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Prologue

Gabriella


Three Years Earlier 
I tapped my foot as the phone rang. 
Pick up, pick up, pick up, you fucking asshole.
I heard a click and just when hope started to flush through me, it was dashed when his voicemail message started to play. “Where are you?” I hissed into the phone. “You have a meeting with the Sandersons that was supposed to have started seven minutes ago. I cannot believe you’ve done this to me again.”
I hung up the phone. Okay, so I slammed it down on the receiver. That sonofabitch had done it again. 
He was probably perched on a barstool somewhere in Bricktown, yucking it up with a group of his cronies. For the millionth time this week, I thought about walking out the door and leaving him high and dry. I used to love this job, but now, I loathed it.
Oh, who was I kidding? I still loved this job; I loathed the environment. And my boss. 
And I loathed doing absolutely everything while Fucking Franklin Harper had whittled down his job duties as owner to taking the profits and occasionally showing up in the office while sometimes remembering to pay me. I thought for sure he’d show up for this meeting. I loathed him, but I needed him, too.
Oh well. Nothing to be done about it now.
I squared my shoulders, took a deep breath, and plastered a fake smile on my face before I went back to the conference room where the clients were waiting.
“I’m so sorry. Frank got into a little fender bender and asked me to go over the plans with you,” I lied.
Mrs. Sanderson’s face was overcome with concern. “Oh no! I hope he’s okay!”
“Yes, yes, he’s fine. He just won’t be able to make this meeting. Not to worry, though, I know the plans and proposal front to back so I can answer any questions you might have,” I assured her as I made eye contact with her, then her husband. 
When my gaze landed on their contractor, his cool blue stare pinned me in place. He raised an eyebrow at me, letting me know he knew I was full of shit.
My neck grew warm. I turned away from his laser beam stare and began the presentation. Once I spread out the renderings, I began to walk them through the design while pointing out the items that were left open for them to decide. Additional drawings are also presented as overlays to the originals to show how things would look with each option. 
We went through the projected costs and timelines. Mrs. Sanderson wanted to look at the drawings closely while Mr. Sanderson talked low with the contractor. 
Mr. Sanderson would ask questions of the contractor who relayed the questions to me. I appreciated him asking for my input rather than assuming I wouldn’t have any idea about the technical aspects.
Every time I looked at the contractor, my stomach would do a flip-flop. My eyes were drawn to his every move. He was relaxed, but emanated power. 
As they talked, I studied his hands, his knuckles dusted with hair. When he turned his hand while talking, I noticed his palms were rough with callouses. 
I could see a few lines of ink peeking out from the cuffs of his crisp white shirt. I wondered what images he had desired to have permanently painted onto his skin with ink and needle. 
“Miss Carmichael?”
I had been so lost in my contemplation of body art that I completely lost track of the conversation. “I’m sorry. What was that?” My eyes snapped up.
One side of the contractor’s mouth tilted up. What was his name again? Something with an M. Mason? No. Martin? No, that’s not it either. Mr. M repeated the question, his eyes dancing with amusement.
I flipped through the pages to the electrical schematic and showed them the details of the electrical wiring plan. This contractor was sharp, and I was probably showing him too much information. 
Frank liked to keep a lot of the information to himself, hoping to land the project management gig for the added income. He wouldn’t have shown them half of the drawings that I included in the presentation. Someone sharp could simply pay close attention and then have their own drawings done, cutting our company out completely.
I would blame it on this contractor. Milton? No, that’s not it either. Morgan. Yes, I think that’s it. Something about this man, this Morgan, made me want to lay out all of my cards and show him everything in my hand. 
Mrs. Sanderson asked me about the finishes, so I turned to her and flipped to the color board pages. The men went back to talking as I spoke with Mrs. Sanderson. She was very sweet, but indecisive. I assured her that the wood tones and other finishes could blend with a variety of color palettes, showing her the options pages. 
The men had grown quiet, so I looked back over to find the contractor, Morgan, his name is Morgan, staring at me. He had one arm across his chest, the other hand raised to a contemplative position where it stroked a thumb over his lips.  
I swallowed. He was so intense. “Are there any other questions I can answer?”
He raised an eyebrow.
“I think I have all of my questions answered,” Mr. Sanderson said, “What about you, dear?”
