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Prologue

Anna

 

This is it, I thought. This is where I die.

The surface behind me was cold against my back where my shirt had ridden up, pressing hard against my skin. His breath was warm against my neck, but I refused to look into his dark, stormy eyes.

“Look at me, Anna,” he growled as he gripped my face and jerked it toward his, even though I tried to resist. I shut my eyes as the force of his rough hands pulled me toward him. “Look at me!”

I slowly let out the breath I’d been holding as I blinked my eyes open. I made eye contact with him but remained silent, too stunned to speak.

“I love you,” he whispered darkly. “And you love me. You know you do.”

“Let go of me. Please. Let go,” I begged softly, my voice quivering as I fought back tears.

“Say it,” he snarled, lifting my chin. “Say you love me.”

I hesitated, trying to think quickly, but I was out of options.

“I love you,” I murmured, barely loud enough for him to hear, yet just enough to count.

He didn’t immediately let go, and I wondered if he’d even heard me, whether he would demand I say it louder. Make me play his sick and twisted game. His eyes met mine as he tightened his grasp one more time before finally letting me go. He kept one hand on my chin and wrapped his other into my hair that had come undone from its clip.

Kevin placed a soft, sweet kiss against my forehead. If I didn’t know better, it would have felt like an apology, a feigned tender moment between us, like it had been at the beginning.

But this time was different. Now I knew the truth. I knew his secrets and what he had done. It wasn’t love. It was only a game. 


Anna

 

“It was awful, Court. He showed up to dinner in a dirty, wrinkled shirt. His hair was long and greasy. He acted like a feral, starving dog while he ate. It was disgusting.” I shook my head as I walked back to my office after lunch.

Despite living hundreds of miles away in Chicago, I talked to my best friend Courtney nearly every day. My favorite lunch spot, Delish, a deli with the best Waldorf salads, was just down the street from where I lived and worked. The timing lined up where we could either call or FaceTime during my lunch hour, either on my walk to or from the deli even if it was only to check in briefly. “The worst part is that he literally called me bruh. Bruh!” I scoffed. “Like I was a middle school boy, not someone he was on a date with!”

Cortney grunted with disapproval. “What did you do?”

“I didn’t want to be rude or hurt his feelings, so I had dinner with him, then I made up an excuse about needing to be up for work early to get out of going to a movie.”

I wove through foot traffic as I chatted with Courtney while walking back to work. I had only lived in New York just shy of a year, but I was already familiar with my neighborhood on the Upper West Side. I had a favorite coffee shop, a yoga studio that offered great classes at convenient times, a Whole Foods Market was kitty-corner from my building, right next to a movie theater, and a compact-sized Target was within eyesight of my balcony. A girl couldn’t go wrong living near a Target.

“Anna! How do you find these guys? They just keep getting worse.” Courtney’s voice muffled as she pulled the phone away from her ear briefly. “Sweetie, stop that. The cat does not want you to sit on him.” I could tell that Court was trying to be supportive, but was busy keeping her 18-month-old son, Otto, in check. At any given time, she was likely also folding clothes, getting Otto a snack made of fresh, organic fruits and veggies and homemade gluten-free crackers, while also trying to maintain a perfectly clean house, which was the biggest battle for her as a stay-at-home-mom.

I worried about Courtney far more than I wanted to admit. My best friend was fiercely independent, and if she knew my level of concern that she had given up her top-tier career for motherhood and wifely duties, she would simply roll her eyes at me and pretend it was all fine.

“Hey, you should go take care of that. Let’s talk tomorrow, okay?” I was almost back to my office and could tell Courtney was juggling a lot. I’d relied on her through one of the hardest times in my life, and while part of me moved to New York as a way to escape, I also needed my connections, especially to back home, just as much as ever.

“Yeah, sorry,” Court mumbled absentmindedly.

“No worries. Love you,” I said.

“Love you, too.”

I remembered Courtney calling me after the first time she had shared the elevator with James in the building where she worked for a boutique bank in Chicago. She had uncharacteristically been shied into absolute silence. By their eighth elevator ride together, James had worked up enough courage to ask her for her number. Their romance budded quickly, and within months, they were engaged.

For a while, I couldn’t understand why Courtney had traded the corporate life for being a stay-at-home mom, but she’d insisted that, at the very minimum, she didn’t miss the hour-long commute to work. She was a good mom, and she doted on her husband and child. But I could tell, even though she would never say it, that she longed for the days when she spent an afternoon getting her hair highlighted and her lashes extended, that she missed having some time to herself and an excuse to power dress, when she could wow her coworkers with Christian Louboutin stilettos sharp enough to pierce through the stereotypes of how corporate women in administrative positions earned their place.

The second I laid eyes on Otto, mere minutes after he was born, I knew that for Courtney, nothing in the world would ever come before him again. While I wasn’t quite ready for kids myself, I was filled with only love and joy for Courtney and her family.

