
  
    [image: Tantalized]
  


  
    
      TANTALIZED

      Taste of Freedom Trilogy

    

    
      
        KATE OLEANDER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Not So Safe

      

      
        2. Foolish Luck Hits Hard

      

      
        3. No Business, Not Here

      

      
        4. Mind Lost, Heart Confused, Will Lost

      

      
        5. Darkest Deep

      

      
        6. Under My Skin

      

      
        7. Good Times Unravel

      

      
        8. Hide and Seek

      

      
        9. Worse? Couldn’t Be

      

      
        10. New Place, New Clothes, Same Old Me

      

      
        11. Tattoos and Deadlifts

      

      
        12. Dive In

      

      
        13. Dance Off

      

      
        14. Invitation Down the Drain

      

      
        15. Now and Forever

      

      
        16. Time for Thinking

      

      
        17. Not Alone

      

      
        18. Saving Face

      

      
        19. Nightmares

      

      
        20. Living Dreams

      

      
        21. Long Time, No Text

      

      
        22. Signs Point to Yes, or No

      

      
        23. Unleashing the Fool

      

      
        24. Out of Reality

      

      
        25. Who’s Innocent?

      

      
        26. Job Well Done

      

      
        27. Home Sweet Miserable Home

      

      
        28. My Work, My Sister a Piece of Work

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        More Books and Series

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 Kate Oleander. All Rights Reserved.

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

        Cover Design Elements:

        https://stock.adobe.com

        Adobe #123742038

        Adobe #118123707

        Adobe #177965670

        www.fontsquirrel.com

        Cormorant SC

        Cormorant Garamond

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        Kate Oleander

        www.kateoleander.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Printed in the United States

        1st Printing: October 2019

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 9781792853586

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the loves of my life.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tough Decision Made

      

      

      

      Two weeks ago, my life as the old Allison Jane Michaels was boring as usual. Sometimes you don’t know the good things you’ve got until they are gone. My biggest worry was whether I would work sixty hours a week and barely make my loan payment or whether I’d get lucky and be scheduled for seventy. Twenty-five years old, living with my big sister with a dead end career—at least in and around my hometown, and I was alone. No boyfriend and little opportunity to meet new people. I was itching for a change, something big. Something that would change my world around and make a difference.

      I found it, but it also turned my world upside down.
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      Pacing my hotel room, more of a luxury studio apartment, I mulled over the words that might convince my boss, Mr. Martin Kirklen, to release me from employment duties. I was never the right fit for the job. I lacked the wicked traits required to successfully carry out the task placed before me. It was work I eagerly signed up for with greed and stubbornness in my heart.

      Martin Kirklen had to know I’d fail. He’d cut his losses and send me packing. I hoped, but I knew he was desperate. He was betting everything on me. It was too late to find an alternative and if I walked, I would destroy him. In turn, he would destroy me.

      I came here looking for an adventure, a chance to prove something to myself, and my sister—to be just a little like her. What I learned was that she was not someone to idolize. I came looking for an easy way out of my debt, but I failed. It was time to tuck tail and run back home to Iowa. Escaping Chicago was the only freedom I wanted.

      My mind wandered to Bryant.

      Bryant Kirklen.

      If only I had asked for his name days ago the situation would be different. Hired under the façade of being a designer, my number one task was to help destroy and ruin an “evil and wicked man.” They said he was dangerous and rough. My greed for the money made me accept the job and I justified it by convincing myself it was like a good deed. I almost thought myself a good Samaritan in order to blot out the truth and lies. The man may have been a monster, but so was I to be willing to do that to another person for my own gain.

      Karma was having the biggest laugh over me. What are the odds that the very man I was hired to ruin sits in the seat next to me at the theater? What are the odds that we instantly click and he was the gentlest person I have ever met? What are the odds that he was also the first person I ever met to make me feel like my world stopped with just a touch?

      And his kiss… It was a kiss only read about in romance novels. Toe-curling, all of the way from the tips of my fingers to the ends of my hair follicles, good kiss. He made my heart stutter and beat like it was off to the races. He was beautiful and smelled like home.