“Oh no, I can’t think of anything else right now,” Mrs. Sanderson told her husband.
“Mrs. Carmichael, if there’s anything else that comes up, I’ll get back in touch. For now, give us a few days to discuss what you’ve shown us, and we’ll get back to you by the end of next week,” Mr. Sanderson said.
When he said Mrs., Morgan’s eyes had flicked to the naked ring finger on my left hand. I wasn’t married, but I didn’t feel the need to correct the older man. 
“That will be fine, Mr. Sanderson. Feel free to call me at any time. We’d love to work on this project with you and your wife.”
Mr. Sanderson rose and offered his hand to his wife to help her stand. I smiled at the gentlemanly courtesy and stood as she did. Moving ahead, I walked to the door of the conference room to hold it open for them. 
When they passed through, Morgan the Contractor said, “Robert, you go on ahead. I’ll follow in a moment.” 
Mr. Sanderson nodded his head at the younger man. “Call me this afternoon, Morgan, so we can discuss your thoughts more in-depth.”
“I’ll do that.”
Once they had left the office, Morgan looked down at me. “Why are you still here?”
My brow furrowed. “I’m sorry? I don’t know what you mean.”
“With Frank. It’s obvious that presentation was all you from the design to the renderings and possibly even the technical drawings. Why are you still working for a… for someone like Frank?”
I frowned, unsure how to respond.
“People in the industry know that he has been checked out of the business for some time. I can see now that the only reason his company’s still around is because of you. You’re quite talented.”
The heat in my neck returned and flamed up to my scalp. I looked down. “Thank you, but all the contacts are Frank’s. We wouldn’t have any business if it wasn’t for the people he knows.”
“That may have been true in the beginning, but that’s not what brings them in now.”
I couldn’t look at him. His laser blue gaze would turn me to ash. “It’s complicated.”
“Pity,” he said. His voice was low and filled with gravel. It sent ripples of sensation across my skin. “You should uncomplicate it.” With that, he opened the door and left.
For the rest of the day, his words rolled through my mind. He didn’t know the entire story. Frank was a lousy boss and Morgan might be right about the company, but I needed Frank as much as he needed me.
Hours later, I woke from a deep sleep unable to breathe, clawing at the hand around my throat. “You stupid cunt, you should know better than to use that tone with me,” a raspy voice hissed into my ear.
I relaxed, realizing it was Frank. The pungent smell of alcohol surrounded him like a cloud, but mostly he stank of sweat and stale cigarettes. My lip curled from the stench. 
He wasn’t acting his usual drunk self. This was something different. His naked body settled between my legs, and he started pumping against me, trying to hit the right spot. I slipped my hand down to guide him, and he squeezed harder. 
“Leave it alone,” he growled. “Your gash is so big that I don’t need any help to hit your hole.”
This is why I needed Frank. He knew what I needed. He knew I preferred humiliation and shame to the numbness that usually accompanied my sexual experiences. Feeling something, even if it was horrible, was better than feeling nothing. 
After several attempts, he finally slid into me. He was almost frenzied in his thrusts, his body slapping against mine. I wondered if he’d moved on from booze to something harder. 
“Goddamn,” he panted, “your pussy’s so loose you’re never going to be able to make me cum.”
He pulled out and, without warning, flipped me onto my stomach. I knew what was coming. I gripped the sheets and tried to crawl away, but he grabbed me by the hair and pulled me back. 
“Frank, no, stop!” I cried, but he didn’t. Usually if I said an absolute no to something, he would stop. Whatever he was on had him ignoring me. 
He yanked my hair. “Shut up, you stupid bitch. It’s your fault that I have to fuck you in the ass. If your cunt wasn’t so useless, I wouldn’t have to.”
Breathe. Just breathe. It will be over soon. Just get through this.
An eternity later, he was finally finished. As soon as he pulled away, I got off the bed and ran to the bathroom to throw up. He came in and wet a washcloth to clean himself up.
“Quit being so goddamn dramatic, Gabby. It wasn’t that bad,” he said as he looked down at me with obvious disdain.
I hated when he called me that and he knew it. “Get out,” I said, but it was so low that he didn’t understand me. I was hoarse from screaming.
“What’s that?”
