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CHAPTER ONE

He was screwed. So fucking screwed.

Slamming his agent’s reception door, Max Tucker slouched through the door into Ruth's office

“Max!” Ruth jumped in her desk chair. “You startled me. Did I leave the door unlocked again?”

“Yes.” He lowered himself into the seat in front of her desk. He didn’t know why he was here this morning.

Neither his agent, Ruth, nor his editor, Cynthia could do anymore to help him than they already were doing. But he’d been up since four this morning, obsessing about his imminent failure, and he didn’t know where else to go.

“You really ought to keep the door bolted when you’re here alone, you know.”

Ruth ignored this, looking at him with concern in her dark eyes. “Have you been sleeping okay? Cynthia and I are worried about you.”

“Kind, but unnecessary.” What did it matter if he ever slept again? If he couldn’t get himself back on track, he’d have hours and eons to sleep. Now, after thirty-two years of living in the stories that flowed through him, he was bone dry. Empty.

Writer’s block.

The term seemed so inane. How often had he scoffed at others’ invoking that excuse for their own inadequacies? To him words were no different than oxygen, stringing them together had become almost as automatic as the biological processes of his flesh.

He hadn’t felt so completely at a loss for words since...hell, he didn’t know when.

For some reason, a long-dormant memory flashed in his brain. He didn’t often think about his childhood, but this snippet seemed particularly appropriate. Possibly the only other time he’d been so completely unable to express himself was thirty years ago while driving in the car with his father who was taking Max to the tutor’s because his mother had been home with his sick younger brother, Pete.

The silence in the 1969 Ford Fairmont had been excruciating to a more sensitive Max. He’d struggled in vain to find conversation that might interest his aloof father. At the age of three, it was understandable that he couldn’t form the words to initiate interaction with his usually-gregarious father. For some reason, Max’s memory of that moment was vivid. Richard Tucker drove as if he were alone in the car that day, his small son sitting beside him, merely a package to deliver.

Had Max felt even then that his parents’ investments in him were in the nature of socking away money and prestige for their early retirement?

With the habit of years, Max turned his mind away from his past. “How many typist-drones is the employment agency sending me to pick from? Did you tell them I won’t tolerate chatty typists? Or ones who try and fix me up with their daughters?”

Ruth sighed. “Max, your typists always dislike you. You ignore their existence except when you hand them more work. Why would they want their daughters to date you?”

He lifted a sardonic brow. “Think about it a minute. There are certain financial considerations that make even my personality tolerable. Remember the one with the orange hair, six, maybe seven months ago?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“She offered not one daughter, but two. It was never clear if our involvement was to be singular or some other, more kinky variation.”

“Hmmm.” Ruth gazed at him pensively.

“And, no, I didn’t take her up on the offer.” He’d never really shared the typical male fantasy of two women at once, but lately there were nights when he desperately craved to be touched physically. No matter how much he told himself it didn’t matter, that he wouldn’t be a slave to his flesh, he longed sometimes to feel a woman’s warm, appreciative hands on his skin. But there was no time now for idle dalliance. When this manuscript was turned in, he’d find a woman who was into sexual companionship without strings.

Ruth shuffled some papers on her desk. “Who you sleep with is your own business. Right now, I’m concerned with getting those legal pads of yours transcribed. Your deadline is getting really close. And, by the way, I think we have a leak at the publisher. Just yesterday, a reporter called me and ask if it were true that you’d missed two previous deadlines.”

“Did you tell him to shove it up his ass? Those damn reporters can pester me all they want, I still think they’re the lowest form of—”

“Actually, I declined to comment.” Frowning, Ruth watched him across the desk. “Are you all right?”

Max lifted his head. “Of course. Why shouldn’t I be?”

“I don’t know.” His agent shrugged. “You just seem tense.”

“I’m always tense.”

He didn’t want to worry her more than he could help. Ruth had already requested two deadline extensions and the next delivery date loomed in front of him.

He couldn’t ask Cynthia to stall for him again.

In all his years of writing, he’d never before missed a deadline by more than a day...until this time.

Ruth shrugged again. “You’re not usually this tense. But I guess it’s natural. This typist fiasco can’t be fun for you, either.”

“Nothing to do with typists is ever fun for me. Don’t they have anyone as Haskell Publishing who can do some typing?”

“No. They’re short-handed as it is and Cynthia told me last time she’d never again let you harass her staff into quitting. They tried giving you someone to type for you, remember, and you wouldn’t work with any of them.”

Looking at her with a wry smile on his face, Max didn’t try to defend himself.

“Couldn’t you try typing the book yourself?” Ruth suggested for the twentieth time. “It wouldn’t have to be clean.”

Since his earliest inklings, Max had written on legal pads with a Pilot, fine point, black pen. Nothing else could satisfy him, but the feel of those words flowing beneath his hand, the scratching sound of the pen against paper. Hell, how could he tell Ruth and Cynthia that this was the only way it worked for him? More than anyone knew, he hated having to depend on others to put his books into a format accepted by the publishing world.

He hated needing them. Need in human relationships always led to compromises he felt he couldn’t make.

But the process only happened one way. He had to write, then had to edit, by hand. It was the only way. Like a baseball player who put his clothes on in the exact order before each game, this was his superstition.

“No. I can’t try typing the book myself.”

Ruth sighed, looking at him with worried eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want to try again to give me the pages you’ve handwritten. I can get them transcribed and bring the text back to you?”

It was Max’s turn to sigh roughly. “You know what happened last time we tried that. No one can read my damned handwriting. I need to be in the vicinity when the typing is being done.”

