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      Fame, fortune, fans: what more could Kim-ly Phan want?

      Kim’s first computer game hit big, catapulting her into success. She’s young, fashionable, clever—the perfect mix for both media adulation and online attack. A PR nightmare made her a recluse, but now all eyes are on her town as it recovers from a devastating storm.

      Floodwaters. Foster children. Family. The demands for Tomás Mireles’s protection loom like a pile of storm debris.

      The hurricane hit hard in his personal and professional lives. His evacuated family is crowded into his apartment and he’s assigned to relocate the residents of a flood-destroyed group foster home. Kim Phan offers up her mansion for the kids, plunging him into a battle of wills as he works to make it a safe refuge.

      She’s opened her home, but has learned better than to open her heart. He thinks she’s in it for the publicity and praise, meaning he has to work even harder to protect those in need. She thinks he’s one of the many who value her only for what she can give. Will their mistrust of each other drown out the attraction that could bring them both safely to a new outlook on their future?
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      Kim’s list of things she’d rather do instead of opening the front door was longer than the tall fence that enclosed her entire property. Rain pelted down outside, a fresh band of storms predicted to taper off by lunchtime. Or so claimed the fleets of regional weather forecasters, who as a collective seemed to at last be getting some much-needed sleep. A raft of forecasters? An index of forecasters? The correct collective noun eluded her. Likely because one didn’t exist. But after Houston’s unprecedented and devastating floods, she thought it was about time someone developed one.

      The doorbell cling-clanged again, and Kim shoved away from her desk to stop the noise. Probably she should have checked her virtual assistant’s message to remember who exactly was standing there waiting for her. The plethora of beveled and leaded glass in the door turned him—she remembered it was a man—into a fractured, splintered mass looming on her porch.

      “On my way,” she called out, in case she was as obscured to him as he was to her. A flurry of flapping resolved, as she unlatched the deadbolt, into a man emerging from his dripping rain poncho.

      “Kim-ly Phan?” He shook dry his outerwear before wiping a hand on his jeans then offering it to her. She took it and added a layer to her surprise. First he’d pronounced her name correctly—in person and online both she too often got called Kimmy—then he’d managed to possess warm, dry fingers despite the raging rain and his general bedraggled appearance.

      Cute, but bedraggled. He had some of that same frenetic energy as the fleet of forecasters after the past week of watching the hurricane approach the city, then hit, then stall out and deluge their coast. A level of internal vibration and coffee-fueled focus she remembered all too well herself, from her hackathon days. Behind the nerdish wire glasses he likely wasn’t blinking those sharp brown eyes quite enough. She suppressed the ridiculous urge to offer him a glass of water and a place to nap. Instead she waved him in.

      “You can call me Kim. Can I take your coat?”

      He shook his head even as he handed it over. “Tomás Mireles, DFPS. Thanks for getting this meeting set up so fast.”

      “It wasn’t me, it was my assistant.”

      His hair was getting flatter by the second. Like the manifestation of his inability to glower at how brusque she was being. Like his open disapproval would mess up the deal, so the rain snaking through his slight curls was making the point for him. Well, she didn’t want to be doing this, so why should she hide the fact?

      As usual, an imaginary scolding from one of her relatives forced a smile to her face. She opened the front hall closet—another space she hadn’t gotten around to occupying with anything of her own. Not even a hanger for his poncho, so she flung it over the clothing rod and propped his umbrella in the corner. He made half a fuss until she pointed out that the polished marble floors wouldn’t begin to suffer from the odd puddle or two. She didn’t mention, because that would be crass, that she’d take any excuse to redecorate her entirely too Versailles-by-way-of-Tokyo entryway. Averting her eyes from the gold-veined marble and gleaming chrome fittings, she led Tomás into her study.

      Almost by decree, every conversation with every resident of the Texas Gulf Coast now began with, “Were you affected by the flooding?” She’d answered the question in person and via text and over social media and during the god-awful conference call after she’d been roped into this foster home plan, so she figured Tomás knew all about her status. She asked about his.

      “I was fine, thank you. My apartment is on the second floor and our parking lot only got a few inches.” As he lifted off the messenger bag slung across his torso, Kim caught herself ogling the revealed strip of skin at his hip. She didn’t think he spied her, but she avoided his eye as he smoothed his fitted button-down. Which just gave her time to notice the rosy-pink undertone of what could be a blush. Or could be the way the light hit him now they weren’t under that cold waterfall of a chandelier in the entryway.

