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Telling my boss my BIGGEST secret was just one of many mistakes...
#1 I revealed that I was still a...you know what.
#2 I also confessed I’d never experience the big O.
#3 I don’t even have to spell it out do I?
Look, I NEVER expected him to make it his mission to help a girl out,
But I can’t say I haven’t fantasized about it.
Even when I want to slap his arrogant face,
I wouldn’t mind tearing his suit off in the process.
As much as I want to let him take me in every way imaginable,
My mission to find the big O,
Quickly turns into Oh shit!
Falling for him wasn’t part of the plan...or the agreement.
Will I always just be another conquest for my billionaire boss?
Or can I fall out of his bed and into his heart?
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Tyrell

Carthage, Texas – Panola County

January 1st

The limousine moved slowly, almost stoically, through the newly fallen snow that covered the road. My younger brothers and I were on our way to a new life. A life we’d never even imagined.

On Christmas day I got a phone call from an Allen Samuels, an attorney in Carthage. My family came from Carthage—that much I knew. What I didn’t know were the reasons we’d never met our grandparents.

Later that day, Mr. Samuels sat in front of us in the limo looking through a folder he’d brought with him when he picked us up at the airport. A private plane had brought us to Carthage from Dallas. Being that Dallas wasn’t that far from Carthage, we all wondered why the extravagant lift was necessary.

“The whole of the estate that includes Whisper Ranch, a thirty-thousand square-foot mansion, and all the vehicles, including the Cessna Citation II you came in on, belongs to you three gentlemen now.” The attorney looked over his shoulder, then tapped on the dark glass that separated us from the driver. The window rolled down with a quiet swish. “Davenport, we need to make a stop at Mr. Gentry’s bank, please.”

“Sure thing, sir.” The driver rolled the window back up, giving us privacy once more.

Mr. Samuels looked at me, probably because I was the oldest. “Tyrell, what have you been told about your paternal grandparents?”

“Not much.” That was no lie. My parents rarely spoke about either set of their parents. “My mother’s famous quote was that if one couldn’t say anything nice about a person, they shouldn’t say anything at all. We’d assumed our grandparents weren’t very good people.”

Jasper took over, “Yeah, we stopped questioning Mom and Dad when we were very young. Just asking them who our grandparents were put them in a foul mood.”

“I see.” He looked out the window as we pulled into the parking lot of the Bank of Carthage. “Here we are. You will become the Ranch’s accountholders. We can transfer the remainder of your grandfather’s funds into accounts each of you will open here.” His eyes scanned us all. “If that’s okay with you. Certainly, you can open accounts elsewhere if you’d like to. Your grandparents used this bank exclusively for years. I can assure you that the president appreciates Whisper Ranch’s business and does everything to keep their customers happy.”

Looking at my brothers who flanked me on either side of me, I shrugged. “This bank seems as good as any. What do you guys think?”

Cash, the youngest at twenty-two, ran his hand through his thick, dark hair that hung to his shoulders in waves. “Sounds fine to me. It’ll be my first bank account anyway.”

Jasper, only a couple of years younger than me at twenty-five, shrugged. “Sounds fine with me, too. All I’ve got in my bank is about twenty bucks. Hell, I might not even have that. I bought a bottle of Jack before getting on the plane that might’ve overdrawn my account, actually.”

“This bank will do for us, Mr. Samuels.” We started getting out of the car since the driver had opened the door for us. “Thanks. Your name is Davenport, right?”

The older man nodded. “Yep. I can also drive the various tractors and trucks at the ranch. You need a ride, call me, and I’ll get you there.”

I thought it kind of funny that the man was clearly a farmer and not a chauffeur at all. And to be called Davenport seemed on the comical side. “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s your first name?”

“Buddy.” He smiled at me. “Your grandfather liked to put on airs.”

“We’re not like that. Mind if we call you Buddy instead?”

He shook his head. “Not at all. It would be nice, in fact.”

Jasper clapped the man on the back. “Nice to meet you, Buddy. I’m Jasper, this is Tyrell, and the feller there is Cash, the youngest of the Gentry family.”

None of us were kids anymore, and Cash always took offense at how Jasper teased him. “Jasper, you’re the littlest out of all of us, you jerk.”

Flexing his left bicep while threading his fingers through his dark hair, Jasper replied, “By a smidgeon of an inch, Cash. You’re shorter.”

“Also, by a smidgeon of an inch.” Cash walked ahead of us. “This bank is pretty fancy.”

“It’s the best one in town,” Allen said as he hurried to get in front of Cash to open the door. “Here we go. Mr. Johnson is the bank president; he’ll handle this for us.”

“The president will handle all of this?” That was unorthodox. “How much money are we talking about?”

Cocking his head to one side, Allen looked confused. “Are you telling me that even with the jet, the mansion, and the ranch, you still don’t understand how much capital your grandfather was worth?”

“Not a clue,” Jasper said as he stepped into the bank’s lobby. “Whoa. Posh.”

As I stepped in behind him, my eyes went to the chandelier in the center of the ceiling. “I haven’t seen many banks with a thing like that hanging above peoples’ heads before.”

“This bank deals with a lot of exclusive businesses here in Carthage.” He led us to the back of a large open area as all eyes inside soon fixed on us. “They can afford certain luxuries other banks cannot.”

A lady sat at a desk inside the first office we came to. “Hello, gentlemen. You must be the Gentrys.”

I reached out to shake her hand. “Tyrell.”

Jasper nodded. “Jasper.”

She smiled at Cash. “Then you must be Cash.”

“Yes.” He shook her hand and gave his most charming smile. “And you are?”

“Sandra, the executive assistant.” She let go of his hand to lead us to her boss’s office. “And if you gentlemen will follow me? Mr. Johnson will get things started.” As she opened the door, her eyes scanned me. “Judging by the blue jeans and t-shirts, you all will be greatly surprised by what you’re about to inherit.” 

