit.”

“Aw bro, don’t tell me you
thought those were real!”

“Like I care? She wanted the D so
bad, I swear, I barely got back to the Caddy before she was on her
knees—”

My mood deflated like a rapidly
punctured balloon as the gang of tanned young men rounded the corner,
all pastel polos and hundred dollar haircuts and acrid cologne that
filled the air almost as stiflingly as their entitlement.

“Sorry, got to go,” I told
Sandra.

Her voice went tense. “Let me
guess, the Testosterone Squad has arrived?”

“Giving them that nickname is an
insult to testosterone everywhere,” I muttered quietly enough
that they couldn’t hear me, ducking my head in the hope that
they would take a second to see me through the fog of their own
arrogance.

“And ‘Douchebros’ is
better? Honey, I don’t want to even think about them anywhere
near my vagina.”

I snickered. “And that’s
why it’s perfect,” I told her. “Because they act
like they’re God’s gift to women, but they’re
actually harmful and gross.”

“Yo, Ally!”

Oh no. I had been sighted. I sighed,
reluctantly turning to face Harry, Supreme Douchebro In Charge.
“Hello.”

“Making an appointment for a spa
day?” Harry said with a smirk that made it clear he thought
that was the wittiest one-liner since Bob Hope. “You know, to
console yourself after we sweep this meeting? Tell you what, I’ll
buy you some chocolates and throw in a back massage, just for you.”
He leered, his eyes traveling downward to a part of my anatomy that
was definitely not my back.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes;
they’d just take that as evidence of how emotional and
unprofessional I was, as if leering and broadcasting exaggerated
stories of sexual prowess were somehow Business Conduct 101. “I’ve
got to go, Sandra, talk to you later.”

“Let me know how it goes—James!
No! Not the hair dryer!”

Harry was still leering, his collar
popped up high like he thought he was still a frat boy. “Nice
outfit, but you really should’ve gone with something that
emphasizes your body more. Only way to distract the client from your
incompetence.”

“Charming,” I said dryly,
refusing to engage despite the rage boiling in my gut.

“We’ve got this locked up,”
Douchebro #2, also known as Greg, chimed in, shoving his hands in his
pockets as he took his place next to #3, Chad. “Why’d you
even bother showing up? It’s a joke, getting a chick to pitch a
dude brand like this. What’re you even going to do, stick a
pink label on it?”

“What a brilliant idea,” I
said flatly. “I don’t know how I didn’t think of
it.” I gave them a smile that probably looked like I was
preparing for the dentist to extract all my molars, and got into the
elevator, trying to ignore how blatantly they checked out my ass as
they followed me in.

They didn’t matter. Nothing they
did mattered. The only thing that mattered was that I had gotten my
boss to agree to let me pitch after them today, and I wasn’t
going to mess it up. I wasn’t going to let this opportunity
pass me by. It was my first chance to really show everybody what I
was capable of.

It was time to step up. Time to show
them what I was made of. Time to fight back.

I clenched my fists at my side as the
elevator began its slow ascent.

And may the best woman win.

This would have been a very
inspirational moment, but then my phone rang. And the ringtone was
‘All the Single Ladies.’

I made the mistake of glancing at the
Caller ID before jabbing the power button. Great, my mom. Answering
this call was the last thing I wanted to do in front of the
Douchebros, up to and including stripping down to a string bikini and
dancing the cha-cha, but if I didn’t pick up now, my mom would
go into an anxiety spiral and by the time I called her back an hour
later, would have convinced herself that I’d been kidnapped,
taken overseas, and held for ransom on a modern day pirate ship.

I chose the lesser of two evils, and
answered. “Hey, Mom.”

Chad smirked, and I shot him a glare.

“Ooooh, watch out, I think she’s
on her period,” he stage-whispered, and the other guys snorted
and gave him high-fives.

“Daaaaarling,” my mom said
in my ear, skipping straight past ‘hello’ and any sort of
perfunctory inquiry into how my life was going. “I’m
ordering the champagne this very instant, and you haven’t
respondez s’il vous plait’ed to dinner yet.”

“I always come to Friday dinner,
Mom,” I said. I tried to say this like a reasonable adult
stating a fact, which, technically, I was. Only somehow, it came out
as a whine.

Family: it’s fucking magical.

There was a heavy sigh, as if I had
just single-handedly brought about the fall of Western civilization.
“It is called etiquette, dear. It exists for a reason.”

Is that reason to give you something
to nitpick about other people, all of the time? I very nearly
said, but avoided voicing out loud since I didn’t want to be
the first person to cause spontaneous human nuclear explosion.

“I’m coming, Mom. Put me
down for a plate.”

“If you’d simply responded
to the letter, dear—”

Yep, that’s right. My mom sends
gilt-edged paper invitations through the U.S. Postal Service for the
weekly family dinner. And then expects you to respond in kind.
Sometimes I stop and think about how much free time she must have, to
think of all these tiny, pointless things to fill it. And then I eat
an entire carton of ice cream to try to stop being depressed.

The elevator reached our floor, and the
Douchebros and I made our way to the conference room as my mom
rattled on despite my best efforts to tune her out. “And try to
wear something appropriate this time, dear, I know more and more
women think slacks are appropriate attire these days, but they’re
just so unfeminine, and really a skirt is much more flattering for
our body type. Why, I remember when your father first started
courting me—”

This was what happened when you made
your whole life about a man.

I wasn’t going to let it happen
to me.

I took my seat at the conference table,
and saw the elevator button light up. That had to be the Knoxes! And
I’d barely had time to go over Sandra’s tips!

“Gotta go, Mom!”

“Allison Brierly Beignet
Bartlett, is that any way for a proper young lady to—”

“Probably not, love you, bye!”

I jammed my finger down on the power
button, killing my cell with only a weak buzz as its death throes,
before unceremoniously stuffing it into my purse. I was going to pay
for that later, in spades, but there was no point in dwelling on that
now.

I took a deep breath, smoothing down my
skirt as I stood, ready to greet the new arrivals. I thought about
puppies and chocolate and tried to make that translate into a
friendly smile on my face.

Meanwhile, Harry puffed out his chest
and stretched his neck like a bird doing a mating dance.

The first Knox representative into the
room was a small, weedy man with platinum blonde hair and watery blue
eyes. He looked like he’d gotten his fashion advice from the
same place as the Douchebros, but hadn’t managed to get the
sizing quite right. His eyes fastened on me, and a leer began to tug
at the corner of his mouth.

I ratcheted up my internal gears in an
effort to keep my own smile from disappearing. “Mr. Charles
Donahue—” I started.

“Call me Chuck,” he barked
in a heavy New York accent.

“Certainly. I’m—”
I hadn’t even gotten out the first syllable of my name when
Harry practically threw himself between us, like a bodyguard trying
to stop a bullet.

“Bro, that tie pin! Nobody said
you were a—” He preceded to rattle off more Greek letters
than I’d even known were in their alphabet.

Chuck’s grin widened. “Good
to see the brotherhood still going strong. What year were you?”

“2009, my man.”

And just like that, they were chatting
away like best friends, and I’d lost my big chance to establish
a personal connection with the client. I watched with a sinking
feeling in my gut as Chuck and Harry gabbed away as if everything
were already a done deal, and resisted the urge to grind my teeth.
Shut out of the boys’ club again.

Still, Hunter Knox, the CEO and owner,
was still chatting with some of his flunkies down the hall by the
elevator, and he was the one I really had to convince—

I turned to take a closer look at Mr.
Knox, and froze.

Bourbon eyes—

Caramel waves—

Freckles like a sweet dusting of brown
sugar—

Hunter Knox was my one-night stand.




 


THREE


 

What the actual fuck…

For a terrible second all I could think
about was the multitude of insulting things I had said about the
brand the night before: had I really called it an old person drink?
Done a cringe-worthy impression of an Appalachian miner? Oh God, and
I had shot down all of his ideas too, hadn’t I?

I was well and truly screwed, and not
in the way I’d wanted to be last night.

I did an abrupt about-face and took my
seat, not willing to risk him recognizing me—oh God, please let
him have been too smashed last night to recognize me now—and
avoiding his eyes as he made his way into the room and we all
introduced ourselves. I mumbled my name, pretending to be completely
absorbed in the task of setting up for my presentation. Move along
everyone, nothing to see here—

“It’s lovely to see you
again,” he murmured as he passed me, just low enough for me to
hear, and I blushed what I was sure had to be a brilliant crimson.

Thankfully, time was money, and Chuck
was determined that none of us waste any of it; we moved quickly into
presentations. The Douchebros were going first—I certainly bet
not for the first time—and I was actually grateful.

Maybe this’ll give me enough
time to compose myself and give a pitch so great it’ll totally
blow Hunter Knox away. Or at least make him forget how close I came
to blowing him.

He caught my eye and winked.

Yeah, and maybe pigs will fly.

Harry sauntered up to the front of the
room like confidence was a market and he had cornered it. He brought
images up onscreen; last year’s ads for Knox whiskey, and those
of its three biggest competitors. The Knox one featured a rugged
prospector knocking back a shot, while the other two featured
variations on the theme of ‘whiskey droplets trickling down the
photoshopped cleavage of a model in a bikini, licking her lips.’

“Why do people drink?”
Harry declared more than asked.

“Great taste?” Hunter said
dryly.

Harry scoffed. “Puh-lease. People
drink to get drunk, and because of the image they can achieve with
the right bottle in their hand, and bro? That grizzly frontiersman
image you have going for Knox—well, it’s not the image
people fantasize about anymore.”

“Please, enlighten me on your
fantasies then,” Hunter said, completely deadpan.

Oh my God, had he cut a look at me when
he said that? He had, he totally had.

Heat bloomed across my cheeks and down
my chest, settling between my legs. Was it possible to be
simultaneously this embarrassed and this turned on? Was I even going
to be able to form words when it was my turn to present?

Dead, dead, dead, I was so dead.

I forced myself to focus on Harry’s
words to distract myself from my rampaging libido, though they made
me so sick I soon wished I hadn’t.

“It’ll be a total rebrand:
‘Girls Gone Wild’ but with a wilder, hotter, more
in-your-face vibe! You drink Knox, you get a party—complete
with all the whiskey-loving babes you can dream of. We’ll get a
hot naked chick on the label, with strategically placed lettering, of
course—” he brought up several potential photos on the
screen, and I tried not to gag, “and here’s what we’re
thinking for TV spots.”

He hit another button, and moans filled
the room as women writhed in ecstasy across the screen. For a moment
I felt intensely embarrassed for him, accidentally playing us his
porn collection like that during an important meeting.

Then I saw the whiskey splashing over
their breasts, and I realized that this was actually the ad he wanted
Knox whiskey to go with.

Was he insane?

“Sure, there’ll be
controversy,” Harry was saying dismissively, “but any
publicity is good publicity, and that’s how you get the college
crowd. The ones that won’t follow their dicks to us will be
following us based on our stand on free speech. There’s nothing
more like catnip to a college freshman than a banner-waving contest
about—”

“I hope you’re not implying
we’ll be marketing to underage drinkers,” Hunter cut in.

Harry blinked, derailed. “What?”

“College freshmen are eighteen
years old,” Hunter Knox said patiently. “Marketing to
them would not only be illegal, but downright immoral.”

“Well, obviously we wouldn’t
be selling to them,” Harry said in his
‘I-have-to-say-this-for-the-lawyers’ voice. “But if
we can get in there as early as possible, establish brand
recognition, then we can create a desire in the marketplace for—”

“I’m afraid I’m not
terribly interested in customers who—how did you so poetically
put it—are led to us by their dicks. For one thing, it’s
a terrible mental image that I may never be able to fully scrub from
my mind.” Hunter’s voice had been dryly amused, but now
it hardened, heated steel underlying his words. “For another,
it pisses on everything I hold sacred about this company, which I’ll
remind you is a family business, and the trust it has put in me.”

Harry gaped, as if he couldn’t
comprehend a universe in which a man hadn’t decided to put a
naked woman on his product. Around the table, the rest of the
Douchebros sagged, deflating like balloons with day-old helium.

“Now hold up just a minute,”
Chuck argued, leaning over to his boss. “We haven’t heard
them out yet. Maybe they’re a little gung-ho, but new
directions are why we approached this company. No sacred cows,
remember? Not if we want the share price to go anywhere anytime soon.
What else do you boys have in mind?”

The Douchebros immediately perked up,
like Rottweilers who’d heard a dog whistle in the distance.

“You’re the one who
said we needed new directions,” Hunter said with a dark look at
Chuck. “I agreed because you’ve had good ideas in the
past, but I’m the CEO here, and if I think something pisses all
over the good work this company has done, then that’s the final
word.”

Chuck looked like he wanted to argue,
but Hunter didn’t give him a chance, turning to me instead.
“What about you?” he asked, a slight smile quirking his
lips, bringing a touch of playfulness to his stern face. “I’m
guessing you have plenty of opinions.”

Oh, he definitely remembered every word
I’d said. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

Still, it didn’t seem like he
resented it or anything. Maybe…

I stood, trying to project a confidence
I didn’t feel.

“You don’t throw the baby
out with the bathwater,” I said. “And you don’t
throw away a proud history just because today’s market has
become disconnected from it.” I clicked the remote, pulling up
graphics and statistics. “And today’s market wants to
connect with history, any history. Hipsters and millennials, they’re
disenfranchised and dying to feel like they’re a part of
something bigger. And when these corporations—” I
gestured behind me—“played that angle, they saw a
thirty-five to fifty-five percent rise in sales to the 21-34
demographic.”

Both Chuck and Hunter sat up visibly
higher in their seats, intrigued, but Harry just sneered. “So
your big idea is just to copy what other people have done? Guess this
is what you get when you ask a woman for something original.”

Next to him, the other Douchebros
shifted, clearly uncomfortable. It was one thing to insult me when I
was on my own, with no way for me to back up any allegations I might
want to make. It was apparently another thing entirely to do it in
front of a potential client, who might decide not to go with our
company at all if Harry kept this up. Poor Douchebros—they
wanted to back up their alpha male, but they also wanted to keep
their jobs. It must be so difficult being an asshole.

Meanwhile, Hunter’s glare could
have frozen lava. “You’ve had your turn.” He
directed his gaze back to me, dismissing Harry completely. “How
would you suggest we implement your plan, Miss Bartlett?”

I smiled sweetly, forcing myself not to
dwell on my nemeses. “Well, obviously we’d need to do
in-depth research of your company, get a look at all the first-hand
documentation we can find,” I explained. “This won’t
work with just the info we can pull off Wikipedia. Of course, we will
need to use the internet—basically, I’m thinking we begin
to establish an online presence, reaching out to fans with fun
messages while also creating a historical archive that we’ll be
updating. Are you familiar with George Takei’s online presence?
A good sense of humor mixed with some real feeling, plus a talented
PR team that took him from ‘obscure original Star Trek actor’
to ‘Internet celebrity’ overnight. I really think we
could take a page from his book.”

“I’m sorry,” Chuck
interrupted, “but a historical archive? That’s just not
sexy. That’s not going to sell.” The Douchebros murmured
in agreement, but I refused to back down.

“With all due respect,” I
said, setting my jaw. “If you go with the sex angle, you’ll
only be drowning yourself in a sea of identical alcohol ads. You need
something that stands out from the pack, something that’s at
once both culturally relevant and timeless, something classic,
something that says…” I paused, grasping for exactly the
right word, every set of eyes in the room glued to me. And then, what
Hunter mentioned earlier about Knox being a ‘family business’
came rushing back. “That says legacy,” I finished.
The room went silent.

“Legacy. You’re absolutely
right,” Hunter said, standing abruptly and holding out his
hand. A warm smile spread itself across his face. “I love it.
You’ve got the job.”

For a second I could only stare at his
hand in shock, as if I expected it to disappear. I had put together
the strongest case I could, and I’d hoped I could succeed, but
this was so sudden—my heart was suddenly going a million miles
a minute, a buzzing filled my ears—

I had the job.

I had the job.

I had the job!

I realized his hand was still hanging
there, and I grabbed it. A tingle of electricity shot through me at
his firm grasp, and the warmth of his skin. His honey eyes were so
warm, so inviting…his thumb brushed lightly over my palm…Oh
God, was I blushing?

I pumped his hand heartily to try to
distract from my rapidly reddening cheeks. “Thank you, Mr.
Knox! I won’t let you down!”

Now all I had to do was keep that
promise.
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“Miss Bartlett!”

I was brought up short by Hunter’s
deep, honeyed voice. For a second my mind flashed to an alternate
reality where we’d spent the entire evening in bed; there was
something incredibly seductive about the idea of him staying entirely
formal even as our naked bodies intertwined, whispering ‘Miss
Bartlett’ even as his fingers trailed down my back, slid
between my—

“Miss Bartlett.”

And suddenly that voice was a lot
closer. I almost choked, and fighting down a blush that could have
started a forest fire, turned to face him: “Yes, Mr. Knox?”

Oh good, that sounded almost normal.
Barely like I wanted to rip his shirt off at all.

He frowned slightly, and pulled me to
the side, far enough away from the rest that they couldn’t
overhear us while we talked quietly. In a low voice, he said, “I’m
really sorry that I—well, if I’d known that you were here
for this bid—”

“No, don’t apologize, I
mean, I should’ve asked your name—” I smoothed my
skirt awkwardly. “I mean, that’s not normally my style,
to just—well.”

“No, it’s certainly not
mine, either—that is, well, it has been in the past, but I have
always believed in treating women with respect, and you certainly
deserve respect and I wouldn’t want you to believe for a second
that I chose your pitch for anything other than its merit, and—”

He was starting to sound more flustered
than a preacher in a whorehouse, and I took pity on him.

“Don’t worry about it, Mr.
Knox. It was a clearly a one-time thing for both of us. I don’t
think it will be an issue. We can be professional and move on, can’t
we?”

“Of course,” he said after
a pause. “That’s exactly the right course of action.”
Yet somehow he didn’t sound as relieved as I thought he would.

I looked up at him sharply, about to
ask if professionalism was really what he wanted, but he was already
looking over my shoulder, eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Hmmm…what’s
the plural noun for a group of vultures?”

I turned, following his gaze to the
cluster of Douchebros by the elevator. Chuck was right in among them,
looking exceedingly chummy as they pounded him on the back and
laughed at something he had said.

“Now there’s some love at
first sight,” I said dryly.

A laugh startled itself out of Hunter’s
throat, but his eyes stayed worried.

“Not sure about the kids?”
I joked. “It’s true, if they get Harry’s brains
they’ll all be doomed.”

Hunter chuckled again, but this time it
seemed more out of politeness. “Chuck…has a certain
tendency to intrigue. I sometimes think he would have been happier
working in the CIA than at a liquor company.”

“So send the director his
resume,” I said with a grin.

Why did I want so badly to make this
man laugh? Was it just that I was remembering his easy smile the
night before, the way it had lit up his face and made him look half a
decade younger? Or was it something else—those faint lines at
the corners of his eyes that I hadn’t seen before now, worn by
worry and care, making me want to soothe them away?

“The truth is…Knox shares
have been falling, and this is my last chance to turn the company
around,” he said, and the way he said those words, his eyes
distant, I wasn’t sure if he knew he had spoken them or if he’d
just thought them so fervently that his lips had to move. “So
if I fail now, the vultures like Chuck move in. I can’t fail.”

My heart lodged in my throat,
fluttering, and I gripped his hand impulsively.

“I won’t fail you.”

He looked at me then, in a way that
none of my colleagues or even my family had ever looked at me before.
He looked at me like he really saw me.

And then he smiled, a slow grin that
called up moonlight and moonshine and soft, rumpled sheets. “I’ll
hold you to that.”
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“Oh honey, are you sure you want
more of those potatoes? Your figure’s so…robust…already,
darling, and you know what they say about carbs.”

Ah, home sweet home.

I ignored my mother as she fretted with
the strand of pearls around her neck, opting instead to ladle even
more mashed potatoes onto my plate. Maybe it was a little childish,
but something about everything my mother said made me want to do the
exact opposite.

Besides, if I chewed loud enough, I
could almost drown out her constant stream of passive-aggression.

“Actually, I was just reading an
interesting article on the important role of carbohydrates,” my
older sister Paige put in. “They’re really important!
I’ll get you a copy, Mom, I’m sure you’ll have lots
of really insightful things to say about it.”

My mother sat back in her chair,
preening slightly, my deficiencies temporarily forgotten. That was
Paige, always the peacemaker. I shot her a grateful look, and she
sent me an apologetic smile.

It was always like this, going home for
family dinner: Use the right fork, talk about inoffensive topics like
the weather and diets and the resurgence of pastels in spring skirts,
and always remember to duck before Mom hurls a cannonball of hurt
you.

Honestly, if she’d been a general
in The War Between the States, the entire Union army would’ve
given up and gone home in despair before a single shot was fired, and
probably spent the rest of their lives crying on their wives’
shoulders about how impossible it was to win her approval.

Which is all to say that if the food
weren’t so delicious, and if I wouldn’t have major guilt
about leaving Paige to fend for herself, I’d have thrown myself
out the plantation-style windows at one of these dinners at least
five years ago, if not earlier.

My mother interrupted my ruminations
with a question tailor-made to prove my point.

“Is that how you’re wearing
your hair now, dear?”

Well, obviously, Mom. “Yes.”

“But it looks so nice when you
wear it back from your face,” she said with a frown. “Is
loose hair really considered professional these days? Honestly,
Allison. And besides, you don’t want men to think you’re
not ready to settle down.”

“Really?” I said in as
neutral a tone as I could manage, which was not exactly up to the
standard of, say, Switzerland. It was hard to stay neutral when all I
seemed to remember were constant judgy comments about how I needed
bangs to hide my overlarge forehead, and how buns made men think you
had accepted your fate as an old maid. “I’ll think about
that.”

What I was going to think about was
getting a hot pink mohawk, or shaving my initials into the side of my
head, or maybe working on some dreads. Sure, it’d be
professional suicide, but wouldn’t the look on my mom’s
face be worth it.

Yes, yes, it would.

“So, meet any boys lately?”
she asked, with a smile so pained and bright I could tell that she
was already prepared for my usual answer.

“No, Mom,” I said, ladling
more asparagus onto my plate. Maybe if I kept eating I could finish
all the food on the table myself, and then there would be no more
reason for me to stay in this house. “And I’ve been out
of high school for six years, so I’m dating men these days.
They came highly recommended from a trusted source.”

Paige hid her smile behind a lavender
napkin embossed with a cursive B.

My mother sighed as if I was put on
this earth solely to frustrate her. “Very well, Allison, have
you met any men lately?”

“All sorts,” I said
cheerfully, deliberately misunderstanding her just to see that moment
of shock in her expression. “Men, they’re everywhere! Did
you know they make up fifty percent of the population? Who knew?”

Mother gritted her teeth, making a
sound in the back of her throat that bore a remarkable resemblance to
a tiger’s warning growl. “I take it from your immature
remarks that you haven’t actually gone out on a date in quite
some time.”

Well, wasn’t she perceptive. I
stabbed at the asparagus, and briefly entertained the idea of asking
her if she’d consider opening up her own psychic hotline: Mrs.
Bartlett gazes into the past, present, and future! Her eyes see
all—and she is incredibly disappointed in you!



“I go on plenty of dates,”
I said instead, going for a reasonable, middle-of-the-road,
we’re-all-adults-here-so-let-me-just-bring-up-some-facts voice.
“I went on a date with Josh from Accounting just last month.”

“One date.” Her voice was
flatter than the entire state of Kansas.

I resisted the urge to swig my entire
glass of white wine like a medieval warrior, and daintily sipped from
it instead. “Well, he spent the entire evening talking about
his golf game and how women have ruined his life, so you know, I took
that as a clue to leave him alone to enjoy the rest of his life with
his true soul mate, himself.”

My mother’s lips thinned in
disapproval so great it could probably have been seen from space.
“Did you even think about taking up golf? It helps to have
common interests.”

“The sport I have hated with a
burning passion since I was fourteen?” I said, sweet as cotton
candy. “Gosh, no, I can’t believe I didn’t think of
that. How could I have been so foolish?”

Mom’s lips compressed into yet a
thinner line. Pretty soon they were going to vanish entirely. “I
know you think I’m being unreasonable, dear, but men have very
high-pressure lives. It’s on us ladies to accommodate them and
smooth away their cares, in exchange for the security they provide
us. And if you don’t start reevaluating your standards, before
you know it—”

And here it came, the deep dark scary
fairy tale of The Little Girl Who Went Into the Woods and Met the Big
Bad Spinsterhood. From here on out, I could tune out the lecture; it
would only be the same one I’d heard a thousand times before: I
wasn’t getting any younger. There were lots of attractive
partners out there. Men are basically superheroes and gods and yet
somehow also dumb as a box of rocks, hence the need to ensnare them
with your womanly wiles, i.e. make-up, pie-baking, and giggling at
every dumbass thing they say.

Paige squeezed my hand under the table,
her face still tilted towards Mom, brightly attentive. Poor Paige. I
was the rebellious one, so she always had to be the good one to keep
from breaking Mom’s heart. Paige with her straight As and her
bright pink prom dresses and her part-time job as a receptionist.
Sure, she made room for her party-planning hobby on the side, which I
knew she loved, but I also knew she’d always wanted to be an
artist. But she’d given up on that dream a long time ago.
Instead she was Perfect Paige with her long list of Mom-approved
boyfriends, whose faces she looked up into and smiled and smiled and
smiled, and sometimes I didn’t think she even saw their
individual faces anymore.

Mom was gathering full steam now, like
a locomotive about to make the leap over a broken canyon bridge.
She’d be huffing and puffing if she didn’t think it would
sound less than genteel. I might be tuning her out, but I could still
read her body language like a picture book: this was going to be a
long one. Settle back into your chairs, ladies and gentlemen, and
the flight attendants will be along shortly to offer you a
complimentary beverage during this in-flight movie.

I only tuned back into the conversation
when she mentioned Paige’s name: “And then that old art
professor of Paige’s shows up at her work, of all places, and
tries to get Paige to enter some of her old paintings in a show,
really, I’d be open to it if it was some of her nice watercolor
landscapes, but no one wants to see that horrid modernist stuff she
got into while she was in college.” She shuddered dramatically,
as if Paige’s interest in modernist painting were a
particularly mangled dead mouse that had been dropped at her feet.

Paige looked down at the napkin in her
lap, blushing in shame. And I couldn’t let that stand.

“Uh, obviously people want to see
it if her professor is still pursuing it after, what, four years
since she took a class,” I said.

My mom shivered delicately. “Yes,
well, certainly not our kind of people. Imagine what that would do to
Paige’s prospects for a husband!”

Paige was still looking at her lap,
ashen-faced, as if she had done something terrible like set fire to a
school, rather than just having some talent in a field other than
husband-finding. I took pity on her and decided to try to draw my
mom’s fire.

“Well, that’s too bad. Oh,
hey, that reminds me of this ad we’re putting out for the
Grace-and-Harmony personals site—”

I didn’t even get to the part
about how I’d helmed the ad about the gender preference options
that my mom would have found really offensive before she
interrupted.

“Darling, please don’t
bring up online personals at the dinner table, they’re
unspeakably crass.” She raised her eyebrow at me. “I
certainly hope you haven’t had to sink to that level. I will
not have you consorting with that—that—” she pulled
out the strongest insult she was capable of—“riff-raff.”

Great, first I wasn’t meeting
enough men, now, I was trying to meet them the wrong way. “I’m
too busy at work to maintain an online profile,” I said, which
was technically true, since I hadn’t logged on in months. What
can I say, if I wanted constant dick pics I’d sign up for a
porn subscription. “We’re actually doing a project with
local roots right now, the Knox bourbon—”

“Why, that company’s not an
hour’s drive from here!” my mother said, her voice
suddenly strangely delighted. She leaned forward, eyes bright. “Tell
me, will you be commuting a great deal?”

“Er, yeah…” I said
slowly, still trying to work out why she’d switched gears from
furious to gleeful.

“And it’s a long-term
project?” she asked, her eyes sparkling like those of a mad
scientist gathering together all the ingredients needed for a
dastardly plan.

“A few months…” I
allowed, hesitantly.

“Wonderful!” She clapped
her hands and stood, practically sprinting to retrieve the dessert,
strawberry shortcakes smothered in whipped cream and dusted with pink
sugar, from the sideboard. “This calls for a celebration!”

Wow. My mom had never been so
supportive before. What was happening? Was she really so glad that
I’d be around more? It seemed more likely that I had just
stumbled into an alternate universe where I had a mother who was
actually happy for my successes, but…well…could it be
that I had just misunderstood my mother’s motivations? Was she
just…lonely?

“This opportunity will be
perfect!” my mother was enthusing, her cheeks glowing as she
distributed the shortcakes. She clasped my shoulder. “It’s
not too late for you, my darling. So many opportunities! I’ll
start calling around this evening, see if any of my friends know
about any nice local boys who are still single.”

My heart dropped, and I could feel my
face falling as well. So that was it. Just another match-making
scheme, since I would never be a complete person in her eyes unless I
was hanging off the arm of a moderately successful man.

“Mom—”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot.”
She rolled her eyes fondly at me, magnanimous in the glow of her
planning. “Nice local men.”

So now I was not only going to have to
prove myself while working on my first big assignment—I was
going to have to do it while fending off all the sons and nephews of
Mom’s chapter of the Queen Bee Society Quilters and Ladies’
Social Club.

Yeah, that’s an actual
organization that she’s not even remotely ashamed to belong to.

Paige shot me another sympathetic look
as my mother chattered on, but she had been too cowed by the previous
put-down—not to mention a lifetime of being under my mother’s
thumb—to try to divert the conversation.

“Oh, there are so many suitable
candidates!” my mother prattled on in a rapturous ecstasy of
match-making. There was no way I was getting her off this now; I’d
have about as much luck trying to stop an army tank with a piece of
tissue paper.

So now I just had to revitalize a
failing company, show my boss I was more capable than the Douchebros,
keep from falling into Hunter’s arms again, and dodge the
‘suitable boys’ my mother was going to be flinging at me
like wedding rice.

When I’d said I liked challenges
in my job interview, I hadn’t been thinking of anything like
this.
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The birds sounded wrong.

That was my first muddled thought as I
awoke, and as my head started to clear I realized that it wasn’t
just the different sounds—more trilling and chirping from
songbirds, fewer coos of doves and pigeons—but how clear the
sounds were, unobscured by the blaring horns and thumping wheels of
traffic outside the window.

Hunter’s plantation manor was
definitely not as bustling as D.C. In theory that should have made it
easier to work.

In practice, this bed was ridiculously
comfortable, and I had a feeling that I was going to be using up
almost all of my energy just to get out of it.

I was alone in the bed, by the way.

I’d arrived on a late flight the
night before, and hadn’t seen anyone besides the housekeeper,
who’d ushered me into my room, where I’d taken a shower
and then passed out from exhaustion. It wasn’t just the late
flight that had tired me out; I’d been prepping for this trip
for a week with research into past Knox ad campaigns, their
financials, and their media presence.

The fact that there wasn’t a lot
of material to work with—Hunter’s grandfather had
apparently considered advertising a sin, and federal income-reporting
laws a barely avoidable sin—just meant that I had to dig harder
for what was out there. My eyes were worn out from staring at
microfiche well into the early hours of the morning, and my inbox was
crammed full of e-mails from academics regretfully informing me that
their archives didn’t contain any of the materials I’d
asked about.

