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          IS EVERYBODY GOING CRAZY?

          BRANDON

        

      

    

    
      “We’ve got a problem, Mr. Carmichael.” My assistant Diane’s voice over the intercom in my office sounds more peeved than usual, which is a feat. While I don’t know what’s got her all riled up, I could sure do without more problems today.

      I lean back in my chair with a long sigh, rubbing the bridge of my nose, irrationally thinking it might fend off an oncoming headache. I am not happy. Our stock is taking a nosedive ahead of our annual meeting, and outside of the rumors of possible insider trading, which I hope to God are false, nobody can tell me why the markets are so jumpy. What else could go wrong today?

      “What is it, Diane?” I try to keep my own irritation at bay, but damn, it’s hard.

      “Apparently, Victor Blake of Mischief Motors passed away.” She sounds like this is highly inconvenient for her, but I’m stunned. Victor wasn’t just a business colleague; he was a friend. “So, with his business now up in the air, we’re scrambling for car service for all the board members for the upcoming meeting. Since our meeting always coincides with the Consumer Electronics Show in Vegas, finding a substitute is proving…difficult.”

      I’m shocked. Victor and I were unlikely friends, but besides my using his car service exclusively, we would have lunch together a couple times a year when I was in town, mostly to discuss cars. Especially classic cars. His knowledge of almost any vehicle from any era was astounding, and his stories of various cars he’d owned over the years were always colorful.

      “Why are we substituting Mischief Motors? Are they completely out of business now? Did they cancel our reservations?” Victor never talked about his family, other than saying he had daughters, but they were never around the business that I saw. I don’t know what he planned, if anything, for his company once he left this mortal coil. I can’t imagine he didn’t have any plan. Victor was too forward-thinking for that.

      Diane hesitates, “No, they didn’t cancel. I just thought….”

      “Well, don’t. As far as I’m concerned, it’s business as usual until we hear otherwise.” Shit. That was harsh. I’m taking my emotions out on the wrong people. “Sorry, Diane. That was rude of me. Can you come to my office, please?” This intercom conversation bullshit always gets on my nerves. I prefer face-to-face conversations where I can read people’s body language. She’s only five fucking feet from the door anyway. Geez. News of Victor’s death is hitting me harder than I thought.

      Diane knocks once and then comes in, her pencil skirt making walking a trial of how fast a person can move six inches at a time. It’s almost comical to watch, but I’m not in the mood now. She is such a forced persona, trying extremely hard to pull off the sexy librarian look, with her red hair up in a bun and oversized glasses on her nose. Sure, she’s got the costume down, but it’s so obviously forced, it’s a complete turn-off. Not that I would ever consider an employee that way, but as a man… it’s just not there for me. Authenticity wins for me every time.

      She sits across the desk from me, notebook and pen poised at the ready. This is why she’s my assistant. She’s excellent at what she does. Not because she’s pretty.

      “What do you know about Victor Blake’s death? Anything? Cause?” As many Vegas folks do, he lived hard, but he was still relatively young and seemed fit.

      “Massive heart attack.”

      Well, alrighty then. That would definitely do it.

      “And his daughters? Have you heard anything about them?”

      She shakes her head, “No, but I can find out for you.” She glances at me over the glasses I don’t think she even needs. “Did you want to send flowers or a card? Perhaps a donation in his name somewhere?”

      She makes it sound so fucking impersonal. As if it’s another transaction that needs to be completed. A box to mark on a checklist. It rubs me the wrong way. Victor was a person, and a good one at that. And a friend. She should know this. He deserves more than some flowers and words.

      “Sure, all of the above. But find out the funeral arrangements and get me there. And yes, if you can obtain any information on Victor’s daughters, that would be appreciated as well. I’d like to extend my condolences to them personally.”

      “Anything…else?” She asks, biting on the end of her pen suggestively. It’s so overt and, at this point, silly, how hard she tries to get into my pants. She’s been trying for the entire three years she’s worked for me. That’s commitment, at least. I admire the tenacity.

      “No. Thanks, Diane. That’s all for now.” I turn to the wall of TVs behind my desk with all the financial news channels on. Despite the upsetting news about Victor, I have a corporation to run. And today, that’s a particularly tough job, just made even harder.

      The crawler on each screen predicts doom and gloom for my company, LC Consolidated, the largest microchip manufacturer in the world. And not a single one is correct. The business has never been stronger. Someone important must have sold off a chunk of stock, throwing everyone into pandemonium, and I need to find out who and why, because the government is about to be up my ass with a microscope. Which, in turn, will have my shareholders raging with moral panic even more than they are.

      A few minutes later, Diane is back on the intercom, “Mr. Carmichael, I sent the information you requested regarding the Blake daughters to your email.”

      Damn. That was quick.

      “Thanks, Diane.”

      “Also, the business is still running, so our reservations are still being honored for the upcoming meeting.”

      “Who’s in charge now?” I’m curious who would take the helm of the Mischief Motors empire. “Do you know?”

      “It’s all in the email I sent. His daughters, Normandy and Chelsie Blake, have inherited equal controlling interests in the company.”

      Interesting. I wonder if these women or girls, hell if I know how old they are, know the first thing about running a business. I guess I’ll soon find out.

      “Thanks again, Diane.”