“That’s the problem. You don’t like your typists and they then prefer not to be in the ‘vicinity’ where you are.”

After a momentary pause, he said suddenly, “You, Ruth. You could do it.”

“Max, I can’t be your typist. I have a job, a family. Clients, believe it or not, who aren’t you. I cannot be your typist. Besides, I can’t read your writing, either!”

His gaze dropped from hers in silent acknowledgment of her point.

His joy had always come from his words, from the pure, clean crafting of sentence after sentence. He also enjoyed running through the park, drinking endless cups of strong coffee and, of course, having sex with women. There were pleasant moments to be had in this life, but his greatest peace came when falling asleep after a day of upending his visions onto paper.

Ruth shuffled through a stack of phone messages. “Oh. Pete called yesterday after I left.”

It had always seemed ironic to Max that he and his brother shared the same literary agent. As writers, they were most divergent in their work. Actually, the two were divergent in every significant way, and always had been.

They hadn’t spoken in several years. He wished he could miss him, but how could he miss a brother with whom he’d never really connected?

Not once in the last five years had his brother called him, but who would expect him to, considering everything. Still, there was that unshakeable sense of loss that made no sense to Max. He and Pete had never been particularly close.

“Have you talked to him lately?” Ruth asked.

“What?”

“Your brother. Have you talked to him recently?”

The concern in her voice sandpapered a tender spot he’d long avoided.

“What an interesting question,” he said gently. “What do you think?”

Ruth was slow in answering. “I think you’re too isolated, Max. You’re great with my family, and Cynthia’s. Won’t you, at least, try connecting to your own? This feud between you and Pete has gone on long enough. He is your only family, after all.”

Max’s laugh clanked in his own ears, the bone-deep sound of a harsh, cold pain. “I should have remembered that little point, shouldn’t I, Ruth?”

“People make mistakes.”

Her voice was matter-of-fact. If she’d offered him sympathy, he’d have succumbed to the urge to snap back at her. But there was no vestige of pity in her words. Ruth knew him too well after all these years.

“Yeah. Mistakes.” Max kept his own words dry and bored. “One of these days I’ll send Pete a greeting card and mention that.”

“His latest book is doing well. Some people really care about pampering African Violets.”

Max swallowed at the tightness in his throat. “Well, I’m glad. Pete has to eat. It’s good for you, too. More than one string to your bow.”

“Don’t you think Pete misses you, too?”

“I think not.” He turned the conversation back to his principle concern. “How many typist imbeciles to interview tomorrow?”

“I don’t know exactly. I’ve arranged for job candidates from two different agencies to come by in the morning. But you better find someone you can tolerate, Max. We’re running out of options and, most importantly, out of time.”

“Yes.” His anxiety conjured up the hallucinations that kept him pacing the nights away. Failure. No manuscript to turn in to Cynthia. No words. No world all his own to engulf him, wrap him securely in its silken web.

Max moved to get up. “Well, I’ll be leaving and let you get on with returning your phone calls.” 

“Wait.” Ruth looked at him, indecision in her face. “You know Pete has been divorced for almost four years. You ought to call him.”

Max turned toward the door. “I’ll be expecting the typists at ten this morning.”

He didn’t need this now, the reminder of Pete. While he wrestled with the blank space in his head, his random demons—particularly the godawful mess he’d made of things with his brother—could only confuse matters. Now wasn’t the time to think about Pete.

“He’s raising Ryan by himself, you know,” Ruth persisted.

His hand clenched on the door, Max fought the image that sprung up in his head. The anger on Pete’s face, quickly replaced by bitterness. It was still so fresh in his mind. Damn his visual memory. It was his penance.

“It’s not like my brother wants my help in raising his son. My guess is he doesn’t want my help with anything less than a kidney. Let me know if he needs one.”

“I know you care about your brother.” Ruth was obviously picking her words carefully. “You and Pete are all you’ve got. With both your parents dead....”

Max glanced back over his shoulder, his smile feeling crooked on his face. “Thanks, Ruth. You’re terrific. I’ll try and pick a typist I can live with...,for your sake, if nothing else.”

“I appreciate it. Remember! Dinner tomorrow night. Don’t disappoint the boys by canceling again.”

“No.... I’ll be there.”

Max walked down the hall to the elevator.

Ruth and Cynthia were necessary to get his books out to the public. He liked them both and they were surprisingly tolerant of him. They were pivotal parts of his professional life and, between the two of them and their families, they constituted the only social circle he wanted.

For their sakes, as well as for his own, he had to get his shit together and start writing again.

* * * 
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“I’m going to make Max Tucker drop his lawsuit. I’m here in Manhattan until he sees me,” Nicole Miller said into the phone.

“That could be a long time,” her friend, Claire, warned.

“I don’t think so,” she disagreed, feeling confidant. “I’m going to inform him about this situation, one way or the other.”

“If you carried a handgun, I’d be worried. Are you sure this isn’t becoming a tad too personal?”

“Yes, I’m sure it’s not personal,” Nicole responded. “This is about my dad not having to face financial devastation in his declining years. Max Tucker just doesn’t have all the facts.”

“How are you going to convince him of that? Tucker is one of the biggest authors in this decade. I read an article on him in People. He’s had bestseller after bestseller. He won a Pulitzer when he was eighteen, for God’s sake. His latest three books have held the New York Times list hostage for months. The man has to be worth millions. People wait in lines to get his books when they first come out. How are you going to get him to ignore your father’s mistake?”

“Dad did plagiarize some of his work, even if we are only talking about a few hundred copies of a ‘business manual’ Dad got my cousin to put on the internet. But we didn’t really get any money out of it and a lawsuit is insane.”