I pushed up to stand on shaky legs. With clenched fists, I swallowed to wet my throat and repeated, “Get out.”
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
He was genuinely confused and didn’t know why I was upset. “Get out, Frank, and don’t come back,” my demand was stronger.
He laughed at me. The mother fucker actually laughed at me. When he saw I was serious, he sneered and, without warning, backhanded me. The blow took me by surprise and knocked me off balance. I hit the wall and slid to the floor. 
He pulled back a foot and kicked me. The wind was knocked out of me. Sonofabitch, it feels like he cracked a rib. I gasped, trying to get my breath back.
“What did I tell you about talking to me that way? Fuck, you really are stupid.”
“Get out,” I wheezed from the floor, “Get out!” I lamely swiped a foot at him, my voice rising as the tears started again. “Get out or I’m going to call the cops and tell them you assaulted me.”
“Whatever,” he said, dismissing my threat. “Get over yourself. You need me and you know it.” I sagged with relief when I heard him slam the door as he left.
I got back onto my feet and looked at myself in the mirror. My cheekbone was angry red close to my eye, and I figured I’d have a black eye by the morning. Once I cleaned myself up, I used a mirror to see how much damage Frank had done with his backdoor assault. 
Thankfully, I wasn’t as bad as I had feared. I treated the area with some cream, washed my hands, washed my face, then went back to bed, even though I doubted I would sleep anymore that night.
As I lay awake in bed after Frank left, I had an epiphany. Morgan was right.
The next morning, I went into the office early to avoid seeing anyone in the building. I didn’t want to show off the shiner Frank had given me the night before when he backhanded me. Although I was sore, I still didn’t think anything was bad enough to warrant a visit to the hospital. At least I hoped not. 
I left a letter of resignation on Frank’s desk and gathered up my few personal belongings. After a moment’s hesitation, I also took some files that were mine. 
For the past few years, I had done all the design work, as well as all the technical drawings. Frank might have had all of the contacts in the beginning, but he hadn’t brought anyone new in for a long time. 
Every project we had won over the past three or four years had been because of my efforts, because Frank had stopped showing up. Word of mouth from clients satisfied with my work had drawn new clients in. 
He might have served a purpose in my fucked up brand of sexual crazy, but last night Frank had gone too far. It was time to cut ties personally and professionally. 




Chapter 1
Gabriella


It’s right there, hovering on the edge of my senses, waiting for just the right moment to overtake me. Casually, taking my time, I move his hand upward. First, placing it on my breast. 
His touch is enthusiastic there, squeezing and molding the flesh. Although enthusiastic, it’s too gentle. Placing my hand over his, I try to firm his touch, but he moves his hand to my shoulder, resisting the guidance.
This puts me that much closer to my goal. I pull his hand to my lips and kiss it, then pull it down, gently putting it on my neck and letting it rest there. After a few heartbeats, I put my hand over his and squeeze.
He freezes. Just stops. Stops moving, stops fucking me, and he might even stop breathing. Then there’s a flurry of motion.
I roll to get out of the bed as Dwayne does the same on the other side, moving away from me as quickly as he can. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriella, I told you I’m not into that shit.” He starts getting dressed, his anger palpable in the room.
“I know. Sorry. I won’t do it again.” I had hoped that he would warm up to the idea and could do at least some things I need when it comes to sex. Obviously not.
Shame rolls over me like it always does. I hate myself in these moments, but my history is something that is not easily overcome. If I could flip a switch and make myself normal, I would do it in a heartbeat. Instead, I stay broken and unable to move on.
“That’s what you said last time. You should go find some BDSM club to hang out at. Maybe then you’ll find someone who’s into that weird stuff.” 
He sits on the bed to put his shoes on. I sit on the other side of the bed, my head hung low. There’s a pause before he opens the door and I look up, hopeful.
His head drops and his shoulders sag. Without looking at me, with a low voice, he says, “Lose my number, Gabriella.” Then he leaves. Another one gone. 
I should probably feel sad, but as usual, once the shame fades, I just feel numb. And empty. 
You’ve blown it again, Gabs, you stupid, ridiculous idiot. At this rate, you’re going to fuck your way through the whole of Oklahoma City in no time and probably still end up alone because you can’t find anyone to put up with your shit.