I squinted at the clock beside my bed:
six hours of sleep. That was about as much in one night as I’d
had all last week.

Hopefully, there’d be more
information for me to work with in the family library. But to find
that out, I’d have to get out of bed.

Sometimes, succumbing to my mother’s
plan to get me married off to a wealthy man and never lift a finger
again didn’t seem too bad after all.

I groaned and rolled off the mattress,
hitting the floor with a thump. That woke me up slightly more, and I
managed to stumble to my suitcase and paw at my clothes. What to
wear? The sticky heat meant that my pant-suits were right out; I’d
be fine within the air-conditioned manor itself, but my current
guesthouse and the library were in separate buildings, and I’d
be wanting to tour the fields of grain and cotton so I could snap
pictures to send to Sandra, that way she could get some sketches to
me as soon as possible. Immersion was the name of the game for this
campaign; Hunter was commissioning a new message, new branding, new
artwork. It was exciting and terrifying all at once, and I couldn’t
wait to get started, and what the hell was I going to wear?

I looked around the guesthouse in
exasperation at my own indecision, noted for the first time with my
rested eyes how sumptuous and simultaneously homey it was.

The bed had simple but clean lines, a
frame of solid oak with Egyptian cotton sheets and a hand-stitched
red and blue flannel quilt on top. The warped glass in the windows
looked as if it stretched back to the War of Northern Aggression, but
each pane was as pristine as the day it had been made. The wooden
floor glowed like carmine gold with fresh floor polish, and a
portrait of a humble soldier—one of Hunter’s
ancestor’s—hung over the granite stone fireplace, along
with a well-loved rifle.

All in all, it made me glad I had taken
Hunter up on his offer, even if it brought us into awkwardly close
proximity.

Oh, Mr. Knox, I don’t want to
put you out, I can stay at a hotel—

And make you have to commute an hour
a day, wasting valuable time? That guesthouse is just sitting empty.
You’ll be doing me a favor, giving me a reason to keep Chuck
from using it for bottle storage.

I hadn’t seen Hunter yet, but
like I said, I only arrived last night. I probably wouldn’t see
him for quite awhile anyway: I had research to do, and the last terse
e-mail he sent me said he was busy sorting out production problems
with the distillery, something about the recipe being off in the last
batch, potentially a problem with carelessness, dissatisfied labor,
or even industrial sabotage. He certainly didn’t have time for
anything as unimportant as settling me into my current digs.

I definitely wasn’t disappointed
or anything. Nope.

And I was totally not freaking
out about what I was wearing because we had sort of kind of a little
bit slept together.

I just wanted to look professional, and
not die of heat at the same time.

And of course I didn’t want to
remind him of what had happened that night, but if I just happened to
pick an outfit in which my legs looked particularly stunning...

No. No. No! I was here to work.
That was all.

I settled on a light cotton floral
skirt that swirled modestly around my knees and a sleeveless blue
blouse, and then had a quick cup of coffee in my guesthouse’s
mini-kitchen. Afterward, my brain finally starting to function
properly, I squared my shoulders, grabbed my briefcase, and set out
to find the library.

Just stepping out of the guesthouse
took my breath away. The sun glowed golden over the rolling green
fields, sheltered at their edges by oaks and willows hung with
curtains of Spanish moss, and a stream gurgled blue and pristine
along the western edge, its banks dotted with pink and purple
flowers.

The main house rose like a triumphant
monument at the very center, circled by lilac and honeysuckle whose
heady scent swam through the thick, humid air. My own guesthouse was
bedecked with climbing morning glories in pale violet, and the others
next to me were garlanded with rows of sunflowers. Just behind them I
could see the stables, hear the horses whinnying as grain flowed into
their troughs.

And to the east—a lake,
glimmering like liquid sapphire, and on the horizon the edges of the
distillery barns and sheds for the production of the famous bourbon.
The wind shifted, and a scent of burnt caramel drifted across the
air, sweet and sharp and full of promise. It was like I’d
actually walked right into a dream.

The sky was the purest blue I had ever
seen, and through my daze I found my arm raising to snap a picture
with my cell phone. If Sandra could recreate that color I would
barely need to write any copy. That shade of blue could sell
refrigerators to the Inuit.

The beauty of the estate so gobsmacked
me that I couldn’t decide what to do first. I’d intended
to visit the library this morning—if I could find it—but
I rebelled at the thought of spending time indoors on such a lovely
day. Hadn’t I just said that the name of the game was
immersion?

It was time to explore.
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After spending an hour splashing my
feet in the stream and meeting all of the horses—the grooms
were a little hesitant to let me visit with them, but were won over
after their most cantankerous stallion took sugar lumps from my
hand—I convinced myself to get back on track and trotted
quickly over to the blessedly air-conditioned manor to return to my
original quest: the library.

It ended up being a pretty long quest,
since the manor house ended up being larger than some Eastern
European countries.

I didn’t mind, though, because it
was also absolutely breathtaking. My mom might put on airs about our
heritage, but even with all her efforts, our house could never have
dreamed of this opulence: crystal chandeliers, Persian carpets so
lush my feet almost disappeared in their weave, gold-framed oil
paintings that looked like they’d been taken straight from a
museum. I felt like I’d wandered onto the set of a period
drama—only the electric lights and air conditioning kept me
from feeling like I’d straight-up taken a time machine into the
past.

I might have wandered through those
luxurious labyrinthine hallways forever, but after about fifteen
minutes my stomach rumbled in response to the delicious smells being
wafted from somewhere nearby: sizzling bacon, baking bread, fresh
squeezed orange juice…

It was way past time for a proper
breakfast.

I tried to follow the scent, but
instead of leading me to the kitchen, I stumbled into a room full of
animal heads. Lions, rhinoceroses, tigers, wolves, cougars, panthers,
and bears leered at me with glass eyes from the walls, their mouths
twisted in frozen snarls.

“Sweet baby Jesus, that’s
creepy,” I muttered.

“I know, right?” a perky
voice said. “Hey, you want some breakfast, or should I leave
you to your safari?”

I whirled, and saw a plump young woman
with a brilliant smile, her curly black hair barely tamed by a
ponytail, and her friendly brown eyes sparkling with amusement. With
her dark slacks and button down, she had to be a member of the staff.
But which one?

“Sorry to spook you,” she
said, stepping forward and offering her hand. “I’m
Martha. I heard someone walking around and figured that this maze of
a house had claimed its latest victim. If you need some provisions
for your exploration, I can guide you to the kitchen. We’ve got
pretty much every kind of breakfast food you could imagine, and a few
you can’t.”

“I’ve got a pretty good
imagination,” I said, shaking her hand. “But I thank
you.”

“Trust me, you don’t want
to imagine the things we keep on tap for the U.K. ambassador,”
she said. “I’m going to go ahead and say one of them as a
warning: fish paste. As in paste, made of fish. And gelatin.”

“Wow,” I said. “Warning
appreciated. I’m a simple girl, though, so can I just get some
bacon and eggs sunny side up?”

“That and a side of fruit, plus
coffee that’ll put hair on your chest. Er, metaphorically,”
she assured me. “I don’t think I caught your name…”

“Oh my goodness, that was so rude
of me, I’m sorry,” I apologized. “Allison Bartlett,
but please call me Ally. Very pleased to meet you, and not just
because you’re offering me bacon.”

Martha led the way out of the room of
stuffed animal heads, and I followed, trying to keep track of the
route. I didn’t want to take a wrong turn when I was on my own
and starve to death, after all.

“So, are you the cook?” I
asked to make conversation.

“Oh, sweet fucking Christ on a
cupcake, no!” she blurted, and then covered her mouth with her
hand, giggling. “Sorry. I just had a vision of me trying to
work a blender to make anything other than a banana daiquiri and it
was absolutely horrifying. Nah, I’m Mr. Knox’s personal
assistant.”

“Well, either way, you’re a
lifesaver,” I said. “I feel like I could get lost in this
place for days.”

“Yeah, Theseus and the minotaur
had nothing on this place,” Martha agreed. “Last time the
British ambassador was visiting, we thought he had left after an
argument with Mr. Knox over the history of Scotch, but it turned out
he had just taken a wrong turn in the library and gotten stuck in the
greenhouse. Want me to make you a map after breakfast?”

“More than I’ve ever wanted
anything else,” I assured her.

She grinned. “I have a feeling
we’re going to be friends.”
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“I don’t think I can take
another bite, and that is a goddamn tragedy,” I said.

It truly was. The bacon was just the
right mix of crispy and tender, seasoned with hickory smoke and
honey, and the eggs were cooked perfectly, sprinkled in fresh-cracked
pepper and with just enough yolk spreading from them to dip the bacon
in. The bread was hot out of the oven and spread with butter from the
plantation’s own cows, and over that Irish orange marmalade or
blackberry jam from the cellar.  The orange juice was just-squeezed,
the pineapple just off the tree and bursting with flavor. The coffee
tasted like what would happen if you caffeinated Heaven.

“One more bite,” I promised
myself, and moaned in ecstasy as the piece of pineapple burst between
my teeth.

And of course that was the exact moment
that Hunter came in. When I was moaning like a porn star.

The universe hates me so, so much.

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s
one way to enjoy breakfast.”

I raised my cloth napkin, pretending to
wipe my mouth but mostly attempting to cover up a blush that was
actively trying to make my face burst into flames.

It definitely didn’t help that he
was wearing a tight T-shirt that clung to his sweaty, rugged frame
like it couldn’t bear to let go. Not that I could blame it.

“Yes. Um. You’ve been
working?” I asked, desperate to change the topic.

“Time and tide and distillery
malfunctions wait for no man,” he said. “I’ve been
up for hours. I was just going to grab a coffee and hit the sack for
a quick nap, but I could give you a tour first if you want.”

Is it a tour of your bedroom? I
thought but managed not to say out loud. “No thank you,”
I said instead. “I’ll make my own way. I wouldn’t
want to inconvenience you.”

Because if I took that tour right now,
with him looking the way he did, I was definitely going to
inconvenience the pants right off him.

“It’s no inconvenience,”
he insisted. “In fact, I—” Then his eyes widened.
“Oh dear. You’ve just saved me. I was supposed to join a
conference call in fifteen minutes.” He bit his lip in a way
that made me think several thoughts not even remotely fit for print.
“You’re certain you’ll be all right on your own?”

“I think I’ll survive the
wilds of your library,” I assured him.

He hurried off with a grateful smile.
It was a relief, because I would definitely have jumped him if we’d
spent any longer together. And I couldn’t risk my job for that.

Even though it would be so very nearly
worth it.


 

#


 

After resisting the temptation that was
Hunter in a tight t-shirt, I followed Martha’s map to the
estate library, where I planned to spend the rest of the day. The
building it was housed in was about half the size of the manor house,
which is to say, about twice the size of any public library I’d
ever been in. It was all wood paneling and lush carpets and
wall-to-wall bookshelves that would have made the Beauty and the
Beast movie drool in envy.

Thankfully, those bookshelves were full
of the kind of primary sources I’d been unable to track down
back in Washington, D.C., and I was able to spend hours poring over
old journals, record books, and newspaper clippings in search of the
most fascinating historical tidbits about the company. Those
first-hand sources, including the diary of its founder, Hunter Knox’s
great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather and
great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother, poor immigrants from
Scotland who wanted a better life. They’d come to the United
States where they’d worked hard to earn the capital to leave
their employers and strike out on their own. Learning from both their
roots and the rich bourbon culture of the South, they had worked
together as equal partners to create a flavorful bourbon whose
popularity swept the nation and went overseas, becoming so popular in
Britain that both ancestors were very nearly knighted.

I thought about Hunter as a knight.
Hunter, sweaty, in chain mail, valiantly rescuing me from a dragon.
He’d unchain me from the rock where I’d been offered in
sacrifice, his hands gentle as he stroked my chafed, raw skin—or
maybe he’d leave me chained, those soft lips lifting in a
wicked smirk as he bent to press them to the sensitive skin of my
neck, his hand trailing up my leg—

No, no, no! Bad Ally! Concentrate on
research!

Anyway, those first ancestors weren’t
even the most remarkable thing. No, the true jackpot I stumbled upon
was the way that the Knox family had always strived to do what was
right. Ferryville, the town that had befriended them and offered them
charity when they were poor, was raised up and revitalized by the
Knox’s job-creating factory; the families that had sponsored
their passage to America were sent enough money so that they could
immigrate as well.

Furthermore, the Knoxes had used the
company’s shipping needs as cover for the Underground Railroad,
and after the Civil War, had bought up this very plantation, moving
their headquarters from Ferryville to here in order to give paying
jobs to newly freed slaves and newly discharged soldiers, helping the
economy of the ravaged South recover. Though workforces were
initially segregated, another ancestor, Alphonse Knox, was
instrumental in creating the very first integrated workforce in the
state.

Say, what would Hunter look like in
Union blue or Confederate grey? Neither matched his eyes, but he
would still look so scrumptious in a uniform, all buttoned up and
proper, any uniform, and then I could unbutton it and run my hands
down his chest and press myself up against him and—

Not the kind of planning you’re
being paid to do! I reminded myself with a firm shake of my head.
I forced myself to stop squirming in my seat, and pay attention to
the record of one of Alphonse Knox’s impassioned speeches.

And all this was only the history of
the company in the nineteenth century. I couldn’t take notes
fast enough; how was none of this information common knowledge? If
the company had maintained even a quarter of its philanthropic
interests during the last hundred years, this was a goldmine of
advertising catnip.

This was exactly the angle I wanted to
work. Social responsibility was hot these days, particularly with the
younger crowd that Knox needed so desperately to attract. I couldn’t
just slap a social justice sticker on the label, though—that
might have worked back in the nineties, but today’s young
consumers had been burned before, and the Internet made fact-checking
easy. I would have to back up my claims with solid proof, but in a
way that didn’t make the company and the product sound boring,
overly earnest, or self-congratulatory.

I certainly wouldn’t want Hunter
to think I was any of those things, either.

I mean, for the good of our business
relationship.

Could I do it? Could I get the company
to back a cause both local and global in a way that wouldn’t be
written off as cynical or dismissed as a media show? I jotted down a
reminder to look up the current components of the packaging and see
if Knox could start using anything more environmentally friendly. It
joined a long list on my tablet with the rest of my ideas, notes,
sketches, and first drafts of e-mails to my art partner. It made a
beautiful addition, and made me feel incredibly productive.

This could work. This could really
work.

I was so absorbed by the library and by
my ideas that it wasn’t until my stomach gave a particularly
painful rumble that I looked up and realized how low the sun had
dipped in the sky. My stomach gave another rumble like it was trying
to imitate Mt. Vesuvius, and then twisted painfully until I got the
message. Well, with the map I could probably make my way back to the
kitchen before I starved to death. Probably.

I packed up my things as quickly as I
could and speed-walked out the library—

Right into the broad chest of Hunter
Knox.

It was not quite the way I’d
wanted to be sprawled across that muscular expanse.

“Just the lady I was looking to
see,” he drawled in that gentlemanly tenor voice. “Though
I confess I wasn’t thinking so up close and personal.”

It was entirely unfair how nice he
smelled, like salt and spice, cedar and oak and clean sweet sweat.
Without thinking, my hand opened, fingers spreading to stroke where
they rested against the T-shirt over his chest…No!

I snatched my hand away, blushing.

“Uh. Why were you looking for
me?” I asked quickly, trying to distract him from my accidental
almost-groping. “Was there something you needed to tell me?”

“Indeed there was,” he said
with a grin that told me he had definitely noticed that too-long
touch, and hadn’t quite decided whether or not to let me off
the hook. “I wanted to tell you that the cook has made her
famous pork chops for dinner.” He offered his hand. “I
was hoping that might tempt you to join me.”

Like that man needed to offer pork
chops to be a walking temptation.

Too bad it was one I couldn’t
give in to.

“My room has plenty of food in
the kitchen, I don’t want to intrude—” I began,
though I really did, in the worst way. But then my stomach rumbled
like a dying bear, betraying me. I blushed so scarlet that the Red
Sea would be a pale pink in comparison.

“Sounds like someone disagrees
with you,” he said, eyes twinkling.

“Just my body,” I said.
“It’s an idiot. I try not to listen to it.”

“Oh?” he said, raising an
eyebrow. “I’ve found that my body offers excellent
advice.”

Well, why don’t we reintroduce
them and see if yours is a good influence, my mouth urged me to
say. I bit it back down and said instead, as lightly as I could,
“Care to trade?”

That was a mistake. He eyed me up and
down, and I felt my blood heat up in some extremely inopportune parts
of me.

“It is an excellent body,”
he murmured.

He leaned forward, and for one second,
I thought he was going to kiss me.

Then he linked arms with me instead.
“Come on. Let your body lead you to some new experiences.”

When he put it like that, how could I
refuse?
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“And don’t come back here
for thirty minutes!”

Turns out that those pork chops were
still simmering, and the cook didn’t take kindly to two people
standing over her shoulder drooling, even when one of those two
people was a hunky guy with a body that belonged on the cover of
Playgirl.

A blast of hot air accompanied us out
of the kitchen doors, before the cool air-conditioning enveloped us
once again.

Then I looked up at Hunter, grinning
that easy grin with those perfect teeth and those golden eyes…

Yeah, suddenly all the air seemed very
hot again.

“Sorry about that,” he
said, grabbing my wrist and tugging me down the hall. I tried to
concentrate on his words and not the gentle firmness of his hands.
“She’s got a bit of a temper, and the whole kitchen is
her sovereign territory.”

“I didn’t notice you
disabusing her of that idea,” I pointed out.

His grin grew wider. “Because
she’s entirely correct. I couldn’t microwave popcorn if
you duct-taped the instructions to my face.”

I laughed, and let him pull me along.
“So where are we going now?”

“Well, I can’t let my
expensive new advertising consultant starve because of a territory
dispute,” Hunter said dryly. “I’m going to have to
take drastic measures.”

“Drastic measures?” I
echoed sarcastically. “What, are we going to go shoot a bear?
Because my shot would put you to shame, just warning you.”

He turned back towards me, raising an
eyebrow. “You can shoot?”

“Since I was a teenager,” I
said. “My dad used to sneak me out to the range; Mom never
would have approved.” That was putting it lightly; if she ever
found out, I would shortly thereafter be finding out exactly what it
looked like when a human head exploded.

“Well, that’s good to
know,” Hunter said. “But the measures tonight aren’t
quite so drastic. I just happen to have a secret snack stash.”

I raised my eyebrow even though he had
turned back away and couldn’t see it. “When did you turn
into a teenage girl?”

And when had I decided it was a good
idea to mouth off to my boss/client? I knew the words coming out of
my lips weren’t appropriate, and yet somehow every time we
talked, I just got more and more sarcastic. But it was either that or
lust-struck declarations of wanting to be swept away in his arms, and
I definitely couldn’t let those out. Unprofessional as my snark
might be, at least it kept a tiny part of my dignity intact.

A tiny, tiny bit.

Meanwhile, Hunter’s shoulders had
tensed. “Who says teenage girls are the only ones who get to
have a snack stash?”

His voice was trying to be light, but
there was a tension underneath.

Maybe I had gone too far with my
teasing after all. “I wasn’t trying to say—”
I started.

“There was a time in my life when
I didn’t have any food at all,” he said, so softly that
for a second I thought I had imagined it. “I feel…safer,
knowing I have something stashed away. Just in case.”

What the hell? Hunter Knox had grown up
the pampered scion of a wealthy family—hadn’t he?

I realized the assumptions I had been
making, and I suddenly felt very small.

“I’m sorry,” I said
quietly.

He turned again, giving me a gentle
smile. “It’s all right.”

He took my hand then, and my breath
caught in my throat.

“I’d better guide you the
rest of the way,” he said. “It gets pretty cramped from
here on out.”

He tugged gently on my hand, and led me
down a narrow hallway, through a gap in the walls of stacked boxes
emitting the soothing smells of chamomile and old cloth. He shifted
so that I led, his warm hands on my shoulders steering me ably
through the dark.

Such warm hands. Their heat radiated
through my shirt, and I felt his breath ghosting over my ear, as if
any second now he might lean down and—

“We import the tea from
Singapore,” he murmured.

“Oh,” I whispered,
shivering involuntarily. It was hard to think of anything else to say
with my heart pounding so hard. Was I imagining the way his fingers
tightened slightly on my shoulders? Was that a slight caress as his
finger swept downward an inch towards my collarbone, rustling my
blouse, or was I daydreaming?

Probably. I was definitely probably
reading too much into it. I tried to even out my breathing, hoped he
couldn’t feel me tremble under his gentle touch. I resolved to
banish all thoughts of that night we’d spent together in my
hotel room and focus on the business at hand, but the low throb
pulsing between my legs was undeniable.

“Stop.” And his arm
encircled my waist, sending a jolt through me as I stumbled to a
halt, his strong body pressing up against mine, there in the
half-darkness where no one knew we were, where no one would see if he
were to pull me even closer, if he were to bend his lips to my neck,
if his hands were to wander from my waist to my breasts or down my
thighs—

He pulled away.

“It’s right here.”

It took several embarrassingly long
seconds for me to realize that he was talking about his secret snack
hoard.

I watched, squinting through the
dimness, as he jimmied away the back of a cabinet to reveal a small
tin, just starting to rust at the edges. Watching him, the careful
care he took, the way his eyes lit as he picked it up, I was filled
with an overwhelming gratitude for the trust he was showing me.

Because this was private. This was a
secret. This was something very nearly sacred to him, I could see
that in his eyes, and he was sharing it with me.

And I had no idea what I could have
done to deserve that honor.

He opened the lid and looked at me
almost shyly, his hair falling into his eyes. “It’s not
much…”

I took his hand. His hands were so
large and capable; why did I feel so much like I wanted to take care
of him in this moment? He didn’t need anyone to take care of
him. But I wanted to. “It’s perfect.”

A flash of white in the shadows as he
smiled. “You haven’t even looked.”

We were both whispering. I wasn’t
sure why; the house was so big that we might as well have been in
another county as far as the staff were concerned. But the darkness
and the secrecy and the soft touches somehow made this moment illicit
and stolen and not to be spoken aloud.

“I trust you,” I murmured.

There was a pause as Hunter took in my
words. “Thank you,” he finally said.

My hand was still on his. As if they
had a will of their own, my fingers began to stroke his palm—I
blushed, glad that the poor light would hide it, and pulled away
under the pretense of selecting a snack.

The tin was small, but it held a solid
assortment of sweets, dried jerky, and home-made trail mix. I chose a
chocolate in a bright green foil and unwrapped it, the foil rustling
like a secret waiting to be told. When I bit down, a sweet cognac
liquor burst across my taste buds, and I couldn’t keep from
groaning in ecstasy.

Hunter laughed.

“Hey, you try eating this and not
expressing your appreciation!” I shot back at him in a whisper,
waving the chocolate in his face.

He raised an eyebrow at me, and then he
bit right down on the chocolate in my hand, his soft lips just
moistening the tips of my fingers.

I froze.

Calling all doctors, calling all
doctors, Allison Bartlett’s heart has just stopped cold.

His rakish grin set my blood on fire as
he leaned forward and carefully licked a smudge of chocolate from my
thumb.

I swallowed, hard.

“Not bad,” he allowed. “But
I think you’ll really like this much better.”

He unwrapped another chocolate, and
slipped it between my lips. My eyes fell closed as the sweet taste of
butterscotch melted across my tongue, and a little sound of perfect
contentment escaped my chest in a sigh.

My tongue darted out to catch the last
of the taste against his skin, and I could hear his breath catch in
his throat, and my blood quickened further. I could feel my own heart
pounding, blood rushing through my veins, warmth pooling between my
legs as my arousal tightened within me like a spiral, my nipples
suddenly hard against my silk bra, wanting his hands on them instead.

My eyelids parted slowly, and I was
gazing up into his eyes, so dark with desire in that dim hallway that
I could no longer see the line between his irises and pupils. They
were only dark and determined, the golden light no longer dancing
playfully in them but serious as anything I had ever seen.

He leaned closer, and I could taste the
chocolate on his breath, as intoxicating as his gaze, I could so very
nearly taste his lips—

I can’t let him kiss me.

Not with so much riding on this job.

So much for both of us.

I broke away before we made contact,
stumbling backwards in my haste to save us from the dastardly
destruction of our own hormones.

“I should shower before dinner!”
I thanked God and also Jesus for the humidity that made this lie less
obvious. “I didn’t think of that before but I should
definitely shower and we’ve already used up ten minutes!”
I was babbling as I backed away, but the words kept spilling out,
trying to construct a wall between us so I wouldn’t take a step
back towards him, wouldn’t soothe away that worried furrow in
his brow with my hands, wouldn’t kiss him so hard that he—
“So I’ll barely have time and I’m totally gross so
I should really take all the time I can, glad you understand, you’re
great see you later, bye!”

And then I fled, in a display of
cowardice that would have made Robert E. Lee ashamed to call me his
countrywoman.
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I cranked the shower handle further to
the right and gritted my teeth against the cold water, trying to
forget the taste of Hunter’s lips.

Why must that night haunt me? We hadn’t
even slept together, not really. He’d only gone down on me,
that talented tongue and lips stoking the fire that his hands had lit
as they traced over my skin, as I moaned, arching my eager body
against his, ready for everything he had to give me—

Not helping, brain!

I scrubbed furiously with the lavender
and black pepper soap, trying to punish my skin for its inconvenient
desires, to scour them from my flesh. But the touch of my hands only
seemed to inflame me further, and I found my fingers teasing across
my nipples, stroking and gently twisting—

No, no, no!

But the water had made my skin so
smooth and wet, as though I were already sweating from his passionate
embrace, and I was already imagining him in the shower with me, his
strong arms encircling me from behind, his hard cock pressing against
my back as he kissed his way from my shoulder up to my neck, his
tongue teasing at the shell of my ear as I whimpered at his touch,
arching back into him, spreading my legs slightly as I braced myself
against the shower wall, begging him to thrust into me, filling me,
fucking me hard and fast and rough until I—

And before I could stop myself, my
right hand was between my thighs, my fingers plunging into my wet
cunt as the heel of my palm rubbed against my clit, as my left hand
pinched my nipple. I fucked myself harder and harder, oh God I knew
it was so wrong to be thinking these things when I’d sworn to
be hands off with Hunter, I knew this was only going to make it
harder to keep away, but I couldn’t stop, oh God I needed so
badly to come, I wanted so badly for him to be there making me come,
with his strong hands and his deft tongue and his cock, oh sweet
Lord, that cock, I wanted it between my lips and in my tight pussy
and I’d let him fuck me in the ass if he’d just let me
come, oh God he could fuck me any way he wanted if I could just come
now, anything he wanted, it would be so good—

I came calling his name, and I thanked
heaven the running water meant no one could hear me.
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What kind of outfit says ‘I was
definitely not just masturbating about you, that is definitely not
the reason I am now late to dinner, why would you think that?’?
I’m asking for a friend.

In the end I grabbed a blouse in a
heavy green fabric that I knew looked terrible with my complexion,
and a pair of slacks that hadn’t fit me right since I lost ten
pounds. They were definitely too baggy in the rear and severely
unflattering. But they were professional, and that was the important
thing. I needed to send a clear message, and that message was, ‘Your
lips? What? I barely noticed how soft and luscious they look, because
I am a consummate professional. Totally.’

And I was going to read that message
blaring loud and clear, not just to Hunter, but to myself. Why did he
have to be so irresistible? I knew it wasn’t his fault; he had
no way of knowing his one-night stand was someone he’d ever see
again. I certainly hadn’t thought I’d ever see him again
either.

And after this job, I probably never
would see him again.

I set out for dinner, determined to
ignore the utterly illogical pang of loss at that thought.

Professional. Totally professional.
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Hunter was dressed professionally too
when I met him on the back porch of the manor house, but somehow he
still looked delicious in dress slacks and a crisp yellow button-up.
Maybe it was the way that color brought out the gold in his eyes. Or
just possibly it was the way that button-up shirt fit, hugging his
chest tight and riding up just slightly when he stretched, just
enough to glimpse one tantalizing strip of tanned skin over taut
muscle.

I looked away quickly, pretending to
admire the sunset. “Oh. Look at all those colors.”

It really was beautiful, all pinks and
purples melting into a fiery glow reflected in the sapphire lake.

If only there weren’t something
even more gorgeous demanding my attention.

“Ah. Yes. Colors.” Hunter
sounded just as stilted and awkward as I felt. “The sun…does
that.”

Oh boy. Was the whole dinner going to
be like this?

Short answer: yes.

Longer answer: There was a little bit
of a conversational reprieve as we fell about eating the pork chops,
which had been slathered in some kind of lemon honey sauce that was
basically the food of the gods, but was also an Olympic level
challenge to keep off your clothing. I could barely enjoy the
succulent pork as I fretted silently about keeping the sauce from
smearing all over my face or dripping onto my pants. A slight drip at
the corner of Hunter’s mouth reminded me forcefully of that
almost-kiss, and I nearly dropped my pork chop.

When I finally finished, somehow
miraculously still mostly clean, I wiped my fingers for the last time
on the cloth napkin and reached for the crystal decanter of ice
water.

Hunter reached for it at the same time.

Our fingers brushed.

We both pulled away as if we had
received an electric shock.

“Sorry,” Hunter said.

“No, I’m sorry,” I
said, “you go ahead.”

“No, you were reaching first.”

“No, I insist.”

He nudged the decanter toward me. I
poured myself a glass of water.

Then he poured himself a glass of
water.

We drank our water in silence, not
looking at each other.

Okay, this was ridiculous. So we’d
sort of slept together and then sort of maybe almost kissed. We were
adults! Professional adults! We could handle this. We could be
pleasant. We could make light conversation and act like we weren’t
two lovesick teens who’d broken up right before prom.

Right?

“The weather’s lovely,”
I said. Sheesh, had I really been reduced to that banality?

“Yes,” he said, still not
looking at me. A pause. “But it might rain later.”

“Oh?”

“That’s what the weather
channel said.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

And then more silence.

This was all my fault. I should have
handled it better when he went for the kiss. We should have had a
real talk about our past when he first went for my pitch. I never
should have slept with a handsome stranger in the first place—

But that was the way the cookie
crumbled. If I kept counting my regrets, I’d end up moving back
home and hiding under the bed while my mother derided all my life
choices.

I was going to make some goddamn
fucking pleasant conversation with this man if it killed me.

“The pork was delicious,” I
said, trying to sound as if I didn’t have a care in the world.
“How long have you had this cook?”

“Five years.”

I waited for him to elaborate, but he
didn’t.

Goddamnit, Hunter Knox, work with me
here!

“Your outfit’s nice,”
I blurted in desperation before my brain could catch up to my mouth
and yell, not professional!

He started slightly in his seat, his
eyes darting up to meet mine for just a second. “Ah. Thank
you?”

It was a tiny crack in his stony
demeanor, but it was gone as quickly as it had come, and he was
looking away from me again, as if I didn’t exist, as if he
could barely bring himself to care that I was there with him, trying
to forge a solid working relationship.

And the silence descended once again,
like a dark curtain cutting off the connection between us.

I cast around for some neutral topic.
What said professional, committed, but not interested? And then I
realized what did, and I could have kicked myself for not seeing it
sooner.

Work. Work was professional.

In my defense, if his shirt had been a
size larger I wouldn’t have been so addled by lust that it
would take a whole half hour to come up with that idea.

After all, I knew he liked my ideas,
didn’t I? He’d chosen me, and he’d flown me all the
way out here. He was paying money for my ideas. He’d have
to engage.