      But last night I caught a glimpse of the awful man he could be. I had a taste of the temper I was warned about, and although I don’t think he would have hurt me, I have to wonder if he would show anyone else the same restraint. He admitted that he was bad, claimed I was too innocent and young to get brought down by his messy lifestyle. Before tonight I wanted whatever that lifestyle would be as long as I had him. My head knows better, but my heart still aches over losing him.

      It was time to return home and forget Bryant, Martin Kirklen and the whole mess. They—my sister, Stephanie, her friend Pete and Mr. Kirklen all knew I “couldn’t handle it.” As much as I hate to prove them all right, I have to admit the truth. I never could handle it.

      I swiped my phone from the peninsula and tapped out a message to my sister. One of a long string of texts begging her to call me or respond. Her lack of response had me worried, she was never without her phone. It was like another appendage. I scrolled through my texts to her.

      Nothing.

      She did not agree with my decision, and I left without telling her. I can understand her anger with me, but she has always been incapable of the silent treatment, needing the last word was like oxygen for her. Besides, she would love nothing more than to bail me out and to save me from my mistakes. So why wasn’t she answering my calls?

      I could not let go of the worry that something was wrong. I prayed that her insane lifestyle had not caught up with her. Knowing she had mingled in the same circles of both Martin and Bryant did little to ease my nerves.

      After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I gave up for the night. I pulled the comforter and sheets back from my freshly made bed and remembered my clothing. Teetering between waiting until morning and getting it over with, I glanced at the clock, 11:47 p.m. I chose the latter.

      With the wrinkle free blouses hung in the closet along with the other pieces of clothing that were not quite ready for laundering, I gathered up all of the intimate pieces I had worn last night and placed them in one of the fancy bags. They needed to be cleaned before I sent them back. I had already taken the gown for cleaning earlier, along with storing the jewelry in the hotel safe. A small wicked thought of ways to make Bryant jealous and to remind him what he was missing was immediately swallowed up by the reality of what I might be giving up with him.

      The hall was silent and unoccupied on my trek to the elevator. Pressing the button, I nervously waited for the car to rise through the floors as I watched the numbers change. The loud ding was deafening in the quiet, and I took two giant steps back. Relief of seeing no one in the car eased my shoulders, and I darted into the empty elevator and pressed the ground floor button.

      The lobby was just as vacant as the hallway, and I softly padded to the check-in counter to inquire about my clothing. The guy behind the desk was the same “Jeff” I had picked up the fancy clothes from yesterday. I took the time to study his face, and he appeared to be older than me but had kind eyes. He retrieved my clothes without much thought and checked the bag I brought down.

      Behind me the revolving door made a swooshing sound indicating that someone had entered. I was about to turn to see the person entering the lobby when Jeff lifted the card attached to the clothing bag and asked me to verify my room number and name.

      “613, Allison Michaels,” I answered.

      “Oh yeah, Miss Michaels. Sign here, please. How was the big event you went to last night?” Jeff’s broad smile was kind and comforting.

      Soft muffled voices came to my ears, but I still did not look up as I signed my name.

      “It was an amazing evening, truly unforgettable.”

      And it was. It will be one of my favorite memories, right behind sitting next to Bryant in the theater. There was such magic surrounding us that night—until I ruined it.

      My thoughts returned to the strangers, and I finally lifted my head to only see the elevator doors closed. The presence of the men made me sick to my stomach. After being attacked in the fitness room, I have been unable to relax knowing the men had not been caught.

      “Friends of yours?”

      “What?” My eyes widened in surprise.

      “The guys, you seemed to be interested in them.”

      “No, just curiosity.”

      “Well, they seemed interested in you and your pajamas.”

      The color drained from my face, and I stammered, “Did one have a goatee?”

      “No, I don’t know, ma’am. Just regular old white dudes.”

      “Were they kind of fat?” I whispered through a tight throat, dry with fear.

      He shrugged and then answered, “Regular white dudes, not sure if I’d call them fat, but thick, yeah. Maybe on the heavy side. Are you okay?”

      “Okay, this is going to sound strange, but is there anyone who can walk me up to my room?”

