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Chapter One

 


Tusca sat doing a third proof of the
contract before her. She didn’t relish the idea of making a mistake
on her first day at a new law firm. It was bad enough that she
hadn’t slept well and it had forced her to wear extra makeup to
hide the dark half-circles under her eyes.

The office was surprisingly segregated from
the rest of the building, with its own private elevator. From what
the regular secretary had told her on phone the night before, the
attorney Tusca was working for dealt mainly with high-profile
clients who appreciated their anonymity. Carmel had stressed that
Tusca had to go over the client list and subsequent files for the
day. She had also been asked to review the contract she now held in
her hands for possible mistakes. There had been quite a few, but
luckily she had taken various English courses as well secretarial
law in college. It had been time well spent.

The elevator door opened and she looked up.
The man in the archway was stunning, his thick brown hair slightly
long, but perfectly styled. Judging from the distance between his
head and the wooden border of the doorway, he was probably six foot
one or two. His expression was serious, but his overall facial
structure was stunning in the pure manliness of it. He wore an
expensive-looking suit that stretched across his broad shoulders,
confident as he strode into the outer office.

Stopping mid-step, he turned to gaze at her
with leering light-blue eyes. “Where is Carmel?”

“I’m sorry, sir, but she is out sick.”
Trying to soften his expression, she gave him a polite smile. “I’m
Tusca. I’m from the local secretarial pool.”

“Just what I didn’t need today. Lovely!” The
final word, in combination with his deep voice, gave her the
distinct impression of a snarling pit bull. “Then I don’t imagine
the contract I needed on my desk ten minutes ago is ready.”

Having an urge to pick up the keyboard and
smash it over his head, she handed him the papers.

“Thank you,” he said flatly. “How long is
Carmel going to be out?”

“I don’t know, sir, she said she was in the
emergency room. They suspect food poisoning from a festival she
went to yesterday afternoon.”

“I will be in my office when Mr. Avery gets
here. Please page me and I will be out to greet him. Do both of us
a favor and do not act like a starstruck teenager.”

Leaving her in a state of shock, he walked
into his office and shut the door.

Tusca had no clue what to do. She really
needed the money, but dealing with this man for a week or more
would be intolerable. Who the hell did he think he was, being so
outright rude to her? He hadn’t even bothered to introduce himself,
although Carmel had already informed her that his name was Vance
Reynolds. Carmel had also mentioned that Vance’s father owned the
firm and his son was slowly taking over the empire.

The phone buzzed and she snatched it up.
“Attorney Reynold’s office. May I help you?”

“Yes. You can get me a cup of coffee and
then call the florist and send some get-well flowers to Carmel. It
needs to have lilies and daisies in it. Those are her favorite
flowers. There’s a petty-cash credit card in the desk.”

The elevator opened and a young man strolled
in. She recognized him from a movie she had seen on one of the pay
channels a few nights before. Hadn’t Carmel mentioned something
about clients often going by other names to protect their privacy?
The actor’s name was certainly not Avery. “I believe Mr. Avery is
here, sir.”

“Will you please stop calling me sir? Sir or
Mr. Reynolds are my father’s titles. My name is Vance.”

“I’m
sorry…” she hesitated, stopping herself
from calling him Mr Reynolds. “Vance.”

The phone was dead and she realized that he
had hung up and probably hadn’t heard her anyway. Why had she
apologized? She had read a study about how the word ‘sorry’ was
programmed into the female vocabulary and females used it far more
frequently than males. From her perspective, the study had been
right. She was constantly catching herself apologizing for things
that she didn’t need to apologize for.

Vance opened the door before she even had a
chance to verify that the man before her was Mr. Avery. He ushered
the young man into his office. “Do you know shorthand?”

“Of course I do.” The reply was more
indignant than she had intended, but he hadn’t exactly gotten on
her good side.

“Then can you please come in and take notes
on this? I can use a recorder, but I prefer to have a second
witness to the testimony if necessary.”

Carmen had told her about this part of the
job. Mr, Reynolds—no, Vance—was adamant about having a second
person in the room whenever he briefed a client. She had said to
make mental notes of the client’s actions as well as their facial
expressions.