      I open the first attachment to the email with the Blake daughters’ information and am instantly blown away. When I open the file, I find a picture of Normandy Blake, who is the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on. Victor wasn’t much to look at, so I did not expect his offspring to be so breathtaking. While beautiful, the long blonde hair, sharp jawline, and cheekbones are nothing compared to her intelligent dark eyes. I could see myself getting lost in those eyes for an unreasonable amount of time.

      She also looks like she doesn’t take any bullshit. I don’t know where this picture was taken, but she seems to be in an intense conversation with someone. I like women who can hold their end. I think I might like this Normandy Blake.

      She’s thirty-one, so a few years younger than me, I can handle that. Went to live with her mother when her parents divorced when she was pretty young. Then moved permanently to Sacramento after college. A Stanford business grad, which isn’t too shabby. Maybe she won’t wreck her father’s business after all. Not that I assumed she would in the first place. Bonus points because she runs her own business consulting firm, turning around lost causes, and focuses on women-owned businesses. Very nice.

      I’m starting to regret not talking about our families to each other when Victor and I would have lunch. I would have liked to learn more about Normandy directly from him, instead of an impersonal private investigation firm with just facts and figures. I’m almost offended that he kept her existence from me. But I haven’t been the relationship kind of guy for a few years now.

      The sister, Chelsie, is another story. Similar features to Normandy, though a little darker. Definitely a different mother. Twenty-five. A string of dead-end casino jobs. To each their own. I’m not one to judge. I’m curious how that dynamic will play out at Mischief Motors between the two sisters. They seem like they couldn’t be more opposite in lifestyles.

      “Mr. Carmichael, I have the funeral arrangements for you. I’ve sent you an email.”

      You don’t need to tell me you sent me a fucking email. I can see it.

      “Thanks, Diane.” My clenched jaw barely lets the words out. I could be a ventriloquist with how hard my teeth are shut together. I know it doesn’t stop my frustration from coming through my voice.

      I’m a billionaire. At 34, I’m still considered one of the youngest billionaires ever, and I run one of the most successful companies in the world. Until Alexandr Wang came along, I was the youngest to reach that milestone at 25. And moments like this, where I’m annoyed by my fucking assistant being good at her job, make me question how the fuck I got here in the first place. Never mind all the hard work I’ve put in to be where I am. When the pressure gets to me, and I’m a dick for no reason like this, I don’t deserve a penny.
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          FELL ON BLACK DAYS

          NORMANDY

        

      

    

    
      This can’t be right. These books cannot be right. There is no way my father left his business in such shambles.

      “On the bright side, the ex-wives won’t be paid another dime now.” The accountant for the company, Sora, is trying to cheer me up, but it will take a hell of a lot more than that. “It looks like most of the money from the business went to them.”

      One of those ex-wives is my mother. She never mentioned that Dad was still paying alimony. She didn’t live like it either.

      “But at least the business is yours free and clear. Well, yours and Chelsie’s.” He pushes his glasses up higher in classic nerd fashion. “So, there’s not a mafia loan shark after you or anything. It’s just the typical line of vendors with their hands out for what’s due.” His laugh is nervous and is not comforting at all.

      “Great. That makes this all so much better.” I can’t keep the sarcasm from my tone no matter how much I try. Ever since my dad died, I’ve been on the edge of a migraine trying to put the pieces of his life back together and figure out what to do with it all.

      I’ve had to put my life in Sacramento, including my business consulting job, on hold to come here to deal with all of this. My half-sister Chelsie does not have a mind for business and basically volunteered me to straighten everything out. The control freak in me is perfectly happy with this, but the grieving side just wants to curl up and cry my eyes out and let someone else, anyone else, handle all of this. Keeping busy has kept the tears at bay so far but discovering the mess the business is in is threatening to change that fast.

      “The good news is your father’s biggest account, LC Consolidated’s, annual reservation is coming up. That will relieve a lot of this pressure. Temporarily, at least.” He frowns with guilt, like any of this is his fault. I know it’s all my father’s doing.

      My father was a hopeless romantic in a city full of sin. He always fell for the wrong woman for the wrong reasons and paid for it dearly in more ways than one. And it appears he continued to pay for it long after the marriages were left in ashes. Luckily, Chelsie and I are the only products of the failed marriages, all four of them. Otherwise, this nightmare could be worse. I can deal with Chelsie. We’ve always gotten along, though we’ve never been what I would consider close. We both understood what a cluster our families were and had no delusions on that front.

      “What’s so important about LC Consolidated’s reservation?” I know the company. Everybody knows the company. It’s one of the biggest tech conglomerates in the world. But I don’t understand the connection to our business.

      “Their annual charity ball and meeting is coming up in a couple of weeks. Mischief handles all the transportation for the company’s Board of Directors.”

      I raise an eyebrow. That could be a decent injection of funds into this cadaverous company. If these numbers are to be believed, we need all the business we can drum up.

      “We handle their business often?” It sounds like this is a standing order or something. I know there are accounts with frequent or regular users, but I never thought my father dealt with the likes of LC Consolidated.

      “As far as I know, yes. They use Mischief exclusively.” He clears his throat nervously. Sora doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who gets nervous easily. “Well, at least they used to.” That sounds ominous.

      “What do you mean, ‘used to?’” We can’t lose any business right now. Especially someone as important as LC Consolidated. “Why wouldn’t we still have their business?”

      He adjusts his tie, looking at the exits as though he wishes he were running out of one of them right now. If I’m stuck here, so are you, buddy.