It has been almost three years since that last night with Frank and replacing him sexually has been more difficult than I had expected. Unbeknownst to Dwayne, I’ve been to plenty of BDSM clubs. 
However, it seems that most of the men who think they’re a Dominant really just want to be justified in treating someone like crap all the time and calling it a lifestyle. There might be certain things I need, but I refuse to go back to being treated like shit ever again.
With a sigh, I get moving. I might as well shower and go home. Tomorrow is a workday and I’ll face it better after sleeping in my own bed. 
Standing under the hot water, I try to muster some tears for Dwayne, but I can’t. I don’t even feel a little bit sad, more than anything, under the numbness, I feel a little relieved. 
If I ever did find someone who warmed up to the small things I need, it would eventually lead to needing more. That would mean opening up to them even more and showing another person exactly how fucked up I am is a horrifying thought.
It’s so scary that I push it out of my thoughts and run back to safe ideas. If I’m going to have unfulfilling sex, I might as well go back to normal relationships. There is something to be said for being held and having someone to lean on, even if the sex is simply a matter of going through the motions. 
I’m good at those motions. I know all the right moves and all the right noises to get them off and make them think I’m right there with them, even though I don’t actually feel a thing.
That’s it. I’ll go back to boring, blah, vanilla. In fact, there’s a guy I’ve been putting off meeting. He didn’t seem to be my type at all, but maybe I should give him a chance.
I dry off and dress, trading the sexy lingerie and professional dress I came into the room wearing for comfy yoga pants and an oversized sweater. After one last circuit of the room, I am sure I have all my things and stuff it all into my overnight bag. Leaving the key cards on the nightstand, I go into the hallway and head for the side exit of the hotel where no one will see my departure.
When I get home, I email Ralph, the guy who’s been wanting to meet, and set up a time to say hello over drinks. I choose a bar across town rather than near my neighborhood. 
I like to keep a little distance until I know a little something about them. A short meet and greet will give us both a chance to see if there’s any level of connection, but mostly gives me a chance to start to make sure they are who they say they are. 
It probably shouldn’t, but it still surprises me how many people on online dating sites out-and-out lie and then try to make excuses when they’re found out. I mean, we were all cute when we were twenty. 
However, trying to pass yourself off as looking exactly the same when you’re twice that age and sometimes twice that weight now is ridiculous. Also, if you’re supposedly pulling in over six figures a year, why are you still living in your mom’s basement and can’t afford gas money to show up to a meeting?
Why is it so difficult to find someone?




Chapter 2
Gabriella


I show up at the Belladonna Society the next evening to have dinner with friends. Five of us met during orientation our first night as members of the club and have kept a running engagement to have dinner on Thursday evenings as often as possible. Sometimes it is all of us, but most often, it’s just Caitlyn Foster and me.  
Cait and I are the only ones without extensive family commitments to draw us away from the weekly date. Caitlyn is recently widowed and all her children are grown, strewn to various parts of the country. She has a boyfriend, but as a detective for the OKCPD, he stays busy much of the time. 
I’m married to my job and haven’t had children. Yet. If ever. Because I had such a screwed-up childhood, I often think it will be best if I don’t ever have kids. 
I would probably screw them up, too. However, one thing I do know is that I would never treat them as if they were unwanted or like an outsider in their own family. I struggled with that aspect of my childhood for years and finally cut ties with my family because of it.
I see Cait wave at me from our table. It looks like it will be just her and me again. That’s okay with me. I enjoy Cait’s company. 
Over the past few months, we’ve become fast friends. She’s about ten years older than me, although you’d never know it by looking at her, and she’s starting to feel a bit like an older sister.
Cait is elegant and classy. She comes from money, but she’s not pretentious at all. Women like her are the reason I joined the Society. I wanted to build connections and friendships with women of quality, and it’s turning out better than I’d hoped.
She rises and hugs me when I reach our table. “Good evening, Ella! That red is a gorgeous color on you.”
“Thank you Cait,” I say as I take a seat next to her at the table. “You look lovely, as always. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”
“Not at all. I came in early to exercise so I’ve been relaxing with a glass of wine. It’s been nice to just sit and be still for a little while. I feel like I have been running full steam ahead for weeks now, trying to track down a house.”