I walked the rest of the way back to my office and took the elevator up to the tenth floor. I had gotten a graphic designer job with Mark Stella, the owner of Stella Design Group, just before I moved into my apartment in the city. Mark was the college friend of someone my parents knew, and he was happy to offer me a job on the recommendation of his buddy. Roots ran deep in Montana where neighbors and family helped one another out. He needed a designer and someone who could take the reins with a management position, which I was happy to fill if it meant a way to get out of Montana and have a steady income in New York. I just wanted to settle in and find stability in my life.

Although I loved my job at Stella Design Group, and the rush of clients and creative jobs mixed with the challenge of management, I was lonely. People at work still felt like colleagues rather than friends, and while I’d gone on a few dates, nothing ever led to a second or third date with the men I’d met so far, not even close.

Sometimes it was wild to think about the different paths my life had taken compared to Courtney’s. I still held onto the hope that the right guy would just show up and change everything so I could eventually have the family life Courtney was enjoying.


Kevin

 

I hate having to wait.

I hate slow Wi-Fi. I hate getting stuck in traffic. I hate being put on hold. And already that day I’d had to deal with too many annoyances that tried my patience. The only good thing about waiting in line at the coffee shop was the brunette right in front of me wearing tight, expensive-looking mauve leggings and an off-the-shoulder gray sweatshirt. She was carrying a yoga mat tote in the crook of her arm, her head down as she looked at her phone.

She’d caught my eye about a block away, so I followed her, more out of curiosity than anything. When she went into that shop, I figured I might as well grab something too, although I wasn’t really in the mood for coffee.

I watched her toss her hair behind her back, grabbing it with both hands and pulling it into a knot behind her neck, securing it with a clip that she had attached to the handle of her bag. My eyes lowered to the small of her back, then to her ass. Her yoga pants didn’t leave much to my imagination. I wasn’t attracted to curvy girls, but I ignored my normal standards and decided to make my move. I leaned in toward her neck and half whispered, “Is the coffee here really worth the wait?” I was close enough that I could smell the delicate scent of lavender and jasmine on her skin.

She gave a slight smile as she turned toward me. “Absolutely. It’s the best in the city.” I noticed immediately how bright and young her skin looked, the skin of someone who was used to taking good care of it. Someone who had been pampered. Someone with money.

“I’ve never been here.” I smiled and flashed her a charming look. “Well, I’ve been to New York. I just haven’t been here to this coffee shop.”

“This is definitely my favorite.” She grinned back at me, and I knew she was hooked. I was blessed with a great smile, which was my weapon of choice. It always worked.

“I had an interview this morning at a place a few blocks away. I thought I’d be able to find my way back to my hotel without using my maps app, but I guess I’m not as navigationally inclined as I thought.” I took the chance to keep her talking, wanting to seem approachable.

She chuckled, her laugh low and sweet. “I understand. I’m actually relatively new here,” she shared. “I moved here less than a year ago from Montana.”

“Montana, huh?” I acted surprised even though I knew – I could tell – she hadn’t been raised in the city. “What’s a country girl like you doing all the way over here in the big city?” I knew I risked offending her with my statement, but before I could rethink it, her brown eyes locked on mine.

“What do you think farm girls want when they move to the city?” She looked at me, her head slightly tilted, waiting patiently for my answer. Her smile remained on her pursed lips.

I couldn’t help but look down at her mouth. I wanted to reach out and touch it, to put my fingers under her chin and stroke her lips with my thumb, more to see what she would do than anything. “Fame and fortune, of course.” I focused on her, dismissing other thoughts from my mind. “But you don’t seem like that kind of girl.”

“You’re right. Definitely not me.” She shook her head and started to turn away, distracted by someone laughing loudly in front of her.

“Oh?” I tilted my head and squinted my eyes, an open invitation for her to continue talking.

She turned back to face me. “I’m a graphic designer. I work for a company as the merchandise manager, but I do a little bit of everything. I work with businesses to design their promotional products, then create the merch for them to either give out or sell.” She quickly shuffled forward, facing the front of the line as it started to move.

I knew there was more she wasn’t telling me. In order to keep things moving in the right direction, I needed to make the right move. This could go two ways, but I took a chance and dug in. “What’s wrong? You don’t like it?”

“It’s fine. I just used to have my own business back home, and I’d really like to do my own work again.” She turned back to face the counter, closing herself off.

“I might be able to help you out,” I offered, knowing I needed to play my wildcard. “I actually work in marketing and have a lot of contacts. Not just here, but all over the country.”

“Really?” She sounded skeptical, though I could tell from the way her eyes lit up that she had some real interest in what I was saying.

“We should talk more sometime. You know, business.” I shrugged, showing her I wasn’t just trying to get in her pants, that I was serious about wanting to help her out. “I’m actually in New York for about a week to meet with a few clients. We could set something up if you want.” I widened my eyes and dipped my forehead to meet her gaze. “Business,” I repeated as I could tell she was contemplating my offer.