      “No, ma’am, unless you want one of the kitchen help to take you up. They are a wily kind of bunch this time of night.” Jeff looked toward the back and then met my eyes.

      I cursed under my breath and looked toward the elevator wishing I had seen where it had stopped. It was now back on the ground floor. “Does the elevator return automatically? Or does it just sit on the last floor?”

      “I don’t know. Why so worried?”

      I shook my head and held up a hand. “Is it okay if I just sit here for a bit?” I gestured toward the lobby sofas.

      “Be my guest, ma’am. But are you okay, do you need to call the police?”

      “No. I, uh, just need to sit for a while if that is okay.”

      “Sure.”

      I laid my bag of clean clothes over the end, stepped out of my shoes and sat on the sofa curling my feet up under me. Mindlessly watching the television was a distraction.

      It can’t be them. Why would they stick around?

      There was an infomercial on about a device that would puree all sorts of food to make amazing sauces. The people were fake and ridiculous, but the Alfredo sauce looked delicious. It was the most perfect distraction from my worries. I must have dozed off during the second cut-in about how to get it for half off the retail price if ordered within thirty minutes because the next thing I knew the guy at the front desk was shaking me.

      “Ma’am you have to wake up, if my boss comes in and see you sitting here he will fire me. Not supposed to allow loitering or sleeping on the sofas.”

      “I rubbed my eyes, what time is it?”

      “4:30 a.m.”

      “Oh! I didn’t mean to. Why did you not wake me up sooner?” I pushed the loose strands of hair off my face.

      “Because you looked like you needed a break and I actually did try to wake you once about two hours ago when I shut the TV off.”

      “I am so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it. If you want, my relief will be here in about fifteen minutes, and I can walk you up.”

      “Oh you don’t have to,” I thought about it for a second, “but if you don’t mind.”

      “Nah, not a problem. Let me go see if she is here. Sometimes she is early.”

      He hobbled to the desk and into the back. After a few minutes, I heard voices, and he reappeared. His walk made me wonder if he had suffered some sort of sports injury that had left him with arthritis. He met me at the elevator.

      Noticing that I was eyeing his lower half, he offered, “My convoy was hit when I was in Afghanistan, took my left leg off at the knee.”

      “That is awful, I am sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about ma’am, just the way things work out sometimes. Ever since I’ve had issues with my hip. It affects how well I maneuver on the ol’ peg leg.”

      “I thought perhaps you hurt your knee in football or basketball because you look like an athlete.”

      He laughed, “Nothing that glamorous. Would you believe it if I told you I am horrible at basketball and never played football? I was more of a Steve Urkel.”

      Having experienced gym teachers and coaches try to get me to play basketball and volleyball just because I was tall, I understood where he was coming from, and I smiled at him. “What do you like to do?”

      “I’ve always had an interest in the way things work. I am working my way through school to become an engineer. I started out that way, and then my girlfriend got pregnant. I married her because I wanted my son to have a father. Something I never had. She left me six months after I dropped out of college to support her and the baby. My son is sixteen now, and he is a basketball giant that boy has skills. Michigan is already looking at him. He’s the athlete.”

      “That is wonderful.”

      “I enlisted after she left me with a ton of debt. I should have known better. I should have, but at least I got my son out of the deal. He lives with me full time now, has since he was eleven. I guess he was cramping her style. My boy is the one who convinced me to go back to school, best decision I ever made besides never giving up on him.”

      We had reached the sixth floor long before he finished his story. He was an interesting man and far younger than I had initially thought. His perseverance was uplifting.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Yes?”

      “I notice you have some old bruises. Are you the woman who was attacked in the fitness room here?”

      I looked at my hands and feet, fiddled with my garment bag and then finally answered him, “Yes, that was me.”

      “I don’t know if the men that came in last night were the ones that attacked you, but I can tell you that no one matching the description you gave the police has checked out and no rooms have been left abandoned.”

      My toes curled, and my heart pounded in my ears.

      “Just be safe. Don’t leave your room so late and be cautious. You might consider finding a new place to stay.”

      “Unfortunately, that isn’t an option since my employer is paying and they have some sort of contract deal.” The feeling of being trapped pinched my stomach.

