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Petra paced the floor, wringing her hands while her mind reeled with agonizing possibilities.  She rehearsed her outline, attempting to sound less robotic and a tad bit more energetic, ending in a successful pitch to her new business partner, a man she didn’t know.  She lifted her arm to check the time on her watch and swung her arm down with a sigh.  In forty-five minutes, she’d know the fate of her future and that of her innocent, fluffy boarders.  If it weren’t for a customer named Sherry, Petra would never have the opportunity to meet the stranger.  It was only when Petra had divulged that her business was in danger of “going under,” a conversation she still shook her head at, that Sherry recommended a meeting.  Why and how Petra agreed to a meeting in a restaurant with an unknown fellow to save her company, she couldn’t say.  It was out of sheer desperation that was the only possible explanation because doing something spontaneous like this wasn’t in Petra’s nature.  

For months she’d been watching the bills pile up and the income dwindle.. Rescuing dogs didn’t pay much. It was a labor of love, but it took a lot of money. Cash was a rare commodity nowadays and according to Sherry, this Elaron guy was loaded. At this point she didn’t have much to offer except a partnership. Would that be enough?  

“Oh god.”  She ran her fingers through her hair and pulled on random strands. “What if he’s not interested?  What will I do then?  I really need this.”  Her feet pounded the floor as she paced. “What if he doesn’t think I’m good enough?  What if he judges me by my looks or he dislikes larger women and he won’t give me the money?  Oh no, how did I get myself in this position.  I’m in trouble. Oh god, oh god, why did I have to rescue dogs?  My mom was right, there’s no money in it. I should’ve gone to college. Now it’s too late.”  She ran her fingers across her chin. “Oh, I can see it now.  I’m going to have to give him my body just to keep my business afloat, if he’ll have me.”  She snorted.  “Thank goodness I’m not that desperate, yet.”  She picked up the pace.  Petra was being...well, Petra...dramatic, over the top and a worrier.  Besides, there was no way she’d agree to an indecent proposal.  She watched that movie, cringed throughout most of it and that was enough.  Besides, Petra was better than that.  She might not have the money, but she had her pride.  If Elaron refused to help her, she’d find another option.

“What are you rambling on about in here?”  Her assistant, Christy, strolled into the room.

“Nothing. I’m just fretting as usual. You know me.”

“Yeah I do. Shouldn’t you be getting ready for your date with Mr. Right?”

Petra scowled. “It’s not a date and he’s not Mr. Right. Well, maybe he is if he’s got funding for me. Oh lord. I’m not going to have to marry him, am I?”  She laughed.

Christy giggled. “Will you stop?  You’re  so dramatic.”  She made a swatting motion towards the door. “Now scoot. Go on and get us some money. Make  me proud.”  She burst out into laughter.  

“Now I sound like a prostitute.”

“Look, I know how you worry about your looks and how you’ll present yourself to him.  Don’t.  You are kind and caring and he’ll figure that out and if it doesn’t, well you’re beautiful and he won’t be able to resist you, you voluptuous babe, you.”

Petra laughed.  “You are too sweet.  You should be the one making the presentation, not me.”

“Girl, stop, and yeah, hopefully you won’t have to put out. Unless he’s cute of course. In that case, there’s no curfew hun. Take all the time you need.  Be out all night with the man.  Sweat and grunt and have some fun but remember to bring home the bacon. The rescue is relying on you.”

Petra shook her head.  “You are too much.”  She hugged her friend.

“Go get ‘em girl.”  Christy mirrored Petra’s thumbs up before Petra stepped out of the office and into the wild.

#   #   #
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As she stood in the doorway to her potential financial freedom, Petra dried her clammy hands on her clothing, inhaled a deep breath and opened the heavy wooden door just in time for a customer to run into her, almost knocking her down. 

“Augh.”  Petra’s legs threatened to buckle under her until a pair of strong hands held her steady and returned her to a standing position.  She glanced over her shoulder at the origin of the mumbled apology before she stepped aside to let the hurried gentleman pass her. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, grabbing his date and rushing past Petra to the hostess stand. She inhaled another long, deep breath of air as her eyes focused on the lush interior.  She willed her legs to move, right one first and then the left, right, left, right, left, until she was all the way into the foyer.  Her heart thumped and her hands trembled.  The moment of truth was here.  

Petra snuck past the small crowd in front of the hostess’ stand and peeked around a textured wall to scan the boisterous crowd in the dining room.  She whipped her head side to side, seeking something, anything indicating that Elaron was here.  Though part of her wanted to run back home where it was safe and comfortable, she stood her ground and waited.  What sign she needed, she didn’t know; however,  a large wad of cash  next to him would be a great indicator. 

“Can I help you, miss?” asked a  trim female in a striking suit dress. The woman’s fine gold jewelry dazzled and her brown hair, streaked with gold highlights, was swept in a pretty up-do. 

“Uh... I’m meeting someone here.”  The hostess nodded and asked her to wait a moment as she took a telephone call. Petra sized up the beauty. She was more prepared for a business meeting than Petra, who wore a casual above–the-knee-length dress, perfect for most events, including afterhours play if, god forbid, that was part of the deal they struck tonight.  

“Petra,” she chided, “You’re so comical when you want to be.”  She compared the hostesses’ clever dress to her own and sighed.  Well, her outfit would have to do.  Besides, she wasn’t here for a costume party or for an elegant ball, she was here to strike up a deal with a stranger and offer him a partnership in her rescue group.  True, but image, at times, made the difference between winning or losing a deal and that fact worried Petra if she was in the winner’s circle or not.