“So, I’ve found all sorts
of interesting information in the library archives,” I chirped.
“I’m only up to the 1920s, of course, and the company
stance on various issues during the sixties will be absolutely
crucial to capturing the typically more liberal young adult
population without alienating the senior demographic, but—”

“This is dinner, not a business
meeting.” Hunter’s voice was a sharp ice spear as it
slashed across mine, cutting me off. “And to tell the truth,
I’m not really interested.”

I gaped, then fumed. I could feel steam
started to build up, threatening to leak out my ears like an angry
cartoon character. If he didn’t care about the company, then
what the hell was I doing at his estate in the first place? “Excuse
me?”

“You do your job. Don’t
feel like you have to bother me with any details.” He sighed as
if speaking to me was the most tedious thing in the world, and toyed
with his fork. “I don’t think it will have any real
effect anyway.”

“Excuse me?” Yep,
steam coming out of my ears. Blood pressure rising. Also, the urge to
kill, that was rising too.

“Today’s consumers are
savvy,” Hunter said condescendingly. “They’re not
going to fall for a catchy tune and a promise of good behavior from a
corporation.”

I fumed, unable for several moments to
even form words. My hands were clenched in fists at my side, and I
could feel my stomach roiling. “If you feel that way about my
plan, why’d you even hire me in the first place?”

“It was the lesser of two evils.”

I felt like I had been punched in the
stomach. “Gee, thanks.”

“No offense,” he said, and
for a second, his tone seemed different. Like maybe he actually meant
it. “You’re clearly very good at your job, and very
dedicated. I’ve just never been able to see the point of
advertising. It seems like lying. Either your product’s good,
or it isn’t. Outside forces shouldn’t be able to muddy
the waters.”

“That’s not true at all!”
I protested. I leaned forward, elbows on the table in defiance of
everything my mother taught me as I let him have it. “Advertising
lets people know about products they might never have heard about,
about issues they might never have considered, about angles they
might never have seen things from. It helps them embrace new
experiences. And that’s just the consumers. A clever ad can
help the little guy get an edge over a big corporation, give small
businesses some crucial and much-needed public visibility, it can
make dreams come true—”

“But the little guy isn’t
likely to be the one getting the clever ad, is he?” Hunter
interrupted, leaning forward as well, eyes fiery as he slapped his
palm hard on the table.

Well, I had wanted him to engage with
me.

“It’s the big corporations
like McDonalds and Geico and, yes, Knox,” Hunter went on, “that
can afford a big fancy think tank. A big team of advisors. The best
research and focus groups. You think the little guy can compete with
that?”

“They don’t have to.”
I set my chin, determined to make him understand. “Those things
are nice, but they’re not necessary. You only need one good
idea to make a wave in the advertising world, and that idea can come
from anywhere.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And you
think the next one’s going to come from you, Allison Bartlett.”

I looked him right in the eye. “Well,
why not?”

There was silence again as we stared at
each other, challenging, but this time taut as a pulled-tight rope, a
balance beam that we might fall off of if we looked away.

A distant part of my brain noticed that
both our faces were flushed, and we were both leaning forward. Our
hands almost touching on the table.

Then Hunter leaned back in his chair,
and the distance yawned between us again, wide and insurmountable.

“Well, you’re certainly
doing a good job advertising the advertising industry,” he said
with a light laugh. “I suppose I shouldn’t expect
anything different. What did you do before that?”

Well, at least he was asking questions.
We could probably have a conversation if he kept that up. And that
was all I wanted, wasn’t it? I didn’t need his approval.
Well, not for my life choices, anyway. I only needed it for my final
pitch.

“What did I do before I joined
the forces of evil?” I said. “I interned with them.
Before that, I was in college. Before that, I studied the complex art
of disappointing my mother in every way possible.”

I hadn’t meant to say that, but
my sass reflex had popped up to block anything more emotional. I
could tell it startled him, because his gaze swung up to meet mine
again, and didn’t immediately pull away.

It was an uncomfortably intimate
moment, nothing like his revelation earlier this evening. I had
wanted to know more about him then, about whatever it was in his past
that had shaped and hurt him.

Now, I just wanted to crawl under the
table and disappear.

“So, what did you do before you
took over Knox whiskey?” I said quickly, tossing the
conversational ball back to him and hoping that he would pursue it
instead of my revelation.

And bam, there was that tension again,
tightening his shoulders until they were nearly up around his ears.
His voice was much too carefully casual as he replied, “Oh,
nothing much. Wasted a lot of time and money, according to Chuck.”

Why did that defensive posture make my
heart hurt so much? Why did I want so badly to touch his cheek, to
tell him everything would be okay?

“I wouldn’t take anything
that asshole says too seriously,” I said instead.

“I kind of have to.” The
admission seemed to jump almost involuntarily out of his mouth, and
this time my gaze was the one startled up to his. His eyes were as
fierce as a hawk’s, and as intent. “You said your ideas
were coming along?”

“Yes.” Like I was going to
share them now, after he’d ripped my whole profession apart.
They were going to be untouchably, unquestionably, 100% perfect
before I let them go before his judgment now. “I’m still
brainstorming, but they’ll be ready soon.”

“Better not take too long.”
Did I say his shoulders were tense before? He had practically been
lounging compared to the stressed posture he assumed as he looked
away, out over the setting sun, almost drowned in the lake. His
profile was dark, cast in shadow by the meager lanterns strung around
the porch. He let out a long sigh. “Chuck is ready to launch a
takeover. I’ve only managed to retain forty-nine percent of the
shares.”

I couldn’t help it; I gasped.
“Chuck has the rest?”

“Only twenty-five percent,”
Hunter admitted. “But that’s a lot. And he can influence
the other shareholders. He…knows things, about a lot of them.
Things they’d want to protect, that they wouldn’t want
other people to know. So. They’ll follow his lead.”

I felt like the weight of the world had
suddenly been dropped on my shoulders. What was I doing, sitting
around mooning over this man? He clearly had bigger things on his
mind, and so should I.

“I—I should go.” I
stood. “Thank you for a lovely dinner, but I—should get
back to work.”

“I suppose I should as well.”

Hunter stood quickly, trying to push in
his chair; it bumped against mine, which whacked into my leg, and I
stumbled, cursing my decision to wear heels to dinner—

Hunter caught me.

“Are you all right?”

His voice was so deep, and it rumbled
through me—I could feel his chest rising and falling with each
breath, I could feel his heartbeat through his skin—he smelled
like bourbon and cedar and oh, his hands were so strong and warm—

His eyes, gazing down at me in concern,
his eyes were like molten gold—

“I’m fine,” I
whispered, breathless.

And then the moment passed. Hunter
released my arm, stepped away. “Good.”

I took a step backward too. I seemed
like the only thing to do. “Well, I’ll be going.”

And yet I didn’t move.

“So will I.” Hunter turned,
and then turned back. For a second, my heart filled with ridiculous
hope.

“Thank you,” he said. “For
all that you do.”

“We soulless minions aren’t
so bad after all, eh?” I tried to joke.

But his smile was perfunctory and far
away, and he was unreachable once more as he turned and walked away
from me.
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I was hitting a brick wall. No. A brick
wall was practically a feather pillow compared to the wall that I was
hitting. This was a marble wall, no, a diamond wall, hell, this was a
wall made of some super hard experimental carbon fiber. And I was
running into it again and again.

I knew the social responsibility angle
was the way to go, but I just couldn’t make the copy sing. I
had to make the customers fall in love with the company, not bog them
down in a history lesson.

Knox has a long proud history of—

No, no, it was crap, it was all crap,
everything I had ever written was crap.

I couldn’t let Hunter down like
this.

Hey, bro, you hear about Knox?
They’re pretty dope, ‘cause—

Even worse. Fucking terrible. I sounded
like a ‘Don’t Do Drugs’ video written by a
fifty-year-old man.

Maybe statistics would save me.

Compared to liquor companies of a
comparable size, Knox has donated a quantitatively larger percentage
to charities and nonprofits—

“Dammit!” I threw my pencil
against the library wall and glared at the book. If it wasn’t
so old that it was worth more than my entire apartment, it would’ve
been getting the same treatment.

I needed a preliminary campaign by the
end of the week, and I was going around in circles. Knowing how high
the stakes were for Hunter wasn’t helping. There was so much
riding on this for both of us.

But apparently the universe thought I
needed a reminder of that, because just then my phone rang. It was my
boss.

“Just calling to check in,”
he said breezily. I could hear seagulls in the background. Was he
calling me from his yacht? He was definitely calling me from his
yacht. “How’s it going?”

“Great! Everything’s
falling into place; I’m on the right track.” It wasn’t
really a lie, was it? It was just a little…chronologically
misplaced. I’d totally be on the right track by the end of the
day, and what my boss didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

“Wonderful,” he said. There
was a little slurping sound. Probably downing champagne. “Do
you need any help? This is your first big rodeo after all.”

“Nope, I’m good!”

“Are you sure? Harry Blackstone
and his boys just wrapped up a beaut of a project for Mammoth Tire
Company, under time, under budget, and the numbers we got coming
in—wow! Those guys are definitely looking at some big Christmas
bonuses. I could fly them down, have them oversee your thing, give
you a few pointers.”

“No, I’m fine!” I
tried not to sound desperate, but the pitch of my voice sounded like
it had risen at least an octave.

“Uh-huh.” I couldn’t
tell if he was buying it, but his voice took on a warning tone.  “I
went out on a limb for you on this one, Allison. Lotta guys on the
board didn’t think you were ready. Don’t be ashamed to
ask for help if you need it.”

“I will!”

“Well, all right. Long as you
don’t let us down.”

“I won’t, I promise!”

After a few meaningless pleasantries
that left my memory as soon as we made them, I ended the call and
tried to return to work. But suddenly, all my notes might as well
have been written in Sanskrit.

So much was riding on all this…what
if I failed?

I looked out the window, at the
beautiful expanse of green and gold and blue.

Maybe a walk would clear my head.
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“Ally!”

Hadn’t even made it to the front
door of the manor house when I heard Martha calling my name. I caught
up to where she was leaning across a car in the driveway and frowned,
uncertain for a second why she looked strange to me before the answer
came to my wearied mind.

When I’d first seen her, she’d
been dressed professionally, with black slacks, a white button down
blouse, and her curls pulled back into a ponytail. Now she was in
lace-up boots, a short skirt, and a red tank top that showed off her
figure to great advantage without quite crossing the line into
trashy. Her hair was done all nice too, in soft waves that spilled
across her shoulders, and her nails were painted. She was even
wearing a few pieces of simple sterling silver jewelry.

“Hot date?” I asked.

“More like an investment in a
future hot date,” Martha said with a toss of her hair. “My
cousin wrangled me an invite to a frat party, and I figure I can
dazzle a few tasty college boys with a look at a real woman.”

“Well, I wish you the best of
luck,” I told her, while privately thinking, better her than
me. I’d had enough of frats in college, and the last thing
I wanted was to have to revisit those inebriated—

Wait a minute.

The college market was the one
demographic we were missing out on, big-time. Maybe the reason all my
copy was falling flat was because I was too out of touch. Maybe if I
saw our potential customers in person, I’d have a better idea
what to aim for.

“Could I—” I
hesitated, uncertain, then charged ahead. “Could I come with
you?”

“Really? Sure! But—”
She eyed me. “Want to change first?”

I looked down at my ratty T-shirt and
baggy jeans, chosen for this walk because they were the most
comfortable thing to have an anxiety attack in. Definitely not my
most seductive combo, but then, I wasn’t looking to get laid
tonight. “Nah, I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry I led you to
believe that was a question and not a command,” Martha said,
holding the door for me. “If you don’t have anything
good, we’ll hit the mall first. We’re taking the Rolls
Royce—Mr. Knox lets me use it for emergencies, and believe me,
the state of that outfit definitely qualifies as a disaster.”
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The first few minutes of the drive were
spent trying to not scream as I clutched at the seat with white
knuckles, Martha laughing maniacally as she gunned the engine.

“Are you trying to exceed the
speed of light?” I shouted.

“Hey, if I can time-travel to the
start of this party, it just increases the size of my future
man-harem. You think I should stop at seven? I’m thinking I
could handle nine, but I don’t want anyone to get jealous. Sooo
boring.” She laughed wildly, and leaned on the gas pedal.

I hung on for dear life, mouthing
prayers to baby Jesus.

Once we got to the interstate, Martha
slowed down to something approaching the speed limit and turned down
the country music blaring from the speakers. Carrie Underwood’s
voice dwindled down to almost nothing as Martha turned to me. “So,
how’s work?”

“Ugh,” I said. “Like
slamming my face into a shark, but less rewarding.”

Martha laughed, and patted my knee.
“Oh, you poor thing.”

“I’m hoping going out
tonight will jar something loose,” I said. Maybe I shouldn’t
have been confiding so much in Hunter Knox’s assistant, but she
was just so laid back, so real, so easy to talk to. Also, the
near-death experience of her driving was making me want to get some
things off my chest. “Help some of the things rattling around
my brain connect, spark something.”

“Speaking of sparks, you and Mr.
Knox…” Martha started with a sly smile.

“He told you about that?” I
blurted. “It was just the one time, I swear—”

Martha’s eyes widened. “Holy
moly, girl, you mean you actually cracked old Stoneface?”

Well, the cat was out of the bag now. I
took a deep breath. “One time, like I said. Before I got this
job. Before I even knew he was the one who could get me this job.”

“And that’s the reason why
you haven’t been making any more moves on him?” She
cocked an eyebrow at me, paying an alarmingly low amount of attention
to the road. “Girl, your reasoning is flawed. Have you seen
that ass? Ain’t no amount of corporate ethics worth passing up
that ass.”

I admitted that I had indeed seen that
ass, and it was a fine ass indeed. “But I can’t get
caught up in some relationship drama. This is my first real big
chance to prove myself at work. And he’s got worries of his
own; he doesn’t need me mooning around over him. Plus, it was
nothing. Just a random hook-up. No big deal.” My attempt at
sounding nonchalant fell flat. I’ve always been a bad liar.

“Right.” Martha rolled her
eyes. “Look, I can tell he’s into you. I’ve never
seen him light up the way he does when anyone mentions your name. And
Hunter’s into all that noble ‘proving yourself’
bullshit too. But you’re like the ‘play’ to his all
work. And he needs that. So if you ask me, I’d say you two are
made for each other.”

I was barely listening to her rattle
on, because my mind was stuck on one thing that just didn’t
make sense. “Wait a second, Martha. What’s with the
‘proving yourself’ thing? He’s Hunter Knox.
What’s he got to prove?” I asked.

“Are you kidding me?”
Martha took a hand away from the wheel to gesture, and I struggled to
focus on her words instead of on my imminent death as the car swerved
slightly. “He spent a couple years after college trying to set
up his own business, and it tanked, and Chuck and all the rest of
those assholes on the board have never let him forget it. They treat
him like a total loser, like everything he touches is going to blow
up. Never mind that since then he’s actually brought profits up
across the board for Knox and gotten up one of the highest employee
satisfaction ratings in the country. Never mind how many times he
gets on the cover of Forbes or is asked to advise on a government
think tank. Nope, who cares about that stuff? For Chuck it’s
just a broken record of that one failure, over and over and over
again!”

She was practically shouting as she got
to the end of the sentence, and she struck the horn angrily as she
finished, confusing the hell out of the guy in the pick-up in front
of us.

I regarded her thoughtfully. “You’re
really loyal to him, huh?”

Martha’s face was serious as she
nodded. She took a deep breath, and went on more calmly. “He
took a chance on me. My last job before this…I messed up. I
messed up bad. My no-good drunk of a dad had cleaned out my savings,
and I was barely scraping by, and my boss…he left a bunch of
jewelry in his desk, in an open drawer. I saw it, and I thought about
all the times he groped my ass or yelled at me for dumb mistakes, and
I thought…well, I thought, this is compensation, you know?”

She shook her head, as if trying to
shake the memory from it.

“I’m not judging,” I
told her.

Martha went on. “After I got
fired, Hunter looked me up. Said he’d always thought I seemed
like a good employee and he wanted to hear my side of the story, and
after he did, he gave me a job. Good pay, good benefits, he doesn’t
get handsy, and he trusts me. Lets me handle things. And I do.”

“I’m sorry it’s been
rough,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say. My job
experience didn’t look half so bad compared to hers.

Martha shook her head, rejecting my
pity. “It’s in the past. And I’ve always been a
present girl, myself.” We peeled into the parking lot of an
outlet mall. Martha grinned wide. “And speaking of presents,
let’s get you looking like something these boys can’t
wait to unwrap…”
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“Yo, babe, can I top you up?”
A young man with more muscles than hand-eye coordination waved a
bottle of vodka at me. I was honestly impressed that he was still on
his feet.

“I’ll stick to punch,
thanks,” I said, taking a sip from my half-full cup. Tonight’s
research only involved alcohol at a remove, which was a good thing—I
was not looking forward to repeating my last drunken experience with
any of these immature dudebros. Or any of my drunken college
experiences, come to that.

I winced at the blurry memory of
several different parties; there was that time when I vomited green
puke all over my closet on St. Patrick’s Day and woke up in the
bathtub, that time I confessed my love to a stoner guitar player who
stopped me in the middle to tell me he didn’t even know my
name, that time I accidentally made out with a former professor and
then started crying when he said he was married—

Yeah, no alcohol was definitely the way
to go tonight.

I looked around, trying to observe
drinkers in their natural habitat. What do twentysomething dudes
want? Let’s see, there was a dreadlocked guy leaning into a
blonde’s personal space, a clean-shaven polo player topping up
a redhead’s drink, a sloppy drunk bearded hipster trying to hug
a brunette and toppling onto the couch instead—

Okay, let me rephrase that: what do
twentysomething dudes want besides sex?

I looked deeper. Dreadlocked guy had a
shirt with Bob Marley and an inspiration quote on it. The polo player
was plying the redhead not just with alcohol but with Maya Angelou
quotes. And from the couch, the bearded hipster was protesting that
he’d totally had the brunette’s back at that march last
weekend when some scumball tried to make off with her purse.

Underneath the hormones and bravado,
these were just kids. Kids who wanted to belong, and make a
difference, but were afraid to go looking for something on their own.

But I could show them the way.

And just like that, I knew exactly what
the new tagline for Knox needed to be.

I stood, eager to find Martha so that I
could get back to my little guesthouse desk and start writing all of
this down.

Unfortunately, as I stood, the surface
of the Earth decided to take up waltzing.

Shit. The punch hadn’t been
nonalcoholic after all.

I never should have trusted that
douchewaffle trying to bring the seventies porn mustache back. That
had been the most untrustworthy facial hair I had ever seen. You just
knew his whole life was going to be a series of increasingly terrible
decisions. And I thought it had tasted a bit off. Crap.

I wandered through the house, trying to
keep my legs steady as the walls spun around like a teacup ride. My
eyes refused to focus properly on the faces of the people I
passed—they were doing all they could to keep track of up vs.
down—and I couldn’t see Martha anywhere. Damn, whatever
had been in that drink was strong.

I pulled up a cab number on my phone
before remembering that it was for a company in D.C. Damn, I wished I
could afford a smart phone! One Google search and it’d be
problem solved. I eyed the iPhone in a rich frat guy’s hand,
but didn’t approach him. Considering these guys’ track
record with the punch, a request for a cab company number would
probably get me the digits of a crack house.

Still…asking someone for help
wasn’t a bad idea. I scrolled down to the number for the manor
house. I hated to get one of the servants up out of bed, but they
could fire up a computer and get me a cab number, and I’d get
them something nice in thanks.

But it wasn’t one of the servants
who answered.

“Hello?”

Hunter. I almost hung up.

“Hello?” he asked again.
There was a pause—he must have been looking at the Caller ID.
“Ally, where in the world are you? We’ve been worried
sick.”

A silly grin spread itself out over my
face before I realized what I was doing. Why should I care if he was
worried about me? He was strictly off-limits.

But that grin wasn’t going away.

I leaned into the wall, my eyes sliding
shut as I imagined leaning into his arms.

“Did you miss me?” I
teased. Shit, was I slurring? I tried to focus, make my words come
out crisp and clear. “There was a, a party. Martha. Martha
party. At a frat.”

Hunter sighed, a mixture of
exasperation and amusement. “Of course there was. I know
exactly where you mean. I’m on my way.”

“No, I didn’t mean, I just
wanted—”

But he had already hung up.

Well, I guessed that meant Prince
Charming was on his way in his carriage, whether I liked it or not.
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“Well, this is a new side of
you,” Hunter said, eyeing me up and down. His voice was
tight—almost…angry? “And here I was, thinking you
were a pure professional.”

“Well, I’m not onna—on
the clock, am I?” I snapped back, embarrassed. I could feel my
blush burning my cheeks as I became even more aware of the short
plaid skirt, kitten heels, and low-cut red blouse that Martha had
talked me into purchasing at the mall en route. “Is it a crime
to wear nice things?”

“Depends on who you’re
wearing them for,” he growled, sending a look at a nearby frat
guy that was pure poison. Frat guy had been coming forward proffering
a drink; he back-pedaled like a mouse who’d just seen a lion.

“Didn’t realize you were
CEO of my wardrobe too,” I grumbled. Who was he to comment on
my outfits? Just because we’d slept together once didn’t
mean he owned me. “Look, if you’re taking me home, take
me home.”

I tried to stand, and Hunter grabbed my
arm to keep me from falling, walking me gently to his car. I leaned
into him, savoring his solidity, his strength.

The feel of his hands on me made it
very difficult to remember why I was angry at him.

He helpfully reminded me. “I
don’t understand why you’re here to be taken home in the
first place.” His voice was a tightly wound spring, emotions I
couldn’t quite grasp bottled up under pressure. “After
what happened last time, I would have thought you’d swear off
‘research’ of this nature.”

I fumbled at the door handle to the
car, my face flushed with drink and embarrassment. “For your
infor—infor—informayshun, I wasn’ planning to drink
at all.” I flopped onto the car seat, nearly strangling myself
with the seatbelt. “Dammit! Shit. I’m fine, just—”
I waved away his assistance, buckling myself in with only a few dozen
fumbles. “Some asshole spiked the punch.”

“Well, that explains why you’re
currently walking as if your legs are made of Jell-O,” Hunter
said. “It doesn’t explain why you’re here in the
first place.”

“I was doing more research,”
I admitted as he started the engine. “Just on the demo—dem—the
graphic thing. Not booze.”

I expected him to give me more of a
hard time, but he just nodded, tight-lipped. Then: “Did it
work?”

I thought of that tagline again, and
grinned. “Oh yeah.”

I thought I saw Hunter smile, just a
bit, his shoulders relaxing, before he pulled out of the driveway.

The cicadas sang almost as loud as the
engine as we flew along the highway. I watched the horizon to keep
from getting carsick, silhouettes of dark hills and moss-laden trees
and kudzu along a deep sky backlit by the lights of the city that
drew dimmer and dimmer as we left civilization.

“Over the river and through the
woods…” I murmured.

“To Grandmother’s house we
go,” Hunter finished dryly. “Seeing as we’re
heading to my house, I can only draw the conclusion that I’m
the grandmother.”

“Oh please,” I said,
turning to him and contemplating his profile with a lazy grin. I laid
my hand on his leg, up on his thigh. Hey, I was drunk. And it was a
nice thigh. “Like you could be anything but the big, bad wolf.”

He swallowed, hard.

There was a forced lightness in his
tone as he said, “I take it you think I should get a haircut.”

“Don’t you dare.” I
shook my other finger at him. “You stay shaggy, Mr. Sexy Wolf.”

I never knew someone could choke on air
before.

When Hunter had regained his
composure—and I had stopped giggling—well, mostly
stopped, I was still giggling a little bit, I find it very hard to
stop giggling when I’m tipsy—he went on. “I’m
surprised Martha didn’t find you a gigolo before she went off
to cultivate her harem.”

“Puh-lease!” I scoffed.
“They’re babies. Big hairy whiny drunk babies. Oh wow. I
think I just made babies terrifying. Just…giant babies. Hairy.
Wow.”

Hunter returned my hand to my own lap,
his hand lingering just a second to pat my knee. “You just
sleep that off there, darling,” he drawled in that
smooth-as-honey accent.

My eyes were feeling kind of heavy…I
leaned back into the leather seat and giggled one final time.
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“Ally. Ally, wake up.”

I moaned fretfully, and opened my eyes.
I was compensated for this Herculean labor by the sight of Hunter’s
handsome face only inches from mine.

Thankfully, before I could drunkenly
decide to kiss him, he pulled away. “We’re home.”

“Oh,” I said, standing.
Yep, it was a good thing he had pulled away. I wasn’t
disappointed. At all.

Unfortunately, the drive hadn’t
been near long enough for me to have sobered up. The second I stood,
the lavish grounds of the Knox plantation set themselves a-spinning,
and I stumbled.

Hunter caught my arm. “Allow me.”

Heat coursed through my veins at the
touch of his strong hands on my bare skin. He was holding me upright,
holding me safe…his hands were so callused, and yet so gentle…

He was looking at me so earnestly with
those deep dark eyes, shot through with pure gold…

“You don’t have to,”
I mumbled, half-heartedly pulling away.

His grip stayed firm, and he smiled,
his expression as gentle as his touch.  “I do if I want to save
my company.” The smile widened, mischievous. “After all,
you can’t explain your brilliant strategy from beyond the
grave.”

I stumbled on the gravel as if to prove
his point. He chuckled under his breath, and then he swept me off my
feet.

Literally.

I considered making another protest,
but his chest was really comfortable, and he smelled really nice.
Protests were overruled in favor of snuggling back into his warm arms
and giving out a little sigh.

“Comfortable?”

“Very.”

Oh, he did smell so nice, though. Only
this annoying shirt was in the way. If I could just reach over and
undo those buttons…

No, no, no! Bad drunk Ally! No groping!
I snatched my hand away before it could do more than awkwardly wave
through the air, and tried to distract myself with snark.

“You carry all the girls you meet
over the threshold?” I asked as we came to the guesthouse.

Oh no, that was a terrible choice, much
too wedding-themed, much too romantic—

“Only the ones with the best
research methods.” His voice was honey and bourbon and caramel,
warm breath on my ear, a comforting vibration against my skin.

“Yeah, you liked it last time,
didn’t you?” I teased. I nuzzled against his shirt, and
lost myself in the texture. “I wish I could’ve shown you
how much I liked it too. Wish I could still show you. I wish that all
the time.”

I felt him start against me. This was
it. This was the moment of truth. Would he respond? Would he kiss me?
Would he?

He walked quickly through the door of
the guesthouse and set me on my chair. He was about to go but I
reached up, caressing his cheek.

His eyes closed, like a contented cat.
He sighed. “Ally…”

“Want to show you so much,”
I murmured. I let my hand wander down his neck, trailing my fingers
above his collarbone.

He swallowed, hard.

“I still remember how your lips
taste,” I said. I ran my finger over them. His tongue flicked
out, tasting the skin there, and I was undone.

I leaned forward, pressing my lips
against his. Oh, nothing had changed, still that tang of honey, still
that softness of his lips and the rasp of his stubbled cheek, still
the way he kissed me back gently at first and then greedily, as if I
were water and he were lost in a desert, as if I were water and he
wanted to drown.

My hands were on the buttons of his
shirt, clumsy but determined to uncover his tanned skin, and his
hands had found my breasts, kneading them with a sweet urgency that
made me gasp into his mouth, and push against him.

I wanted nothing more than this,
nothing more than him—

And then he pulled away with a groan.

I reached for him, dismayed. “Hunter—”

“Ally, I can’t,” he
said softly. “You’re drunk.”

“But—” I protested.

He laid his fingers over my lips and I
found I could think of no more words, only of him. I begged him with
my eyes not to leave.

“Professionalism, right?”
he reminded me.

I nodded glumly, trying to formulate a
reasonable rebuttal, but my brain couldn’t come up with
anything fast enough.

And then he left.

Well, shit.
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A construction company had moved into
my forehead.

That was the only possible explanation
for all this banging and hammering.

I cracked open an eye, and rued the day
I was born.

Usually I was good about drinking
enough water to prevent hangovers, but after my fiasco last night,
I’d wanted to drop into unconsciousness as quickly as possible.
And oh, was I paying for it now.

The light from the window hit my one
open eye, and I groaned. And then I groaned again, because even the
sound of groaning hurt my head, and then basically I was trapped in a
vicious circle of hell.

And as a special bonus bit of torment,
I could kiss goodbye any chance of Hunter ever seeing me as a
professional. He was probably going to pack me off to Washington on
the first train or plane he could book me a ticket on. He was
probably going to distribute my photo to all his security people too,
to make sure I didn’t go all crazy stalker on him.

I made myself roll out of bed and crawl
to the dresser, where I pulled on the most uncomfortable,
unflattering outfit I could find. This was my penance. It wasn’t
enough.

But before I got fired, I needed to get
myself some goddamn coffee. And of course all the single-serving cups
that went in my suite’s coffeemaker were gone. It figured.
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Somehow, I miraculously made my way to
the manor and into the kitchen without getting lost or dying from the
worst hangover ever known to man (or woman).

The smell of baking pastries only made
my stomach roil, and I filled up my coffee mug quickly, grabbing a
glass of orange juice as well. If I could just keep that down, my
electrolytes might be replenished by the time I was combing the want
ads for a new job back at home.

“How’s the head?”

I almost dropped my cups.

There was Hunter, looking good enough
to eat in a tight shirt and loose khakis. I blushed, thinking of how
I must look in a tattered bathrobe over my frumpy outfit. And after
the things I’d said last night—after the things I’d
done--

Hunter laughed sympathetically. “Not
great, I take it.” He grabbed an egg from the refrigerator and
cracked it into my orange juice. His hand wrapped around mine, nudged
me towards the fridge. “Just add some Worcestershire sauce to
that, and you’ve got a foolproof hangover cure.”

I eyed the cup, my brain torn between
confusion, lust, and suspicion. Was he actually feeling this casual?
He couldn’t be. I just wished I could think clearly, instead of
fighting through the headache and the insistent urge to check out his
abs.

“I think I’ll stick to
coffee,” I said, my face flushing. I could feel the heat
radiating off his body. Why did he always catch me at my worst?

“It’s your head,” he
said with a shrug. He leaned closer, his eyes dancing. “Seems
like your research methods have been a lot more fun for me than you,
on the whole.”

R-rated images danced a tango through
my head, and this time, it was my turn to make my excuses and flee.
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Since I was, somehow, not fired, I took
refuge under a willow outside the library, where I could look over my
notes with no risk of the elements damaging the original texts safe
back inside. There, hidden beneath its copious leaves, I managed to
get some work done.

Until Hunter managed to track me down
three hours later, and I forgot everything except how yummy he looked
in a tight white t-shirt.

“I’ve got something to show
you,” he said.

And it probably wasn’t his abs. I
braced myself for the ‘it’s just not working out, I’m
going to get someone new from your company’ speech…

But he pulled out his cell phone
instead.

“You’re making a bad habit
of taking calls while talking to me,” I said. Maybe reminding
him of our night together wasn’t the smartest move, but what
the hell, how much more trouble could I get in?

His lips quirked for a second before he
passed me the phone. “I wanted to show you this.”

It was a text conversation from Chuck.
At first I didn’t get it—Chuck was just talking about
some kind of meeting. Then he mentioned something that was supposed
to be in my purview. And then he mentioned a name.