Her face softened and her lips curled up slightly. “Fine. We could talk business.”

I reached out, handing her my phone. “Put your info in. Give me yours and I’ll add mine.” We exchanged phones and I quickly tapped the screen, adding the necessary information. When she handed mine back, I noticed she’d added only her email address but had left the phone number field empty.

“I’m Kevin, by the way,” I introduced myself. “Kevin Maxwell.”

“Anna Becker,” she replied.

“Can I help whoever’s next?” The barista at the front of the shop had his hand in the air waving us forward.

Anna stepped forward. “I’ll take a breve with two pumps of vanilla. Sugar free, please.” She turned back to me as she took her wallet out of her bag. “It was nice to meet you, Kevin.”

“Same, Miss Becker. It’s been a pleasure.” I grinned before stepping up to order my coffee. She gave me a quick smile as she turned to leave.

 

From: Kevin R. Maxwell

To: Anna Becker

Subject: Business Meeting

 

Miss Becker,

I hope you are still interested in a business meeting because I have made a reservation for dinner on Thursday night.

 

Truman’s Steakhouse, 7pm. It’s on the corner of 8th and Marketplace.

 

See you there.

Best,

Kevin

 

From: Anna Becker

To: Kevin R. Maxwell

Subject: Re: Business Meeting

 

Mr. Maxwell,

Can we make it 7:30?

Anna

 

From: Kevin R. Maxwell

To: Anna Becker

Subject: Re: Business Meeting

 

Of course. See you then.

Best,

Kevin


Anna

 

There was just something about Kevin Maxwell that I couldn’t get out of my head. It was more than just the striking green of his eyes, the strong line of his jaw, the doesn’t-try-too-hard shag to his hair, or his effortless confidence. Not that he needed to work hard. The guy was incredibly good-looking.

I hadn’t given him my phone number so I could protect myself from my own high expectations, but I did spend some solid time Googling his name, looking for information on both his business and his background. I was surprised not to find anything, but figured I wasn’t searching with the right spelling or that he went by either a nickname or his middle name, resulting in hits on people who weren’t him. Perhaps if he was a marketing consultant for big names and well-known companies, there wasn’t much he could share online due to client confidentiality.

After our initial emailing, we had continued to message on Wednesday, which felt like a good sign. He seemed genuinely interested in me. He even emailed me to check if I did, in fact, eat meat since Truman’s was a steakhouse and he wanted to ensure he’d chosen an appropriate location for our meeting. I chuckled as I emailed him back, simply reminding him that I did grow up on a ranch where beef was the primary ingredient in nearly all of our family’s meals.

After a string of bad dates since I’d moved to the city, I didn’t want to get too excited. At least I would try not to, especially because, as he said, this was a business meeting and a potentially useful contact for me if I wanted to go back to working for myself.

I was used to being around men, having grown up with a lot of them always present on the ranch. Good looking, burly, manly men who could saddle a horse with ease and throw a bale of hay over their shoulder like it was nothing.

Yet Kevin had me flustered in a way I’d never been, which I didn’t quite understand. I had never been thin by society’s standards, but I was strong and pretty enough, I guess, so I found myself hoping he might be interested in me despite my confidence issues.

The day of the meeting with Kevin was busy at work and I was grateful for the distraction. When I checked the clock, it was finally time to get home and start getting ready. I’d never been to Truman’s, but a quick Google search confirmed it as one of the city’s top restaurants with an ambiance that was sure to leave an impression. Based on his restaurant selection, it seemed to me that Kevin must be doing well and have upscale clients.

I never felt pretty in the conventional sense. I always felt my nose was too small and pointy, and my chin never lost its fluff even if I’d lose a few of the extra pounds I knew I was carrying. I didn’t get second glances like Courtney did when we walked past men, and that always made me feel inferior.

But that night, I smiled at myself in the full-length mirror, feeling self-assured for the first time in a while in a black dress with a low neckline that showed off just enough cleavage to be a little flirty while still looking professional.

We hadn’t discussed exactly where we would meet, so being a few minutes early, I decided to wait outside. Kevin would probably arrive soon, and I figured I would catch him before he went in.

A few minutes went by without any sign of him. I kept checking my phone for the time, pulling it in and out of my purse so much that I finally decided to just leave it out, scrolling Instagram to pass the time. The confidence I felt in the comfort of my own bedroom was starting to wane at the thought that something else might have come up for him, and I tugged on the neckline of my dress, feeling self-conscious and starting to worry it was too low after all.

I was just about to log into my work email in case he’d messaged to reschedule when I felt a hand at my elbow. Kevin stood there, looking handsome in his clean-pressed long sleeve button down, the colors accentuating his eyes that seemed to sparkle when he looked at me.

“Hey!” I tried to mask my enthusiasm at not, in fact, having been stood up. “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it.”

He smiled sweetly. “I got here early, so I thought I’d have a quick drink at the bar while I waited.”