      “Since we’re fielding the business calls temporarily, we had a call earlier from the CEO’s office inquiring about the status of the business. They seemed a little concerned.”

      “The CEO?” I know the company but I can’t think of who the CEO is off the top of my head.

      “Brandon Carmichael?” He quirks an eyebrow. “Surely, you’ve heard of him before?”

      I shift in my seat a little. Of course. What woman doesn’t know Brandon Carmichael? Besides being one of the wealthiest men in the universe, he’s also one of the most attractive. Sometimes life just isn’t fair. I doubt any of this is coming directly from him, though. He’s probably got people to deal with this stuff for him. Shit, he most likely has people to deal with his people.

      And now they’re concerned about us? Of course, they’d be concerned. Hell, I’m concerned.

      “But they didn’t cancel, right?”

      “No. They haven’t canceled.” Sora nods, appeasing my worry.

      I can hear the ‘yet’ not spoken. He doesn’t need to say it. I have to get things back to normal for this company as soon as humanly possible.

      “Do you think it’s in jeopardy? Should I try to speak to their CEO or something?” I cringe at the thought of having to grovel to keep business, but I don’t see much choice here.

      Sora eyes me curiously, not sure what to make of me. I’m definitely not what he was expecting.

      “It wouldn’t hurt to have a conversation, I’m sure. But…” He drifts off, his features clouding slightly. I can’t read what it means.

      “But, what? Is there something else I should know?”

      “Well, just know LC Consolidated has its own troubles right now. The stock tanked today, and there are rumors of insider trading.”

      This is shocking, even to me, who keeps tabs on all of the Fortune 500s. For one of the biggest companies in the world to have that kind of scandal is almost beyond consideration. It makes me wonder if we should be doing business with them if they’re now wrapped up in a scandal. We can’t afford a misstep at this point.

      “Should I be worried about our association with them? I don’t want to tarnish the business’s name by working with criminals.”

      Sora laughs lightly, the corners of his eyes crinkling. It’s the first sign he’s a real human being I’ve seen from him since coming to his office to go over my father’s accounts. Until now, he’s been all business.

      “I don’t think you need to worry. LC Consolidated is strong enough to weather a pretty big storm.”

      The way he says that makes me envious. As though we’re weak and couldn’t handle any kind of storm in comparison. Not even a brief rain shower or a strong gust of wind. I get that we’re in a precarious situation. There’s no need to twist the knife.

      “So, I just need to make sure that LC Consolidated stays our customer.” I stand and prepare to leave with a nod to Sora. “I think I can do that.” I hope I can do that.

      He shakes my hand with a kind smile.

      “I’m sure Mischief Motors is in good hands with you, Ms. Blake. I look forward to working with you. I wish it were under better circumstances. And again, my condolences to you and your sister on your sudden loss. Your father was a fine man and will be missed.”

      “Thank you for saying so.” The familiar pang of grief crashes into me again. I made it through this whole meeting without crying or even getting misty-eyed. I’ve been too wrapped up in all the issues the business has to think about the loss. But now, I can feel my eyes stinging with unshed tears, and my throat tightens as I strain to keep the sob in my chest at bay.

      I leave the accountant’s office no happier than when I went in. I am more determined than ever to pull Mischief Motors together. My father may not have been the savviest businessman in the world, but he knew how to build a company from the ground up. He was a people person, something I am absolutely not but will need to work on fast if we have any shot at staying afloat. I have other ideas that might help us as well, but first and foremost, I need to talk with Chelsie. We need to lay down some ground rules and define our roles in all this.

      We weren’t close growing up with as little as we saw each other, but we’ve always been friendly. When we found out we both inherited the company, we were both shocked. We are vastly different people. Being co-owners could get tricky between us.

      I think I can handle Chelsie; I’m not too worried about her. Brandon Carmichael? That’s an entirely different story. Hopefully, I won’t need to deal with him personally. I can handle admin people, the richest man in the world? No, thank you very much.
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          BLACK HONEY

          BRANDON

        

      

    

    
      The LC Consolidated saga continues as the insider trading rumors come to fruition in the worst possible way. My ex-girlfriend, Eve Cromwell, is now being investigated by the SEC for insider trading, and I’m not surprised. Apparently, she caught wind of an acquisition we are making and decided to buy up their stock on the cheap. I have no idea where she heard about the takeover, but it wasn’t from me. When we were together, I figured out pretty fast her interest in me wasn’t personal. It was strictly a financial transaction on her part. It’s too bad, she appeared to have all the ingredients to make a great person. Well, all except one – a soul.

      Now I need to find out who she got the information from, and it should be easy. For a large corporation, we have a relatively small Board of directors. Our Executive Management team is tight as well. However, I don’t see any of them giving up information. So that means someone from the acquisition team is most likely the culprit. With the SEC's approval, I’ve already got two of our private investigation firms on the case. It’s incredible how much more a private citizen can do to expose crime than the government.

      I’m not complaining, though. Ever since the rumors surfaced, I’ve been in damage control mode, which isn’t easy when you know who’s at fault but can’t say it out loud yet to the public. All I can do is spout the old “we’re cooperating with investigators…”  blah blah blah. It’s frustrating, to say the least. I want to shout from the rooftops, ‘My ex is a bitch from hell who only cares about where to get her next Birkin bag and who will be dumb enough to buy it for her. And, by the way, she’s about to be arrested for insider trading.’