Grabbing her pad, she walked in behind
Vance. He gestured to a side chair that would leave her facing Mr.
Avery and she sat in it. Crossing her legs, she put the pad on her
knee.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” Vance
asked Mr. Avery.

“I would love one.”

She was supposed to get Vance a cup, wasn’t
she? Nothing like making herself look like a forgetful idiot. After
setting the pad on the corner of the desk, she rose to go use the
Keurig. She put a dark-roast pod into the machine and set it to
brew. Vance liked his coffee with a dash of milk and half a spoon
of sugar, or so Carmel had told her. She turned to Mr. Avery. The
man was really drool-worthy. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Light and sweet, sugar.”

Smiling, she gave him a polite nod.
Presumably he wanted regular roast and so she switched out the pods
and cups. The cups were all the same: royal blue with the name of
the firm in gold lettering

Once both cups were made, she returned to
the desk and handed them to the two men. Coffee maker was not
exactly in her job description, but she’d always had a horribly
passive personality.

Vance raised his eyebrows. “Don’t you drink
coffee?”

“I do.”

“You’re welcome to make yourself a cup
before we start.”

“No, thank you. I’m fine.”

“Suit yourself.” He turned to the client.
“You told me on the phone that you wanted to file a
breach-of-contract suit. I need to know why you think this is a
valid issue.”

Tusca sighed. She should have gotten up and
made a cup of coffee for herself. It was going to be a very long
morning. She was so tired; the last thing she needed was to be
sitting in a chair taking shorthand on drivel. The boy was nice
looking and she had always loved him in the movies, but without a
script to read from, he was a complete jerk. His claims that the
producer had berated him on several occasions didn’t add up to a
lawsuit. There was nothing in his contract about him not being
yelled at for fucking up a scene. It was also going to be a waste
of her time to type up his ranting for the records. How the hell
could any self-respecting attorney even be listening to this
crap?

She still wrote it down, word for word, her
patience ebbing as she listened. When he stopped talking, she
almost jumped from the chair with joy.

Vance stood. He walked around his desk and
sat on the edge nearest Mr. Avery. He turned his gaze to her for a
moment. “I will no longer be needing your assistance. Thank
you.”

It was a flat dismissal and she was rather
disappointed. She really wanted to know what he was going to say to
his client, but she rose from her chair, going to the door and
shutting it on the way out. Sitting down at her desk, she took a
sip of her water and opened the Word file to begin typing.

Mr. Avery’s complaints were no more
believable the second time around, and when the two men came out of
the office laughing, she groaned internally.

Vance threw her a look that she had no idea
how to interpret and then walked Mr. Avery to the elevator, saying,
“I hope you have a wonderful afternoon, and feel free to call if
you need me for something further.”

“I will. Thanks.” Mr. Avery pitched Tusca a
kiss from the palm of his hand and then walked into the doorway,
still looking at her as the door slid shut.

Vance immediately turned to glare at her.
“Please don’t tell me you have been wasting your time typing that
up. If you have any knowledge whatsoever, you must know that his
suit doesn’t have a chance in hell of going anywhere.” With a shake
of his head, and without bothering to wait for an answer, he walked
back into his office and shut the door.

Tusca sagged in her seat as she stared at
the nearly completed compilation of the document. “Holy shit. Is he
kidding me?”

Bluing out the file, she hit the delete
button and wiped it from the screen. She tapped the pager button on
the phone and waited. Instead of answering, he walked out the door.
“Do you need something before I go to lunch?”

“Yes, what would you like me to do with the
shorthand version of the briefing?”

“I want you to open up file 120415 and put
the information in it so we can generate a bill for time used.
Carmel’s address and phone number are in the directory. Please call
her if you have any questions. Also, did you send those flowers I
asked for?”

She had completely forgotten about the
flowers. “Um, no. I thought you didn’t want me to type the
interview up?”

“Of course I do. I just wanted to see if you
would realize that the case was bogus. You obviously didn’t.”

She was going to get fired. “I obviously
did, but you didn’t give me a damn minute to answer you. You are
the rudest man I have ever worked for. Of course it was bogus—the
man was a blithering moron.”

“I can’t say I disagree, but I try to keep
my opinions to myself. I have a luncheon until three. Please order
the flowers and get that information into the file. I will see you
when you I get back. I have another appointment at three-ten so
please don’t be late.” He walked towards the elevator, pushing the
button and then turning back to her. “What does you name mean?”