“Your dad can get a lawyer to write him a letter explaining Alton’s situation and promising he’ll desist—”

“I already wrote that letter,” Nicole told her, exasperated. “Remember I showed you their reply? Just more crap about how Dad ‘infringed on Maxwell Tucker’s rights’ and how there has to be some kind of ‘recompense’.”

In the month since the first letter from Tucker’s lawyers, she’d had no luck in making them see reason. Their threats had only escalated.

“Right. Well, the only thing else I can say is—don't buy a handgun. Sometimes you can get too determined.”

* * * 
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Nicole leaned against Maxwell Tucker’s building as the morning sun rose over the tall, jagged skyline. Even now, heat seemed to rise from the concrete as if the city were a baking stone that held its warmth all night. On the other side of the street, a scruffy-looking guy with cameras festooning his body kept eyeing her.

Trying to look casual while projecting the jaded, confidant attitude of a city dweller, she glanced idly at nothing. With Claire’s stalker-warnings ringing in her ears, she was acutely aware this was the third morning she’d waited outside Tucker’s building. In this big city, however, no one really looked at anyone else. Surely, she wasn’t so conspicuous as to be remembered.

Basically, she was just hoping the doorman didn’t call the cops. If he did, she’d have to use every ounce of her feminine charm to avoid getting hauled away.

The scruffy photographer, still looking her way, crossed the street.

Ignoring him, she hooked her fingers in the belt loops of her pants. This was ridiculous. She was damned tired of sitting out here waiting to pounce on Max Tucker.

Something had to give. She had to do something different. One way or the other, she had to convince that man talk to her. Her gut told her he had it in him to be decent when he wanted. The books he wrote had a heart in them. A battered heart, but emotion and pathos.

A small gathering of people outside the building attracted Nicole’s attention. Three women stood waiting as the doorman swept the rug in front of the door.

Without any active plan, Nicole drew closer, barely conscious of the photographer who now stood only an arms length away from her.

“Hey,” he said in a low voice. “I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you get a picture of Max Tucker when you go in for the job interview.”

“What?” Nicole moved away from him, nearly bumping into one of the women who waited at the doorway.

“During the interview the agency sent you here for. A hundred bucks,” the photographer hissed, holding a tiny camera out for her. “Just snap a few frames when he’s distracted.”

“No.” She turned away from him. The doorman was motioning the women into the building.

It all happened in a blurred moment. Nicole pulling back from the sleazy photographer, the cluster of women moving toward the door.

Realization burst upon her.

The women waiting at the door were here to apply for a job with Max Tucker!

This was it! She could join the group. The photographer had already assumed she was with the others! Her chance to get in again, to see Tucker again and reason with him. If she could just talk to him face-to-face, she could convince him to drop the lawsuit. Hadn’t she talked herself around way worse situations?

Before she knew it, she was inside the building’s foyer, the skulking photographer on the other side of the heavy glass door.

“This way,” the doorman said, motioning the group toward the elevators. “Mr. Tucker’s apartment is on the eighth floor, number eight-zero-four. It’s to the left. He’s expecting you.”

Trailing after the others, Nicole got on the elevator, her exhilaration at having gotten into the building starting to fade. Public people seemed perpetually protective of their privacy and she hated having to invade Max Tucker’s this way. But she had no choice.

No one spoke as the elevator rose, the silence awkward. When the doors opened, they filed out. An older woman led the way, knocking loudly on the apartment door.

Within minutes, they were all inside, shuffling forward in unison as Maxwell Tucker briefly directed them to go in and sit down.

Nicole hunched her shoulders up and stared at the expensive oriental rug on the floor of his living room. Trying to keep behind the other job applicants, she shuffled further into the room and chose the seat most likely to be out of Tucker’s field of vision.

How exactly was she going to handle this? Should she wait until he finished interviewing the others and then just blurt out who she was? Throwing herself on his mercy didn’t sound very appealing...or effective.

Her stomach knotted itself around her breakfast and the word, “fool” kept flashing in front of her eyes. Yes, she’d gotten into the building, but how likely was Maxwell Tucker to listen to her when she was here under false pretenses? He’d be more likely than ever to call the police and have her carted away.

This was worse than facing a new group of surly high school students on the first day of school. Not that much worse, but still not fun.

In an effort to distract herself from the idiocy she’d just demonstrated by sneaking in, she covertly looked around. With Maxwell Tucker still out in the hallway talking to one of the three real job applicants, she had plenty of time to examine the room.

She’d never seen the inside of a New York upscale apartment outside of magazine spreads, but this one looked more formal than she’d expected. Stiff, plush upholstered chairs in mostly neutral colors sat at precise angles to bleached antique pieces. Here and there, gold, ornamental chairs were placed along with gold and black striped ottomans. It was a room straight out of those decorating magazine, all pretentious and fake-y. Did people really live in rooms like this?

The muscles at the back of her neck were starting to ache and she carefully unclenched her hands from around the chair’s arms. God, she wished she weren’t here. How could she have done such a crazy thing? Her fellow teachers back at Samson High School wouldn’t believe she could be this impulsive.

Damn, she prayed. Don’t let me make things worse. At that moment, she’d have preferred to be anywhere but here, but she couldn’t walk out without drawing attention to herself—the very thing she had to avoid.

“Yes, go on in and sit down with the others.” Max Tucker’s voice grew clearer as he followed the last job applicant into the room.

This was it, Nicole promised herself. No more lurking, no more waiting. When she got out of this insane situation, she’d go home...even if she had no chance to again convince Max Tucker to leave her father alone. This was so not her thing, doing a crazy stunt like this. Until now she’d been very straight-forward in trying to get him to listen.