      What I’m not looking forward to is all of the relationship questions that will come along for the ride on this. We broke up over eight months ago, and I don’t think I’ve talked to her since, except at a charity event or two. Come to think of it, I don’t think we even spoke at those. I have nothing to say to her. Well, no, I’d like to tell her off for making my life a living hell right now, but she’s not worth the air required for me to speak.

      Am I being tough on Eve? You’re damned right I am. Anyone who puts my company in jeopardy will feel the full force of my wrath. I’ve worked too damned hard and given up way too much for shit like this to screw everything up. Besides, I have more employees than I can count, relying on me to keep us afloat, productive, and profitable, so they can have food on the table, a roof over their heads, and a stable home life. That is a lot of people I am responsible for in their happiness and well-being. I don’t take that lightly. No, I take it personally.

      So, when someone tries to game the system or exploit a loophole, or as in this case, take unfair advantage of my company’s transactions, I will not sit idly by. I will do whatever it takes to find the perpetrator and ensure they are punished while ensuring the status quo finds itself painlessly for those affected.

      I’m not a saint. I didn’t become a billionaire by being Mr. Nice Guy. But I didn’t do it by cheating, either. I didn’t hurt anyone along the way, and I like to think I still have my soul intact. Whether or not that’s true is yet to be seen, but I’m going with that until proven otherwise.

      “Mr. Carmichael? I have Normandy Blake of Mischief Motors on the line for you,” Diane’s annoyed voice interrupts my thoughts. “With our discussion the other day, I thought you’d want to take this call.”

      Normandy Blake? The newly discovered most beautiful woman on the planet is calling me? For a second, I’m speechless. I’ve had dinner with Presidents and Prime Ministers, but the name Normandy Blake somehow has the power to throw my nerves into a bee's nest.

      “Mr. Carmichael?” Diane repeats, now sounding annoyed with me.

      “Yes. Put her through,” I finally say, shaking my head and gathering myself. I swear my palms are starting to sweat, and I haven’t even spoken to the woman yet. I let the phone ring twice, taking a deep breath before answering. “Ms. Blake, how good of you to call. This is Brandon Carmichael.”

      It’s too formal. I can hear how stilted my voice sounds. I don’t know why this woman is getting to me like this. We haven’t even met yet.

      “Mr. Carmichael, thank you for taking my call.” She’s all business. I guess she’s picking up on my tone, but I sense a bit of nervousness in her voice. “I wanted to thank you for your charitable donation to the Heart Association in my father’s name. It meant a lot.”

      “Of course. My condolences to you on your family’s loss. Your father was a good man and a friend. I was deeply saddened to learn of his sudden passing.”

      “You were friends with my father?” She sounds surprised. I suppose it’s not the likeliest of scenarios.

      “We were friends, yes.”

      “That’s so strange. My dad never mentioned that he knew you.”

      “Well, to be fair, he never talked about you either.” I cringe inwardly as the words come out. That sounded way too harsh. “I mean… I knew he had daughters, but he didn’t like talking about his personal life.” I hope I recover quickly enough. The last thing I want to do is offend her during our first conversation.

      She laughs softly, and I can almost picture it in my mind. Her dark eyes crinkling with her smile. I pull up her photo on my computer, admiring her beauty again.

      “Touché. He didn’t like talking about himself. He was always more interested in whoever he was with.” I can tell the smile leaves her voice, and a touch of sadness creeps in. I have the feeling emotions aren’t something she shares willingly.

      “I’ll actually be there tomorrow for the funeral service, so I’ll be able to offer my condolences to you in person.” I don’t know why I’m hoping this cheers her up. Though the circumstances are horrible, I know I’m excited to meet her. I have no idea why anyone would be excited to meet me, but it’s something to say.

      “Oh? I wasn’t aware you arranged a car….” She’s back to her business voice and now sounds irked.

      “Yeah, my assistant told me it would be better to use another service this trip since you’re dealing with the funeral and everything.” I get the sense this might have been a wrong move. At least as far as Normandy is concerned.

      “Oh.” She’s quiet for a moment. “That was…thoughtful.”

      Now I’m sure it was a wrong move. She definitely isn’t happy with my decision, but changing now wouldn’t help at this point, either. I can’t think of how to salvage this conversation.

      “Would you care to have dinner with me while I’m in town?” And as soon as I say the words, again, I want to take them back. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with me. It’s like I have foot-in-mouth disease or something, and I can’t stop saying stupid shit. “Tomorrow after the service or the next day? If you’re free?” Jesus Christ, I sound pathetic.

      She doesn’t answer for a long moment, and I can’t tell what’s happening. Did I cross a line, maybe? I probably did. You don’t ask someone to go to dinner after their father’s damned funeral. What the hell was I thinking?

      “Um…I think I’ll pass this time. But thank you.”

      Yup. I’ve fucked this up every which way. You’d think I would know the proper etiquette for asking a woman out and not doing it right after their father dies.

      “I apologize.” I don’t know how to dig myself out of this one. “That was callous of me to ask now. I just thought…never mind. Forgive me.”

      “Yeah… okay.” The trepidation in her voice makes me think she now considers me a creep or something. “Well, thanks again for the donation. I should get going….”

      “Right. Of course. I’m sure you’re busy with arrangements and everything. I look forward to meeting you in person tomorrow.” And after this entire discussion, saying that last bit really makes me sound like a perv. I can’t win.

      “Sure. You too. Goodbye, Mr. Carmichael.”