      “Do you want anything to drink? Coffee? Water?” She gestured him to a chair.

      “I’ve think we’ve all had quite enough of water this past week, correct?”

      She lifted her chin to acknowledge the joke. “It’s been something, all right.”

      The hurricane’s effects were off the charts bad, in truth. So much of Houston was still under water, with flooding and power outages and tornadoes and thousands of people evacuated from their homes. The repairs and clean up would go on for months, and the analyses of what to change, for years. Newscasters had abandoned hyperbolic speculation in favor of grim reality, and everyday people like Kim were taking to understatement to help process the overwhelming nature of it all.

      At least, that’s why she did it. Not her job to explain why anyone else would joke about the disaster.

      Tomás sighed, pulling a tablet out of his bag. “If it’s not too much trouble, I’d love a coffee. I think this is the first time I’ve sat down somewhere dry in days, and I just realized I skipped lunch.”

      Kim pushed the intercom button. When Eveline picked up, she asked for tea and coffee and a couple of bánh mì. “Any preferences?”

      He closed his gaping mouth. Smiled, polite, and not at all like he found her beyond privileged. “Anything is fine, thanks. Though I’m not really one for seafood.”

      “Sausage? Chicken?”

      “Sure. Either.”

      “A couple with that grilled chicken would be perfect, Eveline.”

      “You got it,” her housekeeper replied.

      “Thanks. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      “No, stay there. I’m doing inventory and the dining table is a jumble. I’ll bring it in to you.”

      “Sure?”

      Eveline sounded all kinds of exasperated. “If I have to tidy things away to seat you, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      Kim laughed. “You terrify me.”

      “Good.”

      “Okay. We await you in my study.” They disconnected.

      Tomás looked up from his screen. “Just updating my supervisor I'm here and we're getting started.”

      She slid her cell onto the desktop and consulted the latest texts from her virtual assistant. “Right. So. What do you want first? Sheela said you need a tour and to go over some paperwork? Maybe get my signature in blood?”

      He was blushing again. Or flushed with anger. Or it was too warm in her house. She always had trouble with the air conditioning in the west-facing rooms, though the zoned air in the north and south wings were—no pun intended—a breeze.

      He cleared his throat. Tapped at his pad. “No blood, though I do need your fingerprints. And does Eveline work here?”

      She nodded.

      “Live here?”

      “No. I mean, there’s a guest apartment over the pool house, and sometimes she stays if we’re pulling an overnight session—if my team is, that is. But normally she’s here five or six hours a day.”

      “Right.” He was tapping again. More notes, she supposed. He pushed his glasses up his nose then looked up at her. “She’s okay for us to fingerprint?”

      Something in his tone stopped her from saying yes without thinking. She regarded him. “Oh. You mean is she undocumented or criminal?”

      His noncommittal silence was an answer.

      “She’s been on my payroll for three years. I think she’s fine, but you can ask her. Or I can. If she’s worried about it, is that a problem? I suppose she can take a holiday until this is all over.”

      Apparently hers wasn’t a good enough answer. He bristled. It was probably not to her credit that she noticed how bristling made his chest so expansive and his chin so firm under his short, neat beard. But she hadn’t asked for any of this, not really, and if her bad responses caused this whole thing to tank before it got off the ground, she wasn’t going to put up a fuss. Especially if she didn’t come off looking like the jerk.
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      Everything was so easy in her books. Don't worry about the puddles; the staff will mop the floor. Don't clear the table; just sit at this gleaming great wood slab of a desk. Don't read up on the data he forwarded; just let the virtual assistant pass on bullet points. Don't fuss about the maid’s immigration status; just send her home to not work for what could be months before they were out of there.

      Tomás saw a hell of a range of humanity in his job, but this woman was resetting all kinds of bars for him. He’d known she was rich. It wasn't like he cyberstalked her—that would be more her skill set than his—but any quick search brought up pages of profiles about her and her breakout video game. A gossip site and a couple of feminist sites delved into her social media blowups, calling her a ‘gaming genius and fashion icon’ in the one and a ‘highly visible target for rampant misogyny’ and a ‘focal point of the gaming industry’s biases boiling over the surface and burning her online’ in another.  One thing they all speculated on was her massive net worth.