I figured we’d be lucky to get a million bucks and a hefty amount of debt from the Ranch. From what Dad told us before we left Dallas, our grandfather had been making more enemies than friends when Dad and Mom left town. Dad also said not to get our hopes up for what we were about to inherit, which might be more problems than profit.

The man sitting behind the large desk smiled and got up as we came into his large office filled with furniture that looked as luxurious as it was stunning. Mounts of various game animals adorned the walls. “Bryce Johnson, at your service, gentlemen. Please take seats anywhere you’d like. May I offer a cigar? They’re Cuban. Or a drink perhaps? A thirty-year-old Scotch would be perfect for this occasion.”

My brothers and I sat down on a sofa that felt a lot more like a cloud than a piece of furniture, and then I got right down to it. 

“Okay, Bryce. We’re quite certain this ranch is swimming in debt right? And we’re not even close to being ranchers. Our father’s advice was to find a buyer for it and move on.”

Cash looked at me with narrowed eyes. “I’d love a Scotch, Tyrell. Let the man handle this meeting, will ya?”

“Scotch for everyone then,” the bank president told his assistant who hurried off to fetch them. Turning his attention back to us, he asked, “So, Allen hasn’t informed you?”

“I have. Not the exact numbers, but I’ve told them about everything they now own.” He sighed and looked a bit put out. “They don’t seem to get it, Bryce.”

Sandra came back with a tray of crystal glasses half-full of a dark liquid. “Here you go, gentlemen. Enjoy.” She held the tray out for us to grab a drink, and we each took one.

“A hell of a lot of hoopla, don’t ya think?” I asked as I pulled the glass to my lips.

“You’re all worth it,” Sandra said before putting the tray down on a nearby table then taking a seat on a chair that looked spoke of affluence. 

Bryce picked up some documents from his desk, then handed one to each of us. “I’ll let the numbers speak for themselves.”

When I looked at the page, there were more numbers in a row than I’d ever seen before. “Not sure how to say this number,” I admitted. “And not sure I understand what it even means. Our father told us there has to be debt the ranch has built up.”

Laughing, Bryce shook his head. “Whisper Ranch is one of the most profitable businesses this bank deals with. What each of you are looking at is your allotted third of the money Collin Gentry had in his personal accounts.” He handed one paper directly to me. “This is what’s in the ranch account.”

Again, more numbers in a row than I’d ever seen before. “If I’m seeing this right, the ranch is worth millions.”

Bryce shook his head. “You’re not seeing it right. Look again.”

“Oh, thousands.” I squinted trying to make sense of the numbers.

Cash sounded out of breath as he said, “Tyrell, the ranch is worth billions, and we’ve each inherited fifteen billion dollars.”

That didn’t sound right. “Dad said there’d be more money to pay than receive.”

“Your father was wrong,” Bryce informed me. “Your grandfather went from raising cattle alone, to raising racehorses. You might’ve heard of some of his famous horses. The General’s Son? Old Faithful? Coy’s Burden?”

“We’ve never followed horse racing, sir,” Jasper let him know. “I guess those horses are on the estate?”

“They are. And they all are prize-winning stallions,” Bryce acknowledged. “Your grandfather began selling their semen and making a good penny from it. Those sales, along with the cattle, and the racehorses have made him a pretty penny. Pennies that now belong to the three of you.”

It hurt me to think our grandfather left his only child out of his will. “Our father isn’t mentioned?”

Allen looked at me with compassion. “Look, it may be difficult to understand, but let me show you in writing why that is.” He pulled a paper out of the files and handed it to me. “Your father signed a statement that he wanted nothing from Collin or Fiona Gentry from that date forward. He wasn’t forced to sign it. Coy did it to prove a point to his parents when they refused to acknowledge his marriage to Lila Stevens.”

What is he talking about? “Wait. What?”

Bryce took over, “Your grandparents wanted to make the Gentry name something akin to royalty around here. But your father fell in love with a female from the wrong side of the tracks. A woman whose family lived on welfare. A girl who’d once worked as a maid at the ranch house.”

My brothers were just as confused as I was. “Why would they never tell us about that?”

Allen had the answer, “Most likely because they didn’t want you to know what they walked away from. They chose love over money and over their families. Your mother’s family was just as against their marriage as the Gentrys were.”

“Wow,” that was all I could muster up. “Seems our parents hid a hell of a lot from us.”

“There’s one more thing you need to know about the will, gentlemen,” the attorney said. “It stipulates that neither your mother nor father is ever allowed on the property. And your grandfather’s money can never benefit your parents in any way. If you so much as hand your parents five dollars, the entire estate will revert to the state of Texas.”

“Harsh,” Cash muttered.

“Yeah,” Bryce agreed. 

“Your grandfather was considered to be a harsh man. So harsh that most people think your grandmother died at the age of forty-five, only two years after your father left the ranch, because of his hard ways.”

What the hell?
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Ella

“Ella, get your hind end in here, girl!” Mom shouted for me.

Hurrying to see what she wanted, I knew today wasn’t the day to screw things up. Sliding into the foyer that I’d just cleaned every nook and cranny of, she was eyeing a spot up very high on the ceiling. “What’s wrong, Mom?”

“Girl, I know you can see that up there on the chandelier.” Her blue eyes met mine, a tad of aggravation in them. “They’re coming today. For the first time ever, those boys are going to see the domicile their father declined in order to be with their mother. This place has to shine, sparkle, dazzle. You know what I’m saying, right? You do get it, don’t you?”

“Sure, some brats are coming to live in their rich, old grandfather’s mansion. And we’re their servants.” I rolled my eyes so hard it actually hurt.

“I’ve told you about them, Ella.” Mom put her arm around my shoulders. “They aren’t moneyed. Well, now they are, but they weren’t before inheriting Mr. Gentry’s riches and this ranch. Look at it this way; they don’t have to keep us if we can’t make this place look as great as it can. Got me?”