      “Bran-” the call disconnects. “-don.” I look down at the phone in my hand, shocked. “Call me Brandon.” Wow. She just hung up on me. I don’t think I’ve been hung up on in over ten years.

      One thing is for sure, tomorrow is going to be interesting.
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          HEARTS HARD TO FIND

          NORMANDY

        

      

    

    
      What the heck was that all about? Asking me to dinner? And who knew my dad was friends with one of the wealthiest men in the world? He never said a word about it. But then again, he never talked about his business. And now I have said rich man showing up tomorrow, and I don’t know what to expect with him asking me to dinner. I hope he got the hint that I am not interested. I’ve got enough to handle with the business, funeral, and estate and no time to worry about the hot-shot billionaire Brandon Carmichael, who may or may not be a white-collar criminal chasing my tail.

      The outpouring of sympathy we’re receiving from the community since my dad’s death is mind-blowing. The overwhelming number of cards, flowers, calls, donations, and even people stopping by the business to express their condolences has been a lot to take in. And that is just the locals. Tomorrow, a slew of people will be here to pay their respects. While Mischief is a reasonably small company, my father built up an elite client base, including some big named people from around the world. It’s surprising but also genuinely touching to see how many lives my father impacted.

      My face is starting to hurt from the smile I constantly force when I meet these people. I want to go back to my dad’s house, where I’m staying, drink a large glass of wine, and think about something else for a minute. Anything else. Hell, maybe I should have taken Brandon up on his offer for dinner. The thought makes me laugh out loud to myself. Me and Brandon Carmichael. It’s preposterous.

      “I’ll have whatever you’re having,” my half-sister Chelsie grumbles as she walks into the office I’ve temporarily taken over here at Mischief Motors and falls back into one of the chairs across from me. She looks like she’s having a rough day, though I can’t imagine why. It’s not like she’s doing anything productive to help with any of the problems around here. But then, I took everything over when I arrived like the idiotic control freak I am, so being angry about any of it is equally dumb.

      “Oh, I’m having a mental breakdown. You want some?” I give her the smile I’ve plastered on my face for a few days. I’m sure it completely lacks any real emotion at this point.

      “You are definitely wearing some Eau de Psycho with that crazy grin on your face.” Chelsie always looks put together in that Vegas kind of way. Her hair is tousled perfectly, and her makeup is just on this side of heavy-handed but is still gorgeous. Her outfit, while totally age-appropriate, is a tad more revealing than anything I would wear. “How many people came by today?” She leans back and crosses her stilettoed feet on the desk. Someone could put an eye out with those things. I don’t know how the hell she walks in them.

      “Not that many today. Tomorrow will be the big one.” I’m trying to sound more confident about everything than I am. As if I have everything under control when that couldn’t be farther from the truth. Between the two of us, I need to take command of this sinking ship and right it. “Did you know Brandon Carmichael and Dad were friends? He’s coming for the service tomorrow.”

      She blinks at me like I’ve grown a second head, her brows raising in surprise.

      “I did not know any of that. Wow.” Her feet slide off the desk, and she leans forward, suddenly excited. “How do you know he’s coming? Have you talked to him?”

      I’m almost pushed back by the force of her excitement rushing at me.

      “Yeah, I just got off the phone with him.” I scrunch my nose to show my distaste. “He asked me out to dinner. Can you believe that? We’re burying my dad, I mean, our dad tomorrow, and he wants to go on a date? That’s just plain weird. I don’t care how rich the guy is, that’s just wrong on so many levels.”

      Chelsie’s expression tells me she might disagree with my assessment of the billionaire.

      “He asked you to dinner? And wait, you said no? To Brandon Carmichael?” Her shock and disbelief at my rejection of him baffle me. How can she think what he did was okay?

      “Yes. Brandon Carmichael. The creeper who thinks it’s appropriate to go on dates after funerals. What aren’t you getting about that part?” I shake my head at her, still not sure if I’m communicating the wrongness of it all properly.

      “Norm, it’s freaking Brandon Carmichael. What aren’t you getting about that?” She throws her hands up in exasperation. She’s the only one who gets away with calling me ‘Norm.’ Since we were kids, she’s called me that, and it’s too late to ask her to stop now. Everyone else either calls me ‘Mandy’ or uses my full name.

      “I’m sorry, my father just died, and the company he left is on the brink of bankruptcy. Maybe that’s why I’m not thinking about dating right now.” I can’t help the angry tone of my voice.

      This pulls her up, and her eyes go wide. I have to turn away from her. I’ve not told her how bad things are because I’ve been hoping to find a solution sooner rather than later.

      “Are you serious, Norm?” She swallows hard, and guilt takes over her features. Her shoulders drop under the weight. “Is it as bad as that? Bankruptcy?”

      I stare down at my hands on the desk, fidgeting with a pen. I really didn’t want to get into this with Chelsie if I didn’t have to. I guess I have to now.

      “It’s pretty bad, Chels.” I sigh heavily, looking around our dad’s office at the pictures on the wall of some of his favorite cars over the years. Some real classics, and some rare ones as well. He sure did love his cars. Enough to build a business out of driving them. “Maybe not bankruptcy bad, yet. But it’s close. We might have to sell off some of the classic inventory if things don’t get better soon.”

      She gasps, and a hand flies over her mouth.

      “No. Don’t say that. Dad loved those cars. Hell, I love those cars.” She turns to study the pictures on the wall along with me, her eyes tearing up. If she starts crying, I really will have that mental breakdown I mentioned a little while ago. “What can I do to help?”

