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Dedication


For Harvey, as always, for allowing—even pushing—me to chase this crazy dream.






One


The day was breezy but warm as I sat in my office, fielding phone calls from clients and emailing potential new hires for interviews. I was stuck at my desk, dumbfounded why when I could’ve been working at home on my patio, enjoying the weather, when the chimes of the door rang. I sighed and immediately realized why my assistant had taken the day off.
Standing from my chair, I straightened my skirt and checked myself out before walking out to greet the visitor. And I’ve got to say: I am hot. I stand five feet seven inches (without heels), with medium-length blonde hair and blue eyes so deep you’ll lose yourself in them.
“H-hi,” the twentysomething guy stuttered, sticking his hand out to shake. 
I took his, smiled and shook firmly to his flimsy and clammy.
“I’m Alex—Alex Charles—and I was hoping you could help me.” He rummaged through his messenger bag for a folder, took it out, and handed it to me. 
I eyed him while he went through his bag, noting his ensemble from the bow tie down to the fun socks under his black dress pants to his freshly buffed black leather Oxfords to his short-sleeve button-down. He had black hair, blue eyes, and stood about six feet tall. I nodded as I accepted the résumé.
Alex fidgeted, shifting on his feet nervously as I read the paper over. 
I looked up and smiled. “I can help you,” I grinned. “Welcome to Passing Through Temp Agency, Alex. If you’ll come to the cubicle over here,” I walked toward the three cubicles on the opposite side of the door to my office and pulled out a chair for him. I motioned for him to sit, and he did, taking his bag off and setting it on the floor next to the chair.
“Here is where you fill out all your information. If you don’t have your bank information, that’s okay; we can put it in later. I’ll need you to enter your résumé information, too”—I handed it back to him—“simply for matching purposes. Once you’re finished, let me know, and we can continue getting you set up.”
Alex nodded, handing the résumé back to me. “I have other copies if you need this one back.”
That’s bold of him, yet polite and thoughtful. I’m not sure, but I already get the feeling this kid is going to annoy the shit out of me just with how polite he is.
“That won’t be necessary, but thank you. I’ll take it back when you’re done here.”
I turned and walked—that strut I had—into my office. 
Alex watched me—drooling, I was sure—as I went. I had that cheerleader walk, where my hips moved back and forth in seductive swing, and if my skirt had been a cheerleader skirt, it would’ve bounced like a tennis player getting ready to serve.
Alex wiped his mouth and tried to stop blushing the best he could and turned back to the computer to fill out all the forms required, watch an orientation video, and accept the terms of employment.
This was a temp agency, and he could possibly be without a job for weeks at a time, or at the end of an assignment, the client could choose to keep him on as their employee. It was a risk he was willing to take. He was desperate. He hadn’t had a decent job in over a year. His state unemployment ended six months ago, and even then it barely paid the rent, and he was tired of asking his parents for money all the time. He wanted his independence back. Besides, he figured he was an exemplary employee, very valuable to the right company, and could easily be kept on by any of my clients. He’d done his homework and asked around to find out more about who my clients were—big-name doctors and lawyers were the majority of who came up, so Alex knew he’d be a perfect fit somewhere soon.
Forty minutes later, he was finished and stood, picking up his bag as he did, and turned to face my half-closed door. He rapped his knuckles lightly on the doorframe.
“Come in,” came my muffled reply.
He pushed the door open, and I looked up at him. Not quite attractive but not ugly, he was an okay-looking guy. 
I wondered if he had a girlfriend, maybe ever, given how polite and kind he came off. Women didn’t really appreciate those things about men until it was too late. 
“Please sit.” I stood and motioned to the chair across the oak desk from me.
Alex did as he was asked, again setting his bag on the floor, then crossing his legs, setting clasped hands on his knee. He cleared his throat, appearing to want to speak, or maybe it was to break the uncomfortable silence. 
I put my hand out for his résumé, which he handed me excitedly, and the sheet cut my finger.
“I’m so sorry, Ms. Cage! Ohmygod, I’m so, so sorry!” He furiously looked around for a tissue or paper towel as I pulled a drawer open and pulled out a box of tissues, setting them on the desk as I plucked one from the box for my cut. 
I smiled. “It’s okay. It’s a simple paper cut.”
Alex relaxed a little, though now he was more nervous than when he walked in.
“Would you like some water?”
He shook his head. “No, thank you.”
“Okay, then. Let’s get started so we can get you working ASAP.”
Thirty minutes later, I had set a start date of next Monday for Alex to go work at one of the top surgeons’ offices in the city. I may have been torturing the man with it being a plastic surgery facility, but his skills fit, and I wasn’t about to pass up getting someone in there now. They wouldn’t stop hounding me for a temp, yet they said they were “so busy we can barely answer the phones.” My ass they were, but I’d get a full report from Alex at the end of the week. 
We shook hands, and he left, sweating profusely through his excitement. 
I guess he still felt really bad because he’d started sweating as soon as he saw the blood. I hoped he wasn’t the blood-shy type. That wouldn’t go over well in a surgeon’s office, paper pusher or not.
He tried apologizing again on his way out, and I shooed him off. The phone started to ring just as the door chime sounded. I shook my head and let it go to voice mail. I was packing up and finishing the day from home.