“Sure, to keep this great job, and I’m being sarcastic just in case you can’t read my tone, Mom, I’ll get up on that loathsome sky-high ladder and dust that damn crystal monster overhead.” I hated dusting the lighting in the house. There were so many chandeliers it made my job miserable.

“This is a great job, young lady,” Mom chastised me. “Not many maids earn what you do.”

“A whopping fifteen dollars an hour, Mom?” I didn’t believe her. As the house manager, she oversaw the hiring and firing of the house staff. She employed my older sister, Darleen, for a few years until she went to college to become a vet. If the wages were so great, then why’d my sister quit?

“Most maids make minimum wage,” she told me. “You’re making over twice that amount. You should be thankful.”

Looking up at the shiny crystal that hung from the ceiling, I thought the wage wasn’t nearly enough for all the hazardous duty that came with keeping the place pristine. “Thankful, huh? For what? For having to climb up on a ladder, then carefully wipe down each and every little crystal teardrop up there?”

“Yep,” she said matter of factly. “And hop to it, child. The new proprietors will be here in about an hour. This room, in particular, needs to shine. It’s the first one they see.”

With a huff, I strolled to the back to get the indoor ladder out of the shed. I grumbled and growled as I carried the heavy thing inside, all the way into the lobby to set it up. “I don’t get it. Who cares if it has a little dust on it? These guys aren’t used to seeing things like this anyway. They won’t even give it a second look. They’ll be so overwhelmed by this place that they won’t look too hard at anything.”

After getting one half of it cleaned up, I climbed down the ladder to move it over to reach the other half. The front door opened as I was halfway up, and I nearly lost my balance supposing it must be the new owners. “Shit!”

“Classy, Ella,” my brother Kyle commented as he came in. He looked up at me with a grin. “You missed a spot.” He pointed at the half I was about to clean.

“You missed the bus.” What did that mean? It came out just the same. Often, I just said what came to my mind, whether it made any sense or not.

“Whatever that means.” He passed the ladder, stopped and took a step back, putting his hands on either side of it. “What if I gave this a little shake? What would you do, baby sister?”

“Kick your ass.” I held on tightly because he’d shake it and laugh as I screamed for mercy.

“Kick my ass?” He gave it one shake. “You sure about that?”

Shrieking, I glared at him. “Stop! If you make me fall, Mom will kill you for getting this floor all bloody. And God forbid my head bust open and my brains get all over this floor, Kyle Finley!”

“Yeah, the new owners might slip on your gore and fire us all.” He laughed, then walked out of the room. 

Kyle worked with our father who has been the foreman on the ranch since before any of us were even born. He and Mr. Gentry were as close to being friends as that old bastard ever got to be with anyone else. Perhaps ‘cause Dad understood the cranky old man.

The door opened again, and I chastised myself for not having the job done yet. Luckily it was Dad who walked inside. 

“You better hurry the hell up, Ella. They should be here any second now. The only reason I came inside was to greet them when they arrive. And I can see up your skirt. You need to wear bigger knickers, young lady.”

Using one hand to dust and the other to hold my skirt closer, I muttered, “I don’t want to wear bigger panties. I want to stop wearing this stupid maid’s uniform and wear jeans, a t-shirt, and some freaking tennis shoes. These dumb maid shoes look horrible. And I’d love it if my job never entailed getting up on a ladder in the first place so people could see up my damn skirt.”

“Try your best to curtail your sass, Ella.” Dad gestured for me to get down. “Come on, that’s good enough. I know your momma thinks every little thing needs to shine to impress these men, but they won’t give a lick about a little dust. And their first impression shouldn’t be one where your undies are showing.”

I nearly had it done anyway. “Dad, I’m almost finished. Momma will send me back up here to finish the job. And you dang well know she’ll do it, too.”

“Well, just scurry then.” He left the lobby, shaking his head as he mumbled, “That girl is going to be the next to go. I just know it.”

Like I cared if the new guys fired me. I could get another job. Most likely one with better pay. Of course, I hadn’t gone to college after graduating from high school. That shouldn’t be important in getting a great paying job.

My parents had been asking me since my twenty-first birthday a month ago about what I’d like to do for a profession. When I told them it would be fun to be a stand-up comedian, they laughed at me. That proved I could be successful as a comic since I’d made them laugh without even trying.

However, I hadn’t really meant that. I didn’t know what I wanted to be. So, for now, a maid was it. One day that would change—I just knew it would.

“And this is the ceremonial entrance to your new home, gentlemen,” came a voice from behind me.

Looking back, I saw that lawyer Mr. Gentry had around the place a lot during the last year when he was sick. He was bringing the new owners through the back entrance, and they caught me with my guard down. 

“Oh, shit!” Scrambling down the ladder, I skipped a rung and began a fall that was sure to leave me looking like an idiot as my body splayed out on the granite floor.

Only I didn’t hit the floor. Instead, a pair of strong arms caught me. “Got ya.”

Opening my eyes, which I had squeezed shut while falling, I saw his eyes first. Blue like the sky, they twinkled as he looked down at me. 

“Put me down! I didn’t ask for your help.” Damn, he’s hot! Too hot! His dark hair made those blue eyes really stand out. And talk about muscles! Whoa!

I looked at the three new owners and found them all pretty damn devastating. But the one who caught me really shook me up. And I don’t get shook up. Not ever.

“Sorry if I offended you by saving your neck.” He placed my feet on the floor.

Straightening out my shirt and skirt, I then ran my hand through my pony to make sure it was on point. “You didn’t save me.”

The man’s eyes scanned me. “I, at the very least, saved you from an embarrassing fall. Some people would say thank you.”

“I have cat-like reflexes. You’d have seen them in action had you kept your meaty paws to yourself.” Going to take the ladder down, I found the man stepping in front of me, taking it down himself. “I...”

“No, I’ve got this.” Tucking the ladder under his arm, an arm with a massive bicep bulging under the long-sleeve brown tee he wore, he kept his eyes on me. “I’m Tyrell. And you are?”