      I stare at her blankly for a minute, not sure I heard her correctly. Did she just offer to help with the business? I can’t even imagine how she could. She’s only worked casino jobs, and mainly as a waitress. I don’t see how those skills could translate to a car service.

      “I don’t know….” I stammer, still shocked she’s even offering. “How do you think you can help?”

      She straightens in her seat, pushing her shoulders back, and clears her throat, ready to make her case. I’m all ears. She nods at the pictures on the walls.

      “I know cars.” She pauses. “Well, I know those cars. I would go with Dad to buy them, and he would tell me all about them, what to look for in the different makes and models, what was a reasonable price, etc., and how not to get screwed over by the sellers. It was kind of our thing.” The tears are back in her eyes and now in her voice too.

      I didn’t know they would go together to buy the cars. Shit, I didn’t know much of anything about their relationship at all. A pang of jealousy sparks in my chest, knowing they had a special connection I didn’t have. The only thing remotely special my dad did with me was play cards. Though, in Vegas, that’s not all that special. He taught me how to play poker and how to play it well. He’d have me sit for a few hands during his bi-weekly card games with his friends, and I would usually win.

      “Okay, well, that could be extremely helpful. Do you know much about the newer models? Or just the classics? How would you like to be in charge of the fleet inventory?”

      “Both.” There’s a confidence back in her demeanor and a new sparkle in her eye I love seeing. This could be good for both of us. “I think I’d be pretty good at that, actually.”

      “Perfect. Once we’re back open for business next week, you’ll need to review everything and see what we can liquidate. If we can sell even a few, it’ll help a lot.”

      She smiles, but it’s bittersweet. I can tell she has mixed feelings about selling any of the inventory. Chelsie isn’t usually so sentimental. Ever since she graduated from high school, she’s become a sort of badass with little to no emotion. When it comes to our dad or these cars, that’s different.

      “Every one of those cars has a story,” she sighs.

      “Well, you can tell them to me as you hand over their sales checks.” I grin at her, a genuine smile this time, and she rolls her eyes at me. She’ll soon learn there isn’t any room for sentimentality when it comes to this business. That was our father’s downfall, and it won’t be mine. If I can, I learn from mistakes, mine and everyone else’s. And I’ll do everything in my power not to repeat them.
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      The morning of the funeral is nothing but chaos as I’ve become the go-to person for absolutely everything now relating to my dad and his business, not to mention the funeral. None of his ex-wives are willing to help with the service, and my own mother, who was my dad’s first wife, won’t even be coming for the funeral. None of them are. They all wanted to avoid running into each other. My mother never remarried, and I think she held a torch for him. News of his death hit her harder than I thought it would. A lot harder. She moved to Utah when I turned eighteen and went off to college, saying that Vegas had too many sad memories for her. I understand all of it, but it’s still frustrating that everything surrounding my dad has now seemingly dropped into my lap.

      When Chelsie and I arrive at the funeral home, we’re shocked at the number of cars waiting to join the procession to the cemetery. We have difficulty getting through them all to reach the main funeral home building.

      Chelsie started crying before we left the house and hasn’t stopped, but I can’t shed a single tear for some reason. I can sense the tears bottled up inside, but releasing them isn’t an option. I need to be strong for Chelsie and everyone else attending. That will be my job today, being a rock for everybody. I’ll break down in private later.

      Once we park and make our way into the funeral home, I can’t help but notice what seems to be a large contingent of security guards hanging around. Is that part of the funeral? I don’t remember that being on the list of services offered, but I guess I understand it. There are a few famous people attending today. Maybe they brought their own security.

      “I don’t care who your boss is, there’s a set order for the car procession, and I’m not about to change it for anyone,” a loud female voice says from just inside the doors. I’d know that voice anywhere. It’s Bianca Torino, the Lead Driver at Mischief Motors, who doesn’t take shit from anybody. From her tone, I can tell she’s about to break into Italian, and I’d hate to be the guy she’s arguing with when that happens. The tall brick wall of a man she’s arguing with has gone pale and looks like he wants to hide under a rock somewhere. I need to intervene. We can’t have fights breaking out at my dad’s funeral.

      “What’s the problem here, Bianca?” The guy she was talking to gives me a withering but grateful look for interceding.

      She tears her glare away from him to face me. “This guy’s asshat boss thinks he’s special and wants to move up behind your car. I told him the order is set, and I am not changing it.”

      I hadn’t even thought about the order of the cars because who gives a shit? We’re all going to the same place.

      “Who is your asshat boss?” I ask the gentleman, who now shrinks under my focused attention. He wasn’t expecting a tag team, but this seems very important to Bianca, and I’ll back her up no matter what. “And does he not know we’re all going to the same cemetery? It’s not a race.”

      “I’m the asshat,” a recently familiar voice says from behind me. I can’t help it, but goosebumps rise on my skin as I hear him. The billionaire himself. Of course, he’d want special treatment.

      “Oh, Mr. Carmichael. I didn’t realize it was you,” Bianca starts, but I hold up a hand to silence her as I turn to face him. I don’t care how rich he is, he can’t change everything for his own convenience.

      I am not at all prepared for the sight of him in person. I’ve seen pictures of him, everyone in the world has, but they don’t do him justice. Tall, dark hair, impeccably styled, intelligent dark eyes, but they seem to spark with humor, squared jaw, and hints of dimples if he were to smile. And, he fills out a suit like nobody’s business. Up close, he’s almost too perfect for words.