I put my phone back in my purse, my inbox forgotten, as we walked into the restaurant.

Truman’s was just as stunning as I’d imagined it would be. The rich mahogany tables and chairs bore the restaurant’s insignia. Sconces with realistic looking flames adorned the walls, and candles and fresh wildflowers sat atop each table.

Kevin led me to the bar and pulled out an empty chair next to his. He signaled to the bartender as he settled in. “I’ll take another Negroni, Shep. Anna?”

“Um, I’ll have a sangria, please,” I stuttered. The bartender, a muscular, attractive man in his late twenties, gave a polite nod before turning to make our drinks. I felt foolish, disappointed in myself that I had sounded so unsure. I was nervous, though I wasn’t sure why. I had business meetings with clients at work all the time. But this felt different somehow.

“Were you waiting long?” I crossed my legs, making a point to cross away from Kevin, not wanting to appear forward, then tugged down my dress when I realized how far it had climbed up my thigh. I fidgeted with my hands before finally resting them gently on the bar.

“Not really. I know the bartender here, so I figured I’d come in and say hi to him before you got here.” Kevin seemed relaxed, confident.

“Shep, is it?”

“Well, Shepherd, although everyone calls him Shep. That’s what we’ve called him since we were kids.” He turned to face the front of the bar, almost as if recalling childhood memories.

“You go way back, then?”

“We grew up together, actually. In Wisconsin, just outside of Milwaukee. I’ve known him forever.” Kevin looked around, making sure nobody else was listening, and lowered his voice, leaning in so only I could hear. “In fact, I helped him get this job.”

“Did you give him a reference or something?” I leaned in too, taking the cue that we were keeping this between the two of us, thoroughly interested in hearing more.

“I actually own this restaurant.” He moved his eyes to look at me, anticipating the look of surprise and admiration that I so easily gave to him.

“You do? I thought…”

Before I could continue, Kevin cut me off. “Well, not just me. It’s with a few other guys. But yeah, I co-own it.” He moved closer to me, so close I could feel his breath tickle my ear as he said, “I actually own a lot of companies.”

I was genuinely impressed for the behind the scenes work he must have done, the intelligence and drive he clearly had, and the fact that he was still only in what I assumed to be, at most, his early thirties.

“It’s kind of my thing,” Kevin explained nonchalantly as he played with the coaster in front of him, a circle of slate with the Truman’s logo engraved into it. “I find businesses in trouble, buy into them, get them back in the black, do some financial coaching and management training, then sell my shares for a good profit once things are looking good for them again.” He paused as Shep returned with our drinks.

“Let me know if you two need anything else,” Shep offered before turning away.

“Have you eaten here before?” Kevin asked.

I shook my head. “No, I haven’t. Honestly, I hadn’t even heard of it. In all fairness, I haven’t ventured too far from my apartment and office. I tend to go to work and then right home. Sometimes I go out with some coworkers, but I’m not really a night owl.” I lifted my glass to take a sip, but before I could do so, I thought of something.

“Didn’t you say you just had an interview? And the way you made it sound, you don’t live here.” I narrowed my eyes and looked at him. “So how does it work to own Truman’s if you don’t live here?”

Kevin stiffened just a bit, I assumed because I had brought up what must be a stressful schedule. “I’ve got a lot going on, that’s for sure.” He sighed, relaxing again. “I have a degree in business, but I work primarily as a marketing consultant, which works well for me in what I do on the side as a turnaround investor. My dad has always wanted me to take over the family business, which he ran, and his dad ran it before that. There was never really an option for me, I guess. Take over the business or nothing. It’s one of the reasons we don’t see eye to eye.” He swirled his glass, the ice clinking against the sides.

“That must be tough.” My parents had never assumed that I’d want to go back to the ranch. I always knew I could if I wanted to, but there was never any pressure or assumption that I would, so I felt sorry to hear that wasn’t the case for him.

“It’s okay. Really. My business investments are enjoyable, and they just happen to be very lucrative. I can get away with not having to do a job I hate with the excuse that the money is still rolling in.” He gave a half smile that melted right into my soul. I loved that he seemed to be successful but had also prioritized job satisfaction and his overall happiness. The sheer bravery of doing something outside of expectations, making his own way? That’s what had me hooked, not his wealth.

“Mr. Maxwell?” The hostess came over before I had a chance to ask my next question. “Your table is ready, sir.”

The long-legged blonde led us to a table with an amazing view of the skyline. Kevin pulled the chair out for me before I sat, then went around to the other side of the table. The hostess stepped back after placing the menus in front of us. “Harris will be your server tonight. Would you like some water, or are you doing well with the drinks you have?”

“We’re fine. Thank you, Lindsey.” He looked up at her and flashed that electric smile, and I noticed Lindsey’s genuinely impressive grin back at him.