“A house?” I ask, surprised. “I know you and Ford have been looking for a house, but it sounds like you have something specific in mind.”
“Yes. I have loved living with Ford, and he was so gracious to have me move in when my house sold…” She tapers off and pauses.
“But…” I prompt.
She lets out a breath. “But his place is great for a bachelor or even a young couple starting out. However, for the two of us, it is small, and he’s had some objection to every home we’ve looked at possibly buying. He says he doesn’t care and that I should just pick one, but I hate to do that. I want it to be our place, something that suits both of us, not just me. I’ve asked him about the places he grew up in to get an idea of the type of house he might like, but the last house he remembers is his grandparent’s home.”
“Is it in this area?” I ask.
“It is, but he doesn’t remember where. He was just a small boy when his grandparents passed away and all he can remember is that it wasn’t far from Oklahoma City, somewhere on the outskirts of town.”
I know a few things about land records and might have a few tricks to track the house down if she has some basic information for me.
“Do you know his grandparent’s names?”
She brightens. “I do. There must be a way to find it through the information I have, but I have no idea how.”
I put my hand over hers, then pull a notepad out of my purse. 
“That’s okay, I do. Give me their names and I’ll see what I can find at the County Clerk’s office.”
“Oh, Ella! I would be so appreciative of anything you can discover.”
“Leave it to me and I’ll see what I can dig up.”
We linger after dinner for a while. I can tell that Cait isn’t eager to go home. She says that Ford is in the middle of a big case and is gone quite a bit. I don’t have anything or anyone to go home to, either, but eventually we get up and head toward the door. 
She links her arm in mine as we walk. 
“Oh! I almost forgot,” Cait says, “are you available on Saturday evening? The charity I work with is revealing a project house they want to remodel to be a safe house of sorts. It will be for women transitioning out of dangerous or difficult situations.”
“I remember you tell me about it.”
“Yes. I intended to let you know once they started the bidding process for the rehab, but they’ll be showing a preview at the dinner. With Ford tied up and unable to go, you might as well get a first look at it. If you’re available, that is, and interested.” 
Her look is almost sheepish that she had almost forgotten to ask me.
“Sure, as much as I hate to admit it, my Saturday night is free,” I laugh. “I’d love to go with you. What’s the dress code?”
“It’s just a dinner so not formal,” she replies, “men in suits and women in pretty dresses, but more cocktail or business than super fancy. If you still have that coral red one, that would be perfect, and the color is beautiful on you.”
Again, I laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind. I think it might be in my dry cleaning pile, but that gives me an idea of what to replace it with, if needed.”
As we walk through the area Cait calls the lounge, I see the fortune teller machine in the corner. “What do you think of that?” I ask Cait, waving a hand at the machine.
She shrugs. “I don’t know if it is for real or not, but I asked it for something, and it happened.”
My eyebrows try to climb up to my hairline. “What did you ask for?”
She takes a deep breath but doesn’t speak for a moment. “If I tell you, promise me you’ll never to tell another soul.” She looks around to ensure no one else is nearby.
“I promise,” I lean in and say low.
“That first night when we came to orientation, I told it my deepest desire. I told it I wished my husband were dead. I didn’t truly bear him any ill will, it’s just that I’d been racking my brain to figure out how to end things without breaking our prenup and had been thinking that death would be the only way I’d ever get him to let go.”
“Really? You said you wished he would die?”
She nods. “I got a card from the machine that said, ‘The question you ponder, the answer you’ll find, when the story you’ve started begins to unwind.’ I had just met Ford and begun speaking with him when things were just beginning to come to a head with Benjamin. A few weeks later, Ford and I were involved, and Benjamin snuck into the house through the garage and attacked me; it was like he was crazed. In self-defense, I grabbed a knife and stabbed him. Just as I had wished, my husband was dead. I never dreamed it would be by my hand, but he was dead nonetheless.”
“Ho-ly shit,” I reply.
She laughs. 
“Sorry,” I say.
She pats my arm, still chuckling. “It’s fine. I’m not that strait-laced. You should hear Ford when he gets going. I cannot believe with certainty that there is a direct correlation between the wish and Benjamin’s death, but it is an interesting coincidence. I’m not saying you should wish someone dead, but if there’s something you want, it can’t hurt.”