Harry.

Chuck was at a meeting with the
Douchebros, and they were going to try to steal my project away from
me.

I looked up at Hunter, speechless.

He nodded grimly. “They’re
trying to cut you out.”

Emotions warred in my chest. I was
touched that Hunter was sharing this with me, but confused. He didn’t
care about the ad campaign, he thought it was all worthless. And
after last night, why would he care if Chuck brought in new blood?
“Why would you show me this?”

“Because if Chuck thinks he can
get away with this, he’ll cut me out next.” He looked
away and kicked at the dirt, his face vaguely embarrassed. He
muttered, “Besides, your idea is worth a hundred of theirs.”

That was probably less a measure of how
much he liked my idea and more a measure of how much he hated theirs,
but it still gave me a warm glow inside.

I stood, and met his gaze, letting him
see my determination. “Well, then we just won’t let him
get away with it.”
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Hunter and I didn’t bust into the
meeting so much as stroll in casually, but Chuck and the Douchebros
still started guiltily in their seats like kids caught with their
hands in the cookie jar.

Chuck recovered first, barely pausing
to shoot an angry look at Hunter before going into full smarm mode:
“Allison! I’m so glad Hunter decided you should join us.
I’m sure you don’t mind that we’re exploring
multiple options, do you? It’s so important to consider all
perspectives, don’t you think?”

I gritted my teeth as I smiled, wishing
he wasn’t so powerful within the Knox corporation, so I could
tell him to his face what I thought of his patronizing crap. But he
was powerful, and so I couldn’t give him an excuse to dismiss
me.

“Of course,” I said. “Let’s
hear those ideas. I’m all ears.”

Between my bitterness and my hangover,
the forced smile on my face was actually starting to hurt, but if
they wanted to bro it up, I was going to be right there with them.

Chuck smiled ingratiatingly.
“Excellent. Let’s get to it, then. But it’s looking
a little crowded in here, so why don’t we reconvene someplace a
little more…comfortable? I know just the place.”
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I pushed away the fried pound cake, the
few bites I’d been able to take sitting heavy in my stomach.
The Douchebros had pitched all during dinner, Hunter’s face
unreadable, Chuck visibly excited, and it was worse than I’d
thought: apparently they’d taken Hunter’s earlier
critique to mean that their previous pitch hadn’t been sexually
exploitative enough. They now wanted, among other things, to hire
“Knox knockers,” professional strippers who’d visit
college campuses and dance in showers of bourbon while free samples
were given out. Gag me.

I’d spent most of dinner wanting
to throw up, and it hadn’t helped when Chuck
accidentally-on-purpose slipped his hand over my knee.

I may have accidentally-on-purpose
stabbed him with a salad fork.

“Aw, Ally, you sacrificing your
dessert for your diet?” Harry said. “Don’t worry, I
like my women with a full figure.”

I smiled at him in a way that I hoped
communicated that he shouldn’t feel safe just because he was
out of stabbing range at the moment.

“Now, now,” Chuck
admonished Harry. “Allison’s not like that. She’s
one of the boys, isn’t she?”

He glanced slyly at all the Douchebros,
and there was hastily suppressed sniggering all around the table. I
flashed back to the whispered conversation I’d seen Chuck and
Harry having when I came back from the bathroom. Those assholes were
planning something.

“Now what I think,” Chuck
went on, with all the sincerity of a politician campaigning for
reelection, “is that we should show Allison how much we accept
her, by welcoming her into our sanctum santorum. Would you like to
join us there, Allison? For a free and open exchange of ideas?”

He looked like butter wouldn’t
melt in his mouth, but the sniggering around him intensified.
Oscar-level actors, his minions were not.

I knew it was a trap. It couldn’t
be more obvious if he had painted the words ‘IT’S A TRAP’
all over it. But he’d maneuvered me into place, and I couldn’t
afford to back down without coming across as a fun-hating bitch and
looking bad in front of Hunter, who was probably already regretting
hiring me after the ass I’d made of myself last night.

“Sure,” I said, my smile as
fake as a spray tan.

“Wonderful,” Chuck said. He
tossed his keys to Harry. “If you’d do us the honor of
leading us to the Galenorn Gentleman’s Club?”

Shit.
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“No, I do not want a lap dance!”

The Douchebros roared with more
laughter than if I had been a professional comedian as I fended off
an enthusiastic stripper in a g-string and pink sequined pasties.

I tried to avoid getting an eyeful as
she sauntered off, offended, but there was nowhere safe to look. It
was butts, boobs, and poorly conceived costumes as far as the eye
could see. And while I’m certainly comfortable with the human
body, I’m most definitely not the kind of person who wants to
spend a night watching tastelessly outfitted strippers exploit
themselves for cash. I could kill Chuck.

I mumbled something about needing to
use the restroom and shrank backwards into the clouds of cigarette
smoke. I needn’t have bothered; the whole crowd of them forgot
me instantly in favor of drooling over a barely legal girl in a
loincloth and an Egyptian headdress that was totally not historically
accurate, with a fake rubber snake curled around her neck.

I rolled my eyes so hard I was
surprised they didn’t alter the orbit of the moon.

Hunter sidled up next to me. I braced
myself for some double entendre, but he just looked at me
sympathetically. “Not into it, huh?” he asked dryly.

It was the cigarette smoke making my
eyes water, not the unexpected kindness. I covered with snark.
“That’s not even the right outfit for an Egyptian theme.
Even a temple prostitute would be more clothed than she is. And she
definitely wouldn’t be wearing a Mayan belt, that’s
completely the wrong continent.”

Shock flitted across Hunter’s
face, and then he grinned. “Well, aren’t you full of
surprises.”

I shrugged. “Hey, a semester of
historical costuming stays with you.”

“Your school did something other
than Civil War reenactment costumes?”

I gave him a Look, capital L. “Don’t
tell me you did those.”

“Okay, I won’t.” He
put his hands up defensively when my Look intensified. “Hey,
it’s a great place to pick up chicks. You die a dramatic death
throwing yourself in front of some fake musket fire, clutch their
hands, look deep into their eyes…a winner every time.”

I snorted. “Don’t tell my
mom. She’ll have me in hoop skirts before you can say Robert E.
Lee.”

He raised an eyebrow. “The
matchmaking sort?”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

“My mom could get that way too,
sometimes.” He shifted his eyes away, but not before I caught a
flash of deep sadness in them.

I tried to distract him by joking about
the costume of the next girl set to go on. “What’s she
supposed to be, a Playboy bunny or the Easter bunny?”

He smiled, shaking his head at me. “I
think she’s supposed to be a sexy cavewoman.”

“Ah, yes, that well-known trope,”
I said sarcastically. “Uuuurgh. You Tarzan. Me Jane. Lap dance
twenty mammoth, private room extra.”

Hunter snorted, and reached over to
take my hand, pulling me closer. It was probably only to make sure he
could be heard over the pounding music, but my heart still stopped as
his breath tickled over my ear.

“Want to head home? I can’t
wait to get out of here either.”

My hand fit into his like they were
made for each other. I squeezed his hand, and looked up into his
golden brown eyes with a smile. “I know I’m
definitely not getting any work done here. What are we waiting for?”
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Back at the estate, Hunter took my hand
again to guide me out of the car. I didn’t need it this time,
but I wasn’t complaining. I was actually rather rapidly
conspiring to get him to do it again as soon as possible.

But then he didn’t move towards
the guesthouse, instead tugging me down one of the unpaved gravel
roads leading towards the edge of the property.

“Wait, where are we going?”
I asked. “Is this the part of the movie where you reveal that
you’ve been a ghost all along, and need me to know where you’re
buried?”

Hunter snorted. “Nothing that
exciting. Just…” His thumb stroked over my hand, and it
became hard to concentrate on his words. “…thought you
should get a moonlit tour of the distillery.”

“Oh,” I said. Then I
rallied back some of my eloquence. “Is the moonlight
particularly important?”

“Incredibly important,” he
said seriously, but his eyes were dancing.

He led me down the gravel road, through
the woods with the singing cicadas and the air that smelled like damp
earth, sweet green growing things, and burnt caramel. The shadows
made him look dark and mysterious, made me feel dark and mysterious
too, a human maiden being led astray into the wilds by her feral fae
prince, to dance and dance at the midsummer masque of the Faerie
Queen.

Or not.

The distillery was lit by half lights
as Hunter pulled me into the first room, jars and jars of grains
lining the wall.

“The mash bill,” he
explained in a whisper. “Mostly corn, except in the special
brands. I’d tell you the exact recipes, but then…”
he shrugged.

“You’d have to kill me?”
I teased back, also whispering.

He grinned wickedly. “Clever
girl.”

Our feet stole quietly across the
floor, past the miniature grain mills to a set of spiral stairs. Cool
air drifted up from the bottom, and as we descended, I could hear the
burble of a spring.

“Only the purest water,”
Hunter said softly. “Completely natural, straight from the
earth. Filtered by limestone, not corrupted or polluted or
deionized.”

He dipped his hand into the spring and
held it to my lips; my eyes closed as I let the cool water slide down
my throat.

I had never tasted anything so
delicious.

I wanted so, so badly to lick his hand.

I pulled away, glad of the half-light
that hid my blush. “What else are you hiding here?”

“Oh, all sorts of secrets.”
That roguish grin again.

And then he took me to the cave rooms
where yeast strains had been preserved since the Prohibition era, and
there were mash cookers, and fermentation vats with thick cypress
slats hewn from local forests, and cylindrical copper stills gleaming
like buried treasure, and finally, thick white oak barrels where the
bourbon whiskey could age, soaking up the flavor until they were
ready to be bottled.

“It’s beautiful,” I
said, and to my surprise, I really meant it. I wasn’t the type
to get soppy over something like this. But it truly was amazing. The
alchemy of it. The magic.

“It’s full of history,”
he said, his gaze full of soft wonder as he surveyed his distillery
as if seeing it through new eyes. “I never appreciated it when
I was younger, but I look at it now and I…”

He trailed off.

My hand had been without his for far
too long; I took it again.

“Tell me about it,” I asked
softly.

“You probably know more about it
than I do,” he said. “All that time you spend in the
library. You probably appreciate it more than me by now.”

I shook my head. “I can tell it
means a lot to you.”

He nodded. “The world is so full
of uncertainties,” he said. “But this, the recipe, the
brewing…it’s an art, and it’s a science, and it’s
the history of my family, and…it’s the one thing I can
put together, and know it’s strong, and it’s right, and
it’s meant to last.” He shrugged, seeming embarrassed. “I
can’t explain it, not really. Not in words.”

“Then show me,” I said.

His eyes met mine, and electricity
sparked across our gaze.

He walked to the bottling line without
breaking my gaze, and took an empty, popping open a cask to let the
cool liquid spill into it before bringing it to my lips.

The fiery liquor burned as I swallowed,
caramel and vanilla and hot fire unmatched by anything but the heat
in his eyes. Hunter Knox. So successful, so closed off…and yet
in this moment, so deep, so vulnerable, so trusting.

So hot…

A drop escaped the corner of my lips,
and he wiped it away, his fingers lingering at the corner of my
mouth, our eyes still locked. I couldn’t breathe. My heart was
in my throat, beating in time with his.

He set the bottle down and traced the
line of my jaw with his thumb, moving closer.

And then I leaned up and kissed him
before he could change his mind.

His lips were hot, scorching, and he
tasted wild and free and like everything I had ever wanted, better
than cool underground streams or high-end liquors or the nectar of
the gods. He grabbed my arms and pulled me close, my soft body
melting against his hard chest, my hands greedy as they gripped his
back, sliding down to cup that perfect ass. His hands slid up my arms
to tangle possessively in my hair, grip tightly at the back of my
neck, and I moaned into him, parting my lips to let his tongue
plunder my mouth. I ground against him, wanting him, needing him—

But I couldn’t have him.

I pulled away, my breath coming in
ragged gasps.

“Hunter, you—you know we
can’t.”

He reached out, his fingers trailing
along my chin, and I almost took it back immediately.

His eyes were regretful. “I
know.”

“I’m sorry—”

“It’s fine.”

And then there was nothing we could do
but leave.

I retreated to the guesthouse and lay
on top of the flannel quilt of my bed, trying to persuade myself that
the heat refusing to leave my body was only the humid Virginia night
air. But I knew it wasn’t true.




 


TEN


 

The scent of lilacs drifted through the
air along with the clink of raised champagne glasses, and I wondered
how long I could hide in the fancy white gazebo behind the
honeysuckle bushes.

I’d been so wrapped up in my
personal drama, I’d almost forgotten about my mother’s
big matchmaking plans. I might have managed to wriggle out of this
event early on in the game, when she wasn’t as desperate and
her focus wasn’t as tight, except for two things:



	Norcross Hope, the charity, bought
schoolbooks for impoverished kids, a cause that was really dear to
my dad’s heart, and I couldn’t let him down, and;


	Knox was also affiliated with
Norcross Hope, and so attending this shindig was technically part of
my job.





“Are you really wearing that?”
Oh crap, my mom had found me. “Allison, darling, you know green
absolutely washes you out.”

“Does it?” I said. “Ah,
well.”

“I think she looksh—looks
lovely,” my dad said. He avoided my mom’s dagger eyes by
taking another swig of champagne. Was this his fifth? We were way too
early in the evening for that. I wished he didn’t have to drink
to get through events with my mother. Though honestly, I couldn’t
blame him. And come to think of it, maybe he had the right idea…

“She looks washed out, and you
know it,” my mother snapped. “Allison, on the phone we
specifically discussed the color palettes that most favor—”

“Oh look, I see a handsome
successful man, bye!” I interrupted, and sped off to find
another, better, hiding place. I eventually chose the nook behind the
catering crew, but decided to first stop by the cash bar and tip the
bartender fifty small to make sure Daddy got his drinks watered down
for the rest of the night.

“Bribing someone to slip arsenic
in Chuck’s drink?”

Hunter’s honey voice slid
luxuriously through the scented air. Suddenly my dress felt very
tight, and the night very, very hot.

I turned to survey him. Oh, big
mistake. He was looking good enough to eat, his classic cut tuxedo
hugging the perfect lines of his muscular body, a slight five o’clock
shadow adding just a hint of danger and bad boy appeal to the grin he
was sending my way.



“As if I’d be that
obvious,” I said, trying to act unaffected. “Why, did you
already bribe someone?”

“Nah,” he said. He leaned
closer. “I’d offer to buy you a drink, but given the way
this conversation started, I’m not sure you’d take me up
on it.”

My hand raised itself of its own
volition, trailing down the front of his shirt. “Given the way
this conversation went last night, I’m pretty sure I would.”

He grinned at me, our eyes locking. For
a moment, we were the only people in the world.

And then—

“Hunter!” A booming voice
rang out as a man in a blue business suit came up and slapped him
jovially on the back. He didn’t seem to see me at all. “Good
to see you! Got some questions about the board meeting coming up,
know you won’t mind taking a minute to answer them—”

With a pained look at me, Hunter
allowed himself to be led away. Now was not the time for him to brush
off any of his supporters within the company; he couldn’t
afford to lose any foothold he had.

And right behind him, where they had
heard every word we had said to each other: the Douchebros. My
stomach clenched and I willed myself not to blush tomato red.

Harry and his little posse strutted up
to me like roosters with brand-new tail feathers. I braced myself.
But not, as it turned out, hard enough.

“Well, what do we have here,
bro?” Harry asked the Douchebro closest to him.

“I think it’s the case of
Nancy Drew and the Secret Slutbag, bro,” the second said.

“Bro, you are totally right.”

Their weird verbal tic almost
distracted me from what they were actually saying. “What—what
are you talking about?”

“‘The way the conversation
went last night,’” Harry mimicked in a falsetto voice.
“You got some brass ones, Ally Bally Fee Fi Fo Fally. I mean,
it’s one thing to fuck your way up the ladder, but flaunting it
like that, in a public place? Tsk, tsk.”

“Excuse me?” I said, my
voice ice to cover the way I could feel the ground slipping away from
under me.

“What, you didn’t think
Knox hired you on merit, did you?” Harry asked with a sneer.
“He just wanted to hit that ass. Same as Mr. Avery. That’s
how you got this job in the first place, or did you not notice that
all the other interns were dudes? Wasn’t much to choose from,
truth be told.”

“What? That is not true. I
got this job on my own merits—” I sputtered.

“That your nickname for your
boobs?” Harry interrupted.

The Douchebros gave him high fives.

“You—are—pathetic,”
I gritted out between clenched teeth. “You are a pathetic
little baby hiding in a man’s body and shouting at the world
because you’re terrified it doesn’t care about you, and
you know what? You’re right. It doesn’t. No one cares
about you at all, Harry, and no one ever will.”

I stormed off, refusing to let the
tears surface. So what if Harry and the Douchebros thought that? So
what if everyone thought that? So what if I was so devastated that I
felt like I was cracked apart inside, like I was going to fall into a
thousand pieces? I wasn’t. I couldn’t. Not yet, not out
here in the open. 


 

I had to find Hunter.


 

#


 

“Ally, what’s wrong?”

I had thought my emotions were
well-disguised, but one look at my face and Hunter had made his
excuses to the board members and allowed me to pull him away to the
gazebo for a private talk. I tried to still my trembling hands, tried
to keep tears from leaking out where they’d blur my mascara,
where they’d let Hunter dismiss what I was saying. I could
still hear the Douchebros’ accusations ringing in my ears.

“I’ve been indecisive,”
I said hurriedly. “I’ve been saying things, and then
doing different things, and it’s not right and it’s not
fair to you, and—Hunter, I can’t keep doing this. I’ve
worked too hard; I can’t afford to let myself get the
reputation of—of a—”

My voice broke. Hunter tried to lay a
comforting arm on my shoulder, but I pulled back as if his hand were
a red-hot brand.

“I…see,” Hunter said
slowly. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want my actions to
hurt your career. But Ally—we’ve been discreet. And it’s
the twenty-first century, I don’t think people are as
judgmental as you’re afraid they are—”

“Of course they are!” I
said. “People are already noticing, that’s why we’ve
got to put a stop to it as quick as we can, before things get too out
of hand—”

Hunter was shaking his head at me, a
frown tight across his lips, refusing to go along with what I was
saying or even try to understand where I was coming from.

Why was he stonewalling me like this?
Couldn’t he see how much it was hurting me just to say this;
couldn’t he have any mercy?

“Ally, just stop, listen to
yourself.” His expression grew hard as he cut me off. “Now
look, if someone has been spreading rumors, I can…”

“No, no!” The last thing I
needed was Hunter charging in like a white knight and confirming
everyone’s opinion that we were sleeping together. “It’s
just…this is really for the best. This has to end.”

“Oh really?” he said,
crossing his arms. “That doesn’t sound like you at all.
Someone is spreading rumors, aren’t they? It’s those
assholes you work with!”

“What does it matter who it is?”
I snapped, throwing up my hands. “The fact is that it’s
happening! And I can’t afford to have people think that I’m
some kind of—”

“What do you care what those
jerks think?” he said, taking a step towards me, his hand
reaching for my shoulder as if to pull me into his line of thinking.

I almost let him. I wanted so badly to
be told that I could have everything I wanted, that everything would
turn out fine, that we could live happily ever after.

But I knew we couldn’t. I pulled
away from his touch as if his hand were a snake.

The hurt on his face couldn’t
have been greater if I had slapped him. It was followed quickly by
fury. He took another stride closer; I could feel his body trembling
with suppressed anger, I could feel heat radiating off him.  “Is
what we have so fragile that you’re going to go running from
the first sign of trouble? I thought you were better than that. I
thought you were strong enough to stand on your own, not be
influenced by the opinions of men you don’t even like.”

I clenched my fist before my hand could
rise up and slap him. Was he really so blind? Couldn’t he see
how different it was for him? A man could dick around all he wanted
and no one looked twice. A woman made one mistake, and her career was
done forever.

“As if you would know the first
thing about standing on your own,” I said, my voice trembling.
“Tell me, Hunter Knox, is it terribly lonely up there on your
high horse with only your millions for company? How you must have
struggled, having your opportunities occasionally delivered to you on
a silver platter instead of a gold one.”

“You think I’ve had it
easy?” Hunter countered, his volume rising to match my own.
“You think I haven’t worked and sweated and goddamn bled
for this goddamn company? You don’t know me. You don’t
know one fucking thing about what I’ve had to do these past
years.”

Rage coursed like acid through my
veins. “And you don’t know one fucking thing about what I
have to do right now, every single day.”

Hunter shook his head, his expression
fierce. “I’m not letting you walk away from this, Ally.”

As if I had wanted to walk away. As if
this were anything other than my only choice. Oh, Hunter. Oh,
proud, beautiful, angry Hunter. My heart felt like it was going
to burst with regret and loss and rage and desire.

“There’s nothing to walk
away from. We only ever had a beginning. And it might seem like it
matters to you now, but one day, you won’t even remember it.”

“Ally—”

“It’s done, Hunter.”
I tried to walk away but he placed a gentle hand on my shoulder,
attempting to pull me back toward him. I resisted his touch, keeping
my body still and refusing to turn around.

“Is this…is this really
what you want?” he asked. “I’ll respect your choice
if it is, and we can end this for good, but—”

“Yes,” I said, my voice
cracking at the lie. “It’s what I really want.”

I turned and ran, Cinderella fleeing
the ball, before he could hear me cry.

Before he could realize just how much I
wanted him to persuade me to stay.




 


ELEVEN


 

I muffled my tears through my hands,
head bent over my desk in my semi-private cubicle.

It didn’t make sense. I had won.
Hunter had once again gone for my ideas over those of the Douchebros.
Mr. Avery, my boss, had greenlit them too.  I should have been
happier than I’d ever been in my life. I was finally on my way
to the top.

But all I could think about was what I
had left behind.

I had steeled myself for the
Douchebros’ heckling, and kept an un-amused smile on my face as
they harangued me, letting their own immature complaints about a lack
of sex and explosions in my concept speak for themselves.

But somehow I hadn’t steeled
myself against Hunter’s cool indifference.

He had approved my concept while barely
glancing up from his phone.

He hadn’t met my eyes once.

He had walked away in the middle of my
attempt to thank him for going with my idea.

His rejection hurt like nothing I had
ever experienced before. I felt as if my heart were ripping in two,
as if I were drowning, as I were falling forever, as if I had already
fallen and broken every bone in my body.

And now he was gone, back on a plane to
Virginia, and I was stuck here in D.C. alone with my heartbreak,
trying to cry discreetly so no one else would discover how upset I
was.

I was counting the hours till I could
escape work and go home to family dinner. That’s how bad it
was.


 

#


 

My dad passed me the mashed potatoes
with a silent look of commiseration as my mother chattered on. We
were both doing our best to get by with the minimum amount of nods
and ‘mm-hmms,’ and eventually she would notice and there
would be scolding. But for now there was food.

Roast beef and mashed potatoes and
braised greens and perfectly toasted rolls were arranged artfully on
the best china, on a little pink checkered tablecloth that would’ve
done Betty Crocker proud. And it was delicious. Almost enough to make
up for the conversation.

“And how often do you find a
straight man who’s into historical costuming, I mean really—”

Had I really thought this would be an
escape? It was a commuted sentence at best.

Mom hadn’t stopped congratulating
herself since she sat down. It was the same old song: I was a huge
disappointment, but Paige was perfect and so was her new man, whoever
this latest one was who was joining us for dinner soon, and he was
going to be the one to make an honest woman of her, and we would all
just pretend that Mom hadn’t said the same thing about every
other man she’d set Paige up with since junior prom.

I swear, you’d need an archive to
keep track of the polite fictions we keep current in my family.

“And so successful, why, Paige
will be set for life—”

I wasn’t in the mood for this;
not now when I was so heartbroken it was taking all the energy I had
to keep from sobbing. I was sure this guy was like all the rest:
blandly handsome, a mid-level job in a forgettable corporation, golf
on the weekends and a second girlfriend in the Keys. For Paige’s
sake, I would smile and pretend to believe that he could really be
the one. Inside, my heart would be breaking for her, as well as me.

“I think Paige should go for an
off-the-shoulder wedding gown, and daylilies will make excellent
center pieces—oh look, there they are!”

The bell rang, and my mother sprang up
to answer it.

In the silence that followed, my father
topped up my mashed potatoes. I topped up his greens. We gave each
other matching looks of resignation, prisoners with extreme cases of
Stockholm Syndrome.

Mom bustled back in, grinning fit to
burst. She gestured behind her.

“Darlings, let’s extend our
warmest welcome to Paige’s new beau!”

I looked up, expecting Bland
McForgettable—

And my heart turned to ice, and then
smashed into a million pieces.

My beaming sister had come in
arm-in-arm with Hunter Knox.
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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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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?”
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“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.




 


EIGHT


 

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.”
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“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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ONE


 

I knew I needed to get off the couch.

It was just that getting off the couch
seemed to require about a thousand more muscles than I had ever
possessed.

Not to mention motivation.

I slumped back into the cushions and
stared up at the dingy grey ceiling. It was a slightly less
depressing sight than the melting, half-eaten carton of dulce de
leche ice cream on the coffee table, or the many used tissues at my
feet, or the tearstained face that would greet me if I sat up high
enough to see myself in the mirror over the mantel.

I couldn’t stop thinking about
Hunter.

His face when we had last spoken, so
cold, so uncaring, so carved from stone as he told me that he never
wanted to see me again—

No, no, no! I wasn’t going to do
this. I wasn’t going to wallow. Maybe I couldn’t summon
the emotional energy to get off this damn couch, but I could damn
well make myself forget about Hunter Knox and my stupid, stupid
mistake.

Somehow.

Alcohol was right out of the question;
even the shittiest liquor just conjured up the taste of Knox bourbon
in my memory, and the taste of Hunter’s lips following that.
Sugar wasn’t doing such a hot job either, not that I hadn’t
tried several variations on that: in addition to the ice cream that
was rapidly turning to soup, my fridge sported stale donuts,
brownies, a mostly-empty tub of chocolate chip cookie dough (don’t
judge), and a churro I’d bought last week that was now so tough
that I probably could have repurposed it as a chew toy for a pit
bull.

I should probably throw it all away.

But that would mean getting off this
couch.

And what use were ‘should’s,
anyway? I should have never gotten drunk at that party. I should
never have spoken to Chuck. I should have told Hunter right away, so
he wouldn’t be blindsided, so he would have had time to forgive
me.

Should, should, should.

It was all so fucking useless. Like me.

After the failure of alcohol and sugar,
my next step had been to buy a handful of the supermarket tabloids
with the silliest headlines I could find. WOMAN GIVES BIRTH TO
BAT-APE HYBRID and ALIEN ARTIFACT REAWAKENS ELVIS and all that; Paige
and I used to steal these from the local Publix and laugh ourselves
silly. Mom would’ve died if she’d found out.

I picked up one of them half-heartedly,
but its headlines were all celebrity hook-ups and break-ups—MADONNA
SPOTTED IN SIZZLING ROMANCE WITH MEMBER OF SICILIAN MAFIA??, THE
PRESIDENT’S SHOCKING SECRET, JENNIFER LOVE HEWITT TEARFULLY
ADMITS HER HOARDING PROBLEM CAUSED WRECK OF HER MARRIAGE—and
all they did to my stupid brain was remind me of my own hook-up and
break-up, and how no one would ever really care about it the way
millions of people apparently cared about these ones. No one would
care about it except me.

Hunter would never care.

I let the magazine fall to the floor,
to settle in with the rest of the debris of my life.

I picked up the phone, partly out of
unthinking habit, partly on the off chance that somehow its ring tone
had been turned off and Hunter had called me back fourteen times,
finally ready to hear my explanations and apologies.

He had not.

In the two weeks since he’d told
me to pack my things and leave, he hadn’t called me once. And
he certainly hadn’t been taking any of my calls. And I had made
calls. Sober calls, drunk calls, tearful calls, angry calls. Nothing
had garnered a response.

I dug my spoon back into the melting
mess of dulce de leche ice cream and glomped it into my mouth. It
tasted like nothing at all, but it settled low and hard in my
stomach, like a stone, like defeat.

Ring, ring!

My heart leapt in agonized joy, then
fell again with a nearly audible thud as I looked at the caller ID.
It wasn’t Hunter.

Of course it wasn’t Hunter. He’d
made it clear he wasn’t interested in hearing from me again.
Stupid, stupid, stupid to have imagined that he might have missed me,
that he might have changed his mind.

Worse, the call wasn’t even from
Paige or Martha, who had been checking in with me once every few
days, trying to sound offhand and casual before inviting me out to
ladies’ nights at local bars, or picnics with the historical
society, or brunch with just the two of us—trying to pry me out
of my protective shell and get me back into the real world, offers
which I had all politely—and in a few more persistent cases,
not so politely—declined. Couldn’t a girl just wallow in
peace anymore?

But like I said, the phone call wasn’t
from them.

It was from my boss.

Letting it go through to voicemail
would probably lose me my job at this point, so I picked up the phone
and tried to sound like I had been doing something marginally more
professional than lying around on my couch crying and eating ice
cream.

“Yes, sir?”

“I know you’ve taken
another sick day—” there was a contemptuous emphasis
on the ‘another’—“but I need you to come in
today, in an hour. Marianne is out with the flu and somebody’s
got to cover her workload.”

My heart leapt again before I could
remember that Marianne was the name of the other woman in the
department, and she didn’t get any great jobs either. Still,
there was a tiny strand of hope left: “And the Knox account?”

He laughed, a hard hacking sound that
was only barely recognizable as mirth. “Don’t kid
yourself, Allison. After the hash you made of it last time, there’s
no way I’m letting you more than forty miles near that one.”

I felt the sinking sensation of
worthlessness in my stomach as he spoke. He was right. I ruined
everything I touched—no! No, I couldn’t let myself think
things like that. I had to fight.

I tried to rally. “Well, I could
work on the Jefferson accounts, or pitch for the Insignia deal, I’ve
done a lot of research on—”

“Stick to what you know,”
he sneered. “You’re lucky you did moderately well with
the hygiene products last year, or you’d be out on your ass
right now. There’s a new tampon line to work on, and with
Marianne out with the flu you can come in and look it over, see if
you can manage something simple.”

And then he hung up on me.

He’d never done that before. He’d
been dismissive, sure, but he’d coated it in polite phrases and
sweet-sounding sentiments. This…contempt…that was new.

It probably meant he was getting ready
to fire me.

I tried to make myself feel something
about this as I slowly stood, trying to remember where I’d last
seen my purse and keys and everything else I’d need to make it
into work. All my hopes and dreams were about to go up in smoke. I
should have felt crushed.

But I already felt crushed.

This…this was just a grain of
sand on top of the mountain that was already crushing me.

I thought about Hunter. I couldn’t
help it; it just came to me in one painful flash: his smiling face,
his strong arms, the partial glimpses of his past and the silence
that hadn’t shut me out but had invited me in, invited me to
really open up and let someone else in for the first time.

But now it was all over.

My career was on its way to being all
over too.

And I had absolutely no idea how to
turn any of it around.




 


TWO


 

I was having trouble following the plot
of this reality TV show—there was something about someone
cheating on somebody who had maybe cheated on them before, and also
something about a car that somebody was supposed to have bought for
someone else, and also some sort of competition based on putting
together a ridiculously expensive birthday—but it was okay that
the plots were labyrinthine and endlessly embroiled, because the more
energy I expended trying to trace complicated plotlines and digest my
rubbery General Tso’s chicken, the less time I was spending
wallowing in the spectacular blow up of my relationship with Hunter,
and the subsequent slow, painful disintegration of my career.