Two


I kicked my shoes off as soon as I got home after playing vehicular ping-pong in the afternoon Tampa traffic. I didn’t live terribly far from the office, only a few miles, but a few miles turned into a half hour or more rather quickly and painfully. 
I was lost in still-lingering traffic grievances and how much I wished the city and county could do more about them, when I heard a pitiful meow at my feet. I looked down to see my tiny girl, M—short for Minion of Darkness—looking quite perturbed. Apparently, one of my shoes had scared her from her perch in the window, and now it was Mommy’s duty to pacify the princess. I petted her and sat down on the couch, taking my work laptop out as well as some folders, including Alex’s.
“First, Mommy changes. Then, we go sit outside,” I said to M and scratched her chin.
I went to my bedroom and threw on a pair of lounge shorts and a long-sleeve T-shirt. It may have been warm, but that breeze made me chilly. I’m an anomaly, what can I say? 
I then opened all the windows to let some fresh air in. February is a fussy month here, and I was taking full advantage of it. M followed me around, yelling at me for Mommy time. She even jumped on top of my folders, scattering them everywhere. I simply shook my head. I’d have to rearrange them once I got outside.
I opened the sliding glass door to the screened-in patio and placed my work on the table, pulling up a chair, too. Sitting down, I sighed and giggled, beginning to sort through the mess M created. Employee files were no longer in order; I had to sort papers back into their homes in the correct folders before I could get back to my tedium of data entry. Normally, my assistant, Julie, did all this crap, but as I said, she had taken the day off. Oh well, sometimes you have to do the things you hired others for when you’re a small-business owner.
I’d finally sorted everything when my cell phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number—when did I ever, honestly—which meant it was probably one of my temps. I hit the green Answer button.
“Passing Through Temp Agency. Britney speaking. How can I help you?” I tried hard to sound like I wasn’t annoyed and hoped it came through.
“Oh, uh, I’m glad I got you. I went back to the office, but the lights were out, and the door was locked. I had another question about starting on Monday. Oh by the way, this is Alex. Alex Charles? You just hired me maybe an hour ago?”
“Hi, Alex. What can I do for you?”
“Well, I was wondering…It’s a surgeon’s office…Do I need scrubs or…”
“Shit! Ahem, excuse that. I can’t believe we didn’t go over that. I’m very sorry, Alex. The doctor likes when you’re professionally dressed the first day; then he’ll tell you what color scrubs to get and where. He’s got an account with one of the stores, and his people get discounts. It’s very important when you go to the store you tell them you’re temping for him. They have the colors he requires on file. The man’s a little OCD and likes his people color-coded by job function.”
Alex was silent on the other end, as those I sent to this particular surgeon usually were at this point in the conversation. Then he spoke up. “Okay. Professional. Does that mean suit and tie and jacket?”
“Yes,” I replied, “a jacket is a must, or he’ll freak out on you and call me pitching a bitch fit. I want a good report about you, Alex. I know you can do this. Oh, one last thing: Be assertive. Don’t be afraid to speak up to coworkers, to me, or to the doctor. He’s not as bad as he seems, just a little eccentric. Anything else?”
“No.”
“Well, then let me get back to work, and I look forward to hearing from you next Friday. Remember, good reports, Alex. I picked you for this because I know you’ll do well. Have a good rest of your day.” I tried to smile through the phone.
“You, too, Ms. Cage. Thanks again.”
He hung up, and I tossed my phone onto the table next to the laptop. I wanted to learn more about Alex, and that meant some social-media scouring before I started the data entry. I checked all the popular sites but couldn’t find him anywhere. 
Did he have friends? He mentioned his parents but not in a tone that would suggest they’d miss him if he went to the Dominican Republic and was kidnapped for an organ-harvesting operation. I almost felt bad for the guy, but maybe he liked it that way. So did I.
Pulling the stack of files closer, I opened the database to make sure all the information was up to date, like who was still available, on which assignments, emergency contact info, all the boring little tidbits that made up everyone’s lives. The devil is in the details, I smirked. 
Going through the files, I realized how many of my temps didn’t really have anyone, not even an emergency contact in town. I wanted to feel bad, and I guess I did in some weird way, but I didn’t let it bother me. They knew I was just a phone call away, but they also knew I wasn’t their bestie.
The last folder was Alex’s. I went through it slowly, reading everything printed out, taking it all in. His parents lived in Ocala, which was only a few hours’ drive from Tampa, but he didn’t have much else. A couple odd jobs between high school and graduating college, then onto work in one of the local hospitals as a nurse. 
I was puzzled. Why would a nurse want to become a paper pusher? What had he seen that messed him up so badly? Maybe one day I’d ask him, but today wasn’t it. As I finished entering his personal information, I giggled, a wry grin on my face. I entered his assignment, Dr. Osten, and saved the data.
As I closed my laptop, I grinned again. “Oh, Alex Charles, what have you gotten yourself into?”