Yes, she’d talked herself around situations! But those situations typically involved belligerent fifteen-year-olds! Of course a teen with a knife could be an ugly thing, but still....

Please, please, please, don’t notice me! She shifted nervously.

Maxwell Tucker stood a few feet inside the door, his face no more inviting than the first time she’d seen him when she’d lurked outside the building. In black jeans and a thin knit sweater, he was more formally attired this time, though. The sleeves of his sweater pushed up over strong forearms, he stood surveying the applicants. Thankfully, only the edge of his gaze touched her.

He looked more annoyed than she would have expected from a man with so many blessings. In addition to his wealth and skill, he was blessed with a tall, fit body and thick, dark hair, cut close. He was a good-looking man, but his dark eyes held no satisfaction with much of anything at this moment.

He couldn’t be all bad. Not the man who’d written such incredible prose. He must have been having a bad day.

The man could sneer all he wanted, but he had to drop the lawsuit against her dad. One way or the other, she was getting him to listen to her long enough to realize that. She wasn’t going home without the signed release Claire suggested she get.

Mouth firm, Max Tucker held their attention for several long minutes before finally speaking. “Did the agency tell you all what this job entails?”

From where she sat, Nicole could see the other three women easily. Their ages ranged from twenty-two or three to somewhere in the mid-forties. Everything from “comfortable” to “sleek”. The thin, redhead on the far side of the room looked both self-assured and self-aware. For some reason, Nicole wondered if she were an actress seeking to avoid a waitressing job.

“The employment agency was very specific about the work,” an older woman said, a smile stretching her mouth wide. “I’m sure we all understand.”

The third woman nodded eagerly, but the actress-redhead just stared at Max Tucker with what Nicole was coming to recognize as a common New Yorker confidence tinged with contempt.

Max scanned them again, his glance thankfully not lingering on Nicole. For some reason, he seemed both bored and dismissive. “We’ll leave your ability to understand unchallenged for the moment. First, there are several items about the work environment you must know. I both live and work here in this co-op. You, however, if I decide to hire you, will confine yourself to your work area. No wandering around, if you please.”

By the very coolness of his tone, he seemed to convey their insignificance to him. His gaze skated over them as if he could barely be bothered to acknowledge their existence. If this was how he treated his assistants, it was no wonder the other woman left.

He went on. “No personal calls, no complaining about the working hours and, preferably, no personal conversations. I have a deadline to meet. You owe me no information about your lives and you can have little interest in mine. We’re here to work from open to close.”

“If you don’t mind my asking,” the redhead interrupted with no obvious discomfort, “when exactly would these working hours be?”

“I work from seven in the morning to seven at night—”

“Seven to seven!” the younger, non-actress applicant exclaimed.

“—but due to the asinine—”

He stopped, starting again with, “the typist I’m trying to replace, I’ll probably be working until nine or ten each evening.”

At this, even the older applicant looked startled, glancing over at the non-actress, who had gone from dismayed to obviously distressed.

Forgetting to keep her head down, Nicole glared at the back of his head. Sixteen hour days? The man was insane.

No wonder his last secretary had quit. This guy expected way too much.

* * * * * * * * *
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On the far side of the room, the actress got up. “I think I’ll be going, thanks. I have other priorities besides this job.”

“Then you’re not the one for the job.” He sounded almost cordial as he stepped aside to allow her to proceed him out of the room.

They left a stricken silence behind as he let her out of the apartment. The younger woman looked scared and both applicants seemed seriously doubtful about a job that would take over their lives.

While Nicole couldn’t help disapproving of the actress’ disregard for job-seeking etiquette—you didn’t just get up and walk out of an interview!—she still understood the woman’s assessment of the job. Most people wouldn’t submit to those working hours.

No wonder he had staff problems. The man’s people skills were abysmal.

Shifting in her chair, she heard Maxwell Tucker’s footsteps as he crossed the hall, returning to the room. Even though she sat to the side, her head down, she still couldn’t believe her good fortune in that he hadn’t noticed anything about her that made her seem unlike the other applicants.

Max Tucker closed the door and turned to face the remaining applicants. “If anyone else doesn’t feel like working for the exorbitant salary I’m offering, you may leave as well.”

The bite in his words was unmistakable.

The younger woman seemed to shrink a little, but she didn’t get up.

“May I see your resumes, assuming you have, in fact, had previous gainful employment?”

Did the man always use this cool sarcastic tone? Nicole wondered resentfully. She wasn’t looking for a job, but even if she were unemployed, she wouldn’t tolerate this. Unfortunately, he was in a position to make life difficult for her father. She had to deal with him.

With the ease of several years of teaching experience, she shifted into her assessment mode. In her line of work, she was faced daily with not only educating some pretty rough kids, but she also sought to bond with them enough to get them motivated to change their lives.

Something about Max Tucker’s ruthlessly walled-off emotions kept reminding her of her students. In school, she got through to young toughs everyday. The kids in her inner-city school faced tremendous social, emotional and physical hardships. She couldn’t help wondering what danger Max Tucker faced that had him so defensed.

“My resume. Of course.” The older applicant shuffled through her bag and produced a sheet of paper.

Sitting to the side of him, Nicole was in a position to observe Max Tucker. As he scanned the sheet of paper the older woman handed him, Nicole found herself sizing up the competition as if she were, in fact, seeking the job he offered.

Pretty slim pickings. The one woman was annoying and the other one too emotionally delicate.

When Max looked at the younger woman expectantly, she seemed to shrink further into herself. “I-I’m afraid..., I didn’t realize—The woman at the employment agency took mine. She said this was just a personal interview today.”