Well, in theory, anyway.

My phone shrilled on the coffee table,
and I jumped up, simultaneously muting the TV as I check the caller
ID, cruel hope twisting my heart into pieces.

It wasn’t Hunter.

But it wasn’t my boss, either,
which I tried to feel grateful for.

It was Paige.

I wasn’t exactly up for a
feelings share with my big sister—my feelings felt too big and
spiky and painfully sharp for sharing, or for anything that wasn’t
locking them up tight inside me where I could be the only one who was
hurt by them. I still answered the phone, though, because the last
time I didn’t answer she showed up on my doorstep with a dozen
cupcakes and a first aid kit.

“Hey, Paigey, how’s it
hanging?”

I sounded horribly fake even to me.
There was no way I would ever have phrased things like that if I were
doing half as well as I wanted to be. And there was no way that Paige
would be fooled, either.

And she wasn’t; I could tell by
the cheerfully brittle tone of her voice. It made her sound
frighteningly like our mother. “Oh, nothing. Just missed you,
thought we could chat.”

I sighed. “I’m fine,
Paige.”

A pause. “Are you, though?”

I blinked back my tears. Damn that
woman for knowing me so well. Damn her for loving me. Damn her for
not letting things lie, for not letting me lie to myself.

“People get broken up with every
day. It sucks and it sucks and it sucks and then it starts to suck a
little less and eventually it doesn’t suck at all anymore. I
can’t skip the initial suckage, though.”

Paige gave a half-hearted little laugh.
“I wish I could help you skip it, though.”

“Dream on, dreamer.” There
was a lump in my throat; I tried to talk past it like it wasn’t
there. “And don’t worry so much about me.”

“I’m your big sister. It’s
in the contract.”

“Well, thanks.”

“Of course. And if you ever do
want to talk about anything, absolutely anything, you know I’m
right here…”

Oh, I wanted to talk to her so badly it
hurt. I wanted to open up my mouth and spill out every toxic,
horrible thing I was feeling until they were all gone and I felt
scraped clean of my betrayal of Hunter—and it had been a
betrayal, even if it hadn’t been on purpose, even if I had felt
terrible afterward.

Even if I still felt terrible.

But I couldn’t do that to my big
sister. I’d already vented so much to her; I couldn’t
pile more things up on her shoulders. Not when she was already
working so hard getting out from under the weight of my mother’s
neuroticism.

I couldn’t let Paige take on even
part of my burden.

Instead I asked, “Have you seen
him?”

It was the exact wrong thing to say to
keep Paige from worrying about me, and still it slipped out of my
mouth.

Paige was reluctant. “Ally, I
don’t know if this is the best—”

I couldn’t let it go now. “Come
on, Paige, I’m not stalking him or anything. I’m not
going to show up naked declaring my undying love. I just…I
just want to know how he’s doing.”

I must have sounded really pathetic,
because Paige admitted, “Well, I did run into him at a charity
auction. It was the one for the victims of hurricanes, to raise money
for housing.”

“He looked—” My voice
nearly cracked. “He looked okay?”

“He looked fine,” Paige
said quickly. Too quickly.

“What aren’t you telling
me?”

“Nothing!” Too quickly
again. Then, “Almost nothing. It’s not important,
honestly it’s not. Can you just trust me on that, Ally?”

Visions of Hunter looking lost, his
clothes worn, his frame wasted, dashed through my head. What if he
was drinking? What if he wasn’t eating? What if he was—

“Paige,” I warned.

“It’s nothing.” She
sighed. “It’s just—he had a date with him.”

Had I felt crushed before? I felt now
like all the air had been forced out of my lungs in a single punch. I
felt smashed as flat as a sheet of paper.

I was going through hell, but
apparently losing me wasn’t even a blip on Hunter’s
radar, not if he was carousing around town with a beauty on his arm.
“Oh.”

I’d meant it to come out
noncommittal or even disinterested, but apparently my cracked and
bleeding heart showed right through, because Paige backpedaled
quicker than a cyclist coming across an alligator dozing on a bike
trail.

“Maybe it was a work friend,”
she offered quickly, in a voice so bright and chipper she might have
stolen it from a Stepford wife. “Or he might have been putting
on a brave face. You know how guys are. They can’t admit when
they’re hurt. Especially when they’re business hotshots,
they think the tiniest scratch will have the sharks circling.”

“Yeah, sure.” It sounded
reasonable. But I knew it wasn’t the truth. “Thanks
anyway.”

Then we shared an awkward silence just
long enough for me to look around my apartment and reflect on how
quickly and effortlessly my entire life had gone to shit.

“Mom finally broke the news to
Dad that both daughters ruined their chance with the most eligible
bachelor below the Mason-Dixon Line,” Paige said finally. I
could tell by her voice she was trying to lighten the mood. “I
think he was mostly disappointed that he wasn’t going to be
getting a discount on bourbon anytime soon.”

Great. Now I was disappointing even
more people. Just perfect.

I changed the subject. “So, how’s
Sergei? Is he still in the picture?”

Paige hesitated just long enough for me
to intuit that she was debating letting me switch the focus of our
conversation, but eventually the bait of being able to talk about her
own life pulled her in.

“No, not really. We’ve been
chatting, meeting up for coffee, that kind of thing. And we kissed a
few times. But, well—” I heard the rustle of her long
blonde locks as she shook her head, and I could just see that pensive
sad expression I knew she’d be wearing. “I’ve
realized that Sergei is what I really wanted when I was twenty-four,
but now that I’m older I feel like…like I just can’t
be looking back at the past like that. I want something real.
Something that’s going to last.”

That was Paige, smart and sensible even
in her rebellion.

“So, what’s the future
hold?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” she
admitted, “but I’ve been getting awfully restless lately.
New York, maybe. The art scene there has always been amazing. And if
my party planning ever gets off the ground, who knows? I might have
to city-hop for a while, go where the work is.”

“Well, if you need a stepping
stone, there’s always room on my couch.”

Paige made grateful noises, but I knew
she wouldn’t be taking me up on my offer.

Paige had seen my couch, and she knew
that there was only room on it for me and my self-pity.


 

#


 

The reality show had ended hours ago
and there was never anything remotely interesting on at this time of
night, but I knew that turning the TV off would only fill the
apartment with a terrible silence that I couldn’t face. So I
was flipping through channels, trying to find something that wasn’t
a congressional hearing or an infomercial for a food processor that
sliced, diced, and also organized your socks or some shit.

And then the Douchebros’ ad came
on.

“Oh, baby, oh—”
Creaking springs and lustful moans gave way to the sight of a barely
clad, barely legal blonde sucking eagerly at the neck of a Knox
bourbon bottle, held directly at the crotch line of a smirking male
model.

I wasn’t sure what I was more
disgusted with: the objectification, or how insultingly unsubtle it
was.

“Yeah, swallow it,” the man
urged. “You know you like the taste.”

She murmured happy agreement, but then
there came a whimper of pure need from the floor beside the bed,
where multiple near-nude supermodels lay entwined. “When’s
my turn?”

The man looked straight into the camera
and winked.

KNOX BOURBON, said the letters slapped
up over his face as the audio cut to a poorly sampled hip hop track.
EVEN GOOD GIRLS SWALLOW IT.

I let the remote fall out of my hands,
horrified. Distantly, I heard the sound as it hit the floor.

This was how Chuck wanted the company
represented to the world?

Hunter had to be tearing out his hair
right now.

Hunter—

I grabbed for my cell phone and punched
in his number. I had to hear his voice, had to know he was okay, had
to let him know that this wasn’t me, I had never wanted this—

“This is Hunter Knox.”

“Hunter, I—” I began.

“Leave a message after the beep,
and don’t forget your number if it’s blocked.”

Frustrated tears filled my eyes. Damn.
Voicemail again, and I’d let it fool me. I’d heard it
over and over these past few weeks until I had every cadence of every
syllable memorized, and I still let it fool me because I was so
desperate for his forgiveness.

“I—Hunter, I, I just saw
the ad, and—” When I’d picked up the phone, I’d
been so certain I’d know what to say, that the words would just
come. But now that the moment was there, they were all so out of
reach. Just like Hunter. “I’m so sorry.”

That was all I had left. That was all I
could say.

“God, Hunter, I am so, so sorry.”




 


THREE


 

I looked away from my computer screen
and rubbed my bloodshot eyes, massaged my forehead and tense, aching
jaw. I sighed.

Damn, damn, and double damn.

Hunter still hadn’t called me
back, but the burst of energy I’d gotten from my revulsion at
the ad had still managed to propel me across my apartment to do some
research. And that research was not encouraging.

The new campaign was bombing harder
than a fighter plane over enemy territory. Sales of Knox bourbon were
way down, share prices were plummeting even faster, and Twitter feeds
were blowing up with hashtags denouncing every person involved in its
production as sexist scum. I stalked the social media profiles of the
Douchebros and pretty soon had to look away; they were still
virulently defending the product, not even realizing that they were
fanning the flames of the online outrage with their outdated
misogynistic rhetoric. It had a desperate note to it, though; even
they realized that something was wrong. Somewhere way back in
those reptilian brains, they had to know that they had fucked up, and
fucked up bad.

There was even talk of a boycott.

I clicked on one of the links in the
tweets, which took me to an online Forbes article. The outlook was
grim, according to that reporter: she claimed that with the share
price tumbling, it might be the end of the line for the heritage
company. Bigger drinks companies were circling like vultures over a
dying rhinoceros, and no executives could be reached for comment.

I thought about the pride in Hunter’s
face as he talked about family heritage, about the meaning in the
careful, artistic production of each bottle of bourbon, about
carrying on tradition.

What the hell was I doing here in this
depressing apartment, this ode to inertia and giving up?

I had to snap out of it.

There was no way I was letting Knox
Liquors go down like this. Hunter was probably going crazy right this
minute trying to hold off a takeover, and he couldn’t
accomplish it alone. He needed my help.

And I needed to make things right.

I shot off a quick e-mail to work
cashing in every single vacation day I had, and grabbed my keys. I
was going to save Hunter.

Whether he wanted me to or not.


 

#


 

My car screeched into the driveway of
the manor house, and I got out. I shut the door softly, my heart
hammering its way up to my throat. I was half-expecting Hunter to
come storming out of the manor and demand that I explain my presence,
and if that happened I had no idea what I would say. My
self-confidence in the righteousness of my mission had started to
erode after fifteen minutes of driving, though not enough to turn
back around.

Not enough to abandon Hunter.

It could never have been enough to
abandon Hunter.

The grounds were strangely quiet, the
still air of the evening broken only by the occasional call of a bird
from the woods. The far-away burble of the stream, a breeze rustling
the grass. I’d expected to find Hunter in full war mode against
the Douchebros, barking orders into a cell phone, dictating lists to
Martha, striding back and forth across the grounds as the workers
still loyal to him scurried to do his bidding.

But it was all so quiet it could have
been abandoned centuries ago.

I rang the doorbell to the manor house
three times, trepidation growing in my stomach. When no one answered,
I put my hand on the doorknob, expecting to find it locked.

It turned under my touch.

“Hunter?” I called as I
entered. “Martha? Anybody?”

My voice echoed back to me, the only
thing in the house besides the spiders skittering across the cobwebs
above.

“Okay, this is about three times
more creepy than I expected,” I muttered, closing the door
behind me.

It creaked like a ghost’s moan,
because of course it did.

I wandered through the house,
occasionally calling out but finding that my voice grew softer and
softer as I did so, as if I were afraid of someone actually answering
back. I knew I was being silly, but I couldn’t help myself: the
Gothic architecture looked so much more imposing in the
half-light—even flipping on the switches didn’t help,
since at least half the bulbs seemed to have been burnt out and never
replaced. There was a fine film of dust over everything. What had
happened to all the servants? Had Hunter reassigned them all to help
save the company?

Had Hunter packed them all up and left?

No. No, Hunter would never do that.
Hunter would never give up.

I was just letting my imagination run
away with me, letting myself get overly influenced by all the
darkness and all the eerie creaking sounds of a wooden house
naturally settling into its foundations on a cool summer night.

I hoped.

Eventually, the maze of hallways led me
to the back of the house, where I saw Martha sprawled out on a lawn
chair beside the pool, sunning herself—for a certain value of
sun; it had nearly set—in a skimpy red bikini, her damp curls
fanning out across the plastic of the chair, a martini on the table
next to her.

It was so normal and reassuring I
thought I might cry.

Martha spotted me as I slid open the
glass door. “Ally!” she cried, leaping to her feet with a
happy smile and enfolding me in a warm hug. “Oh, it’s so
good to see you!”

I felt the tension seep out of my
shoulders as I hugged her back with relief flooding my heart. I
hadn’t realized until just this moment how worried I’d
been that for all her conciliatory phone calls, Martha would side
with Hunter and not want to forgive me. I’d lost my
almost-boyfriend, I didn’t want to lose a friend too. “It’s
good to see you too, Martha. But what’s going on? Where is
everybody? The house is deserted.”

Martha rolled her eyes. “Paid
vacation. Most of them have jetted off to Cancun, but someone has to
stay behind and make sure the property doesn’t get overrun with
mutant alligators or drunk teens or whatever, so I volunteered. I
mean hey, I get the pool all to myself and Amazon delivers right to
the door, so it’s practically a vacation. Only downside is my
boytoys hate driving out this way, so I have to work extra hard to
make it worth it.” She grinned. “But oh, do I make it
worth it.”

I was confused. “Hunter’s
in Cancun?”

“Oh, no, no,” Martha said,
shaking her head. “Hunter’s gone fishing.”

She said it with a load of significance
that I didn’t understand. “Is that…a metaphor?”

“Nope,” she said with a
sigh. “I wish. Nah, he’s holed up at his lodge by the
lake, brooding like a goddamn sparkly vampire. Has been for weeks
now. It’s what he always does when he feels cornered. He
pouts.”

I felt simultaneously concerned that
Hunter was feeling cornered, glad that he had some kind of defense
mechanism in place, and worried that said mechanism might not be the
healthiest one. Well, I couldn’t find out if I didn’t go
talk to him, could I?

“Do you have the address?”
I asked.

Right after I said it, I worried that
she wouldn’t tell me, that she would think it was unhealthy to
be this fixated on Hunter. That she would pity me, like Paige had.

But Martha just flashed a smile as
bright as a shooting star. “Good on you. Maybe you can pull him
out of his funk.”

And she handed me the address that she
had had waiting on a piece of paper.
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I’d thought the fishing place
would be nearby, maybe on the other side of the lake that I could see
from the manor house, but my GPS told me it was even deeper in the
country. I turned on my lights and drove carefully through the
rolling hills and deep dark woods that were no doubt lovely and
picturesque by day, probably looking like they’d rolled out of
a damn Thomas Kinkade painting.

By night, though, it looked like
something straight out of a very grim fairy tale, one of the ones
where the ending is less ‘happily ever after’ and more
‘and then the last person in the story died in a very bloody,
poetically just way.’ They were not doing wonders for my
nerves, those rolling hills, and that deep, dark forest.

What the hell was Hunter doing here?
He couldn’t really be fishing, could he? I mean, yes, he was
allowed to have hobbies I didn’t know about—in the grand
scheme of things, liking fishing was a teeny tiny thing compared to
some of the things I didn’t know about him—but why was he
fishing now? Maybe Martha had misunderstood. Maybe Hunter was
putting together his big plan to save the company here; maybe the
isolation and serenity helped him think or something.

I mean, it was mostly making me think
of urban legends about hillbilly cannibal axe-murderers, but
different strokes for different folks.

After about thirty minutes of my GPS’
calm British voice directing me to make this turn or that turn, I
rounded a corner and saw the lake. It was larger than the one by the
manor, and more wild-looking, its edges rolling and blurring and
disappearing into tiny inlets like the fingers of a vast hand. The
cabin was tucked back by one of those little inlets, with rough-hewn
logs and a blue granite chimney, covered in ivy and moss and looking
like it was becoming a part of the landscape itself.

Even in the dark, I could imagine how
beautiful it would look by daylight, how the trees would be lit
emerald green and the lake sapphire blue, how the sky would stretch
on forever, interrupted only by the sight of a bird on the wing.

In a place like this, you could imagine
that you were the last person on earth.

Was that what Hunter wanted to imagine?

I parked the car and waited for a
minute, gathering my courage. I was doing the right thing. I was.

Now that the engine of my car was off,
the silence seemed to envelop everything. I could hear the rustle of
the breeze through the leaves, the lapping of the lake water against
the sandy shore. A slight slap as those waves hit the dock and the
rowboat bobbed off to the side.

Surely Hunter had heard me pull in. Why
hadn’t he come out? Was he at one of those curtained windows,
just watching and waiting? Was he going to make me come to him?

Well, that was fair.

I squared my shoulders and left the
car. Struggled to keep my posture straight and my face pleasantly
neutral as I made my way up the path. I took a deep breath, and
knocked on the door.

It banged open like a gunshot.

“Hunter!”

His name was torn from my mouth in a
gasp.

He glowered, leaning heavily on the
doorway in a rumpled plaid button-up and jeans that looked like they
had seen more mud and engine grease than detergent in the sum total
of their lives. He was grizzled and unshaven, his hair mussed and his
eyes narrowed.

“What the hell are you doing
here?”

And then he grabbed me by the shoulders
and pulled me inside.
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I was stunned into silence as I gazed
up at him.

Hunter looked terrible.

I mean, he was still gorgeous, you
couldn’t change that with a chisel, but he also looked like
he’d been drinking for two weeks solid, and had only
occasionally remembered to bathe. His eyes on me were furious, but
underneath it I saw the unmistakable gleam of lust. Or was I
imagining it?

“I asked what you were doing
here,” he repeated slowly, his voice barely containing his
rage. Even still, I felt my body responding to the heat rolling off
of him, the press of his hands against my shoulders, the way our eyes
locked.

Words failed me. What I wanted right
then was to shove him against a wall and run my fingers down his
chest, his tight abs, slip them under the waistband of his jeans to
wrap around that thick, hot—no! I was here for a reason,
a very important reason.

“I came here to, um…”
Speech left me again as I saw his fiery gaze flick down to my lips,
then dip lower to my collarbone, my cleavage—God how I wanted
him to put his hands where his eyes were—before jumping back up
again. He was still glowering at me like I was a Pinkerton agent come
to check up on whether he was keeping an illegal moonshine still.

I tried again. “Hunter, I just—”
I’m so glad to see you, it’s so good to see you, oh
God, are you okay, oh, I wish I could say any of these things out
loud and not risk getting shoved back out onto the porch and the door
slammed in my face… “We need to talk.”

“Do we now?” he said,
stony-faced.

“Yes. We do.”

I pulled away from his grip and his
hypnotic eyes and pushed past him, further into the house. It was
even more rustic than my cabin back at the estate had been; there was
a fridge and stove, but that was about the only sign that this cabin
existed in the twenty-first century. Everything else was wool rugs
and antlers and animal hides, hand-hewn wooden tables and a lumpy
home-made couch. A door off to the right looked like it might lead to
a bedroom; I caught a glimpse of more wood.

I pulled myself back to the present; I
hadn’t come out here to gawk at his living quarters. “What’s
going on at the company? Have you seen the new campaign? You have
to have seen the new campaign. How could that have happened? Can we
stop it? We have to stop it! How do you think we can—”

“I haven’t seen them, and I
have no intention of seeing them,” Hunter snapped. “And
I’ll thank you not to bring them up again.”

He strode past me to rummage in the
fridge for a cooler, a dented red and white number. He opened it to
check the number of bottles, added a few more from a half-empty case
on the floor. And of course I definitely did not examine the curve of
his ass in those jeans as he leaned over, didn’t have to force
myself not to drool. Not for a second.

“How can you say that?” I
demanded. “This is your legacy!”

“Not anymore,” he said,
grabbing at a bait box, which he balanced on top of the cooler; he
picked up a fishing pole with the other hand. “I’m just
being practical. Knowing the specifics isn’t going to change
one damn thing, so I’d rather not know. Here’s all I need
to understand: I lost control, the board outvoted me, and now it’s
all over. See how simple that was? Or did you think things would turn
out differently?”

He shot a glare at me that could’ve
stripped paint, and stormed through the open door back outside.

I followed. “But—”

“I’m done listening to
you,” he interrupted. He was making his way to the dock, his
strides long, impatient. “I listened to you once before and
look where it got me.”

The words hit me like a punch to the
throat.

I pushed back at the pain, spluttering,
“Fine, don’t take my advice on what to do. But do
something. I can’t believe you’re just sitting
here doing nothing at all!”

He bared his teeth in what was
technically a smile, but looked like it was causing him actual pain.
“Oh, I’m not doing nothing. I’ve got plans. Me, the
lake, some fishing and beer. It’s golden.”

“Oh, great plans,” I said
sarcastically. “Why didn’t I think of that? That’ll
definitely save your family name, for sure.”

His jaw tensed for just a second, his
eyes opening wide enough that I thought I glimpsed a moment of true
hurt, like a puppy who had been kicked. Then he wheeled around and
stomped away down the length of the dock without saying anything.

Damn that man!

I hustled on after him, my sensible
heels clicking rapidly against the wood of the dock. I followed him
right on into the boat, which he was not expecting. His eyes darted
over the side, skimming the surrounding lake water, and for a minute
I thought he was going to try to get me off the boat by force.

“You wouldn’t dare,”
I said, though we both knew full well that he would. That is, if
things were better between us. And then he’d jump in after me
and pull me close, his hot tongue searching the corners of my mouth
as my legs wrapped around his hard torso—ah, and there my brain
went again, malfunctioning with dirty thoughts.

Instead of making my dreams come true,
Hunter just sighed and turned away from me, opting for the
oh-so-much-more-mature option of pretending I didn’t exist.
Which was quite a feat considering how small the boat was.

The muscles in his arms rippled as he
rowed us out in the center of the lake. The moon was high in the sky,
lighting each wavelet and cat-tail with ethereal beauty. Everything
looked gilded in silver.

“This is a lovely place,” I
said, trying for a more neutral topic to start with. “Do you
come here often?”

“Shush,” he said, still not
looking at me. “You’re going to scare the fish away with
all your talking.”

Had that man actually just shushed
me?

You know what? Fuck neutral topics.

“Why the fuck do you care more
about fish than about the company?” I snapped.

His hand clenched tighter around the
oar. “I think the bigger mystery is why you’re acting as
if you care at all. After all, you told Chuck I wasn’t fit to
lead, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t mean it like
that!” I burst out, furious and impatient and ashamed all at
once. “I mean—God, Hunter, I was so drunk and I was
jealous and he was egging me on and even then I didn’t say the
things the way he said I did, he twisted them all around—you
have to believe me, Hunter, he was playing me, he’s playing
both of us right now—”

For a second I thought I saw something
soften in his posture, as if he were about to turn toward me. Then he
went stiff again. “I’m really not interested in all
that,” he said coolly. “You say he twisted things? Fine.
I believe you. He did it, and it’s done, and I don’t
really care. It’s not my company anymore.”

Impossible. Hunter cared about the
company so much. It was in his blood. He couldn’t just turn
that off like a faucet.

He couldn’t turn off his feelings
for me like that, either—could he?

“How can you not care? We were—we
were—”

I fumbled for the words. What had we
been to each other? Surely we had been something.

“We were barely anything.”
Hunter’s voice seemed to answer my very thoughts. “And
then it ended. Now, can you please be quiet? This conversation
is putting me to sleep.”

And then that bastard stowed his oars,
leaned back against the side of the boat, and pulled his cap down
over his face, all set to fall straight to sleep.

He wasn’t actually going to go to
sleep on me, was—

He was already snoring.

Unbe-fucking-lievable. I stared at him,
so frustrated I was sure there must be smoke coming out of my ears.

Who was this man? It couldn’t be
Hunter Knox. Hunter Knox would never be so beat down and defeated,
hiding out in a shack and pretending not to care—he was
pretending not to care, wasn’t he? It was just an act?

It had to just be an act. The
alternative was too terrible to contemplate.

As I stared at Hunter I set my jaw,
molding my frustration into determination. This business was his
family heritage, his whole world; I needed to get him back up on his
feet and engaged in the company—and life—well, and maybe
me, too?—again.

If only I had one single idea how to do
that.
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“Um, Hunter?”

From the other end of the boat, he gave
a lazy groan.

“Hunter!” I said more
urgently.

He raised his cap just high enough to
glare at me through half-lidded eyes. “I knew this silence was
too good to be true.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m a bitch,
whatever,” I snapped. “You can go back to your sweet
dreams in a second, but first, tell me: is the sky supposed to be
doing that?”

Specifically, the sky was swirling in
different shades of purple-black and grey, with faint lightning
sparking off in the distance. It had also gone eerily quiet.

Hunter scrambled upright, his hat
falling off behind him. “Shit, no. We got to get this boat in
to land. Storm’s on the way.”

He grabbed the oars and started rowing
back so quickly that I began to get even more nervous. I’d
assumed that if Hunter had taken us out earlier, he must have known
the forecast wasn’t supposed to get too bad. That he hadn’t
was…worrying.

Almost as worrying as the way the wind
was starting to whip the waves against us.

Still, Hunter was making good time, and
we were almost halfway across the lake towards the cabin before I
knew it. I counted the seconds between the lightning and the thunder
as rain began to splatter down on my face; the body of the storm was
still almost twenty miles away.

There was probably time.

Hunter swore. I glanced back over at
him and saw him rubbing a weeping blister on his thumb. He was
sweating and out of breath, which didn’t seem like him either;
he must have gotten out of shape during this retreat.

“Can I help?” I offered.

“I think you’ve helped
quite enough,” he said through gritted teeth.

It seemed like at some point I should
be getting inured to the hurt, and yet each time he spoke like this
to me, the pain lanced into my heart once more. Tears sprang to my
eyes, but I managed to keep them from falling.

“How long are you going to keep
punishing me for this, Hunter?” I asked, my voice breaking.

“I’m not punishing you,”
he snapped. “I’m just doing what’s best for me, and
high time I did too.”

“I just want to help—”
I pleaded, gesturing towards the oars.

“I don’t need your help!”
he practically roared. He blocked my gesture as if I were making an
actual grab for the oars, and I wobbled, off balance. I tried to grab
at the side of the boat, but at the same moment a wave slapped
against our hull, the world spun—

And our boat tipped.

Icy water engulfed me as I plunged into
the dark water, shocking every inch of my body, making my muscles
seize up and contract. I kicked with everything I had and breached
the surface, coughing and gasping for breath, bobbing up and down
like a cork in the water, casting desperately about for something to
grab onto—

“Ally!”

Hunter’s voice sounded
surprisingly near me, and I caught a glimpse of his hand, reaching
for mine—I reached out, but the water pushed me away and I
slipped under the waves again, my feet not finding the sandy bottom—I
surfaced with another lung-searing gasp, caught a glimpse of the
concern on Hunter’s face, lit by the moon, before the water
claimed me once more—

And then Hunter’s strong arms
were around me, my face pressed against his chest; I could feel as
well as hear his relieved sigh as he felt my pulse. The muddy scent
of the lake and the electrical smell of the storm were overwhelmed by
the smell of him, so familiar and comforting. He shifted his position
so he could hold onto me while he swam one-handed to shore, and soon
we were close enough that I could stand on my own, and begin to slog
along with him towards shelter.

“Thank you,” I choked out,
my legs still shaking beneath me.

He took his arm from around my
shoulder, and it felt like losing a limb of my own. Then he slid it
around my waist to hold me upright, and I knew that I wanted him to
never let go.

“I’m so sorry,” I
said. I almost whispered it, but somehow he still heard it above the
rising wind.

“It’s okay,” he said.
His voice was equally soft. “I should have known better.”

I didn’t know if we were talking
about the boat or about us, and for that moment, held in Hunter’s
arms, I didn’t care.

“Come on,” he said, “we’re
pretty close. Let’s head in, get warmed up.”

“The boat—” I
protested.

“Will be there in the morning,”
Hunter pointed out.

“Not if the storm—”

“I can always get another boat.”
There was a rueful tone to his voice. “You’re much harder
to replace.”
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“Here,” Hunter said,
offering me a wool blanket as I emerged from the bathroom in a dry
set of clothes. All he’d had on hand for me to change into were
a pair of his boxers and an oversized flannel shirt, and I was 99%
sure I caught him staring at my bare legs as I made my way across the
room.

“Thanks.”

He wrapped the blanket snug around my
shoulders and steered me onto the couch, where I curled up under the
heavy blanket and tried to stop shivering. Hunter went back to
building up the fire. He hadn’t changed out of his wet clothes
yet. The cloth clung to the firm muscles of his back, and I was torn
between admiring the view and worrying myself sick about him catching
cold.

“There,” he said when the
flames sprang into life.

“Thanks,” I said again.

What sparkling conversationalists we
were.

“I’ll heat up some stew,”
he said, clomping over to the freezer.

“Great,” I said.

Well, at least it wasn’t ‘thanks’
again.

Damn. Things had been so perfect for
that moment in the water. I had thought that once the tension broke,
it would keep breaking, would bring us back to where we had been
before this whole mess exploded. But instead the tension seemed to
have formed itself right back together, with hardly a crack to show
where it had snapped.

Hunter dumped the frozen stew out of an
ice cream bucket into what looked like a glorified tea kettle, hung
it over a hook in the fireplace, and then sat on the opposite end of
the couch as me. I tried not to pout, and failed.

If there’d be a way to sit any
farther from me without leaving the cabin, I’m sure he’d
have taken it. As it was, I caught him looking out the window at the
sheeting rain more than a few times, like he was assessing his
chances for an escape. Yep, a raging storm was more appealing to
Hunter than being in the same room as me; if I hadn’t known
that I’d made some poor life choices before, I definitely knew
that now.

I wished I knew what to say to make him
look at me. And not just to sneak those lusty glances I kept noticing
him shooting in my direction when he thought I wasn’t paying
attention; I wanted him to really look at me and cut this
hot-and-cold bullshit. Clearly he cared about me, didn’t he?
Why couldn’t we just talk?

We sat in awkward silence for what
seemed an eternity but was probably only twenty minutes or so. Hunter
pulled the stew off the hook before it got hot, probably more to have
something to do than because he thought it was ready. Still, it
tasted great, beef and carrots and spices all blended together, and
just enough chili pepper for the warmth to sink down into your bones
without setting your tongue on fire.

It didn’t taste quite like the
gourmet meals back at the manor, though. Had he bought this somewhere
local? Maybe I could get some, for nights when I was feeling extra
pathetic and wanted a sense memory of time spent with him, even if it
had been terrible, awkward, silent time.

“Did you get this at a market
nearby?” I asked.

He grunted. “It’s
homemade.”

“Your cook made this?” I
said, surprised. I’d gotten used to fancier fare at Chez Knox.

Hunter shook his head. For a second I
thought that was going to be his only response, but then he grunted,
“I did.”

I was amazed. “Really?”

“It’s not so hard.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Old family recipe.”

He tried to say it casually, but there
was a world of hurt in those last three words.

Of course. I’d gone and done it
again. Reminded him of my betrayal. Reminded him of all that he had
lost, including rights to another old family recipe.

“Hunter,” I said as gently
as I could, trying to infuse my words with all the sincerity I felt.
“I really am sorry. And I really do want to help. How…however
I can. Don’t you want…don’t you need…anything?
Tell me what I can do.”