She pulled out her compact mirror, tucked an unruly piece of hair behind her ear and re-touched her lip gloss. The pitch didn’t worry her, but if Elaron was searching for a thin, gorgeous supermodel as a business partner, Petra wouldn’t make the cut. She’d have to make a break for it to save her dignity. 

Christy’s words of wisdom lingered in her mind.  “Now, now Petra, not everyone is like your ex’s.  There are a lot of good guys out there.  Men who have brains.  Men who see beyond image.  Just do your best.  If it’s meant to be, it’ll happen.”  Boy was Christy wise.  Petra had to rely on her instincts, even though they sent her astray many times but when it came to business, she was able to sniff out a good opportunity; however, don’t ask her to do the same with intimate relationships.  Her sniffer was on recall when it came to dating.

Petra interlaced her fingers in front of her and stretched.  She was here for a reason.  She was on a mission to save her company, and she would give it her best shot.

The hostess finished her call. “What’s your party’s name?” she asked.

“His name’s Elaron.”

“Describe him please.”

“Um, uh...”  Oh gee, in her haste she forgot to ask Sherry what Elaron looked like. She was meeting a stranger who might be Ted Bundy’s accomplice for all she knew. Crap!

She tried to come up with an intelligent excuse as to why she had no idea what this guy looked like. At least she knew Elaron was a man. Unfortunately, that’s all she knew.

Thankfully, a tall, blonde amazon, also an employee of the restaurant, approached and saved the night. 

“I heard your dilemma. There’s a man sitting alone at table fourteen and I believe he said he’s waiting on a female. I remember him because he’s so rugged and handsome. And his hands are huge.”  She fluttered her eyelashes and giggled.  Holy cow. Was the woman in love?  Who cared if he had large hands as long as he had a fat wallet? 

“Yes, there’s a Mr. Angel at table fourteen. This way please.”  The original hostess grabbed several items and led Petra around a couple of tables, stopping at one with an open menu shrouding a man’s face. The menu came down, replaced by a brilliant, perfect smile. Petra stumbled back. Wow. This was Elaron?  The hostess wasn’t kidding about his looks. Elaron, dressed in a tailored suit, was strikingly handsome. She was speechless and so was the hostess.

The cute blonde-brunette attempted to speak but instead, she wheezed out a few words, cleared her throat, slapped a few menus down on the table and left abruptly while Petra and Elaron stared after her.

“Well,” Elaron smoothed his hand over his blazer and stood up.  He held his arm out to her.  “Eli, at your disposal. And you are?”

Single. Yes.  She was. Was he?

He cleared his throat and lifted his hand higher.

She glanced at it and back up at him. Where in the world did this dream man come from and why wasn’t she alerted before today?  His eyebrows knitted together and he mouthed something she didn’t hear. Instead, she stared into his striking emerald green eyes, perfectly framed by his short, thick, medium brown hair. His complexion, flawless, his body, built for sin and his hands were- my, the woman was right, they were big!  Mmm....

“Miss, are you okay?”

“Oh yes.”  The guy was amazing.

He smiled.  

Wait.  What was she doing?

“Huh?”  She shook her head in a rigorous motion to clear the temporary mind fog. “I’m sorry, um, Elaron.”

“Eli, please.”

“Oh, okay, Eli. I’m Petra.”  She offered her hand.

“Petra?”  He grabbed her hand and kissed the back of it. “What a beautiful name and an even prettier woman.”  His soft, full lips seared through her skin, warming it through.

“Oh.”  She retrieved her hand, the lingering after-effects of his kiss wreaking havoc on her senses.  Had it been that long since she’d been with a man?  Yes.  She didn’t trust them.   

“Shall we sit?”

“Yes, good idea.  I’d like to get down to business,” Petra’s hand fell onto the back of her chair seconds before Eli’s own covered hers.  She controlled the urge to whip her hand out from under his- the sensual, intimate contact of his skin surprising her- and, instead, glanced up at him to find him nodding toward the chair, indicating he’d pull it out for her.  How sweet.  She wasn’t used to chivalry.  She stood back and allowed him to slide the chair out.  With murmured thanks, she plopped down onto it and placed her napkin across her lap.

“So would I,” Eli said, taking the seat across from hers.  “Now, where shall we start?  You need money?”  

“Yes, I’m very embarrassed about it.”  She lowered her eyes.

“Don’t be. It happens all the time to businesses. You should be proud of what you do. I think it’s heroic, your rescue operation. It takes a certain type of woman to run a business like that and to own one. You must have a heart of gold.”

“Oh, you flatter me.”  She brushed off his comment with a wave of her hand.

“I speak the truth. I always do.”

She smirked. He was smooth and freakin’ hot. Sadly, he must know it. If he didn’t, and for some strange reason, he was single and humble, than he was too good to be true because men like that were rarer than eighteen carat gold.  She glanced at his ring finger and found it free of a metal band; however, one could never tell.  Some married men didn’t wear a ring.

“How much do you need?”

“Oh, I hate to talk figures, especially among a crowd of people.”  She motioned to the others around them. She opened her purse, unfolded a long piece of paper and shoved it toward him. “Unfortunately, that’s how much I need or I’ll have to close the business.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That much, huh?”

She nodded.

“What do I
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