“The maid.” I reached out to take the ladder from him. “If my mom, who’s also the house manager, catches you taking that out she’ll kill me. I don’t need that today. Not with you guys here.”

The lawyer seemed taken aback as he said, “Who the hell are you?”

Mom and Dad walked into the room, both with ashen faces as my father said, “That’s Ella, our youngest.” He looked at me with a grim expression. “Get that ladder and work elsewhere, Ella.”

The man who caught me shook his head. “She’s much too small to be carrying this around. I’ll put it up. Come on, Ella. Show me where this thing goes. And by the way, these are my brothers, Jasper and Cash. ”

“Duh.” I led the way out of the room, ignoring my parents’ dropped jaws. “Come on. I’ll show you. What did you say your name is again? I missed it.” He kind of made me all wiggly inside, including inside my brain.

“Tyrell,” he said with a southern drawl.  “Tyrell Gentry. And you are Ella?”

“Finley. My parents have run this place forever. I think my dad was your grandfather’s only friend.” Opening the door to the back, I pointed to the shed. “It goes in there. Thanks, Tyrell Gentry.”

“For catching you?” His eyes sparkled again.

Damn, he’s too hot for his own good. “Sure. Even though I didn’t need your help.”

“Next time I’ll let you fall.” He kicked the door shut behind him as he walked out. And I watched him him walk away through the window next to the door, my mouth watering as well as other parts of my anatomy.
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Tyrell

Cash, Jasper, and I decided to tour the rest of the house on our own, preferring to scout out our new digs alone. “You wasted no time, did ya, Tyrell?” Jasper asked as he opened a door with a movie theater behind it. “Would you look at this?”

“Doing what?” I leaned in to see what else was in our private movie theater. “Wow, I wonder if we get Netflix.”

Cash laughed as he slapped his thigh. “Seems we’ve died and gone to Heaven.”

“Real cool, Cash,” Jasper said with a frown. “Our grandparents did die and go to Heaven, or we wouldn’t have this. And I meant how you fondled that cute, petite housekeeper in the foyer, Tyrell.”

“You mean caught and saved her life, not fondled.” I followed my youngest brother, ignoring my pain in the ass middle brother.

Cash walked down the corridor to the next door. “If Mom and Dad hadn’t given up their fight, we would’ve grown up with this.”

“To be fair, we have no idea how hard that fight was,” I said as I looked into the room Cash had just opened. “Nothing but theater supplies in here. Popcorn, pickles, hot dog buns, we’ve got it all. We could make a living just selling tickets to movies and snacks here.”

Jasper chuckled as he walked down to the door across the hallway. “We could add that one to all the other ways our grandfather already made money from this place. Hey, a sauna!”

We all hurried to see it and found he’d made the entire room into a steam room. I couldn’t believe it. “We may never have to leave home, guys.”

Cash shook his head. “Unless one of these doors has some single women behind it, then we certainly have to leave, at least every now and then.”  

“We just barely got here, Cash,” Jasper reminded him. “We should settle in and get to know the locals before looking for chicks. Otherwise, we may end up with the loosest women in Carthage, of which I believe are aplenty.”

Cash laughed as he walked away to see what we’d find next. “What’s wrong with loose women, Jasper? I’m not picky. If they want to give it, I’ll take it.”

“And their diseases?” Jasper asked as he raised one dark brow. “I think not, little man.”

Cash grabbed his crotch. “I’ve got your little man, Jasper.”

“That you do.” Jasper chuckled as I opened the next door we came to. And we all went silent.

Red walls, black carpet, and chains hung on one wall. Something like a bed, but it had no mattress, was at the end of the rectangular shaped room. 

“You know what this is, don’t you?” Jasper asked.

“This is going to be locked up, then boarded up.” I pulled the door closed only to have Cash open it again.

“Don’t be so quick to make hasty decisions, Tyrell.” He walked into the room. “Gramps was a freak. Who would’ve ever guessed?”

“You boys finding everything alright?” a woman’s voice came from behind us.

We turned to find an older version of the young maid standing there. “You must be Ella’s sister,” I said.

“Correct. I’m Darleen.” She was about a foot taller than tiny Ella, but just as pretty with long dark hair and eyes as cobalt as the ocean. “Ella’s older sister. And you must be Tyrell, Jasper, and Jasper, the new owners of Whisper Ranch.”

I introduced us all. “I’m Tyrell, this is Jasper, and that’s Cash. Do you work here?”

“Nope.” She grinned. “So, you can’t fire me. I do live here though. So, I guess you could evict me. I’m going to college. I’m specializing in cattle and horses. Hopefully, I’ll be able to charge you for my services. Much the same way your grandfather did. But that’s our little secret, ’kay?”

Cash started coughing, Jasper’s jaw dropped, and I asked, “Do you mean that you and he,” I pointed to the room, “in this room, here?”

She nodded. “Yep. And I’m still available if any of you have that particular calling. Your grandfather paid for my college education. But I could use a new car.”

Our grandfather had been one hell of an old man! “I’m afraid none of us are into that sort of thing, ma’am. Sorry.”

Unexpectedly, she burst into gales of  laughter so hard that tears filled her eyes and dripped down her cheeks. “You guys are too easy to fool. Really? Would you really think I’d do something like that? Oh, hell. That was fun.”

“So, you didn’t go at it with our gramps?” Cash asked.

“No,” she assured us. “Not in a zillion years. Not even if he’d left this place to me. But he did provide work for someone for this room. She left when he got sick last year. Hilda was his mistress for about twenty years. He took her on after your grandmother died, is what my mother told me.”

“But he never married her?” Jasper asked.

Shaking her head, she looked into the room. “Nope, just some sadomasochism when he felt like it. He did pay her well for it. She got a very nice home and quite a bit of funding for her trouble. He wouldn’t have married her anyway. He never took her out in public. She wasn’t in his class.”

“Like our mother,” I said looking at the floor, wondering what it must’ve been like back then. “To think that Mom was looked down upon makes me kind of hate this man we never met.”