“I suppose you helped her get a job here too?” I asked after she left, intrigued by the connections he seemed to have with everyone. The fact that he helped Shep, at minimum, get a job at Truman’s grew my confidence that he would be able to help me too.

“Long story.” He folded his hands and leaned in toward me. “I want to hear about you. Not the hostess.”

I softened a bit and let my shoulders relax. “What do you want to know?”

“Tell me about Montana. You said you were a country girl?”

I’d been missing home lately more than ever. Montana just seemed so far away, and the sharp sounds and pungent smells of the city didn’t exactly compare to the peaceful noises and fresh, wide-open spaces on the ranch. I had started to worry that my dreams of opening my own design company in New York were fading away. Plus, I’d been finding it hard to meet people, as friends or potential dates, but most importantly to help me get my own business off the ground. I was really hoping that Kevin would have some ideas on the latter to help me move forward in some way which is why I’d taken this meeting.

I cleared my throat before speaking. “I love Montana. I just wish it wasn’t so far away. I thought I’d get to New York and immediately love it here. I’m just not sure I do anymore.”

I paused briefly, then quickly changed the subject. “You told me you were here for an interview?” I asked, not wanting to dwell on missing home. “How did that go?”

Before Kevin could speak, a man approached the table. “Hi, there. My name is Harris, and I’ll be your server tonight. Are you celebrating a special occasion tonight?”

“First date,” Kevin said without hesitating. I looked at him quickly, surprised that he called this a date, and that he’d mentioned it to our server when he’d been very clear it was a business meeting.

“Wonderful! Welcome, then. Are you ready to order?”

“I might just need a few minutes to decide what I want,” I replied, looking quickly down at my menu, feeling a little flustered.

“No problem. I’ll grab some bread for the table and I’ll be right back.” Harris left us alone again.

“So, the interview?” I picked right back up where we’d been in our conversation, ignoring Kevin’s mention of this being a date, assuming he said it as a way to speed up our server’s departure.

“I pitched some marketing packages for a company, so it was really a meeting to see if we’d be a good fit. I guess we’ll see, but I’m hopeful I’ll get it. I mean, I’m a no-brainer choice for them.” He shrugged with a wry smile. “Not to sound conceited, but it’s true.”

“What about your family’s business?” I thought back to the conversation we’d had at the bar.

“My family owns a chain of hardware stores across the upper Midwest. I could go back and run them, use my business background of course, but it’s just not what I want to do.” He sighed as he took a sip of his drink.

I gave him a reassuring smile. “Then I think you should do what makes you happy.”

Kevin looked at me for a long second before breaking away quickly. “I don’t usually open up like this. I’ve never told anyone that before, especially not so soon after meeting them.” He shook his head, then continued. “There’s just something about you, Miss Becker,” he chuckled.

“I think it’s nice that you felt comfortable telling me that.” I smiled, pleased he seemed to feel a connection as well.

We made small talk over the rest of dinner, mostly about the city and what we both liked about New York before the conversation shifted and he started asking questions about Montana. I shared about growing up as an only child and that my parents took over the family ranch when I was little. He seemed impressed that I grew up learning the tasks of the ranch with my dad and how I’d chosen that over school sports. He laughed with me when I told him about the one season I’d gone out for softball only to find out I was deathly afraid of the ball.

In turn, Kevin told me about life growing up outside of Milwaukee. He explained how he was adopted, but his sister wasn’t. He said he was forming a relationship with his biological parents whom he had just gotten in touch with over the past few years. His adoptive dad ran the hardware businesses while his mom had stayed home to raise the two kids. He said he had always hoped to have a brother, but since he didn’t get his wish, he was lucky enough that he and Shep had grown close enough that he was a good fill in.

Truman’s was the best place I had eaten at so far while living in the city, though I didn’t have a lot to compare it to. Kevin’s company during the meal, however, was even better.

We continued talking about everything but business as the black leather pocket folder, also emblazoned with the Truman’s logo, sat on the edge of the table for when we were ready. I never knew if I should reach for it out of courtesy and obligation on a date, to fall into the dance of offering to pay or not. This situation was different, though, not only because this wasn’t an official date, but also because Kevin owned the restaurant.

Finally, Kevin picked up the bill and glanced at the slip inside. “They usually don’t even charge me.” He set the folder back down. “The waiter must not know who I am. I’ll straighten it out later. Should we go?”

It felt odd to leave without paying but I knew the circumstances made sense. We walked back outside into the pleasant evening air. “Let me get you an Uber,” he offered, pulling out his phone as we stood on the busy sidewalk side-by-side.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s my pleasure.” He handed me his phone. “Just plug in your address and I’ll take care of it.” I was typing in my address when a text notification popped up at the top of the screen.

Paul: Already took care of it earlier this week. You’re clear.

I was curious who that was and what it was about, but I knew I certainly had no business asking. I finished putting in my address and handed the phone back to Kevin.

“You know, we didn’t really talk about business,” I said with a laugh.