      “What about the gentleman you came in with? Maybe he could put you up somewhere.”

      “We are just acquaintances. We will be working together, he is a client.”

      “Oh, thought it looked like something a little more.”

      “Oh no, absolutely not.”

      Yes! I want it to be, but it’s not meant to be.

      The sting of reality stabbed at my heart, raw and painful.

      “Well, let’s get you to your room so I can get home and make sure my boy gets to classes on time. Did I mention that kid is smart as a whip? But he can’t set a damn alarm.”

      “Probably stays up late studying?” I asked as I walked ahead of him toward my room.

      “Nah, probably gaming, he never brings a book home. Doesn’t need to.”

      “Sounds like he is smart like his father.”

      He laughed, “Yeah, I wish. This calculus I am taking might do me in before I am done! How about you?”

      My brief tale of being given a chance at my dream job was nothing compared to his story, but it was all I had to share. Hearing myself share that I had about four weeks to make a name for myself and earn a reference that would be my ticket to something made me feel sick. All of it at Bryant’s cost. Once again I had become dreamy and idealistic about my lie. I pressed my palms into my cheeks.

      He grinned big and nodded. “Good enough. You take care, ma’am.”

      “Allie. Please call me, Allie.”

      “Jeff.” He patted his chest with his long hands and smiled with a brief nod. “Have a good day, Allie.”

      Before I could swipe my card, I knew I had made a mistake last night.

      Or had I?

      The deadbolt rested upon the strike plate preventing it from shutting. I would not have thrown the deadbolt. There would be no reason, and the sound of the metal on metal would have echoed in the quiet of the hallway. I knew I had not done this.

      “Jeff?” I backed up, and I called to him before he got too far away.

      “What’s wrong?”

      My eyes caught his. “My door is open. I thought I pulled it behind me, but maybe I didn’t. The deadbolt.”

      “These doors pull shut automatically to protect people’s belongings in case they are absentminded.” He grabbed my wrist and pulled me back further. “Don’t touch anything. We need to call the police.”

      “Maybe I flipped the deadbolt on accident.”

      “Do you do that normally?”

      I shook my head and watched him pull his phone from his belt.

      “Sandy, can you call Detective Reynolds and tell him that I think there was a break in on room 613.”

      Her shriek was audible from the phone four feet away, but I could not decipher what she had said.

      “Yeah, I know, but her room is propped with the deadbolt and if it was a break in I don’t want to run the risk that someone is still inside. He gave us strict orders.”

      He paused. “I don’t give a—I don’t care what Harold said. I am going to follow police orders.” He rolled his eyes. “Then he can fire me.”

      Stepping back a few more steps, I reached for his sleeve pulling him with me when he commented about the possibility that they could still be inside. He hung up and walked with me back toward the elevator.

      “I don’t want you to get fired! I can call him myself, how about that?”

      “Don’t worry about it, ma’am. I mean, Allie.”

      I had pulled out my phone, but it was dead.
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      Day 8—Saturday, October 11th

      

      By the time Detective Reynolds left, it was 6:45 a.m. I thanked Jeff and the other police officers and finally got a chance to enter my room. It was trashed, and nothing was salvageable. Nothing was left untouched.

      Every piece of clothing I had brought, except the ones slung over my shoulder in the garment bag were shredded. My make-up was smashed and crushed. My favorite lipstick had been used to scrawl “Liar, bitch, slut, and whore,” across the bathroom mirror.

      The bedding had been taken as evidence since they speculated that one or more had ejaculated on it. The computer had been used to download pornographic videos, now all under my name and my room number, which would be billed to my new boss. I cringed thinking about having to explain what had happened.

      Nothing was left, not even tears. The manager met me at my door and handed me a keycard for a temporary room so I could shower and get dressed for the day. All of my instincts suggested I run out as fast as my legs could carry me, yet I was compelled to plow forward. However, my determination was slipping on the hands of the hall clock staring at me as I walked toward the elevator.

      Second Floor, Room 201.

      As I rounded the corner, I heard my name. When I turned, I saw Jeff shuffling my way and carrying a bag from a drugstore.