Max Tucker’s expressionless face chilled several more degrees. “In case I haven’t made myself clear, there will be nothing ‘personal’ between us. I’m not looking for a friend. I’m hiring an employee.”

Barely stifling the exclamation that rose to her lips, Nicole lifted her head to stare at him. Did this guy treat everyone with the same complete contempt? So, what if these women weren’t great employee material? They still deserved some consideration.

The young job applicant stared at him with a stricken expression, the sheen of tears in her frightened eyes. “I didn’t bring a resume.”

“And you?” Maxwell Tucker asked, his gaze coming to rest on Nicole. “You didn’t bring a resume either?”

Her breath lodged in her constricted throat, Nicole shook her head in answer to his question.

A slight frown on his face, Tucker stared at her a moment, as if the sight of her triggered an elusive memory. Would he remember their very brief meeting two days ago in the hall outside this very apartment?

Nicole held her breath, praying against the inevitable. But after a moment, he glanced back down at the one resume in his hand, apparently unable to place her face.

In that moment, Nicole could only be grateful that he was the kind of person who tended to ignore his fellowman.

“I suppose I should have expected something of the kind,” Tucker told them, still looking at the older woman’s sheet of paper, boredom evident on his handsome face.

Nicole’s blood began to simmer. Just because Max Tucker was a famous, wealthy author didn’t give him the right to be such a bastard.

Still standing, he resumed scanning the older woman’s resume, his expression growing more distant. “You worked for a publishing house. It will be understood that I am not looking for unsolicited ‘editorial input.’ I have enough of that from copy editors.”

“Oh, no,” the older applicant hastened to assure him with a bright smile. “I understand completely. I’ve read some of your books. I know how geniuses are.”

Her laugh grated against the tension in the room. “In fact, my brother is an aspiring writer. Not on your level, of course, but he’s very good. He writes spy thrillers. You know, like John LeCarre? Anyway—”

Her gaze sharpened on Max Tucker’s increasingly sardonic facial expression. “I understand. I wouldn’t change a thing in your books.”

An edgy silence followed her eager assurance.

Seeming to dismiss her, Max Tucker glanced at the other woman and, briefly, at Nicole. “If you don’t have a resume, perhaps you can summarize your qualifications.”

Nicole drew in a tight breath in anticipation of the excruciatingly awkward moment ahead of her. On her job, she’d faced a knife-wielding kid who was high on crack, but, strangely, Max Tucker seemed even more unreachable. There was that elusive something in his expression that kept reminding her of her angrier, bad-ass students, a fragile kind of fear mixed with hostility in the back of their eyes.

For a second, Nicole toyed with the idea of...reaching Maxwell Tucker. He would definitely be a challenge.

The younger job applicant stumbled into speech. “I-I’ve done mostly word processing....”

Looking scared, she wilted into silence.

“Who have you worked for?”

“Well, Brad Smedford...and a mystery writer. I think her name was Ann James.” She faltered under the critical scrutiny of the man standing in front of her. “I’ve worked mostly for writers. I-I can’t remember all their names, right now.”

Max Tucker waited.

The older woman interrupted. “If you’ll glance at my resume,” she threw Nicole and the younger applicant a triumphant glance, “you’ll see that I’ve worked on Wall Street and for IBM, too.”

Her smile determined, she assured Max Tucker, “And I can get along with anyone.”

Max turned to look at her. “What...exactly...does that mean?”

The younger applicant stared fixedly at the floor and shivered.

“Well,” the older woman said, seeming to flounder for the first time, “I understand—genius has its quirks. A man with your talent—”

Her glance seemed to fawn over him.

“—doesn’t have to—doesn’t want to—that is to say—he shouldn’t have to worry about other people’s feelings— My brother has days when he’s really crabby.” Her raucous laughter rang out again. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

Nicole felt the urge to slap the woman. People’s feelings always mattered. And where did this woman get off, kissing up like that to Maxwell Tucker? He was probably loved hearing he could behave anyway he wanted.

Glancing over to see his reaction, Nicole was surprised to see scorn disturb his impassive features. But before she could draw any real conclusions, a stifled sound like a swallowed sob, drew her gaze back to the younger woman. The poor thing sat on the edge of her chair, gripping her purse as if she were preparing to bolt from the room. Job interviews were clearly not her thing.

“I’m very eager to work with you,” the older woman persisted, demonstrating all the sensitivity of a rhinoceros. “I could maybe help my brother. Seeing how you do things might give me some ideas—”

“I doubt that.” Max’s words were blunt. “In any case, I’m not here to further anyone else’s career. There’s more than enough dreck on the store shelves, as it is.”

“Well!” The older woman puffed up, finally insulted. “You’ve got no call to say—”

“But I can say anything I like. You just told me my ‘genius’ gives me the right.” A malicious smile coasted over his mouth.

He turned, gesturing toward the door. “You can go now. You aren’t the one for the job.”

Gasping at his blunt dismissal of the older applicant, the younger woman started to cry.

“Let’s not be hasty.” The older woman’s tone was now placating. “I was just trying to—”

“I don’t care what you’re trying to do. You are wasting my time. I have no interest in hiring you.” Tucker stood by the door, clearly immovable and, just as clearly, tired of the whole situation.

“Well!” Affronted, the older woman got up to go.

From the chair beside her, the younger woman rose, too. Nicole was surprised to see she was now openly weeping.

“Where are you going?” Maxwell Tucker asked the young woman abruptly.

“I’m sorry.” She gulped back a sob. “I’m just...not good...with hostility!”