Darleen smiled and lightly punched me in the arm. “Look at it this way, no matter how hard he tried, he didn’t succeed. Your parents got to keep their love, and you guys get to keep everything your grandfather ever made.”

“Yeah.” I supposed there was some justice in that. “But our parents can’t ever reap the benefits.”

With a grin, she said, “Betchya a billion bucks, they don’t want a thing that man had.”

Cash nodded. “That’s what Mom told me before we left Dallas. She said take it, enjoy it, and make the most out of it. She wanted nothing to do with Whisper Ranch nor anything our grandfather had ever touched.”

“Can’t say I blame her.” Darleen walked to the next door, and we followed her. “Let me show you Hilda’s bedroom.”

Pushing open the door, they saw a stark room containing only a twin bed with nothing on it. There was not a single thing else, not even a curtain covering the one window.  I looked at the pitiful space and felt sick at my stomach. “Why’d he want to keep her like this?”

Darleen slowly shook her head. “He made everyone around him wretched. It was like he got off on it.” Her eyes met mine. “I don’t mean to talk badly about him, but he was an ass, you guys. The name of Gentry isn’t one many people care for around here. Hopefully, you guys can change that.”

“You and your sister are like night and day,” I said closing the door. “How’s that?”

Her narrow shoulders shrugged. “Mom had her when she was in her thirties. Maybe she was made out of a rotten egg.”

While my brothers laughed, I frowned. “Or maybe she was a casualty of a mean older sister?” 

“Nah, that can’t be it,” Darleen said with a grin. “I’m an angel.”

She probably wasn’t quite the angel. “I’m sure your sister can be an angel when she wants to.”

“I’m sure you’re wrong.” Darleen laughed, then turned to leave us. “I’ll let you guys check out the rest of the quarters on your own. I just heard your voices down the hall and wanted to introduce myself. I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.”

“Me, too,” I said, then added, “Even with Ella.”

Her laughter echoed all the way down the long foyer as she left us. Then Jasper’s shoulder hit mine. “Methinks you’re thinking about that petite maid too much, big brother.”

“No, I’m not.” I walked to the next door. “Hey look, it’s a massive shower.”

Cash wrinkled his nose as we all walked inside. “Perhaps we should board up this entire area.”

“The other two rooms, I agree with, but why this?” I asked as I held my arms out in gesture to the biggest shower I’d ever seen.

“Grandfather apparently was in here after they... you know.” Cash made a gagging face. “Yuck.”

I had to agree. “Yeah, yuck.”

Jasper looked at us and nodded. “We’ve got some changes to make around here and around town, too, if we want to be amiable.” We walked out of the giant shower room and back into the hall.

“Oh, shit,” came a soft curse uttered by a feminine voice. 

We all turned to see Ella running back down the hallway away from us. “Hey, wait up,” I called out.

But she kept on running as if she’d seen a ghost. “You going to chase after her, Tyrell?” Jasper asked.

“What for?” I turned to walk in the other direction.

Cash bumped his shoulder to mine. “’Cause she seems to have a crush on you.”

“You’re wrong.” I headed for the next door, but Jasper stepped in front of me. “What?”

“She’s acting that way ’cause you got her stimulated. Aren’t you going to get her settled down?” Jasper’s dark brow raised. “That might be fun.”

“I like my women a bit more refined. And not quite so mouthy.” I pushed open the next door to find a room covered in sketches. A chair by the window had a table next to it, and a pad of paper and colored pencils sat on top of it. “You don’t suppose this is why Ella was up here? You don’t suppose this is her stuff?” I ran my fingers over a picture of a cardinal that hung on the wall. The red feathers looked almost real. “She’s gifted.”

“You don’t know this is hers, Tyrell.” Cash pointed at the initials on the bottom of the paper that were written so tiny I could barely make them out. “What does this mean?”

“I think it’s the signature, or rather, the initials of whoever drew this.” Squinting, I tried to make them out. “I do believe it’s an E and an F. As in Ella Finley.”

“Or you’d like to believe that, anyway,” Jasper said. “I see two Es.”

Cash picked up the case of colored pencils as he looked out the window. “Oh yeah, this is hers alright. I can tell.”

He held the case he’d picked up to his forehead as if using his mind to see who it belonged to. 

“So, you’re doing your old fake psychic thing, Cash.” I took the thing away from him to find Ella written on the case in black Sharpie.

Who are you, Ella Finley?
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Chapter Four
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Ella

I had plans of going to my secret room to draw when I saw the new landlords coming out of the enormous shower on the second floor. They had their clothes on, thankfully. I felt Tyrell’s blue eyes burning into my back as I fled, his deep voice calling out to me kindled something in my body.

Returning to my family’s section of the mansion, I headed to my bedroom to lay down and chill after finishing work for the day. Passing through the living room, my older sister, Darleen, was smiling at me. “I heard you met the guys, Ella.”

“What?” I stopped, putting my hand on my hip. “What did they tell you, Darleen? I want to hear every single word.”

“They didn’t say much.” She lay back on the couch, her dark hair splaying out on the armrest as she grinned like the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland. “Tyrell is the one who talked about you. Get this; he thinks you could be an angel. You.”

My heart sped up, my body heated. “He said what?” my voice came out a bit on the high side.

Darleen sat up quickly, one long finger pointing at me. “You like him.”

“Hell, no.” I switched my weight to the other foot and moved my hand to the other hip. “Why’d he say I could be an angel, Darleen?”

“I said I was one.” She lay back down. “They’re all studs, huh?”

I nodded, only because I couldn’t help it. “But so what, who cares? Tyrell is old. He’s thirty if he’s a day.”

“He’s twenty-seven,” she alerted. “Jasper is twenty-five, and Cash is twenty-two. I’ve done my research. Cash is more your speed, I think. Leave Tyrell to me since he’s just a year older than me. It makes the most sense, don’t you think?”

“Um, no.” Something was happening to me that had never happened before. I was getting mad for no reason. “You better ask Mom and Dad if you can go out with any of them before you get into trouble. They may not want us to mix business with pleasure.”