      “Hey, Jeff,” I responded, seeing him with such a proud grin made my sad heart a little happier.

      “I got you some things, I wasn’t sure what you’d need, but I tried to get some make-up and stuff.”

      His grin was generous. It was unexpected because we were only strangers. The man’s true heart was on his sleeve. I asked, “You bought me make-up?”

      “Yeah, weird I know. But that was just plain cold to destroy a girl’s make-up and clothes. My little sister would have been crushed, and I know you’re not a little girl, but even now as an adult she would have been devastated.”

      With a nod I agreed, “It is devastating.”

      It wasn’t a lie, but I was growing further away from sticking any of this scenario out. Jeff’s kindness was overwhelming. Something so genuine, yet foreign to me. I was still thinking.

      “Don’t give up on your dream, Allie,” he smiled. “Don’t let this scare you home, stick it out. If I have learned anything, you have got to stick it out.”

      This man knows of perseverance, but with honesty and integrity. You lack in all three, Allie.

      “Thanks, Jeff. I will.” He would be right if any of what I had told him were real, rather than a lie concocted by a madman—my boss.

      My eyes grew misty, and I hugged the tall man a little too aggressively and nearly knocked him over. “I am sorry!”

      “No worries,” he chuckled. “Not every day an old guy like me gets a hug from a beautiful young lady.”

      “Oh stop,” I laughed, “You aren’t that old! You are what thirty-five? Thirty-six?”

      “I feel old. Yeah, thirty-five, you were listening. Allie, you are a special girl, you know that? See you around, I got to get home.”

      “You a pretty special yourself, Jeff. Thank you again. I appreciate having a friend here. If there is anything I can do for you…”

      “You can have a great day for me, Allie.”

      “It can only get better.” I knew that was not true, but he did not need my negativity bringing him down.

      “See you around.”

      Nodding with a smile, I watched him for a few seconds as he hurried down the hall, and then I swiped my new card. The typical smell of a rented room wafted into my nostrils. They had told me that my room would likely be ready by five tonight, so at least I would not be staying in this room. Although the thought of going back to a room that those creeps knew I was staying in did not sit well with me. I began wondering, as I mindlessly turned on the shower letting the chilly spray wet my fingers if the company had another room like the one I was in or if that was it.

      Maybe they would just let me stay in a regular room.

      The water had grown significantly warm, and I stepped in and let the rush of water run over my body. I had only about twenty minutes, or I would have just stood there until the water grew cold.

      Drying off with great speed, I squeezed my hair, and I realized I had no bra or panties, only the cami and the clothes I had picked up. The cami would help a little, but the red top would not work, it was too snug fitting, and without the scarf to hide my lack of bra, I would look like a total tramp. The gold, sequin-covered dolman would have to do; at least it was loose fitting.

      The feeling of skinny jeans and no underwear was most unenjoyable. Thongs are the minimal, but they are better than nothing, and I longed for something between my body and the rough seams of my jeans. I was glad I had slipped my gold colored ballet flats on last night because had I neglected shoes I would be going to work barefoot.

      Sorting through the make-up items in the bag, I selected the colors to best go with my complexion. I made a mental note to pay Jeff back as soon as I had money.

      Gradually my look came together as I loose-braided my hair and pulled it over my shoulder. I almost looked like I had gotten a full night sleep and my room had not been broken into and ransacked. Almost.

      It was a short trip to the lobby with an overstuffed bag now filled with make-up, a garment bag with an excessively expensive blue silk gown and a drugstore sack stuffed with my robe and pajama pants slung over my shoulder.

      My ride was waiting out front as expected and I slipped into the back seat without speaking. No thoughts formed in my mind worthy of expressing.

      “What? You not talking to me today?”

      “Sorry, Duane. I have had a rough night or morning. Whatever, you name it. Just not talkative.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      With closed eyes, I enjoyed the soft music playing through the speakers. It was a much-needed reset for my brain, to get myself into a creative thought process to “wow” the boss. I needed…

      “Here you are.”

      More time, I needed more time.