Unconsciously, Nicole had risen too. She moved toward the weeping woman, holding out a tissue.

She could understand Max Tucker’s annoyance with her excessive timidity, but the woman’s obvious distress left Nicole with the urge to say something in her defense.

The woman might be overly-sensitive, but her emotions were genuine. With difficulty, Nicole repressed an urge to put a comforting arm around her.

“Hostility?” Max Tucker echoed, annoyance on his handsome features.

“You...,” she struggled to speak, “you’re so unfeeling!”

“My feelings are not the issue and I’m not here to flatter anyone,” Max Tucker said incisively. “This is a job interview.”

The older woman, pausing as she exited the room, turned and announced in a loud voice, “I can see the employment agency certainly didn’t exaggerate when they said you’re difficult to work with! No amount of money would be enough!”

She turned and swept out of the room.

The younger applicant, still sobbing into Nicole’s tissue, was understood to say she couldn’t stand hostility. “No one told me he was this difficult to work with! I can’t work surrounded by so much anger!”

Despite the compassion the younger woman’s distress drew from her, Nicole also shared some of the impatience radiating from Tucker. It wasn’t like he’d called them names or anything. Of course, he was about as warm and reassuring as a handsome chunk of ice, but no one said bosses had to be cuddly.

Watching the weeping younger woman follow the other woman out the door, Max said with a bite, “Good. I don’t need sobbing, idiots—”

His cold words mingled with the younger woman’s fragmented indication that she’d heard Bloomingdale’s had dental.

“—who can’t behave in a business-like manner!” he finished crisply.

“...even if I have to stand on my feet all day...” her words trailed off, punctuated by the closing of a door.

Nicole realized she was trembling as she stood in the room now only occupied by herself and the great Maxwell Tucker. She understood why people called him a bastard. He didn’t pull any punches and had no patience for those he considered insignificant.

What the heck had him all locked up inside?

In a flash of realization, she knew she wanted to cross swords with him, wanted to see if she could reach the warm, breathing man walled off in the shell of his cold withdrawal. It was crazy, but she wondered if he needed...rescuing. She knew as well as most other adults who dealt with troubled youth that the bad-ass kids most desperately needed reassurance.

She also knew that rescuing others could be a really bad idea.

Not waiting for him to turn around and possibly recognize her as the woman who’d been trying to speak to him several days before, Nicole gambled and took the offensive.

“Why didn’t you hire the one who sucked up to you?” She kept her voice cool. “At least, she wouldn’t cry when you came in the room.”

Tucker swung around to face her.

“She already believes you don’t have to treat people with common decency. Your genius gives you the right to be heartless whenever you feel like it.”

Her heart thundering in her ears, she smiled blandly at him. After all, it wasn't like she had much to lose here.

“Apparently not,” Max commented, after a second, his gaze focusing on her. “She wasn’t so tolerant when I made it clear I had no intention of wasting my time nurturing her brother’s literary posturing.”

“You don’t know anything about her brother or his writing. He might be good. Maybe as good as you, although that would be unlikely, though, since you are God’s gift to the reading world.”

“I know who you are.” Recognition at last flashing in his eyes, he interrupted her implied insult as if he hadn’t heard her. “You’re that Cavanaugh fool’s daughter. The guy who plagiarized Bondage. You're the one who’s been standing outside my building the last day or two. What the hell are you doing in here?”

Well, that was getting to the point with efficiency, she thought, trying to ignore the sick feeling in her gut. This situation could go so bad for her father. What was she doing?

Tucker stood staring at her with arrogance, his face darkening.

Apologizing would probably be a good idea right about now. If she threw herself on his mercy and licked his boots— No! Nicole looked up at the tall, dark figure in front of her. She may have already blown any small chance she had of changing this guy’s mind about suing her father, but she couldn’t quite ignore the niggling feeling that Max Tucker was reachable.

How? How could she get to him? She knew she was good at working with groups of seventeen-year-old toughs who had too many hormones and even more bravado, but this guy.... Even she probably couldn’t reach him in the short five minutes it would take the police to come haul her away.

“I’ll tell you what I’m doing here,” she said, feeling steadied by her decision to throw caution to the wind and take a gamble. “I’m here witnessing some of the poorest management skills ever. Don’t you know you’re supposed to set them at ease in order to ferret out their weaknesses? How many job interviews have you done?”

There was a startled look in his eyes, as if she’d thrown him an unexpected curve ball. Reveling in that flash, Nicole knew it might be the only good moment to come of a really bad bunch of decisions, starting with her determination to come to New York.

“Unnecessary!” He recovered his balance quickly as a humorless smile curled a corner of his mouth. “Their weaknesses were obvious.”

“Well, you’ve got that icy disdain thing down to an art form.” She wished she had pockets in her linen pants. Any place to stuff her hands right now. “I teach teenagers for a living. I’ve seen some pretty good bullies, but you take the cake. Does that ‘cold, heartless bastard’ thing come in handy when the paparazzi are bothering you? You know, it doesn’t really work well with people you’re trying to hire.”

“What are you doing here, Ms. Cavanaugh?”

There was no need to answer the question, Nicole thought. He knew why she was here. “When I first came to New York to talk with you, I thought you just didn’t understand about the mistake my father made in copying some of your book. He's an old man and he didn't mean any harm. But now I’m wondering if you get some kind of misguided pleasure from the situation. Kind of like scaring the pants off that silly girl just now. I have to admit to being surprised by you. Your work demonstrates an unusual degree of understanding of people and what makes them tick. And then, I get to witness this kind of thing!”