“What would you know about pleasure, baby sis?” Darleen sat up again, laughing. “Ella, you never even held hands with a boy, much less locked lips with one. What do you know about pleasure?”

“Shut up.” I walked away to the kitchen to get a drink and opened the fridge, my eyes landing on Dad’s beer. I was keyed up and had no idea how to take it down a few notches, so I took one of Dad’s beers and popped the top, taking a long sip, then choking on the bitter taste. “Yuck.”

Darleen looked around the corner to see me with the can in my hand. “You better finish that.”

I walked over to the sink and poured out the remainder. “I’ll leave a buck for him under the magnet on the fridge. This stuff is so gross. I don’t see how you guys drink it.”

Darleen went to grab an apple off the counter. “That’s ’cause you’re a kid still, Ella. One day you’ll understand why people drink alcohol and have sex.”

“Darleen, you’re quite possibly the worst big sister in the history of big sisters.” Watching her eat the apple, I had to know more about what Tyrell had said about me. “Was there anything else he said?”

“He said you and I were like night and day.” She took another big bite as she nodded. “Me being the day. Like... I’m nicer than you.”

My foot began to tap, my arms crossed over my chest. “So, what?”

“You asked, Ella.” She walked over to the fridge and got a bottle of water. “Seriously, don’t make a fool out of yourself over those guys. They’re way out of your league. Maybe, before they were loaded, you could’ve stood a chance, but now that they’ve got money—well, there’s no way now.”

An even more intense heat filled me as I glared at my sister. “Oh, but you have a chance?”

Laughing, she walked out of the kitchen and reclaimed her seat on the couch. “Probably, but I don’t crap where I eat, if you know what I mean.”

I grimaced. “That’s just disgusting, Darleen. You’re saying that you wouldn’t go out with any of them because you live under their roof?”

“Correct.” She laid the apple core on the coffee table, then lay on the couch again. “I’m going to take a nap. School wore me out today. We did a canine autopsy; it was mind-numbing.”

The door opened, and Mom looked at me as she wiped the sweat off her forehead. “There you are. I’ve been calling your cell for thirty minutes, Ella Finley. Tasha called in sick, and Chef Todd needs you in the kitchen to serve dinner.”

I checked the cell in the pocket of my apron and found it on silent. “To them?” I shrieked. “Mom, no! Please!”

“Yes, you have to do it. It’s their first meal here, and I want it to be grand.” She pulled a napkin out of the pocket of her apron and wiped more sweat off her brow. “I’m helping Todd with the cooking; you need to serve. In my closet, there’s a server’s uniform. Put that on and get your butt to the kitchen, ASAP. The appetizer is ready, and I’ve told the men to get seated in the dining room.”

Darleen sat up, and for a second, I thought she would volunteer for the job. “Mom, why do you have a server’s uniform in your closet?”

“Never mind, nosy.” Mom gave me a quick shake of her finger. “Ella, you hurry now. If I have to come find you, it’ll be your hide, young lady.”

“You’d spank me?” I couldn’t believe it. “Are you serious?”

“Our jobs are on the line, girl. I’m serious. Now scurry!” Mom left, leaving the door open, footsteps thumping as she ran down the hall back to the kitchen.

Looking at Darleen, I began to beg, “Darleen, please do it. I’ll give you anything you want. You really liked the necklace I got from Grandma this Christmas; you can have it if you do this.”

“Um,” she pursed her lips contemplating my offer, and then her eyes set on mine. “No way in hell. I need a snooze. And you better hurry up.”

I hated the fact she no longer needed to keep a job at the estate. “What a selfish piece of work you are, Darleen.” I ran to Mom and Dad’s bedroom and found the outfit, a short black skirt and white button-down shirt. And then I saw the high heels that went with it. Mr. Gentry always made everyone wear what he called proper attire for their jobs.

Carrying the stuff to my room, I found a pair of black pantyhose in my top drawer but pulled a rip in them right off the bat. Black stockings were part of the get-up. I went back to Mom’s room to see if she had another pair, and when I opened her top drawer, I found not pantyhose, but stockings—fishnet ones. But they were black, so I had no choice.

After getting changed, I looked at my reflection in the mirror and blushed. “I thought the maid attire was bad enough.”

Walking through the living room, Darleen’s eyes were closed, but she must’ve opened them because I heard her snickering. “Oh, hell.”

I lifted one hand, showing her my middle finger. “Thanks, big sis.”

“Be careful not to bend over too low, Ella. Your ass will be on display for sure if you do.” Her laughter followed me down the hallway as I went to the kitchen.

Todd nodded toward three bowls of salad. “There, Ella. Take the salads out. And see if they want something to drink. Be courteous.” He rolled his eyes as he pounded a piece of chicken to make it thinner. “What am I saying? And to whom? Try to be nice, Ella. Please. Our jobs depend on it.”

“Fine,” I snapped and picked up a tray and put the bowls on it.

“Ella, you need to get the silverware,” Mom added. “Come on, honey, think.”

“No one set the table?” I huffed while collecting the utensils. “I’ve got to do everything around here today?”

Neither of them said a word as I carried the tray out. Going into the outsized dining area with a massive central table, I saw they were sitting at the far end. Tyrell was at the head of the table and his brothers were on either side of him. 

The way Tyrell grinned made me shaky. “You’re working the dinner shift, too, I see.”

Placing the bowls and silverware in front of them, I nodded, “Yeah, the girl who normally does this called in. Stupid Tasha.”

“Looks good,” Cash commented as he dug right into his salad.

“Um.” I stood there, trying to remember what Todd told me to do. “Oh, yeah. You guys want something to drink?”

Jasper nodded. “A Jack and Coke would be great.”

Cash looked at me as he asked, “What do you have?”

Shifting my weight, I didn’t have an answer for that. “Tell me what you want, and I’m sure we can fix you up.”