“Maybe that means we will just have to get together again. Next week?”

“Next week would be great. I should give you my number so we can text,” I suggested.

“I was wondering when you’d offer.” The hint of teasing in his voice made my heart speed up.

We exchanged numbers, and afterward, Kevin ran a hand through his hair. “Look,” he began, “I hate to do this, but I should really go back in and make sure Harris doesn’t freak out and think we slipped him a dine and dash. Plus, there was a crisis earlier that I really do need to take care of.”

I nodded understandingly.

“Your Uber will be here any second. Silver Nissan Sentra. I’m screenshotting the plate number and the driver’s name to send to you.”

I was disappointed that he wouldn’t wait just another few minutes with me and had even sort of been hoping he might suggest a walk or after-dinner drink, an unusual desire for me, especially after having been with only Derek for so long and the series of dud dates since I moved. But I did understand that he had something to deal with. It couldn’t be easy owning a restaurant with other people, especially one that he’d pulled back up into working order.

He gave my hand a quick squeeze. “I’ll see you next week.”

I glanced behind me as he walked away, and just as I did, he turned to look at me as well. We smiled at one another before he disappeared again into the building.

The silver car with the plate number matching the one Kevin had booked for me pulled up and the driver rolled down his window. “Anna?”

I nodded and hopped into the backseat. The evening had gone well, and I was definitely looking forward to seeing Kevin again next week. Business chat or not, I enjoyed being around Kevin, appreciating the easy conversation with him, how he seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say, and how comfortable I felt with him. Even if this never evolved out of a business relationship, I felt at the very least that I’d found a new friend, my first real one since I’d moved to New York. And perhaps Kevin’s marketing and business expertise could help me establish my own clients. 


Kevin

 

I knew Anna would be watching me as I made my way back into Truman’s, and a quick glance back confirmed my suspicion. I gave her a final smile before I headed over to the bar.

Shep already had another Negroni ready for me. “How’d it go?” He tossed the bar towel over his shoulder and leaned in.

“Great. I really like her.” I took a sip, then set the drink down. “I think this could really be something.”

Shep knew better than anyone in my life right now that I needed someone stable and kind. Someone who would keep me on the right track and walk me down a straight line.

I just wasn’t sure I was fully capable of that, nor did I know if I even wanted it.

“I’m getting slight clinger vibes, though.” I grimaced, giving myself an easy out for later if I changed my mind or wanted to redirect the story. “We’ll see. She could be the right one and clingy might work.”

“Take it slow. Hook her with your charm and the rest will fall into place,” Shep assured me.

“You’re right. Thanks.” I nodded, grateful for his advice.

Shep went to help another customer who had just shown up, so I pulled my phone out of my pocket and tapped on the Uber app, seeing that Anna was just a few minutes from her apartment already. I’d check in with her in a bit to make sure she arrived safely. I then opened my texts to find a message from Paul that I’d missed.

Paul: Already took care of it earlier this week. You’re clear.

Shit, I thought. How had I missed that? There was no notification on my locked screen so it must have come in when Anna had my phone. I took a deep breath, hoping she hadn’t noticed it. Even if she had, I told myself, what was the big deal? The message was cryptic enough that she wouldn’t know what it meant. It could have been the issue I needed to take care of in the restaurant for all she knew.

I’d met Paul Hamilton a little over a year ago when he was at an event I was scoping out in D.C. I overheard him talking to another guy about scrubbing records, wiping online presences from existence, and became intrigued. After nudging my way into the conversation and sharing a few drinks, I’d hired him to take care of my own record.

Kevin Maxwell, for the most part, didn’t exist online. I was virtually unsearchable.

Kevin: Thanks. You really helped me out again.

His reply came back almost instantly.

Paul: No problem. But we have to quit making this a habit, man.

Kevin: I know. I’m just trying to get back on my feet here. But I have a plan that I think will put me ahead again.

Three tiny dots moved across the message screen, then disappeared. I waited for Paul’s response, but it never came. I tossed my phone onto the bar and ran my hands through my hair. I couldn’t afford to lose any more support right now. Paul had gotten me cleared and out of a potentially tough spot more than once. The best thing I could do would be to cut connections for a while.

I picked up my phone and went back to Paul’s contact. I scrolled down to the bottom of the screen, my finger hovering over the red text.

BLOCK CALLER.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and quickly tapped the button to cut off all contact with Paul. It was a knee-jerk reaction more than anything, although at least he couldn’t chase for payment if he couldn’t reach me. Turning my head, I saw Lindsey standing close behind me, her hand moving across my shoulder.

“I’m off early. You can stay at my place tonight,” she whispered in my ear.

I grabbed my drink and threw back the rest before pounding the glass onto the bar and scooting my chair back. “Let’s go.” I stood up, waving to Shep as I walked away from the bar, pretending not to notice the quick furrow of his brow as he glanced at me leaving with someone else, or the fact that I hadn’t paid for dinner or any of my drinks before I left.