Max could hardly believe what he was hearing. The woman’s face was flushed, her blond hair ruffling around her face. Despite her brilliant smile, anger glinted in her eyes. Surprisingly, there were no tears, no hint of fear.

Interest rose in him despite the realization that he now had no candidates for the vital position of typist.

“Since I’m so mean and heartless, why are you still here?” He took a step toward her, wondering if she was really as gutsy as she seemed. “Aren’t you afraid I’m going to say something terrible and horrifying to you? Insult your father and, possibly, his little dog, too?”

He allowed his most menacing smile to glimmer across his face, moving closer.

The Cavanaugh woman sent him another bright grin in response, not noticeably impressed by his deliberate attempt to intimidate her. Folding her arms across her chest, she cocked her head to the side and said witheringly, “Of course, I would be afraid of that, except for the saving fact that he doesn’t have a dog.”

She didn’t scare easy, Max noted, intrigued despite his frustrated hope of finding clerical help.

“You’re here all alone with me in my lair.” His words were soft.

Something flickered in her eyes, but she stood her ground. She didn’t even step back when he drew closer, a mere half dozen inches between them.

She smelled good, his brain registered. Clean and not too flowery, unlike some of the typists he'd had to endure.

“I came here to straighten out this mess my father made.” She gave him back stare for stare.

Max thought he heard a thread of awareness mixed with the defiance in her voice. She was conscious of him as a man. Good, because he sure as hell was aware of her, now that he’d taken a good look at her.

For a contentious daughter of a doddering plagiarist, she was easy to look at. He didn’t usually care for blond women, thinking them all too ordinary with their carefully streaked hair. This woman, however, had green eyes and a truly pure complexion.

A bolt of male interest sang through him, but Max was long used to disregarding inconvenient bodily urges. The really interesting thing about the woman was standing toe-to-toe with him, challenge and speculation in her eyes. Despite the fact that she’d come here to get something from him, she wasn’t taking a very conciliatory tone. He had to respect her in that. She also wasn’t dissolving into tears. Why couldn’t any of his assistants be as thick-skinned?

He wondered if she’d falter if he applied a little more pressure.

“I could do anything I want to you right now...and get away with it. Didn’t you hear that woman who just left? I’m a great—that is to say—famous, wealthy man.”

“Yes, and that still doesn’t give you the right to act like a schoolyard bully.”

“But I hold your father’s financial fate in my hand.” Even in the middle of their confrontation, his body grew conscious of the warmth of her, standing so near in front of him.

Her lip curled. “You don’t scare me. I can take care of my father. Go ahead and bankrupt him. We’ll still be fine.”

Max noted her strong, steady voice, but he saw, too, the shadows that gathered in the back of her eyes. She loved her father and didn’t want him to suffer, even though he had stupidly perpetrated an act of literary theft that put her somewhat at Max’s mercy.

Yet, she wasn’t afraid of Max.

“Do you cry much?” What he was thinking was stupid, he knew.

Her short laugh was amused.

“You won’t get upset and cry, even if I said your father is a dolt? An old, imbecilic fool who doesn’t know enough to steal from a lesser-known author instead of plagiarizing books that are read by millions? He’s a fool who doesn’t recognize irony when he reads it. He actually thought a work of fiction was a business how-to.”

Her words were crisp. “My father is a man full of love and kindness. You, with all your money and fame, are insignificant beside him.”

Max almost smiled. She stood there, shoulders straight, eyes meeting his unflinching—everything about her proclaimed her willingness to meet him on an even battlefield. But she still might have a fatal weakness that would invalidate the possibility now gripping his brain.

He thought he remembered her saying something about her students.

“You’re a teacher, correct?” he asked, excitement sharpening his tone.

Puzzlement entered her eyes. “Yes. What does that have to do with—”

“Only losers teach. Those who can't do, teach.” If she were tough-minded enough and knew how to type....

The woman laughed, a sparkle of true delight lighting her face. “You know nothing about the teaching profession.”

He knew enough. He’d been a pupil longer than he liked, Max reflected briefly, noting with satisfaction that she’d taken his insult well. He found himself liking the woman despite her invasion of his home. She had guts.

“Teachers work their butts off. If it weren’t for us teaching kids how to read and become productive members of society, you wouldn’t have anyone to buy your work.” She placed a hand on one hip.

“You’re on your summer break? That’s why you could come to New York from—where, Chicago?” he rapped out the questions, the possibility of solving at least one of his problems quickening the flicker of his thoughts.

“That’s completely unimportant to this conversation.”

“Yes, you are on summer break,” he concluded with satisfaction. “Then, Ms. Cavanaugh, if you know how to type, I think we are faced with an interesting possibility.” 

She frowned at him. “Of course, I know how to type. Who doesn’t these days? But what do you mean ‘interesting possibility’?”

“Why don’t we sit down?”

“Why? Isn’t it more your style to throw me out like you did that woman a few minutes ago?” Her eyes narrowed, she looked at him suspicion.

He gestured to a nearby seating cluster with a satisfied smile. “You want to find a way to get your father out of this lawsuit, don’t you?”

She eyed him, but after a moment went to the chair he indicated.

“I think, Ms. Cavanaugh.... What is your first name?”

“Nicole.”

It occurred to Max that she might be an English teacher and, if so, might attempt the annoying task of trying to “correct” his style. Still, he didn’t doubt his ability to squelch any such efforts.

“Mr. Tucker, my father is a retired gentleman. He spent most of his life working in retail—my grandfather’s small general department store. It’s closed now and my father’s been filling his time writing his ideas on business. He apparently ran across an excerpt of your book on a web site—”

Max held up his hand. “It doesn’t matter.”