“Excuse me?” She had just screamed at him
and he didn’t seem to care. Why was he asking about her name?

“Your name. What does it mean?”

“My parents went to Tuscany for their
honeymoon. It was where I was conceived so they named me
Tusca.”

“I like that. Have you ever been?”

“To Tuscany, no.”

“You should go. It’s really pretty.” He
stepped onto the elevator. “Feel free to use the coffee pot. If you
don’t want to go out, there’s a small cafeteria downstairs with
vending machines.” He let the door slide closed and was gone.

Tusca was stunned. She had told the man off
and he hadn’t reacted at all. Was it possible that he needed her
for the afternoon badly enough to let it slide? She pulled up the
day’s schedule and frowned. The name on file was Mr. Avery, but the
file number was different. She typed in the name and came up with
page after page of files, each with a different number, but the
same name. It was impossible for every client to have the same last
name.

She shut it down and searched for florists,
looking through the available arrangements until she found one that
was extremely nice, with both lilies and daisies. It was also
terribly expensive, but she didn’t really care. She looked up
Carmel’s address on the rolodex and put the order in using the
company credit card that Carmel had told her was under the desk
blotter. If he wanted cheaper flowers, maybe he should have ordered
them himself.

With a satisfied smirk, she got up to make
herself a cup of coffee. She had a book to read and her lunch was
in the mini-refrigerator behind her desk. She would retype the
document and then take it easy until he returned. She hoped the
agency would be able to get her something else, and she was going
to call them before Mr. Reynolds returned.

****

Vance walked in at two minutes before three,
setting a coffee, a bag, and a vase of flowers on her desk. Without
a word, he strolled into his office and shut the door. Tusca
frowned, opening the bag and peering inside. There was sugar and
creamer for her coffee and an absolutely luscious-looking piece of
what appeared to be tiramisu in a small plastic container. She
deepened her frown, feeling her forehead furrow with the
expression.

She took out the coffee, opened the top, and
sniffed. It smelled wonderful and she was adding the creamer when
the elevator opened.

She couldn’t quite place the man and woman
who walked in, but had a feeling she had seen them in the news
before. Vance came out to meet them. He gave her a half smile. “Can
you please grab your pad, Miss Welch, and come into my office?”

Vance extended his hand to the man and shook
it firmly. As he led the two people into the office, he turned for
a moment. “I hope you like it. It was highly recommended by the
chef.”

“I do, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. You might want to put it in
the fridge to stay cold. We will be a while. Bring your
coffee.”

Miss Welch? How the hell does he know my
maiden name?


Chapter Two

 


Tusca sat at her desk, typing up the
deposition as she picked at the cake. It was scrumptious, each bite
as equally blissful as the last. It wasn’t overpoweringly sweet,
and had a perfect mocha flavor that seemed to envelope her
tongue.

Vance came out of his office with his jacket
slung over his shoulder. He had on a perfectly fitted light-blue
shirt and it was open at the neckline to reveal a slightly furred
chest. He stopped, leaning back against the doorframe. “I just
spoke with Carmel. She loved the flowers and said to thank you for
them. She’s going to be out for a few more days. The agency called
me and said you asked to be replaced. I have some connections with
your bosses, and I told them no. I didn’t want anyone else. I guess
you’re staying.”

She didn’t have to stay if she didn’t want
to. “I can always just quit. They’ll have another job for me in a
day or two.”

He shook his head cockily. “Um, no.”

“What do you mean no? You can’t control who
they send me to.”

He smiled, but the expression bordered on
evil. “I want you to stay.”

Taking a deep breath and reminding herself
he had brought her a peace offering, she smiled. “Can you tell me
why? You don’t seem to like me all that much.”

“It’s nothing personal. I simply had a bad
night and wasn’t in a mood to come in to the unknown. I’ve checked
you out, and in all honesty you are better qualified than Carmel.
Of course, she’s been with me for years, so I’m not suggesting this
is a permanent position. Until she returns I would like you to
stay. Is that really too much to ask? You got through today
amiably.”