      Tossing an exhausted “thanks” over my shoulder, I opened the door and stepped onto the walkway that led up to the building. My lungs sucked in a breath before I entered the lobby, defying the evil eyes of the shrew woman with my nose to the ceiling. By some miracle, I was able to enter the elevator without a single comment from her. Even on a Saturday she sat perched.

      Kirklen had told me earlier in the week that I would need to come in on Saturday to work. Late yesterday afternoon, my schedule had been arranged to accommodate Bryant and the lady from the floral shop, but that is only if I convinced her yesterday enough to call back today. I doubted that would be the case. According to the clock I was early, by nearly fifteen minutes. I looked forward to just wrapping my head around my day the moment my backside hit the chair at my desk.

      Janine was not at her station, and it was hard to tell if she was in yet, but I made the assumption she probably was busy preparing things for Mr. Kirklen, or maybe she did not have to come in on Saturday.

      Pulling out my desk chair, I stuffed my bag and Walgreens sack underneath. The garment bag was an issue, but I folded it neatly and put it in an empty cabinet. Once I plopped into my desk chair, I rested my face in my hands and took deep breaths to calm myself. A voice came from behind me.

      “That bad already?”

      I sat up and spun to see who was addressing me, but I knew it was Jacobsen.

      “Good morning, Mr. Jacobsen.”

      “Saul. My name is Saul. You don’t look like you are having a ‘good morning.’”

      “I am fine.”

      “Heard you went out with your main client, bet that was a shock to your system.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Being the boss’s little shit half-brother from a whore mother. I am sure he showed you a great time though.”

      Long moments passed before I could respond coherently. Instant anger coursed through me and I wanted to hurt Saul for saying such horrible things about Bryant and his mother. My reaction was intense and defensive. The shock of not wanting anyone to be hurtful toward Bryant knocked the words loose.

      “Wow, I am sure you should not be talking about a client that way. We had a fine time and completely appropriate.”

      “Bumping and grinding isn’t exactly protocol, sweetheart, but whatever works for you, honey. I saw you, and from the look of it, you had a late night. Couldn’t even muster enough energy to dress for the office.”

      Pissed did not even come close to describing what I was feeling, but it was mixed with embarrassment. If he thought he could talk to me like that and get away with it, he had another think coming.

      “Look, you may address me as Allie, Miss Michaels or Allison, but you will not call me by any pet names. Nothing inappropriate happened between Bryant Kirklen and me. If anything, I have a better idea of who he is and how to meet his needs.” I almost laughed at myself, I had no idea how to meet that man’s needs.

      “Oh, I bet you know exactly how to meet his needs, Miss Michaels. I bet you excel at it. In fact, I bet he’d love to give you a real big bonus. I hope you extend the same courtesy to me when we have to be teamies to meet a deadline later next week.”

      My face reddened, boiling beneath the surface. I needed him to shut up, close his stupid fat mouth before I lost my control entirely.

      “Did Marty not tell you?”

      “I am well aware of the fact that I will be working with you,” I barked.

      “Under me.”

      “Excuse me?” I hated to hear the shock in my voice, giving away my false front of control.

      “Under me, you will be working under me.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively.

      Biting my tongue before I could let loose insults that would make my sister proud, and then I responded. “I understand that you are a senior designer; therefore I am beneath your rank, but just know that I am also out of your league. Way out of your league. See you at 9:00 a.m., Saul.”

      “Check your email, sweet… Allie. We are moved up to 8:00 a.m. Oh, look! You have two minutes.”

      He turned and left. I nearly burst into tears but stifled the sobs tearing at my throat to get out. I took some deep breaths and opened my email, and sure enough, my schedule had been changed due to an additional meeting with Bryant scheduled at 9:00 a.m. The remainder of my day was wiped.

      “Damn it.” The last thing I wanted was to meet up with him today and have nothing to get me out of his company.

      With a steely resolve, I stood and strode into Jacobsen’s office. It was almost as large as Martin’s, but not nearly as sophisticated. He was a total beer, tits and touchdowns kind of guy from the gaudy sports logos and energy drink signs plastered on his walls.

      Clearly his big break.

      “And even on time.”

      Resisting the urge to challenge my sister’s best sharp-tongued bitch wit, I asked, “Can I review what has been completed so far?”