      He wasn’t new to the nouveau riche. Plenty of people, new and old money both, gave charitably to the foster care system. Advocates, donors, foster parents—he’d interacted with them all. The main difference was, those people all opted in.

      Kim-ly Phan acted like her dearest wish was to opt out. To shut the door on him and retreat behind her fancy desk with her made-to-order sandwiches and her one little self inside her ten and a half thousand square feet.

      And he could be misinterpreting her attitude, true. He was stressed, stretched past breaking point. Broken. Or that’s how his parents talked about him, late at night when they thought he’d crashed into sleep. Two things he’d learned since the flood washed them out of their home and onto the comfortable mattress he’d only just gotten for himself: his walls were thin, and his ten-year-old futon was no longer a comfortable place to sleep.

      So maybe they were right. He’d been broken by the storm, the intensity of his caseload. The scrambling to rehouse nineteen school-age foster kids someplace besides a makeshift shelter now that their group home was a pile of crumbled Sheetrock, warped floorboards, and soggy mattresses.

      But maybe he was right about her. After all, the first time he’d seen her hadn’t been in a six-bedroom house worth three million dollars. According to the tax records.

      A bit over a year ago, she’d made herself notorious, and jumped on the boards of a few local nonprofits as part of her rehabilitation tour. One of those was Fielding House, one of ‘his’ group homes. He’d been inspecting the place, exchanging the occasional greeting with the suited board members arriving for their meeting, when she’d strode past in her pristine kicks and matte-bright streetwear. Like there was nothing but an empty corridor between the front door and the director’s room. Not a glance at the facilities. The student artwork on the walls. The kids themselves, never mind that even the crotchetiest of the board members stooped to ruffle some tyke’s hair or pass out a few chocolate bars. Certainly she hadn’t looked twice Tomás’s way. Just breezed on past, eyes shuttered, as if he hadn’t said hi or welcome or thanks for being here.

      So, broken or not, he was confident. She did not want him around.

      But it was his job to make this work. Nineteen kids sleeping on cots in a church classroom. Bit of a contrast to Kim-ly Phan, all alone across from him, waiting for the hired, and maybe illegal, help to bring her a cup of tea.

      Made him oddly fond of his own overstuffed apartment. His parents and the bins and bags of their possessions filled his bedroom, while he and his little brother tossed and kicked at each other on the living room futon. They all started each dawn over at his parents’ house, ripping out carpets and taking the walls down to the studs and bleaching patches of mold, then dashing back to line up for the shortest and least relaxing showers in the universe so they could get to work on time.

      And they were lucky. Thousands in shelters, whole neighborhoods still soaked through, people unable to get to work even if work was operational. Deaths. Lingering illness. On his way over, the radio news aired a story about a guy wading away from his flooded car, and he got attacked by one of those straight-out-of-the-apocalypse floating islands of fire ants.

      God, he needed that coffee. He blinked her impatient face into focus.

      “Okay, let’s skip the fingerprinting for just now. I get that it’s a lot of paperwork, but your VA—Sheela, right?”

      Kim-ly nodded.

      “She pulled together a lot of data already. If we can run through it all to confirm it, going back and filling in the gaps might not take so long.”

      She snorted some. Made a face like he’d spilled a jar of pickle water across her plush, clean rug. He refused to react. Not the first time his reams of state-required paperwork had struck someone as excessive.

      “I…forgive me, Ms. Phan, but however much you might regret your offer, you did make it. And right now the residents of Fielding House are crammed onto cots in an overcrowded church, and I need to get those kids someplace they can feel secure and where I know they’ll be safe. If that’s going to be here—and make no mistake, I’m talking about months here. Not days, not weeks. Months. So all this,” he gestured at his tablet, “it’s a drop in the bucket of how much we’re going to disrupt your life. And it’s non-negotiable. You can’t outsource it all. I’m stuck with … I mean to say, you’re stuck with me. With my paperwork. With DFPS’s rules. With, to quote your tweet, ‘whatever it takes to re-house these children ASAP.’”

      Fuck.

      So much for not reacting.
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