She had a suspicion that he could arrange it
so she wasn’t given any other work for a while. She couldn’t afford
that, and maybe there was an opening in the firm and he would put
in a good word for her. As a matter of fact, she would work a trade
of sorts. “Okay, I’ll stay. Do you know of anyone else in the firm
who needs a competent person working for them? I haven’t had much
luck at getting a new full-time position at my age.”

“You aren’t that old.”

“I’m forty-four. That doesn’t exactly make
me a spring chicken and most firms are looking for the young and
the beautiful.”

“I know how old you are. I can ask around,
but I don’t know of any jobs. So what happened with your
husband?”

That was personal and had nothing to do with
her competency. “Why do you ask?”

“Personal curiosity. I like to know what
makes people tick. If a woman tells the truth about her divorce,
she is most likely a woman who can be trusted.”

“It’s not a very interesting story. The firm
I was working for went bankrupt. Money was the only thing holding
our relationship together and when it was gone on my end, he asked
me for a divorce. I felt no need to hold onto our dying marriage
and gave it to him.”

“No children?”

“No.”

“Why? Do you not like children?”

He was being childish and she certainly
didn’t like that. “Again, what does that have to do with
anything?”

He shrugged. “I want to know.”

“Yes, I like children. My mother took a drug
when she was carrying me to lower her risk of miscarriage. It
worked and I was born. Twenty or so years later, I discovered that
it also evaporated my chance of having children.”

“I was wondering if you would tell me the
truth. I saw your name in the class-action suit against the drug
company. What did you do with the money?”

She chuckled bitterly. That was a touchy
subject with her. “When the lawyers were done jacking up their fees
and taking it off the top, I only got sixty thousand. I used it to
pay off our mortgage. That’s why I still have the house.”

“Too bad we’re not all honest. Did you
finish the file?”

“I was just doing it.”

“Leave it until tomorrow. I’ll walk you to
your car.”

“Thank you, but I’m calling a cab. My
radiator blew yesterday and I didn’t want to risk driving it.”

He frowned deeply as if honestly concerned.
“Then shut the computer down and I’ll give you a lift home. No
sense paying for a cab.”

What the hell was his game? If he wasn’t
twenty or so years younger than her, she would think he was making
a pass at her. “Don’t you have a date or something?”

“I was going out with friends, but I can
meet them later.” He straightened and stepped closer. “Please? I
kept you late and really don’t like the idea of you standing out
front. It’s hard to get a cab at this time of night.”

She really didn’t need the added expense of
a cab fare. Would it really hurt to take the ride? “Thank you.”

She saved the file and then shut the
computer down for the night. Tusca gathered her things and followed
him into the elevator, standing silently as it took them down into
the basement. The moment the door opened, he lifted her bag and
walked out with it. She was forced to keep up as he strode towards
his car. The alarm beeped on a beautiful, vintage, black Mustang II
King Cobra with gold accents on the hood. It was not the car she
had expected. There was nothing low-key or practical about the
vehicle; if anything, it seemed a bit flashy for an attorney. “Wow,
beautiful car. It’s a ‘78, right?”

“Yes, it is. You know about cars?”

“A little. Oddly enough, my husband always
wanted one of those. On almost every vacation, he dragged me to
some old barn or antiquated garage in the middle of nowhere that
was supposed to have a good one for sale. He never found one,
unless they were rusty piles of crap that we couldn’t afford to
restore.”

“I had this one completely restored back to
stock. I collect muscle cars, it’s a hobby.”

“Nice hobby.” It was also an expensive hobby
unless you were mechanical enough to do the work yourself. He
opened the door for her and she glanced at his nails. No grease
under those babies; they were perfectly manicured and looked better
than hers, but without the polish.

Sliding into the car, she inhaled the scent
of leather. It was delicious odor that Tusca had always liked. Her
hand drifted over the smooth fabric as she snuggled down into the
plush bucket seat. Vance walked around and got into the car. He
stunned her by leaning across her body and bringing the seatbelt
over her chest and snapping it into place.

“I could have done that myself.”

“I figured you were too busy enjoying the
leather. Do you like leather, Tusca?”

The question had an undertone that she
couldn’t quite put her finger on. She’d figure it out. “Yes. I do.
It smells great, is soft, and holds up extremely well. The only
problem is it
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