I felt a hand on my arm, and turning, I found Tyrell’s meaty hand there; bolts of lightning shot through me, and I jumped back. The damn heels had me stumbling backward, then those hands were on me again. 

“Whoa, Ella.” He held me for a second. “Saved you again.”

“The wall would’ve stopped my fall. I’m not used to wearing heels.” I moved out of his grasp, heading toward the kitchen to get away from the man who made me act crazy.

“I’ll have sweet iced tea,” Tyrell called out.

Cash added, “Me, too, I guess.”

In the kitchen, I tried to settle down.  “Todd, I need a Jack and Coke and two sweet iced teas.” I ran my hands over the front of my skirt nervously. “God, I hate doing this. I hate wearing this.”

Suddenly a deep voice came from right behind me. “So why are you wearing it then?”

I turned to see Tyrell had snuck in. “How’d...? Why...? What are you doing in here?”

“Cash changed his mind. He wants a Jack and Coke, too. And I want to know why you’re wearing something that makes you feel uncomfortable, Ella.” He looked at Mom as my tongue had gone limp inside my mouth. “From now on, let the staff wear whatever they feel the most comfortable in. This isn’t a five-star hotel. We don’t care what anyone wears.”

“Okay, Tyrell,” Mom said with a nod. “I’ll get that memo out after dinner.”

“Thanks.” He turned to leave.

As I watched him walk away, I felt weird. “Thanks.”

He stopped and turned to look at me with a funny smile. “For?”

“For catching me.” I ran my hand down the short skirt. “And for noticing how uncomfortable I feel in this outfit.”

With a nod, he walked out, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the door until Mom yelled at me, “Ella, get out of your stupor and take the drinks out! Damn, girl!”
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Chapter Five
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Tyrell

With so much to consider, my brothers and I hopped in one of the ranch’s trucks and drove to Dallas to talk to our parents. Having spent the night, none of us knew exactly what the right thing to do was. Plus, I wanted to know more about the situation. Like why Dad’s father was such an inflexible man?

I drove, Jasper sat in the passenger seat, and Cash sat in the middle of the backseat that morning. “If we sell the ranch, you might never catch Ella when she falls again,” Jasper chuckled. “Who knows? Without you around, she might finally meet her end with how clumsy she is.”

Cash leaned forward. “I don’t think she’s clumsy. She’s intimidated by Big Brother here. And how is it, Tyrell, that you always jump to catch the filly anyway? One of us could’ve done it just as easily.”

“I didn’t see either of you jumping to do that.” I put on the blinker to get on the ramp to the highway. “And believe it or not, I don’t want to keep the ranch just to catch Ella from time to time.”

“Time to time?” Jasper asked with a goofy grin. “Yesterday you caught her twice. I almost wonder if she fell on purpose to get you to scoop her up in your strong arms, Romeo.”

“Cool it.” We had better things to discuss besides the young housekeeper. “Now, tell me how we’re going to do right by that ranch.”

Cash seemed optimistic, “We can learn, can’t we? Now that we’ve got loads of cash, we can learn things.”

“A Cowboy college?” Jasper joked. “I don’t think they have one of those. Not even in Texas.”

“Yeah, but we have Zeke Finley,” I reminded them. “He’s been around that ranch forever. He’d teach us everything we need.”

Cash’s eyes narrowed. “You know what? Why do we have to learn a damn thing? We’ve got money to pay everyone to do everything for us.”

Living a life of doing nothing seemed like a bad way to live to me. “Cash, the idle rich seem to get into a lot of trouble. I think it best if we all work at the ranch. If we keep it.”

As we came into the outer suburbs of Dallas, we passed the historical Mesquite Rodeo Arena. “Hey, how about we get into the bucking bulls game?” Cash suggested.

Indeed, we could use the ranch to not only make money but to learn some things while we were at it. “If that’s something you’d like to do, then go after it. Once we settle on staying or selling.”

Jasper’s eyes glazed over as he said, “You know what we could do?”

“What?” I asked as I took the exit to Mom’s and Dad’s house.

“They can coach us how to cowboy up! The guys working at the rodeo arena could teach us the basics at least. That way, when we go back to the ranch, we wouldn’t be such greenhorns about everything.”

“Sounds good. Get on that,” I advised, taking a right on the street we grew up on. “If we choose to keep the place.”

“We’ve got ideas, Tyrell,” Cash said. “What are your ideas?”

“At the present, I’m looking for a real estate broker to talk to.” I didn’t want to run the property into the ground because of our lack of knowledge. More people than just us count on it to make a living.

Parking in front of the modest two-bedroom home we’d grown up in, I couldn’t help but sigh. Cash and Jasper did, too. Jasper looked at me with a frown. “I don’t know about keeping them out of our newfound wealth, Tyrell.”

“Me, neither.” I got out of the truck, and we all headed inside.

Mom never had a job. Dad wanted her to stay home with the kids instead. Dad did not go to college. With no education and no work experience other than some labor work, he had a tough time finding employment when they moved to Dallas. Eventually, he landed a job with a construction company. But it didn’t pay well. Not that our father ever complained.

Mom threw the front door open and held out her arms. “You’re back! My boys are back home!”

“We’ve only been gone one night, Mom,” Cash laughed. “How could you miss us already?”

Her dark eyes glistened with what might be tears. “I was worried that you would see what we had left behind us and suppose we were insane and write us completely off.”

Why did they leave? “Mom, can you and Dad please tell us the truth about everything? We need to know.”

Nodding, she hugged us then let us go so we could get inside. “Coy,” she called out. “The boys are back. They want to talk.”

My father came out of the bedroom. His robe untied, wearing night clothes, he looked tired and a bit sick. “What do you want to talk about?”

As Jasper and Cash took seats on the couch, I put my hand on our father’s shoulder. “Are you doing okay, Dad? It’s noon, and you’re still in pajamas? Are you sick?”

Mom patted me on the back. “Go take a seat, Tyrell. Your dad just tied one on last night is all.”