Anna

 

I was lazily scrolling social media sites when a text from Kevin came in. I hadn’t heard from him after our first business meeting, date, whatever we were going to call it, so I was surprised to hear from him the following Thursday night, a full week later, out of the blue.

Kevin: Are you up for a late dinner?

I hesitated, not wanting to open it right away and risk him thinking I was sitting around waiting for his message, even though I had to admit I’d checked my phone a bit more frequently this past week in hopes of hearing from him. I hated that part about meeting guys. It was all such a game, which I was absolutely no good at. There were so many rules and standards that I just couldn’t get on board with.

Don’t call or text too soon after a first date.

Don’t wait too long to text.

Don’t call; nobody wants to talk on the phone.

Don’t double text because he’ll think you’re clingy.

Don’t this.

Don’t that.

Don’t anything.

Don’t nothing.

The idea of meeting someone new was all too much for me, and I found myself resisting anxiety around the whole concept, especially because I hadn’t really dated much since Derek.

My thoughts veered to my family, wondering what they were doing and missing them as I opened the message from Kevin. I typed out my reply quickly and hit send before I could overthink it.

Anna: Tonight?

He replied quickly.

Kevin: No. Last night. ;)

Another message came in as I smirked at his sense of humor.

Kevin: Yes, tonight.

I replied as I pulled myself up from the couch.

Anna: Sure. I don’t think popcorn counts as supper, so I guess I could eat. I need a few minutes to get ready, though.

I needed to change out of my sweatpants and hoodie, which would be easy enough, but decided immediately that my hair would stay up in the clip I was already wearing. I hadn’t washed off my makeup yet, thanks to falling into my doom scrolling, so I could do a quick freshen-up and be good to go.

I heard my phone buzz on the counter as another text came through.

Kevin: Supper? Really? Don’t tell me you’re a supper person. It’s DINNER.

I finished pulling my hoodie off before replying.

Anna: We ranchers eat breakfast, dinner, and supper.

Kevin: We can debate the finer points of meal labeling at DINNER tonight. Hurry up and get ready. My Uber will be there to pick you up in about 5 minutes.

For a second, I wondered how he knew where I lived, then remembered I’d used his phone to book my Uber the night of our first meeting.

I threw on a pair of dark jeans and a sweater, brushed my teeth, and freshened up my makeup in record time before grabbing my purse and keys from the entryway table. I found myself smiling as I headed down to the lobby to wait for Kevin, a genuine smile, which had been rare for me these past months, not just since Derek, but this whole time I’d been in New York.

I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but my lease on the apartment my parents had helped me with was running out soon and I’d contemplated letting it end without re-signing for another six months. But maybe if I could make more friends in the city and Kevin could help me with some business connections like he was promising, it could be worth staying after all.


Kevin

 

Anna jumped at the opportunity to get together again, just as I had anticipated. This was a little game I liked to play, and Anna had just unknowingly shown me her hand and proved her willingness to go out with me on a whim.

I’d stayed at Lindsey’s place for a few days, but she was starting to bore me. After she left to go to work at Truman’s, I secured an Uber to pick me up from her apartment, gambling by entering Anna’s address as my first stop, then a trendy restaurant in her neighborhood as the final destination. I was waiting for my driver when I invited Anna for dinner. It took a couple minutes for her to reply, which I hadn’t anticipated, but by the time I got into the back seat of the blacked-out Cadillac Escalade, she’d replied to confirm. My plan had worked perfectly.

Anna was already waiting just beside the glass turnstile door of her apartment building when I pulled up. I got out of the car to greet her. “I’ll call it supper, but only for tonight.” It was impossible not to notice how naturally beautiful she was despite the extra pounds she carried around her hips and mid-section.

“You folded too soon,” she laughed. “I was going to cave, but I like your plan better.” I opened the door for her, and she climbed in.

“Where are we going, Mr. Maxwell?” she asked as I slid in on the other side.

Something about hearing her call me that drove me wild. I had to hold back a small groan from deep in my throat. Conventional sexual experiences didn’t typically do it for me. I knew how to pretend when it came to physical attraction, but it was always an act that never lasted long. Lindsey gave in to some of my kinks and fetishes, which was fun for a while, but even when I was with her this past week, I couldn’t help thinking about Anna. There was something about the way she said my name and the good-girl vibe she gave off. I wanted to start easy with her, to bend her over and pull her hair while I took her from behind. I wondered what she tasted like, what sounds she made when she fell apart with pleasure. It wasn’t so much about being attracted to her pretty face as it was about controlling her, making her do things I didn’t think she’d done with anyone else before, things I’d get her to do just to please me.

I shook my head, trying to banish my impure thoughts, focusing instead on my plans, specifically the here and now of our time together. “It’s a place called Northern View, not far from here. The restaurants in your area are great.”

“Do you own any of those restaurants?” Anna smirked, playful in a way that I liked.