“But he made a very real mistake and I can see how someone could not understand—”

“It’s not that I don’t understand. It’s that I don’t care.”

Anger sparked behind her green eyes. “You said you wanted to talk about this—”

“Yes, but only as to how your father’s transgression has presented me with a solution to one of my problems.”

“I don’t understand.” The question in her eyes sharpened.

Max smiled again. “I have a proposal for you, Nicole Cavanaugh. Your freedom in exchange for your father’s.”

“What!” She straightened in her chair. “Wait a minute. That sort of thing is illegal—”

He raised his hand to stem her words. “You mistake. I’m not suggesting you perform sexual acts for me, although I’m sure you’d be good at that, too. But I’m not currently in the market for a sex slave. The role I’m trying to fill is that of secretarial slave.”

“Secretarial...slave?” Staring at him, she sat back down in the chair. “Wow. I’ve heard about people who get so rich that they’re isolated from the world and they lose touch with all reality, but come on.”

“That’s enough!” He got up and walked around behind his chair, leaning forward, hands braced on the chair back. “I’m proposing a settlement to resolve your father’s infringement on my rights to the literary work he plagiarized.”

“He made a mistake. He made no real profit from it, which the courts would consider.”

Max smiled again, letting his pleasure at finding a typist override her crack about his isolation from human contact. “Regardless, mistakes come with a price.”

“So, I’m supposed to become your secretarial slave? You’re threatening to continue this lawsuit against my father if I don’t turn my life over to you—”

“For a few weeks.” Just when he’d thought he had the conversation heading where he wanted it, the woman said something else annoying. As if he wanted responsibility for anyone’s life.

Maybe he didn’t like her so much after all.

“I have a deadline coming up and I don’t want to be further distracted right now by searching for someone to be my typist.”

“So, I’m to be the someone? Tell me, why would I do that for you?”

Max smiled again. “To assure your father’s well-being. Six weeks of typing in exchange for years of unruffled peace of mind for you and your father. Not such a bad deal, certainly.”

She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “You want me to stay here in New York and type your latest book. And if I agree to do this, you’ll sign a release dropping the lawsuit against my father?”

“Yes.”

She looked at him for a long moment. For the first time in a long while, Max found himself wondering what someone else was thinking. Standing there waiting for her response, he knew he had all the power, but he was also aware of a pent-up, waiting feeling in his lungs.

“First off,” she said finally, “I’m not sure I should agree to what is essentially blackmail and, secondly, I can’t afford to live in New York for six weeks. Teachers do a more important job than novelists, but we don’t get paid as well.”

“That’s irrelevant. If money is an issue, you can stay here. I’d prefer you to be available when I want you, anyway.” 

At least, having a typist on tap would take care of his lesser problem and leave his attention to the issue of finding where the hell his writing talent had gone.

“Here? I don’t think so. I’m not living with you.”

“What’s the matter? You feel I might trespass on your lovely body? If I’m so removed from human contact, how can I be any threat to you?”

“It’s because you’re removed from human contact—”

Her immediate chagrin was so obvious Max felt a smile tugging at his lips. Without question, his attractive green-eyed pest was aware of him sexually.

“So, I’m sexually desperate as well as socially deficient?” He lifted a brow.

“I don’t know anything about your sex life, but I’m not living with you.”

“Fine,” he said, shrugging. “I’m sure my agent would be glad to put you up for a few weeks. Ruth only lives two blocks away.”

“I couldn’t impose like that. Your agent doesn’t want some stranger staying with her.”

“Fine. Since I’m not proposing to pay you for your labor, I’ll put you up in a hotel. The Archer is two blocks north.”

Nicole didn’t respond immediately, her face revealing indecision.

“If I do this—for no more than six weeks—you’ll sign the release?”

“Yes, with the stipulation that you have to perform your promised duties to my complete satisfaction.”

“From what I’ve seen, your satisfaction with anything anyone does isn’t very likely.”

“Keep that in mind.”

She looked at him. “The satisfaction thing is a no-win situation. Now if you’re talking straightforward typing, I guess...I could do it, but don’t think I’m giving you cart blanche to be a pain in the ass.”

“That’s fine. I don’t need your permission to be a pain in the ass. But I will need you to sign a non-disclosure contract promising you won’t talk to the press about our business relationship. Once you sign it, we’ll be set to solve both our problems...,slave.”

Nicole sent him a steady smile that made him do a double-take. “I’d tell you to go to hell, but I’m pretty sure you’re already there.”

* * * 
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After the irritating, amusing blonde left, Max wandered into the office where his typists worked. There sitting on the desk was his necessary enemy, the screen glowing a luciferian blue.

He hated the damned thing.

Ignoring the gleefully mocking computer, he trailed into the kitchen and leaned against the wall nearest the phone there. Ruth and Cynthia’s numbers were on speed dial, as were the numbers for the deli down the street, his investment brokerage and half a dozen restaurants. That was the beauty of life in this city. Press a button and wham, a car appeared at the curb waiting for him. A ham sandwich at two in the morning? There, with little more than a phone call and a credit card. Office supplies, exercise equipment—hell, breath mints—all delivered in double time. It was a nice, compact life. He rarely had to stir outside his door.

But lately, his home felt more like a jail cell. Somehow, he had to beat this, had to break the dam and write again.

He lifted the telephone receiver, determined to drag his thoughts in a more productive direction.

“Cynthia!” Max said when the line connected. “I’ve found a new typist.”

“That’s great!” She sounded relieved. “I’m glad the job interviews went so well.”

“Yeah.” He was relieved to have solved one problem, but the larger one loomed dark and ominous
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