Three


As a single woman, I didn'tcook much, but when I do, it’s usually a whole big to-do for friends. Tonight, however, I wanted pasta in a creamy garlic sauce, and I wanted to eat it on my patio with a glass of red wine, watching the sun set. I was wearing comfy clothes, and considering I’m a bit of a messy cook, I knew I needed to do something about it. I also wanted to keep what I had on relatively clean. The combination of pasta sauce and me wasn’t that. Pushing my chair back, I stood and picked up my pile of work and put it back in my bag in the living room, then trotted off to find a longer T-shirt that I didn’t mind getting gross. It was hot, but I was always most comfortable in sweats.
By the time M stopped her sunbathing and realized I was gone, she panicked, running into the house screaming for me. She found me as I was mid-leg-into-pant-leg and almost knocked me out of my precarious position. Luckily, she’d run past me and circled me a few times, allowing me to fully put my pants on. M pounced onto the bed and head-butted my thigh until I stopped to pet her.
“You’re lucky you’re so cute.” I scratched her chin and ran my hand down her soft back.
She purred her acknowledgment, scowling as I walked away to change my shirt. She sat on the bed, statuesque, her eyes saying, “Bow to me, human.” But as spoiled as I’d made her, I wasn’t about to let her run my life.       
In the kitchen, I shook her food container, and as usual, she came running. I’d already started the water to boil for the pasta, which it did, as I poured M’s food. I caught it just before it boiled over onto my spotless ceramic cooktop—I’m superb at multitasking. I turned the heat down and poured the pasta in, letting it simmer before turning it off and letting the residual heat cook it. The sauce heated up quickly, like soup, so I simmered it before it bubbled too much and burned. I’m pretty particular about my pasta, when I do cook it, so I take the time and care I should.
I take the time and care necessary with a lot of things—my business, Julie when I trained her, nurturing business relationships, Minion…I don’t really have plans or feelings beyond expanding my business to the point I won’t have to be in the office every day. Since growing up, I’d never wanted children. I’d considered maybe eventually getting married, but my career meant too much to me to bother with all the courting. Besides, I don’t have the patience or tolerance for that mess. All of my girlfriends have had their hearts broken this year, and I’m over here comforting them but not giving a shit that I just have a long-distance friend with benefits.
I pulled the lid off the pot of pasta to check the tenderness. Not too hard but not too soft—just the way I liked it. I drained it and poured it onto a plate, followed by the sauce. Then I poured a glass of red and set it on the table. Okay, so it wasn’t exactly a red; it was red Moscato, but whatever. I liked it, and it seemed to go with everything, and it was great for parties. 
That reminded me: I was overdue to throw one. I’d have to get Julie on the planning. 
Julie, by the way, was my star. Not only was she my assistant at Passing Through, but she often asked for more responsibility. So, I gave her some other things to handle, like part of my social calendar to include business functions. She seemed to enjoy it, and she was pretty good at it, so I gave her a raise. She juggled the two so well, I was plotting to steal her from the office and ask her to be my personal assistant once I got busier, which I could see happening in the near future.
Julie had once told me that she grew up hearing things like she wasn’t good enough, and that she’d never be worthy of anyone’s respect, which explained why she’d been so mousy around me. What she didn’t know was that I’d grown up the same, but I’d chosen a different way to handle the trauma. My heart truly went out to her; Julie was my trauma sister. I’d do whatever I could to show her that she was never that meek little girl.