“Only a few of them.” I caught her looking at me curiously, contemplating whether I was serious. I remained silent, letting her wonder.

Once we were seated in a booth by the window overlooking a well-lit patio, had our drinks, and ordered our food, Anna raised her eyes to me, giving me a soft smile that drove me wild. I looked away sharply, embarrassed by the fantasies creeping back in.

“What?” she asked, her eyes sparkling in the glow of the evening lights.

I hesitated, not wanting to admit what I was really thinking. “You’re really pretty,” I told her before turning away, pretending to act shy. I was already in too deep, feeling things I tended to avoid. Anna was beautiful. I could tell she was smart, and she was easy to be around. This was a dangerous combination. I really did like her. I knew I should walk away, from this, from her.

“You say that like it’s a problem for you.” Her voice was light, as if she feared my response.

I looked at her for a beat. “It’s not a problem for me. I’m just afraid it’s a problem for you.” There was no doubt that she was too good for a guy like me.

“What does that mean?” She looked both shocked and confused.

“Nothing. I’m just…There’s just…” I stopped, then sighed. “Look. Anna, I like you. I think there could really be something between us.”

She lifted her eyebrows expectantly. “But?”

“I want to help you with your business. So I need to keep it professional between us.”

“You need things to end there?” Anna’s brow creased as she filled in my thoughts, drawing them out as if she didn’t fully understand. In all fairness, the timing of my decision probably did confuse her a bit. The juxtaposition of messages surely had her head spinning, and the ravenous way I couldn’t help but look at her certainly hadn’t given a professional vibe.

“I’m just going through some tough stuff, which I really need to deal with right now. I don’t want you to get mixed up in all of it.” The words slipped out smoothly. “You’re a good person and I don’t want you to...” I stopped, knowing I’d piqued her curiosity enough with my obscure ramblings.

“You don’t want me to what?” Her words were gentle enough, hinting to me that I still had her in my grasp.

“I don’t want to confuse how I feel about you with professional expectations.” I said this barely above a whisper, looking away from her as if embarrassed, ashamed of what I was telling her even if it was the truth.

She was quiet for a long time, contemplating what I’d said, but then her eyes met mine. Her voice was firm. “So what if you have some tough stuff going on? Don’t we all?” She looked down at her hands, then back up at me. “If what you need is a friend, then that’s exactly what I’ll be.”

I loved Anna’s reaction. It showed me so much about her. So much vulnerability. And with that vulnerability, a weakness.

I could work with that.

“Miss Becker, I think you and I are going to be besties.” The sound of her genuine laughter broke my focus, and I couldn’t help but grin back at her.

“Besties? Did you just call us besties, Mr. Maxwell?” She giggled as she playfully rolled her eyes.

“I sure did.”


Anna

 

I was bummed, I admit, listening to Kevin tell me that nothing could happen between us. I thought, especially after our first meeting, that he had seemed genuinely interested in me. Still, I was glad that we would remain friends, so this wasn’t really an ending at all. My family was more than 2000 miles away, and Courtney was 800 miles from me. The closest people I had were my coworkers. Sure, we were friendly and went out for the occasional dinner or met up for drinks, but as a manager, I needed to keep a level of professional distance which had made it hard for me to fully integrate with the team. I wanted a friend as well.

During supper, Kevin shared with me how much he traveled for work, that he wasn’t sure how long he would be in New York, and how his strained relationship with his dad was taking a lot out of him. I could understand why he was hesitant to start something.

I was surprised when Kevin brought up work during dinner. After he told me about everything he had going on, I didn’t think he’d want to discuss anything business related, much less continue the process of taking on another client.

Kevin had chosen an excellent dinner location yet again. My chicken Caesar salad had paired perfectly with a pinot grigio, and Kevin had the French dip sandwich and a side of fries, along with a couple of beers from the tap. We were just finishing our meals when I reached across the table to sneak one of the leftover fries from his plate. When I looked back up at him, his facial expression had shifted. I caught myself, my hand frozen halfway to my mouth. “What?”

“That’s just one of my pet peeves.” He shrugged.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Me taking a leftover fry that you aren’t going to eat? That really bothers you?” He nodded his head and then turned away as if my action had caused him to recoil. I set the fry down on my plate.

“I just have a few things that really bother me,” he admitted.

I chuckled, trying to lighten the tension that had fallen between us. “And those things are…?”

“First is when people take food from someone else’s plate. Second, I hate crunchy foods. Everything about it makes me sick.” He shuddered, then took a grounding breath. “I also hate sitting in window seats during flights. I absolutely refuse to do it if at all possible.” I choked out a slight laugh, unable to hide my surprise at someone so seemingly calm being bothered by these small things “It’s ridiculous, I know. I just have strong preferences.” I waited for him to elaborate, but he said nothing.

Even though they were simply weird quirks, I pushed my used plate further away from me, sidestepping the issue, the fry forgotten on the edge.

He took a sip






