Hunter looked away, into the dancing
flames of the fireplace. They danced in his eyes as well. “I—I
can’t. Let you help.”

My frustration bubbled over at his
stupid, stubborn, manly-man American individualism. Men always had to
do it all on their own, didn’t they? “Why not?”

“Because it’s my fault,”
he said softly. “What you did—that shouldn’t have
mattered. It wouldn’t have mattered, if I hadn’t let
things get as bad as I did, back in the years when I was running from
the legacy. But I did. And it feels—I failed everyone. Not just
the customers, not just the workers, just—” a quaver came
into his voice, and for a second he sounded like nothing more than a
lost little boy before he made his voice hard again, his jaw clenched
tight, punishing himself. “The Knox name lasted for generations
of great bourbon, and I’m the one who let it all crumble. My
family name is mud because of me. I failed.”

Emotion swamped me like a tidal wave,
sorrow and regret and grief for what he was putting himself through.
Before I knew it I was at his side, kneeling on the couch cushion
next to him. I put my hands on his shoulders, squeezing tight. “It
is not your fault—”

He shrugged off my hand, a wild animal
refusing comfort. “Don’t try to tell me it’s not! I
know what I did! And I’m not going to put the blame on anybody
else.”

He stood so abruptly I was almost
jolted off the couch, and stormed off to the bedroom, not meeting my
eyes. I jumped up, intending to follow, determined to make him see
that he wasn’t to blame—

But then I heard the sound of a key
turning in the lock on his bedroom door.

Such a small sound, Hunter locking
himself away from me. I was almost surprised I could hear it over the
sound of my heart breaking. For the first time, I realized: maybe I’d
been wrong. Maybe there was no way to fix this. Maybe our
relationship—and any chance at winning back the company—was
over.
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But you don’t get me off your
case that easily, Hunter Knox.

After a sleepless night tossing and
turning on the couch, I’d decided that of all the things I was,
a quitter wasn’t one of them. So no matter how hopeless it
seemed, I wasn’t giving up on Hunter or the company without one
last fight. I’d just have to make it count. This wasn’t a
battle anymore—it was a war. And I had a plan.

My strategizing was already paying off.
I flipped the eggs sunny side up and grinned, surveying the rest of
my morning’s accomplishments. I had done well.

From across the house there was the
sound of shuffling, and then a few muffled thuds, followed by what
might have been a swear word, and then footsteps. Hunter’s door
cracked open slowly, and he emerged bleary-eyed, sniffing at the
smoky air like he wasn’t sure it was real. “What the
hell?”

“I made you breakfast,” I
chirped.

That was understating it. I had fried
every damn thing that it was possible to fry.

There was fried bread, okra, beans,
tomatoes, banana peppers, eggs, bacon, potatoes, and sausage. I’d
also set out a jar of blackberry preserves that looked like they’d
been sitting in the pantry since Eisenhower was in office. There was
no real coffee, but apparently in some spurt of historical
accuracy, fanboying Hunter had bought a bunch of chicory coffee, not
realizing or not caring that the entire reason Confederate soldiers
drank that shit was because real coffee was hard to come by. That,
or, God forbid, he actually liked the taste.

Hunter leaned over the table as if
uncertain whether to risk sitting down, picked up a fork, and poked
at a piece of sausage like it was a land mine he was afraid would go
off. He brought it to his mouth, took a minuscule bite, and chewed
carefully.

What, does he think I’m going
to poison him or something?

His eyes closed for a moment and he
grunted in an appreciatory manner before slumping into the chair and
spearing a bit of deep-fried okra.

It wasn’t exactly Shakespeare,
but I’d take it.

“I can see that you made
breakfast,” he mumbled in a belated response to my earlier
statement. “I just can’t see why.”

“Well, if you’re not going
to take care of yourself, someone has to. And I didn’t know
what you were in the mood for. Hopefully some of this will suit?”

I smiled as innocently as I was able,
my butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth face concealing my secret
plan. Okay, maybe ‘secret plan’ was a little melodramatic
a term for what I was doing, but that’s basically what it was.
After all, being conciliatory and up-front about my feelings hadn’t
worked. Maybe I needed to be sneaky. Maybe I needed to shock him to
get him out of his slump. Maybe I needed to get him really angry.

I nibbled at some fried tomatoes and
sipped my chicory coffee—God, but this stuff was terrible, this
was probably the real reason we lost the War of Northern
Aggression—and kept careful track of the ratio of Hunter’s
trepidation-filled food prodding to his blissful food consumption.
When the ratio finally started to swing in my favor and it seemed
like he’d sufficiently softened up, I struck.

I waited until he was chewing a large
mouthful of bacon and potato, incapacitated and incapable of
immediately striking back.

“Maybe this is all for the best,”
I said philosophically, smiling so brightly at him I was surprised
not to see a spotlight on his face. “After all, Chuck has so
much more business experience. He probably has a much better handle
on what he’s doing anyway, don’t you agree?”

Hunter just stared at me coldly before
swallowing. “I know what you’re doing.”

“Doing?” I asked. My smile
became slightly strained.

“Oh, please, Ally,” he
sighed, pushing his mostly-empty plate away. He shook his head.
“You’re good at lying on paper, but in person your face
gives everything away.”

“Excuse me?” I said. But it
was all falling apart. I could hear it in the way my voice wavered,
that slightly shrill desperate note weaving its way in. Even if he
hadn’t had suspicions before, that would have convinced him.

He wiped his face with his napkin and
then stood to take his dishes to the sink to wash them, his every
movement as slow and careful as if he were dragging a body made of
stone, as if he were dragging the accumulated weight of every
disappointment and frustration he had experienced in the past two
weeks.

“You’re trying to get me
all fired up about the company so I’ll ride in and save the
day, and you can stop feeling guilty,” he said, his back turned
to me, his voice just loud enough to be heard over the running water.
“Well, your guilt is not my concern, and my loss isn’t
yours. I’ve spent two weeks wrestling with these feelings, and
I’m done with them. You can’t get to me. I won’t
rise to the bait.”

Was that honestly all he thought of me?

Frustration rose in me like a tidal
wave. “Yes, I feel guilty, but that’s not why I’m
here!”

“Oh?” he asked, his voice
dangerously quiet. “So then why are you here, Ally? What
possible other reason could drive you out here to disturb my peace?”

Because I love you, you asshole! I
nearly blurted, the grief and the rage loosening the leash I had been
keeping on my tongue. I bit it just in time; Hunter needed me to help
him out of his funk, not tie him up in more emotional knots. “I
came because you have something great here, and I’m not about
to watch you throw it all away.”

“What do you care?” Hunter
snapped, whirling to face me. His golden-brown eyes were flashing,
and his breath came hard and fast, as if he were running a race. “You
betrayed me. I trusted you, I thought we were a team, I—I
cared.”

I felt as if my heart were being sawed
in half. I needed to touch him. I reached out to cup his cheek. “Oh,
Hunter—”

But he wrenched away from me. He
whirled toward the door, blowing through it like a gust of wind as he
stormed off toward the shadows of the surrounding wood.

“Wait!” I called
desperately after him.

He didn’t.

I started after him out of reflex, then
stopped and looked down at my shoes. They were sensible heels, but
only for a certain value of ‘sensible.’ They were
definitely not built for chasing through the woods after a man who
didn’t want to be followed.

“I cared” and the look
on his face when he said it, that shine in his eyes, had that shine
been—

But the “why are you here”
thrown in my face like a dishrag, like concentrated disdain, as if he
were completely done with me—

Fine. New plan. I’d give him some
space. I’d give him all the space he could fucking want, and
when he was done throwing a temper tantrum, he could come crawling
back to this cabin and me, and then maybe we could finally talk.

Yeah, that sentence had sounded really
plausible until the last part.

Was it time to accept that we were
never going to have those kind of open, honest conversations we’d
once had again? Failure had reared its ugly head once again, knocking
me off the warpath I’d so recently set off upon. Damn. Double
damn.

I slunk back into the cabin in defeat,
not sure how I was going to fill the hours until our stalemate heated
up again. I paced back and forth in front of the fireplace, then
flipped briefly through an adventure novel with a man wrestling with
a snake on the front before admitting that there was no way I was
going to be able to focus on a plot. I paced over to the bedroom
door, but stopped myself before going through; no point in further
violating Hunter’s privacy.

Instead, I stomped over to the fridge
and flung the door open, more to have something to do than because I
thought I’d left anything edible in there after this morning’s
fry-up.

Rows and rows of unlabeled brown glass
bottles glinted back at me from the top-most shelf.

“Choose your own adventure,”
I murmured, eyeing them.

Well, if Hunter was going to avoid all
his responsibilities and drink himself into oblivion, why couldn’t
I?

Okay, maybe that wasn’t the most
mature response. But I was done trying to be mature. I’d
matured myself all out, and if Hunter didn’t like me drinking
his beer, maybe he could try being the mature one for a change and
have an actual conversation with me about it.

I grabbed a whole crate of the bottles
and hauled it outside. The sun was shining, the grass was a soft
welcoming carpet, and the air was hot and muggy and just begging me
to refresh myself with a sweet, cool draught of
whatever-the-hell-this-stuff-was.

I kicked off my shoes in the shade of a
willow tree, popped the cap off a bottle, and took a swig. Mmm, that
was tasty. But what was it? Some kind of beer, I guessed; there was a
definite hoppy flavor to it. But a little hint of vanilla and burnt
caramel too, like a bourbon aftertaste.

Whatever it was, it was fucking
delicious. I took another swallow, larger this time.

After all, Hunter probably had a head
start on his day’s drinking, and I fully intended to catch up.
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Everything was light and fuzzy and
floaty and perfect.

And then Hunter came back.

I felt the tension riding up my spine
and shoulders as I watched his tall form hesitantly separate itself
from the trees, looking left and right before his gaze settled on me
and he began to make his way over. Shit.

I was tipsy, on his booze. This had not
been a good plan. This had definitely been in the bottom ten of my
plans. He was going to blow his stack, and with all the alcohol in my
system I was definitely going to cry.

I almost fled back into the woods
myself.

But then I saw his face. It had a
hangdog look, remorseful and rueful. His shoulders were hunched,
almost as if he were expecting a blow, and his feet dragged slightly
along the ground, like a little boy knowing he was about to be
punished.

He stopped just in front of me and
scuffed his feet along the ground. “I’m sorry.”

Even with the clues of his facial
expression and posture, I had been expecting any words but those.
“What?”

“I know you didn’t mean to
hurt me,” he said, meeting my eyes. “I was using that as
an excuse to take this all out on you.” He rubbed the back of
his neck, roughly, almost as if he were punishing himself. “I
just hate the idea I’m letting all my employees down, all the
stockholders. And I hate that I’m ruining the family name.”

Tears started in my eyes and I stood,
wavering slightly as the earth did a slow, stately waltz around me.

Hunter caught me, his arms around my
waist, his strong hands on the small of my back.

I could feel the heat of his hands
through the fabric of the borrowed shirt I was wearing.

I could smell him, bourbon and vanilla
and soap and sweet clean sweat. His arm was only inches from my mouth
and I wanted to lick along his skin.

Danger, danger, danger!

I leaned away from him, away from all
that tempting skin. I didn’t quite break his hold, though.
Instead, I struggled through my lust to try to explain myself: “The
company, iss—it’s more than jussa—jussa—just
a name. It’s the choices you made. The, you know. Ideas. Chuck
and all those douches might’ve won control, but you could, you
know. Start someshing—something fresh.”

Somehow my hand had found its way onto
his arm and was stroking it. Somehow even now that I had noticed, I
couldn’t stop doing it.

I sighed softly. “You could build
something of your own again.”

He shook his head. “Like what?
They have the bourbon recipes and brand.”

I opened my mouth, and realized I
didn’t have anything to say. It did seem pretty hopeless.

I took a swig of his drink instead. His
eyes followed the neck of the bottle as it pressed against my lips.

“Now that’s a good idea,”
Hunter said with a small smile. He settled himself onto the grass,
tugging me gently down with him and grabbing a bottle of his own. He
removed his arms from around my waist to do so, and I missed them
instantly. But to reach the bottle he had to put his arm around my
shoulders, his weight pressing against my back for just a second. It
was heaven.

He popped the cap and for a few minutes
we drank in an oddly companionable silence, our hands not quite
touching each other on the grass. I savored his company and this
strange new peace that seemed to have fallen over us like the softest
of clouds, and I savored the taste of the mystery drink; each bottle
seemed to have a slightly different flavor, and this one had strong
overtones of burnt sugar and apple.

“What is this stuff, anyway?”
I finally asked.

“Bourbon beer,” Hunter said
after swallowing. “I’ve been experimenting with it for a
few years.”

I frowned, puzzled. “And what
exactly is bourbon beer?”

“What it sounds like,” he
said. “Beer brewed in bourbon barrels. Doesn’t affect the
alcohol content, but gives it a real complex, full-bodied flavor.”
He shrugged, suddenly self-conscious. “Well, it does to me
anyway.”

A high-intensity halogen lightbulb went
off in my head. I grabbed his hand. “Oh my God! This is it!”

Hunter looked perplexed. “This is
what?”

I wanted to leap up and swing him
around and around, I was so happy. “This is the new product!”

Hunter had been staring down at where
my hand was touching his—and yes, that expression on his face
was interesting, I was definitely going to have to come back to that
later and what it really meant and if it really meant what I hoped it
really meant—but at my words, his gaze jolted back up at me.
His eyes widened. “You really think so?”

“Hunter,” I said, my words
spilling from my mouth before I had a chance to organize them, “this
thing I am drinking right now. It tastes like a beer and bourbon got
married and had a beautiful baby, who married an apple and flew a
caramel chariot all the way to heaven. It is amazing. It is so
amazing that you could sell it with the crappiest ad campaign in the
world, but with me doing it, you’re solid gold.”

That last bit made him grin, and I
watched, an answering grin on my face, as I saw the excitement slowly
win out over the trepidation on his. Then he squeezed my hand back.
“All right. Let’s do this!”
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“Aaaaand he’s back!”
Martha gave a whoop of approval, and clutched at a string of
imaginary pearls, pretending to swoon.

I just couldn’t stop staring.

We were back at the estate library, and
Hunter had just emerged from the shower looking like his old hot
self, which was to say, a Greek god that had been hitting the gym
lately. His wet hair was tousled and tumbled over his ears,
practically begging me to run my fingers through it. His smooth,
freshly shaved cheeks demanded the same. His golden eyes glinted with
fire.

His skin was still slightly wet, and
his clothing clung in all the right places.

He smirked, leaning back against the
bookcase. “Ladies. Contain yourselves.”

I blushed, started shuffling papers on
the desk. “Stop parading around like a cologne ad model and
join us, then. Martha and I have practically already figured your
business plan out for you, so this is your last chance to make a real
contribution.”

Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Besides
brewing it?” he snarked, still smirking.

I smirked right back at him. “Details,
details.”

“So, if you two are done
flirting—” Martha started.

We both jerked back from each other,
only just realizing that our hands had been nearly touching.

Funny how that kept happening.

Martha went on, barely pausing to roll
her eyes at us: “Here’s the deal. There’s that big
liquor expo in two weeks, you know, the one in Martinville? All the
brands introduce their new products, give out samples, do deals, all
that chummy shit.”

“Yes, I know about the big liquor
expo in Martinville,” Hunter said mildly. “I have
actually spent a little bit of time in the liquor industry.”

Martha gave him a friendly punch on the
arm. “Yeah, but the real question is, were you paying any
attention all the time you were in it? ‘Cause if you were then
we wouldn’t have to tell you that this is the perfect place to
debut your new drink.”

Alarm flashed over Hunter’s face.
“Wait a minute,” he protested, holding up his hands. “I’m
still in prototype. There’s no way I’ll have a product
ready. I don’t even have a factory set up! The investment we’d
need for just a small batch run, it’s huge, and we don’t
even know if—”

I patted his hand reassuringly.
“Hunter, no one’s saying that you need to found an entire
new liquor empire in a week. We don’t even need a factory. We
just need a sample: some liquor for tasting and a mock-up of the
packaging to show the industry you’re back in the game. We
don’t even have to start from scratch—since Chuck passed
on the original deal I had with Knox Liquors, I can rework all the
visuals from the first campaign I developed.”

“And you know those visuals will
knock them right over the head,” Martha put in. “They’re
gonna be so wowed they won’t be able to see straight.”

Hunter smiled, but his brow was still
furrowed. “Well, if you’re sure that will work…?”

“I am sure,” I said firmly.
“Obviously, we’ll need to hammer out all the details
before we go signing up for a booth or anything. The first thing I’d
like to do is take a look at the place you’ve been brewing.
That’ll help me see what I need to tweak in the visuals or the
copy.”

Hunter grinned, energized again now
that there was a prospect of showing off his hobby with no outside
judgment. “No time like the present!”

He offered me his hand, and I took it.

As I left, I saw Martha roll her eyes
and pull another paperback full of scantily-clad men out from under
the cushion of the armchair.
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Hunter had been brewing the beer not in
any of the main distilleries, but in an old shed just off the path
leading into the woods. Red paint peeled off the wooden walls, and
the copper pipes hissed and gurgled as they delivered ingredients
into the bourbon casks, each specially chosen for the particularly
fine qualities of their years.

It was all so old-timey and Prohibition
I half-expected a jug band to start playing while revenuers kicked in
the door and a flapper peeled away in a tin Lizzie, all the hooch
safely hidden in the getaway car.

“There are a few different
kinds,” Hunter said modestly as he led me through the space.
“We separate them by the types of grain, obviously, and then by
the different recipes.”

“Like…different amounts of
hops?” I asked.

“That, of course,” Hunter
said. “But beer is so much more than hops. I’ve been
fermenting different fruits and herbs here too, distilling their
essence to use in flavoring different brews.” He shrugged,
scuffing his feet a bit. “I haven’t exactly had many
taste-testers besides myself, but I think the aniseed and dandelion
are probably the most successful. And the black pepper is
surprisingly good too.”

I made some notes on my tablet. “Can
I taste some of these?”

Hunter looked delighted. “Of
course!”

He hurried over to the back and brought
out a crate; the bottles were labeled with Hunter’s scrawl on
plain masking tape, which made me jot down another note—obviously
that wouldn’t do for the actual packaging, but there was still
something there we could use, something in that do-it-yourself
aesthetic that would definitely appeal both to the older, proudly
self-reliant crowd, and the younger, less self-reliant (and insecure
about it) millennials.

Hunter brought the cold glass bottle to
my lips, and I closed my eyes to better appreciate the flavor.

“Mmmmm.” Hints of caramel,
a touch of cinnamon, and was that…nutmeg? I licked my lips.
“Tastes like autumn.”

“Next,” Hunter said softly.
There was a clink as he set down the bottle, and another as he picked
the second one up. Then that cool glass was against my warm mouth
again, and I shivered as I felt his breath ghost against the back of
my neck. I could practically feel the heat radiating off his body
behind me. A drop of condensation slipped down the neck of the
bottle, rolling down the fevered skin of my neck.

Oh, right, the beer. I took a gulp,
hoping the cool liquid would calm my disordered thoughts. No such
luck—but it was delicious, strongly hoppy this time, notes of
lime and orange and vanilla, with a peppery finish. “Damn,
that’s good. It’s like spring!”

“I’m glad you like it,”
Hunter murmured. His arm encircled my waist—no, he was just
reaching for another bottle, no, that was his other hand, this one
was definitely resting on my waist, lightly, just above my hipbone.

I didn’t dare open my eyes, for
fear I would find I was only dreaming.

“Another?” Hunter invited.

“Yes please.” My voice was
a whisper, hoarse with desire I hoped he couldn’t hear.

And there it came, his gentle hands
guiding it to my mouth, the smooth glass with its beads of moisture
kissing my skin, and that ambrosia sliding slowly down my throat:
brown sugar and anise and a hint of…chocolate.

“Ooooooh,” I moaned in
appreciation. I licked my lips.

And heard a sharp intake of breath from
Hunter. “You like that?” he whispered.

“So much,” I replied,
feeling the heat in my body gather itself tight and low.

Even with my eyes closed I was vividly
aware of how close he was standing to me; I could smell him, hear
each breath he took. His hand on my waist seemed to grip a fraction
tighter, wrinkling the fabric of my dress—the hand holding the
bottle seemed to tremble slightly, I could feel his breath ruffling
my hair as he bent closer, those warm lips only inches from—

My eyes burst open and I almost leapt
away from him. We didn’t have time for sexual tension! That was
what had gotten us into trouble in the first place. My mind fluttered
rapidly over possible topics of redirection.

It was difficult. It mostly wanted to
think of Hunter shirtless.

Maybe pantsless too.

Yeah….definitely pantsless.

Focus, Ally!

“Well, I could just sit here
sipping these all day, but I’m not really qualified to help
choose the official flavors,” I said, trying to sound practical
and not at all like my panties were on fire. “How about we set
up a tasting event to help pick the best?”

Hunter grinned, giving no indication
that he was aware of my inner struggle to not bang him on the floor
of his janky distillery shed. “That’s perfect! I could
invite—”

He started pacing and rattling off
names, only a few of which I recognized, but which were probably all
off some insider’s list of Who’s-Who in the liquor
industry. His face glowed with delight, with the joy of setting a
plan in motion.

I just gazed at him, happy to see that
energy lighting him up again. That power, that passion. All the
things that made him Hunter Knox, the man I—

“What are you smiling about?”
he asked, stopping and turning to look at me, a puzzled expression on
his face.

“What, starting a brand-new
company isn’t enough?” I asked with a little laugh.

I shrugged and looked down at the
floor, scuffing my feet in what I didn’t realize ‘til
after I’d done it was an unconscious imitation of his own
movements.

“I’m just…really
happy for you.” I looked back up at him, wanting to make him
understand. “Do you see? This is what they can’t take
away.” My voice grew impassioned. “Chuck and all his
cronies think that Knox is just a name on a label, but it’s
your passion driving the company, and that’s why it’s
failing without you at the helm. So let them keep the name. You have
everything you need right here.”

Hunter enfolded me in a hug that warmed
me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes, his strong arms
crushing me against his broad chest. I basked in the sensation of
being held by him. I wished it would never end.

But then he let go, and his face looked
worried again. That furrow was back, wrinkling that perfect brow.

“I’ve been thinking about
selling my shares in the company,” he admitted. “The way
Chuck’s running the business, I don’t want any of my
finances tied up in it, not to mention my public image. But I can
still exercise some control with those shares, and I’m worried
that if I give that up…”

“He’ll put out even more
terrible ads?” I said. “Don’t worry, I don’t
think that’s physically possible.”

“If only it were just terrible
ads,” Hunter said dryly. “I’m more worried about
what Chuck will do to try to recoup the losses he’s incurring.
Some of our employees have been Knox Liquor workers for
generations—some towns owe their entire existence to our
factories—but that won’t mean anything to Chuck. He’ll
slash the budget with a machete and outsource everything as fast as
he possibly can if he thinks it’ll buy him more time to get out
with a golden parachute.”

That definitely sounded in character
for Chuck. “So selling your shares is out of the question,
then?”

He sighed. “Probably. What I’d
really like is to be able to hire all the old employees away and give
them job security. Before I ran away to the fishing cabin, that was
practically every message Martha was taking for me—will there
be job cuts? Will salaries stay the same? What about the employee
benefits package? Everyone’s nervous about losing their work
now. If this beer thing really takes off, then maybe…”
He sighed. “I don’t know, Ally. This was just a hobby
‘til half a second ago. Can we really pull this off?  There’s
so much on the line.”

I grabbed his shoulder, forced him to
look me in the eye. “Hey. You can do this. Chuck doesn’t
know shit. This is going to be absolutely amazing.”

A smile ghosted over his features. “And
how do you know that, Miss Bartlett?”

I smiled back, wider. “Because I
know you, Mr. Knox.”

Our eyes met, and I saw my desire
reflected in the deep dark pupils of his. I barely had time to draw
in a sharp gasp before he surged forward and kissed me, his warm
mouth avid against mine, hungry as he nibbled my lower lip. His
strong hands pressed me firmly into his chest in an embrace I
couldn’t have escaped even if I’d wanted to. I moaned
against his hot mouth, opening mine wider to take his tongue in
deeper, my hands grasping roughly at the fine fabric of his shirt—

And then his phone rang. We both froze.

This was getting to be a habit with us.

Hunter swore, and I giggled. “You
should probably get that.”

“Probably,” he admitted
softly, his fingers tracing figure eights on the sliver of bare skin
at the nape of my neck. He gave me a slow, rueful smile, and then
released me and took his phone from his pocket. The fingers of his
left hand traced along my lips as he answered the call, only slightly
out of breath. “Yeah, Martha, we’re heading back now.
Pizza should be fine, get the anchovies. Yes, I know that’s
gross, but Ally likes it.” He winked at me. “Okay, yes,
but keep the pineapple on one side only.”

All I could do was smile up at him, my
head spinning from the kiss and from the feel of his fingers stroking
my lips. So warm. So gentle.

Damn, but I was hopelessly in love.

Hunter hung up the phone and closed it
with a snap, taking my hand. “Shall we head back? Sounds like
Martha’s putting the order through right now.”

“Sure,” I said, biting back
all the things I wanted to ask: Does this mean you forgive me?
Does this mean we’re back together? Does this mean anything at
all?

I knew what that kiss had meant to me.
But what had it meant to him? And how long until I could find out for
sure?
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“Try this one, it’s got
this nutmeggy taste—”

“Now, this is a quality brew!”

“—my personal favorite’s
the—”

“—can’t believe this
is what Hunter’s been hiding in that shed out there!”

I jotted down some notes from my
unobtrusive position nearby, sipping from my own bottle of the blend
we were tentatively branding ‘the Genevieve’ after
Hunter’s great-grandmother. It was refreshing and cool with a
lavender aftertaste, and in my opinion, perfect.

Though approximately seven percent of
the attending partygoers disagreed, with opinions ranging from “too
fancy” to “too plebian” to “I can’t
even tell what I’m drinking.” Hence the discreet
note-taking, to try to see if any themes emerged or if the nitpicking
was negligible.

The scent of barbecue wafted across the
lawn, mixing with that of the beer and the fresh-cut grass and the
sunscreen of our three dozen guests. It was the perfect scent of
summer, and I inhaled it almost as greedily as my drink. A lovely
green-and-golden smell that made me believe that this happiness just
might last forever.

I caught a glimpse of Hunter. He was
laughing and chatting and looking more relaxed and at ease than I had
seen him in a long time as he greeted people and directed them
towards the tasting table. On the other side of the lawn, Paige
handed out barbecue ribs to an ever-growing line of hungry
customers—who then headed back to the tasting table for a
little something to quench their thirst.

My hunger must have shown on my face,
because as soon as Paige spotted me, she handed off her apron and
tongs to Martha before loading up a plate and bringing it on over.

“You’re a lifesaver,”
I told her, before my chowing down in an exceedingly unladylike
manner meant that talking was no longer a possibility. The meat was
flavorful and indescribably tender, practically falling off the bone,
and drenched in a sweet and fiery barbecue sauce. As I licked the
last of it off my lips, I caught Hunter’s eye. His gaze tracked
the path of my tongue, and my heart stopped for a second, heat rising
in me as if we were the only two people there.

We weren’t, though, and Paige
definitely noticed. “Damn, girl. I know you two are talking
again, but are you two…”—she hesitated—“you
know, a thing again?”

I sighed, setting my plate down and
taking another swig of beer to buy time before I replied. “I
don’t know. Not really. I mean, we did kiss—”

Paige made a noise like someone had sat
on a parrot.

“No, but then we got
interrupted,” I said quickly. “So it was romantic, but
maybe also sort of not? Like, maybe it was just a thing, like, we
were just both excited or something? And, er…I don’t
know. We haven’t really talked about it. Still.”

Paige rolled her eyes. “Well,
what’s stopping you? I hope you’re not just hanging on
until one of you develops telepathy, because that could be a long
wait.”

“We only just recently got back
to being civil,” I said with a sigh. “I’m not sure
I’m willing to risk that. He’s been so charming and
great, and I…I don’t know. I want to hold onto that a
little longer before I try for anything more.”

“Well, I hope he’s worth
all this second-guessing.”

“Paige—” I started
reprovingly.

“Sorry!” she said with a
laugh. “Your big sister worries, that’s all. Didn’t
you know that’s in the contract too?” Then her laugh died
down and a slight frown creased her brow. “I’m glad to
see you looking so happy, Ally, and I don’t want to rain on
your parade, but…well, you put a lot of time and effort into
this. What do your bosses in DC think about you jetting around on
their time? And isn’t Chuck technically your client
now?”

I looked down, drew a line with my toe
in the dirt. “Well…”

“Ally…” Paige said
in a ‘you’re-not-getting-away-with-anything’ tone.

“I’ve been faking a family
emergency,” I confessed in a rush. “I have to get back to
the office the second this shindig is over or they’ll suspect
something’s up.”

Paige shook her head disapprovingly.
“Ally, you know that’s not going to work forever. They’ll
figure it out eventually.”

“It doesn’t have to work
forever,” I said. A pleading note crept into my voice, as if I
were once again the little girl who wanted her big sister to assure
her that Santa Claus was real. “It just has to work for a
little while.”

Paige probably would have said more,
but then an oh so familiar and shrill voice called out through the
idyll.

“Ally!”

A real family
emergency: my mom had shown up.
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I took a deep breath as my parents
crossed the lawn towards me at a rapid clip. My mother was wearing a
dress that looked like she was still taking fashion tips from Jackie
O., and it appeared that my father had been bullied into his best
pinstriped suit too. They were both perspiring under the hot sun, but
grinning.

Mom greeted me with a brief spasm of a
hug before pulling back and immediately launching into a lecture: “Is
that really what you’re wearing, Allison? It’s entirely
the wrong color for spring, what can you have been thinking? You
can’t let the little things slide like this, you’ve only
just got Hunter back in your clutches again, you need to lock this
down before he—”

Without warning, my anger bubbled over,
a pot left on boil for far too long. “This is not the time for
this, Mother!”

Mom stopped mid-sentence. What was
this, someone questioning her interpretation of reality? “Allison,
I know this is hard to hear, but you do have an unfortunate tendency
to squander perfectly good opportunities. Now, I’ve brought a
nice selection of pastel skirt-suits in the car that should fit you,
so you can change quickly and discreetly and it probably won’t
be too late—”

“I’m not a child!” I
snapped.

“You’re certainly acting
like one at the moment—”

“Mom. I will not go to the
car with you.” Each word was short and sharp and bitten off
with cold, fierce precision. “I am my own person, making my own
choices, and if you don’t like them—any of them—you
can bite your tongue or you can go somewhere where you don’t
have to see them.”

I could hear my volume rising, but I
couldn’t seem to stop it, all the years of accumulated
resentment breaking through like water through a faulty dam. I went
on, “I’ve been working and working and working, trying to
make you proud—” my voice broke, “but nothing
makes you proud! You act like nothing matters except getting me
married off and baking pies and popping out babies!”

Mom stumbled backwards a step, her face
blanching deathly pale. My father caught her elbow automatically, but
still she faltered. Dad’s eyes were wide, verging on panic—it
had been so long since any of us had really talked back to my mother,
I think he had no idea how to deal with it now that it was actually
happening.