We’ve never seen Father with a hangover. “Why’d you do that, Dad?”

He sat in his threadbare chair, hollowed out where only his butt ever parked. “I thought we might lose you to the life we left behind. We know how alluring wealth can be. No one would blame you if you did take it and leave us. You see, I know about my father’s Last Will and Testament. His attorney sent an e-mail to us. We got it yesterday, not long after you took off.”

“Just ’cause we can’t give you anything doesn’t mean we’ll walk away from you guys,” Cash said. “You’re our family. Money won’t get in the way of that.”

“We’ll give it to the state then,” I said because of how they were taking things. “We never had anything before, and we don’t need it now.”

Mom shook her head taking her seat next to Dad’s. “No. Don’t do that. Keep the ranch and create something good. Too much bad has already occurred. Change things. Your father and I never wanted anything from our parents. And we don’t need anything from you, either. Well, that’s not true. We need your love. We need you, our children. But we don’t want anything other than that.”

I wanted to know more. “Mom, what happened? You don’t talk to your family, either. Now this grandfather of ours, well, we’ve heard enough to understand why you guys didn’t want to deal with him. Your family, though? We don’t know about them, either.”

Mom looked at my father, and then ran her hand along his shoulder to rest it there. “My family told me to know my place in this world and accept it. I worked as a maid at the ranch for a month before your father and I discovered a mutual attraction that both our families thought taboo.”

“That’s stupid.” It was so archaic.

Dad nodded. “Yeah, it was. I loved your mother the first moment I saw her. I didn’t care where she lived or who her family was. I had to have her and make her my wife. My father wasn’t about to allow that to happen. He used everything in his arsenal to stop our nuptials. He even bribed the town’s justice of the peace, getting him to refuse to marry us.”

Jasper nodded as if he comprehended. “So, you cut out Mom’s family, too, because they tried to hold her back?”

Mom’s hand ran down Dad’s arm, and they clasped hands. “They took money from Collin Gentry to get me out of Texas. One night, I was woken up, and my own father had me tied up and gagged. He and my two brothers carried me out of our home and threw me into the trunk of the car. They drove for hours. Finally, we stopped, and they let me out, took off the ropes, and told me I’d be living with my Aunt Hilda in Shreveport, Louisiana. I was not to come back to Texas.”

“But you must’ve come back,” I alleged.

“Nope, I went to find her.” Dad’s thumb ran over the back of Mom’s hand. “I paid her youngest brother to tell me where she was. She was a wreck. Her aunt kept her locked up so she wouldn’t run away. I paid her aunt to let me see her with my promise that I wouldn’t take her away with me. But I did, and we returned to Carthage where I told my father he couldn’t impede our marriage.”

Mom smiled as she looked adoringly at my father. “We stopped in Dallas to get married before going back home.”

“When I showed my father our marriage license, he told me I no longer had a home. Everything he’d given to me, he wanted it all back. Your mom and I were on our own.” Dad looked at Mom with starry eyes. “I wrote out a statement saying I didn’t want a thing from him—and never would.”

Jasper nodded. “Yeah, we saw that. But this doesn’t feel right without you guys getting something, too.”

Dad nodded. “We got you! And neither of us needs anything other than the love we share. To be honest, I’ve lived the life of a rich man. This one is better. Take what you’ve been given. Why should the state get what’s rightfully yours? Plus, some people count on that ranch for their homes and livelihoods.”

“There are quite a few.” I looked at Mom and saw the love in her eyes when she looked at her husband. I wanted to find a love like that. “I presume we should keep the ranch and do our best by it and those who depend on it.”

My brothers nodded and, just like that, our judgment had been made.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six


[image: image]


Ella

Everyone seemed to be on edge with the exit of the Gentry brothers. I had no idea why. So, what if they left? “Momma, why’s everyone on pins and needles today?” I ran the dust cloth over the banister to shine it up.

She’d been on her way upstairs but stopped when I asked. Turning to me with concern in her eyes. 

“Honey, don’t you understand? If these men don’t take on the ranch, then it’ll go to the state. The state won’t keep it the way it is. We’ll all lose our jobs. And in our case, our home. The only home we’ve had since before you kids were born.”

“Why is that?” The state wouldn’t shut the ranch down.

“How many state-run ranches have you heard of, Ella?” She rolled her eyes at me. “If the state keeps it as a working ranch, they’ll probably fill the place with prisoners who’ll do the work, and the state will reap the benefits.”

“Oh.” I hadn’t thought of that. “So, we need the guys to stay then, right?”

“Yes.” She nodded, then put her hand on my shoulder. “And you need to be a lot nicer. The way you talk to Tyrell ... Mind your mouth, young lady.”

“I doubt Tyrell would give up this ranch on account of my mouth.” The idea was nuts.

Mom stared at me blankly. “Ella, you could get fired, and he could tell us he no longer wants you on his property.”

“Why would he do that?” I shook my head in disbelief.

“Maybe because you’d be getting on his nerves.” With a huff, Mom ascended the stairs. “Please, Ella, just keep your mouth shut whenever they are around.”

“Yeah, whatever.” I doubted that Tyrell gave a damn about anything I said, no matter what Momma thought.

After shining up the banister, I took a break, sitting on the front terrace, loving how the snow looked as it covered the ground. The sound of a truck coming up the long drive had me standing up to see who it might be. I didn’t expect it to be the brothers yet. They’d only been gone for a few hours.

The shiny red hood of the truck they’d taken off in came into view, and I muttered, “Shit,” then took off inside of the house to hide.

With work still needing to be done, I decided to start cleaning the bathrooms upstairs in whatever bedrooms they slept in. They’ll probably stay downstairs for a while, talking to Mom and Dad about their plans.

Where had the guys slept? I searched for all the rooms with messed-up beds. When I failed to find not one bed unmade, not one room disheveled, I decided to look a bit harder. 

There were six bedrooms in the residential wing upstairs. Six more downstairs, but Mom said she saw them going up when they
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