      “No. I will tell you what has been done so far.”

      “After our meeting, I want to see the client profile and any previous materials created for the client.” I could not imagine why Saul was acting so petty. Jealousy?

      He made a clicking sound with his tongue and narrowed his eyes while maintaining his grin. “So eager to get down and dirty.”

      Clicking my pencil to expose a sharp piece of lead, I envisioned stabbing it into his right eye socket. I smirked to myself and pulled out a chair to sit. I refused to let Saul intimidate me, and I stared back at him, pencil ready at a crisp, clean sheet of paper. After a few moments passed, he began to share what he knew. It was a local clothing designer wanting to branch out into a sportswear line designed for women. I understood why it landed on his desk and understood, even more, why Martin had assigned me to help.

      The clothing would be constructed from organic and recycled materials, plus renewable resources in the materials and gear, like bamboo. I jotted Saul’s words feverishly and when I had nothing left to write I looked up and found him staring at me.

      “They want something trendy and feminine, but also something people will identify with and want. They have asked if we could also come up with a slogan.” Saul pushed back into his seat, propped on one arm, resting his chin on the other hand.

      “Whoa, wait a minute. We don’t come up with the slogans, that is their marketing team’s responsibility, Mr. Kirklen said…”

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch.”

      Instantly my cheeks reddened, as I knew I was not wearing any, and my middle finger itched to raise. I waited for another dig to come.

      Had he noticed?

      “They lost their marketing director suddenly, and they need some help. They have a guy working on something, but I said, with Mr. Kirklen’s permission, that we would make some suggestions.”

      “Are you good at slogans? I am not.”

      “Oh, something you can’t do, tsk, tsk. I guess you will have to step out of your little box, Allison.”

      “If you were mine I would lock you in a fucking box. You are a self-destructive nightmare!”

      My nerves tingled to life. “I am just saying, I am not a slogan writer.”

      “Well, you are now.”

      It was almost 9:00 a.m. I was relieved that our meeting was almost at an end.

      “Is there anything else I need to know?” He winked at me and hit a button on his phone.

      “Janine, could you pull up the Plaid account and portfolio for Miss Michaels?”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Jacobsen.”

      “Great.” He winked and stared at me with a wicked glare and said, “Good luck.”

      I casually scratched my temple with my middle finger and smirked at him. “Thanks for the help, can Janine retrieve the remainder of the files I need?”

      “Of course.”

      His smile was gone, but his spite was raging.
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      The meeting with Saul left me angry and confused. The sudden harshness of his demeanor was unexpected. He had proven himself an asshole and a creep, but I had not experienced mean. He had been kind and almost compassionate the day I had a migraine. My evening with Bryant had to be what triggered his nasty attack. It was pointless because he was married. He was delusional if he thought he was such a great catch that I would go after a married man with children.

      Janine was typing on the computer when I walked up to her desk. She lifted a finger and continued to type. I waited. When her eyes rose to meet mine I began talking.

      “When Mr. Bryant Kirklen arrives,” she interrupted me before I could finish.

      “He is waiting in your office.” She grinned a wide fake smile that appeared to almost pain her. It faded into an icy glare. Judging me, sizing me up, and I apparently was disgusting to her as she eyed my attire.

      Ignoring her crass assessment, I said, “Oh, well, will you tell him I will be right in? I need to make a trip to the ladies’ room. Thanks.”

      Janine smiled like her face might crack.

      “Perhaps no one has told you, but your clothing choice today is completely unprofessional and unacceptable. We never wear jeans and undergarments are a necessity.”

      Shit. 

      Of course, she can tell I have no bra, she is a woman. I would notice right away as well. I could only imagine my face lit up like a Christmas bulb, but I could not ignore her.

      I stepped closer to her desk and in a soft voice I spoke, “Janine, I do not know what your problem is, but you do not know what I have been through in the past twelve hours. These are the only clothes I have, except my pajamas. So I would appreciate it if you could keep your insensitive comments to yourself. Okay?”

      “Sure.” I took in her fake expression for an extra few seconds and then proceeded toward the restroom. Now her. What is wrong with these people? Unless Saul was blabbing about what he thought he saw last night.