My dad’s eyes helped me rein in
my rage slightly, just enough to lower the volume and keep from
making more of a scene: “I went to a great college. I graduated
with honors. I got a great job. I made a difference in people’s
lives. I made an entire life for myself, but I’m still a
failure—” my voice cracked, but I soldiered on—“in
my own mother’s eyes. As if I have no worth at all, unless I
can find a man to value me first. Can’t you see what you’re
doing? Can’t you see how you’re making me feel? Don’t
you care at all?”

There was a long, tense silence. My dad
looked more thrown than a Super Bowl football. Paige looked like she
expected a bomb to go off.

My mother sniffled. “I—I—”

“What?” I snapped. I could
feel my shoulders going up around my ears. She was going to start in
on how ungrateful I was, I just knew it. She was going to get
defensive and dismissive and act like nothing I said mattered. Like
always.

“I am proud of you,”
my mother insisted.

I thought for several seconds that I
must have misheard her.

Mom took out a delicate pink silk
handkerchief, and blew her nose. Her voice shook as she continued.
“I’m proud of you every single day, my dear. I thought
you knew. I thought you had to know—you do so well, how could I
not be proud?”

Dad placed a comforting hand on her
shoulder, another on mine. The weight of it pulled me down, letting
the anger start to seep out of my body.

“I just want you to be happy as
well,” my mom went on. “I want you to find someone to be
happy with, find someone who treasures how bright you shine. I know—I
know I can’t be around forever. I know how quickly things can
fall apart when—when someone who’s been a part of your
life has suddenly gone.”

I remembered suddenly and with shame
that Mom’s own parents had died when she was nineteen. She had
been considering pursuing a career onstage before that happened and
funds had become suddenly too tight to consider it.

She’d always loved ballet.

I remembered the wistful look on her
face when we came across some old recital photos in the attic,
talking about how Grandma and Grandpa had always supported her.

“I just want you and Paige to
have someone to look after you when I’ve gone,” she
finished in a quavery voice, dabbing at her eyes with her
handkerchief.

I took her hand as gently as I could,
looked deep into her eyes. “We can look after ourselves, Mom,”
I said softly.

“I know, I know,” she said
with a watery laugh and a shake of her head. “I’ve seen
you do so many great things on your own. But you’re such good
girls—” she clasped my arm earnestly—“you
shouldn’t have to. You should be able to lean on someone
else, every once in awhile. If you wanted to.”

I felt an unaccustomed surge of
tenderness towards my mother, warm and engulfing. “Ah, hell.”
I couldn’t stay mad at her. “Come here, Mom.”

She didn’t even take me to task
for my language as I enfolded her in my arms, Paige and Dad embracing
us as well, our family becoming one giant hug, warm and secure and
safe. My mother felt so small and fragile as I held her, bird-boned,
delicate. I was so used to seeing her as an all-powerful tyrant, and
yet, in this moment…my heart ached for her fragility, for her
losses, for the choices she had made that had driven me so far from
her.

I couldn’t promise that we would
ever be close. She loved me, but she had expressed that love for so
long by belittling me and my choices that there was a part of me that
feared that all that damage could never be undone.

But I hoped that maybe, just maybe,
this conversation was a sign of better things to come.
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My hands danced restlessly at my side
in anticipation as the crowd’s murmur quieted, their eyes
focusing on Hunter as he took center stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen,”
Hunter began, and the crowd fell completely silent as his slow,
measured, dark honey tones reverberated through the warm afternoon
air. “I can’t thank you enough for coming out here today
and giving me a hand. I appreciate your support more than I can say.”

The crowd gave murmuring sounds of
assorted “you’re welcome”s and “of course”es.
Looking around at all the smiling faces, you could tell that Hunter
was among friends here. These were the people who loved him, who
supported him, would believe in him and back him all the way.

I was proud to be in their company.

“We’ve none of us had an
easy time of it lately,” Hunter went on. “I’m sure
none of you have missed the recent news about Knox Liquors.”

Angry grumbles spread through the crowd
in response; Hunter waved them to silence.

“Now, now. What’s done is
done. As a very wise lady told me just recently—” his
eyes locked on mine, and he gave a wolfish grin—“there’s
no point in dwelling on the past when you could be looking towards
the future. And what a bright future it’s looking to be!”

Whoops of agreement greeted his
statement.

“Now, if you’ve all
sufficiently wetted your whistles to form an opinion on what recipes
you find most palatable, you’ll find the ballot boxes to your
left, with Martha distributing the voting slips; everyone gets three
to distribute between the flavors as you wish.”

“What if we haven’t wetted
our whistles enough yet?” heckled someone from behind me.

“Then too bad, because we’re
all out of beer!” Hunter shot back, and the crowd laughed.
“Well, what are you waiting for?”

The crowd hustled over to the ballot
boxes, and I did as well, intercepting some of the tidal wave of
people before they could swamp Martha entirely with their questions
and their voting slips. We helped direct everyone to the ballot box
they wanted, and sent them away with plates of barbecue and lemonade
until there was enough breathing space to pull out the calculators
and tabulate the results.

It seemed every brew had a few diehard
fans, but soon a few clear leaders emerged, and from those
candidates, one soon began to stand head and shoulders above the
rest: a hoppy blend with strong overtones of sarsaparilla and Mexican
vanilla that Hunter had chosen to call simply “Dixie.”

“Dixie is the winner!”
Martha announced to widespread cheers.

Hunter was surrounded by supporters,
who showered him in hugs, handshakes, and hearty backslaps. A few of
the burlier young men hoisted him on their shoulders and began to run
a victory lap around the lawn, and I laughed and laughed as I watched
them, until I had to sit down on the grass or fall down. My heart
felt as light as a feather, and my mind was already dancing with
visions of what was coming next, exhilaration and nervousness
combining in a heady mix of anticipation and terror.

This had been the easy part.

Next up, the expo!
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“Ah, Miss Bartlett. How is that
family of yours doing? Any developments in that…emergency of
theirs?”

My boss peered at me over his glasses.
He was trying to make me feel guilty for not divulging any more
information than privacy laws said I had to. Was this just his normal
brand of passive-aggression, or was he starting to get suspicious?

“Almost cleared up,” I said
as brightly as I could. “Oh look, is that the time, I have to
go update the company’s social media presence or everyone will
think we’re dead, see you later!”

I fled as quickly as I could, hoping
that the words ‘social media’ would have confused him
enough to keep from following me.

The best way to keep my boss from
asking questions had always been to start talking about something he
knew nothing about; better to let the flighty young lady do her
thing, he seemed to think, than to reveal he knew nothing about it.

I was back at work, and with Hunter
prepping production on a new test batch of the Dixie brew, there was
nothing for me to do back at the manor house. Well, I could have
stood around admiring Hunter’s profile and simultaneously being
bored silly by all the beer jargon he spouted like an overexcited
fanboy, but somehow that seemed less productive than heading back to
D.C. and catching up with all the work that had piled up for me in my
absence (I didn’t think that Hunter’s red alert levels of
hotness would qualify as an emergency my boss would be on board
with).

Well, trying to catch up, anyway.
Enough stuff had piled up in my absence that I was starting to think
they’d made my cubicle into a trash can and forgotten to tell
me.

No one had done any work on that tampon
line while I was gone and the other woman in the office was out
sick—too afraid of cooties, I guess—and the client was
irate, threatening to take their business elsewhere. I tossed off
some copy for it, no big deal—I could’ve done another
tampon line in my sleep—and sent Sandra an e-mail outlining
what they wanted in terms of art. That barely dented the pile of
work, though—it seemed that while I was gone, I’d been
designated everyone’s official paperwork monkey, and those
forms weren’t going to file themselves.

Lost in the daydreamy reveries of
self-filing paperwork and coworkers who actually did their own damn
jobs, I was so busy that it wasn’t until my stomach rumbled and
I looked up at the clock that I realized I’d managed to skip
lunch. I looked at the pile of paper on my desk and decided that I
couldn’t risk the time it would take to hop over to the Chinese
joint across the street that did the really good chow mein—if I
stepped away from this desk for more than five minutes, the paperwork
would probably start reproducing.

Cafeteria vending machine it would have
to be. Maybe if I was lucky they would still have the Garden Salsa
flavor of Sun Chips, and the Snickers would have been replaced
recently enough that their peanuts wouldn’t have turned to
brittle dust with age.

Yeah, I know, dream big.

I had almost trotted down to the
cafeteria when I heard the not-so-dulcet tones of bragging
Douchebros, their voices extra loud, like they wanted to make sure
that no one suffered the tragedy of not hearing their extremely
important conversation.

Worse, their voices were heading
directly towards me.

I so didn’t have the energy to
deal with their bullshit right now. Their ‘lighthearted’
teasing about my failure to secure the Knox deal, their leering
comments about my outfit and my body, their sexist speculations about
the way I had earned this job. All of that took way more energy than
I had at this moment. It probably took more energy than a power plant
produced in a year.

So I hid instead.

I looked around, rapidly locating a
blind spot behind some tarp where the maintenance guys still hadn’t
finished installing the new water fountain. I’d been annoyed
about this for months—how hard is it to put the new one in
after you’ve taken the old one out?—but now I sent a
silent thank you to them for dragging their feet, and ducked behind
the blue plastic.

Oh God, please let this tarp be too
opaque for me to cast a shadow. If they catch me hiding out here from
them, they’ll never let me hear the end of it.

As they drew closer, I began to be able
to make out some words and sentences. Something seemed off about the
conversation, though—there were long stretches of silence,
something the Douchebros would normally never tolerate. Were they on
the phone?

“Yeah, yeah, that’s
awesome, Chuck,” Chad was saying as he and his entourage drew
level with me. “So you got this takeover offer when?”

My blood ran cold. A takeover offer.
That they were discussing with Chuck.

They had to be talking about Knox
Liquors.

What would this do to Hunter?

“What’s the problem, bro?”
another Douchebro put in. “Sounds like easy money, so why’s
he dragging his feet?”

The distant sound of Chuck’s
voice grew muffled as Chad covered the speaker with his hand.
“Because of Hunter fucking Knox, bro, duh. There’s a lot
of legal jazz that means we’d need Hunter’s agreement and
voting shares to sell. There’s no way that tool’s going
to go for it.”

Relief washed through me, and a spark
of hope. So it wasn’t a done deal. There still might be a way
to stop this.

“No, no, dude, I totally hear
what you’re saying…” Chad’s voice and the
footsteps of his coterie began to fade, and then die away.

My mind was already racing ahead of
them.

I was furious, yes, and worried, and
still guilty—but most of all, I was thinking.

This might not just be a travesty, it
might be….an opportunity.

It was time for some espionage.
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I cast a surreptitious eye over the
rest of the office. Empty. Good. The Douchebros had long since headed
home along with everyone else. No one had batted an eye at me working
late, since every time I had managed to make it in lately I’d
been staying until the wee small hours; I had to, just to keep even
vaguely on top of things.

I left my computer running and took the
route with no security cameras to Chad’s desk.

Of course he got an actual office room,
instead of a cubicle, even though he hadn’t been with the
company much longer than me and, numbers-wise, had a much worse track
record. Still, however much I resented that, it did give me a tiny
bit of privacy once I picked the lock.

During the day, this was Douchebro
Central, and in the dim half-light of evening, you could still see
the signs of their presence, the chip bags and the energy drink cans
they’d left littered across the floor or snagged in the
miniature basketball hoop over the door. Because why pick up after
yourself when Housekeeping will be in later to do it for you?

I cut off my mental censure before I
could really get going; if I let myself, I’d just stand here
judging them all night. I went straight to Chad’s computer and
breathed a sigh of relief. The asshole never shut it down or even
logged it off, but I’d still spent the last few hours worrying
that he’d suddenly become environmentally conscious or
something.

I pulled up his work e-mail; we used
Outlook, so that didn’t require a password either. Quickly
scrolling through the recent exchanges—and doing my best not to
roll my eyes at his terrible attempt at flirting with Andi from
accounting, which was either going to end in a harassment lawsuit or
Andi’s fist in his face (Andi did roller derby and she was
hardcore)—I located a long e-mail string from Chuck, and began
to speed read.

I hadn’t misheard that phone
call; there was nothing Chuck could do without Hunter’s
approval for the buyout. He had attached the relevant clause in the
board articles, as well as quoted it in the body of the e-mail:
because of the family name, Hunter had to agree to a sell-off.

“Yes!” I whispered
fiercely, and gave the air a small victory punch.

And then I heard a noise outside the
office.

Shit. Shit shit shit. Who else would be
here at this time of night? Housekeeping, yes, but they started
vacuuming on the other side of the building, I should have had—I
checked my watch—a good fifteen minutes yet. And Security
stayed down at their desk eating take-out unless they had a good
reason to go elsewhere and I had avoided their cameras, I knew I had—

Well, it didn’t matter. Someone
was out there, and probably getting closer every second I dithered
over what to do.

I closed Outlook and stood. I would
have liked to print the e-mails for proof, but Hunter was just going
to have to trust me. I cast a quick eye over the room to make sure
that everything was still in place as quickly as I could, and ducked
out of the office, scurrying down the hall until I was far enough
that I felt safe slowing down to a casual walk.

…a casual walk right around the
corner, and then almost directly into my boss.

We both jerked back, startled.

“What are you doing here?”
I blurted.

“I—I could ask you the
same, missy,” my boss stammered before pulling himself together
and managing a more affirmative: “What on earth is keeping you
here at this time of night?”

“Just working late,” I said
innocently. My palms sweated as I lied; I forced myself not to wipe
them on my dress and give myself away. “Catching up, you know.
There’s still a lot of stuff I need to get done.”

“Your desk is over there,”
he pointed out, suspicion beginning to creep into his eyes.

“My legs were cramping up; I
needed to stretch them,” I said. “Besides, sometimes you
need a little mental break, you know? To keep from going stir-crazy.”

“Hmmph,” he said. “Well,
I hope you’re not expecting to get paid for these ‘mental
breaks.’”

Asshole. “Of course not,
sir.”

“Good.” He fussed with his
tie, straightening it. “Where are you at with the hygiene
products, then?”

“Almost finished!” I
assured him. “Just waiting to hear back from Sandra. And I’m
halfway through those forms you left for me. When I’m done, if
there are any projects that need taking on—”

“Everything’s already been
assigned several months out,” he interrupted. “And we
can’t give you anything until your schedule’s more
regular, you understand? Of course, after the way things went last
time, we think it’s best to take it slow, give you a nice soft
ball out of the park.”

Could he be any more patronizing?

“I appreciate the consideration,”
I said through gritted teeth. “But I’m sure that this
family emergency will have cleared up in a month, and if you look at
the numbers—”

“Advertising isn’t solely a
numbers game, my dear,” he said condescendingly. “It’s
an art. You need to have a feel for the client, an instinct for their
point of view. A sort of Hemingway-esque ability to immediately grasp
the situation. And, well, with so many CEOs being men, women just
often aren’t able to bridge that gap. Not a reflection on you
at all, my dear, just the truth.”

“But if you look at the actual
results that that approach is getting, if you look at the way sales
and share prices are tanking on the Dou—on Chad’s
projects, for example—” I started to protest.

“My dear, please,” my boss
said, a frown crossing his brow. He disliked it intensely whenever
anyone didn’t help keep up the façade of his feminist
credo, and here I’d gone on challenging him for a whole fifteen
seconds. It would not stand. “Do you really think you’re
helping your case by crying on my shoulder here? Now, be a good girl
and go back to your office and do your work without complaining, and
if it’s good enough, I’ll think about letting you try
again in a year.”

And then, just like that, all my anger
crystallized into a clear vision of the future. And I knew exactly
what I had to do. I nodded to myself, a grin spreading over my face.

“Actually, sir, you know what I
think would work better?”

“My dear, I assure you—”

“I quit.”

My words hit him like a gunshot, and I
spun on my heel and strode away, savoring the memory of the stunned
look on his face, still hearing his inarticulate spluttering.

I wished him all the best of luck in
finding someone else who would put up with his bullshit.

Not.

The cool night air hit me like a
blessing as I breezed out of the office doors. It had never felt so
refreshing before, like a cool glass of water I could drink with my
skin. I had never felt so alive before, so free.

Things had never been so clear.

They would never respect me. I knew
that now. I had known for a long time, but I had hidden from it,
unwilling to start all over again, constantly convincing myself that
I could change things if I just worked a little bit harder, if I just
took a little bit more shit, just for a little bit longer. But that
game was over. I allowed myself a moment of grief for the opportunity
I had hoped this job would be, but it didn’t hurt as much as I
had thought it would. It felt more like something that had happened
long ago, to an Ally that might as well have been another person.

This Ally had nothing but the future
opening up before her, and it was time to start following my own
advice and stop clinging to the past.

I pulled out my phone and dialed
Hunter’s number. He picked up on the first ring.

“Ally, what’s up? How’s
work?”

“Work’s just starting,”
I said, a smile blooming on my face. “I’m on my way with
some information I think you’ll find very interesting, and a
whole new plan…”
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Persona was a restaurant that had seen
other restaurants’ attempts to be fancy, and had turned up its
nose at their pathetic failures.

The floors were pink marble. The
chandeliers were carved from rose quartz and gilded in what I had a
sneaking suspicion was real gold. Tapestries that would have been at
home in a European castle hung from the walls, their lush fabric
absorbing sound until it seemed as if noise itself might be some sort
of nasty plebian habit that had no place here. The waiters were
dressed better than most Oscar winners on the red carpet.

Naturally, I was nervous as hell.

My leg bounced up and down under the
table where Hunter and I sat, and I was grateful for the luxurious
floor-length red tablecloth that hid my nervous tic so well.

I couldn’t hide it from Hunter,
though, who could plainly feel the vibrations from where his leg was
pressed up against mine. He gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.
“Relax. It’s going to work.”

“How do you know?” I
demanded.

He squeezed my hand again, looking deep
into my eyes. “Because you came up with it, and you’re
brilliant.”

The tension eased out of my shoulders
and I smiled up at him, still a bit nervous but now also warmed and
touched. What had I ever done to deserve this man?

“Flatterer.”

“It’s not flattery if it’s
the truth,” he said, his hand sneaking under the table to
steady my knee. Heat spread from his palm, all the way up my thigh,
and I knew there was no way I was misinterpreting that signal.

“Perhaps we should discuss the
matter at hand in further detail at a later time,” I
said primly, swatting him away from my knee. I was loathe to do so,
but this meeting was important and I couldn’t risk going blind
with unstoppable lust and screwing it all up. I had to be in control.

He grunted in agreement and obediently
kept his hands to himself.

I let my head rest against his shoulder
for a second to collect myself. It could only be for a second,
though—this kind of shared peace and trust wasn’t the
sort of show we were trying to put on for our guest.

Assuming he ever showed and didn’t
just stand us up in a bit of final humiliation.

This was the plan: Once Chuck arrived,
Hunter would offer to sell his shares, pretending to be desperate for
cash and to have no knowledge of the impending buyout. He’d
demand a big price, and hopefully Chuck would be so greedy for the
takeover and the buyout payoff that he’d give Hunter the
money—which we would then turn around and use to help Hunter
start up his own company and hire at least some, and hopefully most
or all, of his old employees.

The plan hinged on two things. One,
Chuck being a greedy grasping pig who wouldn’t think too far
into the future, which was a fairly safe bet. Two, that Hunter could
swallow his pride long enough to eat crow pie for Chuck, which was
somewhat more tenuous of a proposition.

“You have to let him feel like
he’s won,” I reminded him, my fingers beating a staccato
rhythm against the edge of my chair. “He has to feel like he’s
on top of the world looking down on you, like there’s no
possible way you could be considered a threat. You have to seem
pathetic.”

“A tall order,” Hunter said
with a smile. “But I think I can do it. All those drama
classes, remember? I didn’t hang out just for the favorable gal
to guy ratio. Well, I mostly did, but I still picked up a thing or
two.”

“I know you did,” I said.
“I’m probably just being overly anxious, but—but
Chuck’s a little more obnoxious than your average drama major.
He’s going to push all the buttons of yours he can find.  Can
you let him lord it over you and bite your tongue?”

“I think I can,” Hunter
said with a reassuring smile. He squeezed my knee under the table
again. “And I know I’ll do my very best.”

He leaned in towards me, and for a
second I thought we were going to kiss, my lips tingling already as
they parted—

“Well, well, isn’t this
cozy. You didn’t have to put yourself out of pocket, though,
Hunter, I could easily have taken this to a McDonalds to help you
save money.”

Chuck had arrived. Hunter and I jerked
apart. Hunter stood, offered him a perfunctory handshake. “Chuck.”

“Hunter,” Chuck said with a
grin that oozed malice.

Power didn’t suit Chuck. It made
him simultaneously sloppy and over-the-top; his hundred-dollar
haircut was fighting a losing battle to hold what wisps of hair he
had together over his bald spot, his Italian silk suit was buttoned
up the wrong way and happened to be entirely the wrong shade of
maroon for his complexion, and while his cologne was undeniably top
shelf, he’d doused himself in enough to kill anyone with even a
hint of asthma.

“And Miss Bartlett,” he
said with a slimy grin. “I’m so glad to see that you and
Hunter have patched things up. It’s so important to keep our
meal tickets satisfied, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t know,” I
said frostily.

Chuck raised an eyebrow at my
impertinence, and I backtracked hastily, the very image of someone
afraid of his money-fueled wrath. “I mean, of course. Yes.
You’re right.”

He gave a satisfied grin and fell into
his seat, propping his feet up on the table.

It had already been quiet in Persona,
but at this, the volume somehow dropped another level in disbelief.

It was so quiet you could hear a pin
drop, and also the sound of the maitre’d having a heart attack.

Chuck was oblivious, though. “Shall
I foot the bill? I’ve got an excellent new credit rating now
that I’m essentially in charge of Knox Liquors.” He
leered at me. “I wouldn’t want to take the clothes off
your back, after all. Well, not figuratively, anyway. Ha!”

I could practically hear Hunter’s
teeth grinding, but he just smiled—and I think the
teeth-grinding added some verisimilitude, because Chuck grinned at
him before looking back over to me and letting his gaze drop low
enough and long enough to make it absolutely clear that he was
checking out my cleavage.

I risked a glance over at Hunter. His
face looked like it was only a matter of time before either his brain
or the vein in his temple exploded. Don’t take the bait,
don’t take the bait, don’t take the bait, I prayed
silently.

“Oh, don’t worry, I don’t
need to take your girl too,” Chuck said with a grin, careful to
emphasize that last word. “I’m just surveying the goods.
One of the perks of the business, I’m sure you remember.”

Oh sweet baby Jesus, let Hunter not
kill him, I prayed.

Fortunately, we were interrupted by the
waiter, wanting our drink orders. Chuck ordered a martini, and Hunter
and I both said we preferred to just keep drinking water. It fit the
bill of the desperate, soon-to-be-impoverished losers much, much
better. Also it kept the mind strong and clear much better than
alcohol could, which I just possibly may have known from my own
personal experience.

“Good idea,” Chuck said.
Under the table, his foot began to trace figure eights along my bare
calf. It made my skin crawl, but I couldn’t retreat. “After
all, we both know what Ally is like with a little liquor in her.”

Hunter ground his teeth so hard I was
pretty sure he would be financing his dentist’s next vacation
single-handedly. “Let’s stick to the business at hand,
Chuck. Please,” he added with just the right mix of shame and
desperation.

Chuck took the bait. “Well,”
he said. “When you put it like that.”

His foot traced a little higher up my
leg.

We had him right where we wanted him.

Now we just had to get through another
hour of this.
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“Are you two sure you won’t
have any more of this caviar? I don’t expect there’ll be
very much of it in your future, you might as well take advantage of
it while you can.”

“No thank you,” Hunter said
with a tight smile that made him look like the victim of an unskilled
plastic surgeon. “You go right on ahead.”

“Don’t mind if I do!”
Chuck said, and proceeded to down the rest with a disgusting slurp.

Hunter’s and my plates were both
nearly untouched. We had lost our appetites nearly forty minutes ago.
Not even fine caviar, a French cheeseboard sampler adorned with a
selection of organic stone fruits, steak seared to just the point of
tenderness, and tiramisu light and fluffy as a cloud off St. Peter’s
gates could undo the damage of having to spend time in Chuck’s
hideous company.

He’d spent those last forty
minutes not only displaying appalling table manners, but leering at
me, putting down Hunter with not at all subtle barbs, and being so
rude to the wait staff I was honestly surprised none of them had
thrown a drink in his face.

At least he had stopped that thing with
his foot after Hunter ‘accidentally’ stepped on his toes.
He’d had to follow that up with abject apologies, and I was
still worried that it might swing Chuck to deny our plea just to
spite us, but I was still glad that Hunter had done it. I couldn’t
have stood another second of that creep touching me without bursting
into tears.

“I’m considering this plan
of yours,” Chuck went on. There was a particularly large piece
of steak stuck between his front teeth. I tried to ignore it. “It
does have certain merits, but honestly, I’d be doing you a huge
favor. I’m not sure I can stretch my charity so far.”

He was lying out his ass, of course,
but we couldn’t let him know we knew that. I glanced over at
Hunter when he didn’t respond immediately. His shoulders and
jaw were both clenched tight; putting up with Chuck’s shit was
taking a definite toll. I snuck a touch to the small of his back, and
he jolted back into the moment, sparing half a second to shoot me a
secret smile before his game face slid back into place.

“Of course,” he said to
Chuck. “We understand completely. Take all the time you need to
make your decision. Only…not too much time?”

I thought that bit of groveling at the
end was a nice touch, and by the cat that ate the cream grin on
Chuck’s face, he thought so too.

He opened his mouth to reply, and we
waited with bated breath to see whether it would be more insults or
finally, finally, finally a firm answer—

And then his phone rang.

“You don’t mind if I take
this, do you?” Chuck didn’t bother to wait for our answer
before picking up the phone. “Oh, hello, Senator.” He
raised his voice slightly on the title, making sure everyone in the
restaurant could hear exactly how important he was. “I’m
so pleased to hear from you, you know you can always count on our
support for your campaign. No, now’s not an inconvenient time
at all.” He stood, flapped his hand at us in a little ‘wait
for me’ gesture, and sauntered off to take his
oh-so-terribly-critical call in private.

“I’m going to kill that
fucking asshole,” Hunter said the minute he was out of hearing
range.

“As long as you wait till we’ve
got his money,” I joked.

“I’ll do my best.”
His voice was strained.

I took a good look at him. He was wound
tighter than a pocket watch, every muscle clenched like he was only
barely restraining himself from launching into an attack. I could see
his pulse in the vein at the side of his neck. That couldn’t be
healthy.

“Okay, pep talk time,” I
said, grabbing his hand and pulling him to his feet.

“Uh, okay,” he said,
following my lead even as confusion wound its way through his voice.
“And the pep talk can’t happen at the table because…”

“Because that table is dead to
me,” I said. “Too many bad things have happened to me at
that table for me to ever look at it the same way again, and I don’t
want to risk this pep talk being ruined by all the terrible
memories.”

“Okay…”

“Also, if we were at the table, I
wouldn’t be able to do this.” With a smirk, I yanked
Hunter’s arm, pulling him into the bathroom behind me. With my
free hand I locked the door, while my other pulled him close enough
that I could stand on my tiptoes and kiss him hard, his back pushed
up against the door.

“Is this a good time for us to
discuss those details you mentioned?” he asked, touching my
knee as if to remind me of the heat that had passed between us
earlier.

“Why, yes,” I purred,
flashing a smirk. “I believe it is an excellent time for that.”

He growled, his hands coming up around
me and pressing me further into him. The bathroom was small, private,
barely enough room for one person, and his tight embrace made it feel
even smaller, made my heart beat so fast I thought I might forget to
breathe. Oh, his lips were soft, and warm, and starving for me. Oh,
to sink into his embrace, to sink into him, to never let go. I opened
my mouth beneath his, and let his tongue entwine with mine, let him
say without words everything he had been keeping pent up for so long.
I grabbed his ass shamelessly and pressed my hips into his, grinding
against him and desperately wishing our clothes would spontaneously
combust.

He drew back, panting. “I’ve
needed this. It’s been too long.”

I pulled him back toward me and
whispered softly into his mouth, “I’ve had to use every
ounce of self-control I have not to jump you tonight.” He
groaned and hungrily claimed my lips again.

We finally had to break apart for air,
though our hands didn’t let go of each other even as we gulped
in oxygen, dizzy with the lack of it and the surplus of each other.

“I like your pep talk style,”
Hunter gasped.

“I’m only just getting
started,” I promised.

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh,
really?”

“Seriously,” I said. “There
is an actual verbal component to this conversation I had planned.”
I reached up and ran my hand through his hair, straightening the mess
I’d made of it. “I know this is hard on you. But you’re
doing great out there.”

“Are you sure?” he asked,
his eyes worried. “I feel like I’m about to burst at the
seams.”

The close quarters meant I could
definitely feel him bursting at one particular seam—no, no, no,
I had to ignore that right now! No point in starting something I
couldn’t finish. No matter how nice he smelled. No matter how
long Chuck’s conversation with the senator was likely to be.

No matter how much we both wanted this,
needed this, after all this time…

“The anger shows, but that’s
good,” I said. “It just makes it look like the truth.
After all, you’d be this angry if you were forced to do this
for real, right?”

“Damn right,” he growled,
glowering.

Even that hint of anger, the way his
hands tightened on my hips, sent a shot of arousal through me. My
nipples hardened against the silk of my bra, my thighs grew slick. It
was hot inside the bathroom suddenly, so very hot.  My lips were dry.

I licked them.

Hunter’s eyes were drawn to my
mouth like magnets. He cleared his throat, his Adam’s apple
bobbing up and down.

God, I wanted to lick his Adam’s
apple.

“I couldn’t do this without
you,” he said. “I’d have punched him in the first
thirty seconds if I didn’t have you by my side. You remind
me…you remind me of what I’m doing this for. You’re
so strong, and I look at you—” his fingers found their
way beneath my chin, tilted my head up. “I look at you…and
you inspire me.”

“Hunter, I—”

Tears gathered in my eyes, my heart
swelling till I thought it would burst, and I blinked them back
fiercely. I knew that no matter my eloquence when I was trying to
sell a product, I could never put the feeling I was having that
moment into words.

So I kissed him again instead.

He kissed me back, hungry and
demanding, his hands sliding under my blouse and roaming over my
skin. My hands had found their way to his lapels, gripping them
tight, and from there it was only a short journey to the buttons, my
fingers flying in their desperation to feel his smooth skin, to taste
it—

He groaned, pressing his hips into me,
letting me feel his cock swelling against my stomach. He grabbed my
waist and lifted me onto him, my skirt riding up until his hard dick
was straining through his pants against my panties, the satin sliding
against cotton. I wrapped my legs around him, my muscles protesting,
but I wouldn’t let go, I couldn’t, I couldn’t ever
let him go. I pressed myself against the bulge in his pants, mentally
calculating how many minutes we had left before Chuck would likely
return to the table and wonder where we were. Was there time?

Hunter’s head dipped and his
mouth found my skin, his breath fast and hot against my neck like a
wolf with its prey, and then his wet mouth sucked the sensitive skin
hard until I cried out. He bit down, and I moaned, arching against
him, my hands exploring his chest, tangling in his hair, holding onto
his strong, broad shoulders for all they were worth.