I enjoyed my pasta and Moscato while M sat at my feet mewing as though asking for some, her pupils huge like the cartoon cats who intentionally looked sad when they wanted to guilt trip you. 
Like any feline, Minion was razor sharp, and manipulative. She knew just what to do to make me stop working and spend the day cuddling with her—still another reason I didn’t need a child or significant other. 
I laughed. Manipulated by an animal. Man, was I a sucker. But only for M. 
Sometimes, I fell for the manipulation from my friends, but they always did it in good fun or to try to surprise me. Which reminds me: I hate surprises. The first time they tried to surprise me, someone got a black eye. If you’re asking if I felt bad about punching the male stripper who showed up at my door on my twenty-fifth birthday, the answer is no. I still don’t feel bad. I know the guy was only doing his job, but well, he rang the wrong doorbell that night.
To say I lack empathy was inaccurate. I do feel things for others, though only for those I’m close to: my girlfriends, my father, Minion, and maybe my long-distance friend with benefits. I’ve been told I should go to therapy or a psychiatrist, but I disagree. I see nothing wrong with caring about only those in my immediate circle. If that made me a narcissist—check the definition; it didn’t—then so be it. Simply put, it made me more of an asshole than anything else, I supposed. It’s not that I chose not to care about the whole world; it’s that I chose and valued my sanity over the stress caring about every little thing would cause. 
I’ve been there, and it was awful. Gratefully, I pulled myself out of that emotional cesspool and traded it for the cool, calm, and collected “heartless” person everyone sees. Some people even liked that about me; others were jealous. 
I savored the last forkful of my dinner and swished the remaining wine in the glass, lost in thought. Did I have any more work that needed to be done, or could I relax outside and read a book, purring cat on my lap? Finishing the wine, I washed everything I’d used to make dinner and put it in the dish rack to dry. I took a glass from the cabinet and poured some water from the filter pitcher, grabbed a book, and went to lie in the hammock I had in the corner of my screened-in patio. It was one of those you could get online with the metal stand so you didn’t need trees to tie it to. It was the best I could do in my townhouse, and I was more than okay with that. Minion jumped up on my stomach as I opened the book, something about monsters and the people who hunt them. It had taught me a lot about guns in a fun way—much more fun than going to the range and asking one of the men (there were no women on the sales floor) who always were kind—though some looked at me as though I was just a dumb blonde—to teach me about this gun or that. 
I did have friends who were knowledgeable about all sorts of weapons, but I preferred reading and solitude. I did have one girlfriend I went to the range with, and she was always honest with me about “if I’m going to buy one, I need to practice with it first,” and I appreciate that. She was the only friend who didn’t freak out I mentioned I have a few guns in the house. She agreed that I needed self-protection. That was the point in time I stopped telling the girls about my interest in weapons.
Hours went by, and I closed the book, finished and satisfied. I woke Minion up, making her glare at me, and went to put the book on its shelf with the rest of the series, plucking another from my to-read pile and setting the bookmark just inside the cover. Glancing at the clock on the wall, I saw it was midnight, my favorite time of day. Some people were out and about, but not many, and it was cool enough to get a good jog in along Bayshore Avenue, one of the main drags here in town. I changed into dark gray running gear and locked up the house. Tonight, though, I wasn’t planning to jog Bayshore.
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