      And what did he see? How did my behavior appear to others?

      Pondering my own questions, I took in my reflection. I wished I had my bag with me. I looked terrible, but why did I even care? I would have reapplied the powder at least. I used the restroom, and returned to my office.

      My office—I liked the sound of that, even if it gave me a false sense of success. Bryant was sitting with his back toward me.

      “Hi,” I was suddenly unsure of how to address him. He slowly turned toward me looking every bit as tired as I felt. His face remained passive.

      “What would you like to discuss today?” I struggled to maintain an indifferent professional tone as I absorbed the turmoil in his eyes.

      He was still pissed and obviously upset. Guilt weighed me down.

      More worry than I am worth, Bryant.

      Rounding his chair, I sat across from him with my folder across my lap and smiled as sincere as I could manage. He eyed my clothing, but still did not return the courtesy of my expression. Then he looked around the office, focusing on the black and white photographs on the wall. He lingered briefly at the carefree girl a world away from where my life had landed. Finally, his eyes stopped on me.

      “Why are you wearing that?”

      I laughed, but it was obvious he was blind to any humor.

      “It is a long story, but…”

      “I am certain my brother’s policy is professional dress attire, not jeans. Every day, including Saturday.”

      “Well,” I sighed and laughed with a smile. “I am sorry if I have offended you, but I had nothing else. I could not exactly wear a floor-length silk gown, now could I? Can we please discuss your business needs?”

      “Why?”

      “Because we are here to discuss your project.”

      “No, why did you have nothing else to wear?”

      “Laundry mishap. So, what feeling do you want to convey with your logo? Security? Power?”

      He abruptly stood and pushed the door shut.

      “What happened last night, Allie?”

      My pulse thrummed in my ears, and my mouth went dry wondering if Martin had already been informed and shared the information with Bryant. I did not want him to know, but maybe he is referring to before my night went to complete shit. Perhaps it was the way we had left things.

      “You told me you didn’t want to get involved with me, that you would only hurt me and I agreed perhaps you were right and went into my room.”

      He sighed, “Did you lose your phone?”

      “No.”

      “Why didn’t you call?”

      “Why should I call you?”

      Bryant stated, “I called you. Why didn’t you answer or at least text me back?”

      “If you recall I told you that I don’t do phone calls.” He was getting more pissed, and I redirected things to a professional line of discussion.

      “I think we should start the meeting, don’t you?”

      He pulled out a chair and sat. He was frustrated. I found myself enjoying that he was so completely agitated because I had not called him back and was telling him nothing now. My heart loved that I unhinged him and that his eyes were practically devouring me on the spot.

      “If you need me, please just call, and I will come. I don’t care what the time, day or night.”

      Fixated on the paperwork under my hands, I responded, “I should not need to contact you outside of business hours and meetings.”

      A small glimpse of his expression told me my response was far from his intention.

      “Goddamn it,” he growled.

      “You looked like someone else needed you more last night,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What did you say?”

      I looked up at Bryant and smiled. “Nothing. What makes you think I needed you?”

      Now I was growing nervous and rested the paperwork on my desk and gripped my knees. His glare turned my insides to goo, so wicked and violent my nerves lit throughout my body. Just as quickly, his anger dissipated.

      Did he see my fear?

      “You said…” He dropped his head and leaned forward resting his elbows on his knees and gently ran an index finger over my hand resting on my knee.

      “I know we didn’t part on good terms, but nothing would prevent me from being there for you if you needed me.” I pulled my hand back and glanced toward the glass window of my office. I was afraid someone might have seen the gesture.

      I sighed and rubbed my forehead beneath my fingers. “Do you already know?” My brain started spinning again, how would he know, why would he know I was in need in any way. He left me in my room, locked and protected. He would not know I left the room.

      “I know you freaked out. Why didn’t you call me?”

      “How do you know? What are you talking about?”

      “Allie, why didn’t you call?”

      “Because it was dead.” Relief rolled through me, as it seemed that he did not know my room had been trashed. How he knew I “freaked out” was something else entirely. I could not
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