She stops, giving me a chance to decide. I drop her arm and walk over to the machine. I take a deep breath, trying to get the words right in my head before speaking them out loud. I press the button and speak to the machine, “I wish I could find someone who could love me, even the broken parts.”
The machine clicks and whirs before a card pokes out of a slot in the front. I pull it out and read the message. The love of your life will appear in front of you unexpectedly.
I return to Cait. “Well?” she asks.
“Is it like a birthday wish where you’re not supposed to tell anyone?”
“I have no idea,” she says.
“Well, maybe I shouldn’t take chances. If it comes true, I’ll tell you what it was.”
“Deal. You’re right, best not to take chances on jinxing it.”




Chapter 3
Mr. Smith


“Mr. Smith, your table is ready,” the attractive hostess says. I act surprised, as if she has pulled me out of some deep contemplation of life’s mysteries. The smile I give her is tentative, signaling my insecurity about talking to someone so appealing. 
With that heart-shaped face and its pouty pink lips, she is quite lovely. Her loveliness does nothing for me, though. She’s too young and still too grounded in her boyish frame for my liking. 
However, I can tell she’s already learning the art of using her captivating face and fair form to her advantage. A small pout or a flirtatious glance and this little coquette can probably get anything she wants from any man with a heartbeat. Not from me, though. 
My tastes are more refined than the imaginings of a nubile, barely legal, damsel fulfilling my every whim in return for whatever she desires. I’ve had those encounters, but they grow tiresome oh, so quickly.
As she weaves through the crowded hotel restaurant, I mark my surroundings and the other diners. To everyone watching, I appear to be a bit unsure, even bumbling as I am shown to my table. I appear oblivious, but in reality, I am taking note of everyone in the room. 
They’re the ones oblivious to the prey among the sheep. If they knew who I really was, their looks of contempt and pity would turn to fear. A few of the weaker ones might even lose their bladders from terror if they knew the kind of man I am and what I’ve done.
I have been here many times and I know the placement of every chair and table, every door, every exit. Not a single person on the staff would be able to point me out, though. Particularly not in a police lineup. How could the timid, weak man I appear to be ever do something like harm a fly, much less another person?
I almost laugh out loud at that thought, but I don’t. That would bring unwanted attention, and my invisibility shield would be shattered. The hostess stops by a two top table, and I turn to gauge the position.
“Might I have that table instead?” 
I point to a different two top a couple of seats down. It would provide a much better view, but it’s also on the end next to a wall which would mean fewer people to keep in my awareness. In addition, it’s what most diners would label as a less-desirable seat, so she happily agrees. 
I sit, pretend to study the menu for a moment, although I know exactly what I’ll be ordering, then pull out a book. Here I am, a poor, lonely, middle-aged man dining alone with only a paperback book for company. I could be on business, or I could just be a loser. No one will guess who or what I truly am.
I am also not Mr. Smith, but what better name to use when you want to fade into the background, but Jim Smith? It is essential that I go unnoticed. However, bland, is my superpower, especially when I’m Mr. Smith.
I push my glasses up on my nose and pretend to read. I have eaten my mediocre meal, nursed my drink, and not read almost a chapter when she arrives. She’s the lady in blue tonight and I should never have been concerned about missing her. 
I set down my book and take out my phone as if I’ve just gotten an urgent message that needs my attention. In reality, I take a few photos of her. She truly is beautiful, but she will be even more beautiful by the time I’m done with her. Beauty will be replaced with never-ending perfection.
Her escort for the evening approaches her at the bar, but he isn’t her usual sort. This one looks like he belongs behind a computer writing code for some tech company or categorizing beans as an accountant. 
Her every mannerism says she’s not interested. That’s my cue. I know she won’t be sneaking upstairs once her date has secured them a room for the night, as usual.
I get my server’s attention and wave him over. Before I get up to leave, I hand him enough cash for my ticket and a generous, but not too generous, tip. A glance at my watch signals I might be late to make it to an urgent appointment. 
In reality, it’s my excuse for walking briskly, but not too briskly, toward the exit. Striking a balance that says you belong and are purposeful while not standing out is a well-developed skill of mine. I am an expert at it, if I do say so myself.