“I need you,” he murmured,
low and dirty in my ear. “I need you right now, right here in
this bathroom, I’m gonna make you see stars—” one
hand slid from my waist, dipped below my panties, and he thrust two
fingers inside my wet pussy and I clenched around him, whimpering in
need and delight—“Need to show you how much I need you,
God, you’re already so wet for me, God, you’re so fucking
hot—”

“Please, Hunter,” I
whimpered. “I need you, I need you too, I’ll make you
feel so good, I swear—”

I was babbling, my brain overloaded
with hormones, but my hands knew what they were doing, sliding down
that strong chest towards his belt, unbuckling it and unbuttoning his
pants. His cock was so big in my hands, so hard, and he groaned as I
knelt on the floor and began to stroke him up and down, slow at first
until he began to thrust into my grip, and then harder, Hunter
grunting as he rubbed the tip of his cock against my parted lips, my
waiting tongue. Our eyes locked as I slid my tongue up and down his
length, and he moaned when I finally took his head deep into the back
of my throat, sucking softly and then harder and then soft again,
stroking his shaft where my mouth couldn’t reach and massaging
the base of his dick with the pad of my thumb.

“Fuck, Ally,” he groaned,
the rhythm of his thrusts growing more and more frantic.

I couldn’t hold back any longer.
I tore my hands and mouth away from him to pull my panties off and
straddle his waist again, and then he pushed himself into me, his
breath catching with every inch he slid further inside, my head
snapping back at the overload of sensation, oh God, he was so deep, I
had never been so filled—

“You feel so good,” he
whispered, his voice hoarse. His head fell against my neck, his
breath caressing my skin in lustful pants as he thrust into me,
harder and faster and so right, so steady. I arched against him,
mewling, grabbing at his ass, needing him deeper and deeper inside.
“So good, Ally, never been so good before—”

His words and his touch lit me on fire,
and I came in his arms, stifling my cries against his open mouth as
he slammed into me over and over, letting me ride my orgasm until
there was nothing left for us to hold onto but each other.
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After straightening our clothes up as
best we could—and doing our best not to get distracted by all
those tantalizing glimpses of bare skin—we headed back to the
table, trying to look downtrodden and not at all pleased with
ourselves.

(We were a little giggly, and extremely
pleased with ourselves.)

We had just gotten our game faces back
on, and were poking at our now extremely cold meals, when Chuck came
back.

“Gotta wrap this up, kids,”
he said briskly. “I’m needed over at the Senate for some
very important hearings on the future of grain taxes, complicated
stuff, you wouldn’t understand.” He whipped out his
checkbook. “It’s really not worth this much, you
understand, but as a favor to you…”

We held our breath as he handed the
check over. It was for the full amount.

We didn’t have to fake the relief
that showed in our faces.

“The lawyers will have it
finalized by the end of the day,” he said, tossing back one
last gulp of red wine before heading for the door. “Hey,”
he said, stopping halfway there and looking back with a wicked glint
in his eye, “why don’t we announce this development at
the Martinville Expo? It’s the perfect place to declare the end
of an old era, and the beginning of a new one.”

“Sure!” Hunter agreed.

He said it so eagerly I was afraid for
a second that Chuck would catch on to us.

But he was too happy with the wool he
thought he’d pulled over our eyes, and with his newfound
importance; he was already out the door and on his way to the Senate.
I hoped he treasured those memories, because if Hunter and I had our
way, he wouldn’t have any more like them any time soon.

I gazed up at Hunter and grinned, the
check on the table between us like the promise of a bright new
future. He grinned back.

We’d done it.

Only a little further to go, and all
our dreams would come true.
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An owl hooted softly in the distance,
working late to bring home the daily bread—or mouse, in its
case. You and me both, I thought to myself with a wry smile.
It seemed like ages since I had seen the sun, and it also seemed like
there couldn’t possibly be enough time to get everything ready
before tomorrow.

It was the last night before the big
expo, and there was no way I was getting any sleep. Not when every
time I tried to lie down, I thought up another last minute touch that
would make everything just perfect and go off without a single hitch.
So I’d given up on my guesthouse bed and headed to the dining
room of the manor, not for the first time cursing both Hunter and
myself for agreeing to put our personal relationship on the back
burner until we had this new business stuff figured out. What a
stupid idea that had been. Stupid, stupid, stupid. A few hours in his
bed and I knew my nerves would be nothing but a distant memory. But
it was too late to go back on my word now, and I wasn’t
pathetic enough to go pound on his door and beg for him to let me in
like a cat in heat. Then again…no! Focus.

For now, I’d distract myself by
going over all the presentation graphics for the umpteenth time.
Sandra had really outdone herself, tweaking the concepts we already
had in place for the first campaign into something distinctive and
completely new. I hadn’t caught any imperfections so far, but I
couldn’t stop fussing over them. What if I missed something?

What if I didn’t miss anything
and it still didn’t work?

It had to work. It just had to.

“How’s it going?”

Hunter was lounging in the doorway, a
black V-neck tee clinging to his chest and shoulders, cargo pants
hanging loosely around his hips. Mmm-hmm. Talk about midnight snack.
I took a minute just to drink in the sight of him before I replied.
“Fine. Nervous, but fine. You know how it is.”

“I do indeed,” he said with
a warm, kind smile. “Can I offer the nervous but fine lady a
drink?”

“I won’t say no to that,”
I said, leaning back from the table and stretching my tired
shoulders. “What’s on tap?”

He pulled out a bottle from behind his
back, looking sneakily pleased. “Oh, just this old thing.”

I took it from him and sipped; it was
delicious, like an iced tea lemonade all grown up and squeezed into a
cocktail dress. “Mmmm, that’s good. What’s this
one?”

“A new flavor I’m
experimenting with. I take it you approve?”

“If they’re all half as
good as this, you can put me on taste test duty anytime,” I
told him. I hesitated before adding, “I’m glad to see you
so…enthusiastic again. Excited. You’re lit up, like
you’re back to being this unstoppable force.”

“It feels good,” he
admitted, taking a seat next to me, his knee pressing against mine.
“To be building something on my own now, to know that I can
build something, that I wasn’t just following in the family
footsteps because I couldn’t do anything else. I think…”
He ducked his head, oddly shy for a moment. “I think my
grandfather would have approved.”

I reached out, ran a gentle hand
through his hair. “What was he like?” I asked softly.

“Hard as nails,” Hunter
said with a rueful grin. “My parents would drop me off here so
they could attend business meetings in the big city without worrying
about me, and I’d sulk my head off—no movie theater to
walk to? What was the world coming to?” He gave a little laugh.
“But my grandpa took me out to the woods each day. Didn’t
say much, would just start whittling, or looking through his
binoculars, or setting up a duck blind or a fishing pole. He’d
let me rant and rave and whine and when I’d finally tired
myself out, there he’d be, with this little smile on his face,
like he was in the best, most interesting place on the whole planet,
like he was privileged to be there. Eventually I got so tired of
whining I gave up and gave paying attention like him a try. And when
I saw what he saw—the plants and the animals, the earth and the
air and the water, the way they all fit together like pieces of some
grand plan—when I saw that, I knew he was right.”

“That’s beautiful,” I
whispered. I cupped his cheek. “I feel the same way about this
place—it’s the most amazing land I’ve ever seen. I
want to know all its secrets.”

Hunter smiled. “I just wish I’d
told him, before he passed. How much he taught me.”

My heart broke for him. “Oh,
Hunter…”

“It’s all right,” he
said. “I’ve learned from that mistake. I’ll always
tell people how much they mean to me from now on.” He put his
hand on my knee, his thumb making circles on my skin. “I
couldn’t do this without you, Ally. I’ll never be able to
thank you enough.”

“I should be thanking you,”
I whispered, and I was going to say more but then our lips were so
close, and then our lips were touching, hesitant at first until he
pressed back more firmly; my tongue darted out and teased into his
mouth, stroking and caressing in the way that I knew would make him
groan into me, move his hand to the back of my neck and press me
closer, yes, just like that.

Back burner, what back burner? Who’d
said anything about a back burner? Not this girl.

His hands slid up my waist to cup my
breasts, his thumbs teasing over my nipples, hardening against his
touch until I squirmed in my seat. Another slow, teasing circle, and
I couldn’t take it anymore, had to clamber into his lap, my
skirt riding up to my waist as I pressed my cunt against the thick
bulge of his erection.

I wasn’t wearing any panties, and
by the way Hunter groaned and bucked up into me, he could tell.

I slid down the length of him, blowing
a warm stream of air against his fly, making him groan and jerk his
head back against the table. I smiled wickedly as I slid his pants
down, freeing his hard cock. I stroked him, savoring the length and
breadth of him, my pussy clenching tight at the thought that he would
soon be inside me.

“Oh God, Ally, amazing, you’re
so amazing, that feels so good…”

“This will feel even better,”
I promised, and I took him into my mouth.

Now that we weren’t in a
restaurant bathroom, I had the luxury of really taking my time with
him. I laved the bottom of his cock, my tongue searching downward to
flick softly against his most delicate spots before I licked my way
back up to the tip and sucked him deep into my throat.

At the sound of Hunter’s moan, I
released him to tease at the sensitive skin under his head, then took
him deep again. He groaned as if there were a road’s worth of
gravel in his throat, his hand finding the back of my neck and
massaging it with grateful fervor, his strong fingers digging into
the muscles of my shoulders. I hummed around him, finding my rhythm,
savoring the taste of him and the way he writhed under my
ministrations, helpless before the touch of my lips and tongue…

He groaned again, and pulled me away
and upwards. “Need you,” he growled against the shell of
my ear, pushing me back onto the table, spreading my legs as he
clambered on top of me. The papers behind me on the table rustled as
he settled his weight over me and thrust his hard cock into my wet,
waiting pussy.

“Oh!” My hands scrabbled at
the polished wood as he filled me up, gripping futilely at the edges
of the table before coming up to dig into the small of his back. He
was still wearing his shirt, why was he still wearing his shirt—I
ripped it off, threw it across the room, and pressed myself up
against him, wrapping my legs around his hips as my hands explored
the planes of his chest and back, that sweat-slick skin, so smooth
and perfect—my tongue flicked out, licked a drop of sweat from
his neck, and he moaned, thrust harder into me, his head falling into
the niche between my neck and shoulder, his breath coming in hard
fast pants that made my pussy clench tighter around his dick.

“Want to sink into you,” he
murmured against my skin. “Want to sink into you and be with
you always, be strong with you, feel you with me, feel you around
me—”

“I’m with you, I’m
with you,” I moaned, biting at his shoulder, clawing at his
back, God, I needed him so badly, needed more and more of him and
more was never enough—“You feel so good inside me, don’t
ever want you not inside me, come in me, Hunter, fuck me hard and
come in my pussy—”

He ripped my nightshirt open, the
sweat-soaked fabric sticking to the table as he bent his head further
and sucked on my right nipple, hard, his fingers twisting and
pinching my left. I yelped, practically levitating off the table as
the sensations shot through me. “Oh God, Hunter, oh, Hunter,
Hunter, Hunter—”

He thrust harder, then harder again,
and then I felt him come inside me, and that sent me over the edge of
my own orgasm, stars bursting behind my eyelids like a thousand
galaxies as I came harder than I ever had before.
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When we could both walk again, Hunter
scooped me up in his arms and carried me to bed—his bed. He
laid me out like a work of art on the cool white sheets and kissed
the pale skin of my ankle. My eyes fluttered shut as I gave a
contented sigh, and his warm lips traveled further up my leg, his
tongue stroking along the sensitive skin on the backs of my knees,
teasing along the edge of my thigh. I whimpered, pressing upward,
needing more.

“Tell me what you want.”
His whisper was a flame licking along my skin.

“Wait. I—I thought we were
putting all this on hold.” I hated myself for betraying my
lust, but I didn’t want either of us to have any regrets later.

Hunter paused. “We can, of
course. If that’s what you want.”

My brow wrinkled in confusion. “I
thought that’s what you wanted. So we could focus on the
business, and the expo coming up.”

He shook his head. “I agreed to
that because I thought it’s what you wanted.”

A grin spilled across my face. I didn’t
know what to say. We’d been so stupid.

Hunter climbed up next to me, turning
me toward him on my side so we were eye to eye. “Look. I’ve
had enough of this tiptoeing around bullshit, all the trying to hide
how we feel from each other, the constantly forcing ourselves to ‘do
the right thing’ thing. Enough’s enough.”

His hands reached down to grip my ass
tight and he pulled me against him roughly, the line of his cock
edging between my thighs. “So tell me what you really want,
Ally. Because I want you.” The look in his eyes was dangerous,
hungry, full of desire.

“Lick me,” I gasped, and he
did.

He pressed me back against the sheets
and kissed his way down my body, pausing along the way to nip and
suck at the sensitive skin of my breasts and belly. When I could
barely stand how much I needed to feel his mouth on me, he finally
pushed my knees apart and spread me wide open, his broad tongue
making a long stroke up the center of my pussy before circling around
my clit.

“God, yes,” I panted. This
was exactly what I wanted.

He dipped low, his tongue plunging into
my cunt to stroke its walls, his nose rocking against my clit as his
fingers ghosted over my thighs to my waist, gripped tight against my
hips, pulled me firmly against his eager mouth so I could ride his
tongue.

I writhed against him, lost in a sea of
overwhelming sensations… “Oh, Hunter, please…”

I could feel him grin against me, the
heat of his breath only fanning the flames of my aching need. I felt
as though I would burst, my fingers clenching tight around his
powerful shoulders. He kissed me even more deeply, his lips soft and
avid, his tongue stroking, teasing, demanding—his hand slid
around my thigh and his fingers entered me, crooking slowly at first
and then more quickly, building to a frenetic rhythm as I bucked
against him, whimpering.

“Oh, Hunter, Hunter, I…”
So much I wanted to say, and I couldn’t say it, the words lost
in the heat between my legs, the beating of my heart. I pressed up
against him instead, whimpering as he nipped at my thigh, nuzzled and
then sucked hard enough to leave a hickey. I gasped. “Oh, oh,
oh…”

“Tell me what you want.”
His voice was low, harsh with desire. It made me dizzy, made me bold.
“Say it.”

His touch was making my whole world
spin, there was only the feel of his skin, the touch of his fingers
and lips and the way I opened up to them, only the soft wet sounds of
our bodies coming together…

“You,” I managed. “You,
always you, only ever you…”

He pulled back and flipped me onto my
stomach, the cool fabric exquisite agony against my stimulated
nipples. He spread my legs, one hand holding me open as the other
slid up to cup my breast.

“You ready to take my cock?”
he growled against the back of my neck.

I nodded, and then he was inside me.

He thrust into me hard, and I shrieked,
the feelings all the more intense for not being able to see him, for
having to trust him, for being completely at his mercy as his strong
hands held me hostage and his long hard cock slammed into my pussy,
again and again, filling me up, stretching me, lighting up my nerve
endings and electrifying my veins.

With a moan I pushed my ass up against
him, wanting him deeper still, and the hand on my hip stole around to
stroke my wet pussy, his long fingers tweaking my clit as I clenched
around his cock. As he rocked into me I let go of everything bad I
felt inside, everything that had been hurting me or dragging me down
for years. Grinding into his hand, feeling the steady beat of his
cock, hearing his gasps of pleasure behind me, the ecstasy pushed me
higher and higher, until I found myself falling over the edge.

We came at the same time, moans
wrenching through us, calling out to each other. Finally we collapsed
boneless onto the bed, Hunter’s weight like a comforting
blanket settling over my body as he tucked me back against him. I
reached up behind me to stroke his hair, the smooth skin of his
powerful shoulders.

He pressed a soft kiss to my neck, just
below my ear.

I had never felt so much a part of
another person, so connected and together, so warm. I never wanted to
leave the safety of his arms.

“I’m glad you’re here
with me,” Hunter said, his words barely more than warm puffs of
air against my skin. He squeezed me tight. “You make me
strong.”

I twisted around just enough to press
my lips to his jaw. “You make me strong here.” I found
his hand, interlaced my fingers with his. “I’m glad we’re
in this together.”
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The expo was a whirlwind of activity,
people embracing and shaking hands as they bustled between tables and
booths overflowing with samples of products, jingles, and packaging.
The roar of conversation dipped and fell like the waves of an ocean,
and the sea of people before us seemed about to swallow us whole.

Hunter took my hand as we stood off to
the side, ran his fingers over my knuckles. He bent to murmur in my
ear: “You nervous? Or excited?”

I chuckled. “Both, honestly!”

He nodded. “Tell me about it.”

Unfortunately, we couldn’t spend
the whole day joined at the hip. We had to let go of each other—well,
of each other’s hands, anyway, and head out to mingle. We were
both locked and loaded with flyers and an elevator pitch for our
bourbon beer booth.

“We got this,” I told
Hunter.

He grinned. “I know we do, babe.”

And we headed out together to conquer
the expo.
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An hour later, flushed and exhilarated,
we began to make our way back to the booth to pick up more flyers.
We’d been picked clean by eager expo-goers who were intrigued
both by the new beverage and the fact that Hunter Knox was in the
saddle again. Our pockets were bulging with the business cards from
potential investors and distributors, and I’d already scheduled
interviews for Hunter with three different journalists who’d
expressed interest in writing articles about the company.

And then, like a zit on the face of a
supermodel, Chuck appeared on the floor of the expo, strolling
through the crowd as if he owned them all, flanked by two
serious-looking older men in blue European-cut suits and two women in
tailored pastel dresses.

“Ah, if it isn’t Hunter
Knox and sweet little Ally Bartlett,” he greeted us, oozing
insincere charm. “How nice to see you here. Holding up nicely?
Not burned though all the charity yet?” He laughed like a
hyena.

“We’re fine, thank you,”
I said through gritted teeth.

“So glad we were able to work out
a deal,” he said with a malicious smile. “But oh! I’m
being rude! I haven’t introduced my companions.” A
sweeping gesture indicated the well-dressed men and women behind him.
“Still, I’m sure you recognize the Big Four. Don’t
you, Hunter?”

“I do indeed,” Hunter said,
not deigning to look at Chuck. He gave a respectful nod to the
others, instead, who returned it. I gave them a friendly smile, and
we all exchanged handshakes.

“I’m sure we’ll speak
later, Hunter,” said one of the women, gray-haired with a regal
profile that reminded me of Viola Davis. “I’m certainly
interested in what you’re up to these days.”

“Nothing much, I’m sure,”
Chuck put in quickly. “Not like the exciting things you have
going on.”

The woman forced a thin smile. “Quite.”

Interesting. They seemed to be
tolerating Chuck more than anything. I wondered how quickly the
tables would turn if he no longer had something they wanted…

“I bet you’re wondering
what I’m doing with these fine ladies and gentlemen, Hunter,”
Chuck said, his grin ever more malicious. “Well, let me put you
out of your misery. These are the soon-to-be new owners of Knox
Liquors.”

Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Really?
Well, I suppose it’ll be in better hands than yours then.”

One of the men stifled a chuckle.

Chuck was thrown, but to his credit he
shook it off and kept plowing forward. He’d gotten one over on
us, and by God, he was going to grandstand about it, current evidence
to the contrary be damned. “Without your shares we couldn’t
sell,” he sneered. “But now the playing field is clear.
Knox Liquors is mine to sell to the highest bidder. And so I shall.”

He was so busy gloating, he didn’t
notice the looks that crossed the faces of the four people behind
him.

“One moment,” said one of
the men, balding with blue eyes. “Did you just say Hunter Knox
has left the company?”

“Yes, yes,” Chuck said
impatiently, “which means that now we can move forward—”

“But this changes everything,”
the man said.

“Agreed,” said the second
woman. “With the way sales are dropping, the only reason we
were considering a takeover was with Hunter’s management. He
knows how to lead the business with the best interests of the company
legacy in mind.”

Chuck scoffed. “Mr. Knox’s
business practices have driven the company straight into the mud.”

The Big Four narrowed their eyes,
furrowed their brows. Chuck’s face paled as he realized the
implications of what he’d just said out loud to them.

“I mean,” he backpedaled,
“Not such that we can’t recover! We’re recovering
as we speak! Now that he’s gone we’re moving forward
stronger than ever before, and if you’ve seen the new ad
campaign you’ll agree that soon enough the younger demographic
will more than make up for the sales that the older customers’ve—”

The regal woman scowled in disdain.
“We’ve seen the ads. Appalling, really. Clearly a
misstep, and one which we’re looking to correct if we
move ahead with this plan, which seems increasingly unlikely given
the…recent changes in management.”

Her colleagues nodded in agreement.

Chuck looked around like a drowning man
searching for something to grab on to. “But—but—well,
I’m sure we could work something out, I could invite Hunter
back, offer him a consulting position—”

“That won’t be necessary,”
Hunter said. His voice was quiet, but commanding; everyone stopped
and turned to him. He went on: “I have no interest in working
at the same company as Chuck ever again. So I’ve left. And I’ve
set up a new brand.”

And like a stage magician, he pulled
out one more flyer.

The Big Four immediately clustered
around him like flies around honey.

“Tell us more—”

“—the stock options for
early investors—”

“—and in terms of
marketing, how are you planning to account for—”

“—flavors does it come in?”

Hunter and I swept them away, answering
their questions as we guided them towards our booth.

We left Chuck behind, the smirk wiped
off his face, gaping like a fish left stranded on the shore.
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We thought the booth had been busy
before, but as we neared it now, we saw Martha’s arms
windmilling in a blur, desperately trying to keep the booth stocked
in the face of the mob that had descended upon her, desperate for the
free samples and only slightly less interested in the business plan.
People spotted us and began to push towards us, shouting to make
themselves heard above the rest:

“I run a small distributing
company with good connections in the Georgia area, I can—”

“—completely free all week
if you’d like to speak about a substantial investment—”

“—I’d like to stock
this in my supermarkets, if you’ll just meet with the board—”

Meanwhile, another mass of people
couldn’t have been pried away from the table of free samples
with a crowbar. I passed a journalist, caught a glimpse of some notes
she’d dashed off on her tablet: bold yet earthy,
full-bodied, flavorful, sweet.

Someone else shoved a microphone into
Hunter’s face: “Mr. Knox! How are you planning on
staffing this new venture? Will it continue to be a one-man
operation?”

“Well, it hasn’t been a
one-man operation for quite some time now,” Hunter said with a
friendly grin. “In fact, you folks wouldn’t be enjoying
this fine beverage today if it weren’t for the efforts of a
small team, foremost among them these two ladies here.”

He indicated Martha and me with a sweep
of his arm, and Martha threw a hand on her hip and flashed a megawatt
smile at the camera, probably imagining her future fame as a
bourbon-beer goddess and all the pretty new boys it would bring her.

“But to answer your question, no,
this won’t remain a small operation for long. I’ve
recently come into some money—” he winked at me—“that
will allow me to rehire my entire team from Knox Liquors, should they
wish to join me in this new venture. Nobody will be losing their job
today!”

Cheers drowned out the rest of the
questions and answers, and camera flashes erupted like fireworks.

Past the glare of one, I saw Chuck
looking on in dismay, his face slowly registering the fact that he
had overpaid for shares that would soon be dropping like Sherlock
Holmes off the Reichenbach Falls.

I gave him a sweet little wave and
giggled, warm satisfaction filling me from the top of my head to the
tips of my toes.

Today was shaping up to be a perfect
day.
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“Need any help finishing up?”

“Nah, I’ve got just about
the last of it.” I chucked the last box of empty bottles into
the back of Hunter’s car, the Rolls that Martha loved best.
“There. All set.”

He grinned, sliding an arm around my
shoulders. “Well, I do believe this calls for a celebration.”
He offered me a bottle of the beer. “If you’re not sick
of it yet, that is.”

“That’s about as likely as
me getting sick of you,” I shot back, and took a long,
refreshing draught.

We sat down together on the trunk of
the car, passing the bottle back and forth in silence for awhile,
savoring the feel of our bodies at rest against each other.

“So,” I said finally,
leaning back into his shoulder. “I’d say today was a
success. What about you? Did you cross everything off your list you
wanted to say and do?”

“Almost,” he said, and I
could hear the smile in his voice. “There’s just one
thing I haven’t said yet. But I’m hoping to cross that
off very soon.” And then he leaned into me, his lips pressed
against my hair, and whispered: “I love you.”

Time stopped. The world ceased to turn.
Fireworks burst above my head, cannons roared, angels sang.

Tears pricked in my eyes.

“Ally?” His voice was
concerned now, verging on panicked. “Ally, are you all right?”

I leapt into his arms, twining my legs
around him, cupping his face in my hands, his stubble scraping
slightly against my fingers. “Oh, you beautiful, beautiful
man.” His eyes were so wide and worried. I kissed each eyelid,
and his nose, and his cheeks, and his lips. The tears were streaming
down my face now, and I was laughing, and I was smiling, and I was
happier than I could ever remember being. “I’m all right.
I’m more than all right. I—oh, Hunter, I love you too!”

Relief washed over his face and he
pressed me to him, our foreheads touching as we shook with joy and
the release of our long-held tension.

“Never let me go,” I
whispered against his stubbled cheek.

“Never,” Hunter promised,
his voice rough with unshed tears. “I never could. We’re
a team. Always and forever.”

I kissed the tears from his cheeks, not
sure which were from me and which from him. Then I smirked a wicked
smirk and dangled the half-empty bottle of bourbon beer between us.

“I’ll drink to that.”




 


EPILOGUE


 

“Have you seen this? You did it,
Hunter!”

“We did it,” he corrected
sternly, before grinning and wrapping me up in a great big bear hug.
I hugged him back, inhaling that sweet wonderful smell that was
purely him. I delighted in the feel of those strong arms around me, a
sensation that still hadn’t lost its magic despite how often it
occurred. I let my hands relish the feel of his strong back beneath
his fine linen shirt. I was rapidly on my way to becoming addicted to
this man, if I wasn’t already.

It had been a few months since the
Martinville expo, and today was the first day of sales for the
bourbon beer. We’d been monitoring the numbers coming in all
morning, and as of five minutes ago, it was official: we were in the
black, and looking to stay that way for the foreseeable future.

That was encouraging, to put it mildly,
and so were the articles that had been hitting the page—both
the printed and the online one—about the quality of both the
beer and the company. ‘The most exciting new product on the
market in over fifty years’ was about as close to lackluster as
they got.

“We should celebrate,”
Hunter murmured in my ear.

My skin heated at his very words. “Your
place or mine?”

I could feel Hunter’s grin
stretching wide. “Oh, I’m not fussy. But there is another
place I’d like to stop off at first.
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I mock-glared at Hunter, my hands on my
hips. “Seriously? This place?”

“Seriously,” he said.
“After all, this is where the magic all began.”

“Oh, is that what the kids are
calling it these days?” I asked. “‘Magic?’”

“Well, that’s what it feels
like to me,” said Hunter, with a purely joyful smile that
melted the façade of my anger. “Shall I get us a private
booth?”

I gave him a playful shove. “You
do that, Mr. Self-Made Man.”

We were at the bar where we had first
met. It looked like it had had a bit of a makeover since then; a few
nicer pieces of art hung on the walls, and the floor looked as if it
had been freshly polished. But the color of the stained-glass lamps
and the deep walnut of the wood still conjured up happy memories.

Hunter’s fingers tangled with
mine across the table of our booth as we both took our seats. “Are
you saying you didn’t find it magical, Miss Bartlett?” he
said with a smirk, his honey voice spreading out in a satisfied
drawl. “I seem to remember several very vocal statements on
your part that would lead me to believe otherwise.”

“Really?” I said sweetly.
“All I remember is how a certain someone just had to
leave the festivities before things could get really interesting.”

We grinned at each like fools. I was
surprised we had any blood left in our veins, with all this sap going
around.

And I wouldn’t have changed a
moment of it. Not for the world.

“Come on, man, she was asking for
it!” A drunk slur interrupted my ruminations, and both Hunter’s
and my heads jerked around for the source. Just some drunk guy
getting kicked out of the bar—wait, was that—

“Oh my God,” I said to
Hunter. “I think that’s Chad.”

Hunter scrutinized him before Chad
could go sailing out the door. “I think you’re right.”

Well, looked like karma was a bitch.
This made the perfect cherry on top to the rest of the Douchebros’
collective fortunes: after the old company went down in flames (it
was all those investors jumping ship to invest in Hunter’s new
company instead), they’d had quite a hard time finding anyone
else who wanted their services.

Knox Liquors had actually tanked so bad
without Hunter at the helm that he was able to buy the Knox name back
for next to nothing. He’d told me he might use it in the
future, but for now, he was happy to be building something of his
own.

He’d named the new company
‘Bartlett.’ Just thinking about it now made my heart feel
like it was being squeezed.

Hunter interrupted my memories: “So
you saw the new space today, right? The one in Charleston? How’s
that?”

“Oh, you know,” I said,
flagging down a waiter. “It’s all formless white until
you start to press some personality into it. I’m sure it’ll
shape up in no time, though.”

As soon as Hunter’s company had
gotten onto solid ground and his need for my professional services
twenty-four/seven had started to decrease, I had begun to look into
putting together my own advertising consultancy firm. My campaign for
him had brought in tons of new clients, and the Charleston offices
were just one of three different sites I had all over the South. I
was due to be profiled in Forbes next week, and I still kept having
to pinch myself to make sure that this was all really happening.

“Ally?” Hunter said. “Earth
to Ally, come in, Ally, come in.”

I came back down from the clouds with a
start. “Sorry, you were saying?”

“I was saying,” Hunter said
with an indulgent smile, “that I happened to have booked a room
in this hotel. If after you finish your drink you find yourself
feeling a bit too tired to drive, might I invite you up just in case
you’re interested in a…retry?”

A wonderful assortment of images danced
through my head. I thought for precisely one second, and then I
grinned.

“Who needs beer?”
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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.


 

TO BE CONTINUED…

Does Grace land the job of her dreams? And who’s the sexy stranger she spilled her coffee
all over? Grace and St Clair’s story continues in
THE ART OF STEALING HEARTS.
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There’s more from Lila Monroe!


 

THE BILLIONAIRE BARGAIN SERIES

Out now!


 

Sexy Australian
billionaire Grant Devlin is ruining my life. He exercises shirtless
in his office, is notorious for his lunchtime hook-ups, he even yawns
sexily. If I didn't need this job so bad, I'd take his black Amex and
tell him where to swipe it.


 

He doesn't even know I exist, but
why would he? He jets off to Paris with supermodels, I spend Friday
nights with Netflix and a chunk of Pepperidge Farm frozen
cake—waiting for his call. Because every time he crashes his
yacht, or blows $500k on a single roulette spin in Monte Carlo, I’m
the PR girl who has to clean up his mess.


 

But this time, it’s
going to take more than just a fat charity donation. This time, the
whole company is on the line. He needs to show investors that he’s
settling down, and Step #1 is pretending to date a nice, stable girl
until people forget about what happened with the Playboy Bunnies
backstage at the Oscars.


 

My plan is perfect, except for one thing:


 

He picks me.


 

THE BILLIONAIRE BARGAIN 1

THE BILLIONAIRE BARGAIN 2

THE BILLIONAIRE BARGAIN 3




THE BILLIONAIRE GAME SERIES

Out now!


 

Sexy playboy billionaire Asher Young goes through girlfriends like he goes
through bottles of Moët. I would know — he brings them all
to get fitted for my luxury lingerie designs. I guess that's one way
to avoid awkward conversations when they find another girl’s
panties in his Maserati.

Now he has a proposition for me: he’ll invest in my design
business, and I’ll finally open the boutique of my dreams.
There’s just one problem: I can’t stop kissing him. And
he looks REALLY good naked.


 

Make that two problems….


 

THE BILLIONAIRE GAME 1

THE BILLIONAIRE GAME 2

THE BILLIONAIRE GAME 3
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