      You’re mad at him right now, don’t forget.

      “Mr. Carmichael, unfortunately, there is a pre-set order for the procession I’m not comfortable with changing last minute. I’m sorry if this inconveniences you.” It’s evident in my voice I’m not sorry at all. I hate guys like him who throw their clout around like confetti. I grew up hating bullies, and sickening amounts of money are just another form of it.

      “No, you’re quite right. I understand. It was a request from my security detail, but I’m fine wherever I am in line. Don’t worry.” He’s contrite, but there’s still that spark in his eyes I can’t read.

      I examine him closer, making sure he’s not patronizing me. It doesn’t appear he is, which is one measly point for him, but I’m still not won over.

      “Is there a security issue we should be concerned about with you here?” His mention of the request being from his security now brings everyone’s safety into question for me. The last thing I need is some crazy person crashing the funeral.

      He puts his hands up. “No, not at all. It’s… an insurance thing. Nothing for anyone to worry about.”

      “You’re insured? Like, your body is insured?” Bianca is incredulous, and I’m right there with her. I’ve never heard of such a thing, but what do I know about billionaires? Nada.

      His embarrassed smile in response nearly breaks through my dislike of him.

      “Well, I know it sounds nuts and extremely egotistical, but if something happened to me, world markets would kind of go crazy.” He shrugs his shoulders with a hint of a blush on his cheeks.

      “Well, there goes that idea….” I mutter under my breath, turning away briefly, but Bianca hears me and chokes out a laugh, covering it with a forced coughing fit. I give her a sideways glance, encouraging her to keep her shit together. It doesn’t look as though Brandon heard me, however, thank God.

      “I’m Brandon Carmichael, by the way. You must be Normandy.” He steps closer and holds out a hand for me to shake, his eyes now full of compassion. “My sincere condolences on your family’s loss. Your father was one-of-a-kind.” He nods at Chelsie to include her as well.

      As he nears, I catch the scent of his cologne that smells so exquisite it probably costs more than my car. My knees start to wobble as I take his hand into my own, and the feel of his skin against mine brings back the goosebumps from earlier. I pull away quickly, not wanting my reaction to him to cloud my thoughts of the day. Plus, I’m confusing myself with the differences in my intellectual and physical responses to him. Part of me wants to jump his bones, but most of me wants nothing to do with him.

      “It was nice of you to come today. Thank you.” I turn to Chelsie and Bianca. “Right, shall we, ladies?” I hold out an arm, indicating we should get moving and away from this awkwardness as soon as possible. Chelsie, who has been sniffling throughout the ordeal, flashes a weak smile at Brandon as we pass, and I inwardly cringe. I’m most likely being too harsh on him. He can’t help he’s disturbingly rich, but he should know at least some funeral etiquette.

      It’s pretty simple: You don’t ask people on dates, and you don’t ask for special treatment.
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          BABYLON

          BRANDON

        

      

    

    
      So, Normandy Blake’s first impression of me is I’m an insensitive asshole who, not only is some kind of weird creeper, but also so full of himself he thinks he should get preferential treatment at her father’s funeral. Not how I wanted any of this to go. I had wanted to apologize for asking her out on the phone but couldn’t think of a way to do that without offending her further. Plus, she never gave me a chance; she was in a hurry to get away from me.

      Looking at everything from her point of view, I get it. It looks bad. I admit that much. However, she isn’t giving me much chance to fix any of it. She makes up her mind about people a little too hastily. I like to give people the benefit of the doubt, at least at first. If they prove me wrong later, then I deal with it. Not everyone puts their best foot forward in the first meeting. Surely, she understands that much. At least, I thought she would. I was obviously wrong. Normandy Blake is turning out to be a bit of an ice queen.

      After the funeral, a small gathering develops at the Mischief Motors depot. My security team has done a great job keeping the small legion of press at bay, and I hope that keeps up throughout the day. I don’t want anyone here swept up in my current media storm surrounding Eve’s insider trading fiasco. I’m told she will be arrested in the next few days, and I still don’t know what that fallout will look like.

      I know several people from business or charity functions here, so I’m at least not standing in the corner like a wallflower. At a lull in one conversation, I excuse myself and wander the garage, checking out some of the cars Victor has amassed over the years. It’s quite an impressive fleet with a nice mix of classic and newer luxury cars. He always did have fine taste in automobiles.

      “See anything you like? I might be able to get you a deal.” I turn and find Chelsie Blake eyeing me with curiosity. Her expression is almost hopeful, and I’m unsure what to make of it. Are they looking to sell off Victor’s cars?

      “Are these for sale? I was under the impression you and Normandy were keeping the business going. Is that not the case?” It would be sad if the business Victor built for so long was dismantled so quickly after his death.

      “They might be, depending on the car and the offer.” She’s looking a little nervous now, like she doesn’t want to part with any of them, making me confused.

      “Well, tell me which ones are, and I’ll take a look. How’s that?”

      She glances around, assessing the cars, her eyes wide with clear panic, and she’s now anxiously wringing her hands.

      “Let me think….” She bites her bottom lip, turning one way, then another, her eyes shining with unshed tears. I can’t take it anymore. I place a calming hand on her shoulder.

      “Chelsie. It’s okay. You don’t need to show me any cars.”