I slip into the driver’s seat of my non-descript four-door sedan and wait. The slightly dirty black Toyota Camry with its license plate obscured with just enough mud to trick the eye is no match for my usual car. 
I know white is the most popular car color in the US, but it also stands out at night. Therefore, I forego the opportunity to be one of the most, in order to be one of the many.
Just as I thought, her date is ended quickly, and she leaves the restaurant. She pulls out onto the street. I wait for her to pass along with a car right behind her and maneuver my vehicle onto the road. There’s no need to rush because I know where she’s going.
Not far behind, I watch as her taillights disappear around the corner into her neighborhood. I slow and allow her plenty of time to get to her house before I drive through, just in time to watch her garage door lower.
A couple of blocks over, I park my car. Once I’ve traded my sport coat for a dark warm-up jacket and my dress shoes for sneakers, I get out of the car and start back toward her house. I stride with purpose as if I am an upstanding member of the community out for an evening stroll. 
It’s the gloaming hour, that time when it’s not quite light but not quite dark. By the time I cross the two intervening blocks, the darkness has started to spread. I act as if I’m enjoying the colors cast by Mother Nature on darkening blue velvet, but in reality, I’m embracing the dark as it infiltrates the world as it did my heart so long ago.




Chapter 4
Morgan


I cut off another piece of my steak, enjoying the meal. It’s not the best I’ve had, but for a hotel restaurant, it’s not bad. I am washing down the steak with a swallow of a truly excellent wine when something catches my eye. Or should I say someone? 
There are several beautiful women in the restaurant, but none of them strikes my fancy. It has been a long while since anyone has, but the brunette winding her way to the bar is built just the way I like my women. 
I’ll never understand how men set aside a woman with curves for the twigs with big fake tits that seem to be so popular these days. Give me a real woman with real curves any day.
I keep tracking the woman, enjoying the view. Her vibrant blue dress screams, “Look at me!” so look at her, I do. When she turns to perch her luscious round ass on a stool at the bar, I’m surprised to discover that I know her. I know who she is, anyway. 
The last time we met, she was involved with the loser she was working for. At the time, I was in a relationship, too, but it had been nothing serious. 
Her situation, though, was complicated, according to her, so I didn’t follow up with her. Based on the guy taking a seat across from her, her relationship status appears to be no longer complicated.
I watch them from across the room. It looks like a first date. Their body language is tentative, but he’s leaning in toward her and she’s sitting back in her seat. I doubt he gets a second date. 
She finishes her drink and must be breaking the news to him if the look on his face is anything to go by. She slips off her stool and heads for the door. I watch as his face morphs from astonished disappointment to something else, something darker. I get up and leave some bills on the table and follow her out the door. 
Once outside, I don’t catch up to her. I step back around the corner and watch her as she walks down the street. Her date comes out just in time to see her get into her car and pull into traffic. He looks upset, but he walks the opposite direction up the street. 
For a moment, I think about following her home. You know, just to make sure she is safe. However, that is just me trying to kid myself. I should have said something to her, reintroduced myself, but if I’d done that, I would have wanted more than just a hello. 
Something had sparked in me when I’d seen her. I can’t identify it. The response was too visceral, too primal to label. On the surface, my body wanted hers, but it was deeper than just lust, too. 
I’ll let her go. For now. I wonder if she was the reason someone had suggested I might discover something interesting in this restaurant tonight. 
If fate or someone playing the role of fate has made sure I noticed her once, I want to see what else they might engineer. Regardless, what I thought was going to be a boring Friday night has turned out to be something else entirely.
The next night I wait at the bar for my scotch while pulling at my tie to loosen it a millimeter or two. Every time I come to one of these things, I tell myself that next time, I’ll forego the tie, but I always end up putting it on again. 
I don’t hate suits. I’m just never as comfortable in them as I am in a t-shirt, jeans, and a pair of work boots. Give me a hard hat and a hammer over a pen and a necktie any day.
Beckett is standing next to me in line, yammering on about some upcoming project. He’s the reason I come to these things. Although I have no great interest in charity, he does. 
He serves on a couple of boards and drags me along more often than I care to admit. However, I have to say I’ve been pleasantly surprised by the amount of business our company has gotten through the connections we’ve made while attending these events. 
“Well, hello red,” Beckett says with a low whistle. He
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