      “No, no. I need to sell some of these; I just don’t know which ones to pick.”

      My hand instinctively drops from her shoulder in shock. She needs to sell?

      “What do you mean, exactly?”

      She glances around again, and I think she’s checking if anyone is nearby before speaking.

      “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this. Norm would have my head if she knew, so you can’t say anything. Okay?” I nod as I lean in to hear her better. “Apparently, our dad wasn’t the best businessman, and the company isn’t doing so well. Norm suggested maybe liquidating some of the inventory to get us back on track, and I’m in charge of that since I know all the cars.”

      “I see….” I rub my chin as I consider this. I had no idea Victor was a shoddy businessman. He always seemed to have it together whenever I saw him. Of course, people only show you what they want you to see. This puts Normandy’s cold shoulder in a different light. She’s been dealing with all of this on top of the funeral and whatever was going on in her previous life in Sacramento. It’s a lot all at once, I’m sure. I examine the surrounding cars and note this can’t be all of them. “Where’s the rest of the inventory?” There are a few particular classics that aren’t here I might be interested in if they still have them.

      “There are three other garages housing the more unique cars.” She hesitates, eyeing me cautiously. “Are you sure you want to see them?”

      “Absolutely.” I nod. “There were a few cars I’ve used before I’m particularly fond of. If they’re available, of course.”

      Chelsie starts walking toward a back exit, and I follow her. “Oh? Which ones were they? I’ll be able to tell which garage they’re in.”

      As we step outside, we’re hit with the cool desert air. When you think about Vegas in the desert, you think of hot weather, but it can be chilly in the winter. And even the summer nights can be cold compared to the triple-digit temperatures of the daytime. I’m originally from Chicago, where it’s only cold when it’s below freezing. These mid-fifties are downright balmy.

      “There was an Impala? Not sure of the year, but it was gold.”

      “Oh, Betty! I know which one you’re talking about. Follow me.” She takes off toward another garage nearby, and I jog to catch up with her. How she’s walking so fast in those heels is impressive.

      I can spy my security detail surreptitiously repositioning themselves out of the corner of my eye. I’ve gotten used to it, though, and it doesn’t usually bother me anymore. For some reason, today is different. Their presence is almost as stifling as my damned tie.

      “Betty?” I wasn’t aware the car had a name.

      “What? Oh yeah, my dad named every car he bought. They’re all female, now that I think about it. I wonder why that is.”

      “Actually, I think that practice has something to do with boats and ships and sea goddesses or something, but I’m not sure.” Useless trivia like that hides in the corners of my brain, just waiting to come out and fill awkward silences whenever needed. Unfortunately, it’s also typically incomplete.

      “Weird,” she mutters, punching a code into the keypad by the entrance of the next garage over and opening the door.

      When I take a look around, I spot Betty right away, and she’s still gorgeous.

      “There she is.” I smile and start making my way toward her location in the corner. Her sharp front angles and shiny chrome bumper stick out prominently in the row of cars. Chelsie follows behind me, her heels clicking on the checkerboard tile floor.

      “So, Betty is a 1967 Chevy Impala SS hardtop fastback. If I remember correctly, she’s got a turbo-jet V8 engine and a 4-speed manual transmission. Power steering, but manual brakes. My dad bought her at a local auction. A pretty decent bidding war was waged to win her, but he was determined. He had to have her.”

      “I completely understand why. Betty and I are well acquainted.” I walk around to the other side, studying the impeccable paint job and the classic lines of the fastback. I rented this car a few years ago from Victor during a stay for my company’s annual meeting, and it was the most fun I’ve had driving in a very long time. I went into the desert toward the Hoover Dam and opened her up on the highway. It was the last time I think I felt remotely free.

      “Brandon?” Chelsie sounds like she’s been trying to get my attention. I must have zoned out remembering that drive.

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “Did you want to take her for a ride? I can grab the keys….”

      “No need. How much do you want for her?” It almost sounds like I’m buying a person. Creepy. I don’t need a test drive. I know this car. I want this car. And like Victor, I’ll do what it takes to get it.

      Chelsie seems surprised by my jumping right into the sale, but I’m not one to fuck around. If I want something, I get it. Plain and simple.

      She studies me briefly, considering what to quote for a price. I have a feeling I’m about to be fleeced, but if it means good old Betty is mine, I’m okay with it.

      “One Hundred and Fifty thousand.” She thrusts her chin out, expecting me to haggle her down in price and ready to argue her case. I almost feel bad that I’m making this too easy for her.

      “Sold.” I know the car isn’t worth quite that much, but if it helps Victor’s daughters keep the business going, I’m all in. “I’ll have my assistant, Diane, contact you for the wire transfer information if it’s different from our normal business setup, and arrange delivery tomorrow if that’s okay?”

      Chelsie is speechless for a minute as my words sink in. She had no clue I’d be such a pushover. She stares at me with her mouth open. My grandmother would have said something about her catching flies, but I can’t remember the exact phrasing, so I don’t repeat it. She finally nods slightly.

      “Oh, and wasn’t there an Aston Martin Vanquish? or Superleggera? I can’t remember which one, but it was a beauty. Is that still around? If so, I’d like to take a look at that one if you have the time. I know this is strange with the funeral and everything.”

      She snaps out of her stupor and catches up with what I’ve said. Shaking her head, she says, “Yeah, there’s a Vanquish in the next garage. Her name is Tina….” Her voice trails off as she walks back to the exit
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