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            About this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Shane Murphy was the sexiest man Emma had ever been with—by far. A brutal Adonis with crystal blue eyes and a spine tingling smile.  
      

      He'd worked as a nude figure drawing model her freshmen year at university. She'd measured and memorized his every line and curve, with her eye, her hand, and her heart. 
      

      But their friendship had ended abruptly, flaring out after a single night of passion—an explosion of blood and tears followed by ten long years of radio silence.
      

      So what exactly was the man doing in the conference room, applying for a job at Emma's advertising agency?
      

      Just as her career was taking off Emma found herself in an impossible position. How could she work beside this man that had left her heart in ruins—and her bank account half empty?
      

      Would a new fling with this blast from her past give her closure—or ruin her forever?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Be on the lookout for the next standalone story in Trinity Wilde's Firm Hand series—steamy romances featuring hot men who know what they want... and the women who love the pleasure of a Firm Hand.

      Join the Firm Hand Romance mailing list to be notified about new titles, box sets, and limited-time special offers!
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            Up and Coming

          

        

      

    

    
      I had arrived.

      I had my very own office… with my very own door.

      Tipped back in my comfortable, ergonomically designed office chair, I drank in the blissful silence afforded by my new sanctum. The glass wall opposite my sitting/standing workstation was frosted from the floor to eye level but my door was fully transparent—except for the sans-serif capitals etched in frost that read Emma Fairchild, Art Director.

      I had two chairs, a bookshelf made of some composite material pretending to be wood, and a clean swatch of indestructible beige carpeting to stand on.

      I’d been working out of my old cube for a week with my new job title, but IT had finally hooked up my workstation and installed the phone in this office vacated by my predecessor, so now, here I was.

      This was real. I’d made it.

      In a way, my office was a fish tank and I was the fish. But having spent the last five years in a cubie, awash in co-workers’ phone conversations, the aromas of their lunches, subjected to their every sneeze, sniffle, belch, and cough…

      I felt the smile stretching my face as I let myself bask in the glow of the moment. My little glassed-in niche might as well have been Superman’s Fortress of Solitude.

      This is mine. I earned it.

      And then that little nagging voice whispered, But it took you six long years. And it could vanish in a heartbeat.

      I shoved the thought from my mind. I was management now and I had a team—an expanding team…

      And a series of looming deadlines. I’d make them, or I’d find myself back in my cubie sniffing someone else’s microwaved tuna casserole.

      I focused on my 21-inch flatscreen glowing with the initial comps for the launch of the new men’s cologne, Paladin. Amanta had landed an integrated marketing package, including tv spots, environmental signage and online assets. Acquiring this client had been a major coup, and Amanta had won the bid in no small part because of my work on a preliminary contract.

      My co-workers, no, my team, were roughing out a raft of designs, starting of course with off-the-shelf royalty-free stock. Models for the photoshoots were being selected now. I’d seen shots of the contenders… and these guys were hot.

      Shots of male models always made me knot up, which was ridiculous. These guys were the stuff of schoolgirl fantasies. I wasn’t the kind of woman who dated this kind of man.

      Well. I had been, a long time ago.

      Not for long, my inner saboteur whispered.

      In the magazine ad on screen, a perfect male specimen slouched seductively, half in shadow, off-handedly holding a towel loosely to his lower abdomen, his body sheathed in a post-workout—or post-sex—sheen of perspiration.

      His washboard abs gleamed, as did his broad shoulders and thickly muscled biceps and forearms.

      No doubt about it, the guy was hot… but there was an unknowable quality in his eyes that sent a shiver down my spine. How could you know what lurked behind that gaze? Animal attraction? Or something more?

      And I remembered a summer night with such a man and what we’d done together. What he’d done to me… and how shamefully I’d loved every second of it.

      I closed the image and puffed out my breath, but couldn’t drive the memories away. I squirmed a bit.

      The prospect of attending the photoshoot was both exciting and terrifying. Olivia often took this task for herself. A prickling of anxiety started in my fingertips and began to creep up my forearms.

      I snapped the rubber band around my right wrist and took a deep breath. As always, the slap of pain settled me, wiping away the panic but not my lingering daydreams of a heavily muscled, blue-eyed man kissing me savagely… before flipping me over, fisting his hand in my hair and—

      I jumped at the ping of my meeting software. My scheduled one o’clock had been moved up two hours and into the main conference room.

      The trio of potential ‘design assets’ had come from Hired Hands Trusted Temporaries, a staffing agency new to the creative space in the city of Carthage; it had begun as an offbeat gig economy platform in a handful of costal cities before spreading inland to places like my hometown.

      HH employees were expensive, top dollar, but in my experience well worth the premium. We would choose two of the three after the interview, and throw one back into the temping sea. I hoped to monopolize at least one of these new hires.

      The meeting software indicated Olivia was the one who’d moved up the meeting time. Olivia was what my mother called a piece of work. I wanted to cut the older woman some slack for kicking serious ass in a profession still mostly dominated by men.

      Still. Piece of work was a nice term for what Olivia was.

      Working flat-out on three deadlines, I hadn’t had time to even glance at the Hired Hands’ résumés.

      I burrowed through my mail looking for the attachments before being interrupted by a call from Martin Shermer, the AM for the Serendipity account.

      I forced a smile before picking up the phone, an old telesales technique which keeps you from sounding bitchy, which at the moment was how I felt.

      “Emma! What’s this about delaying the Serendipity meeting?”

      I smiled wider, until it hurt a little. “Hi, Martin. You know they have to sign off on the creative brief first.”

      “Well, sure. Eventually. But couldn’t we throw them a couple of mock-ups? Give ’em a taste?”

      This again. Part of my job was fighting this battle. There was no reason to spend the client’s money on creative they would never approve. First, they had to decide what the creative should do. Then we’d argue about how best to do that.

      I hid the creative behind the business case, using business language. It was my job to guide the process through this minefield.

      Martin and I went back and forth, but I finally got it through his skull. He could take this up with Olivia, or shut up and accept my decision. I hung up and checked the time and felt the blood draining from my face.

      I’d have to walk into the HH interview cold. Coax the new candidates into filling me in on their backgrounds without revealing that I hadn’t even glanced at their résumés.

      Sure. I could do that.

      Can you really? the voice inside whispered.

      I took the two paces to my wonderful new door and brushed the reversed letters through the thick, cool glass.

      Emma Fairchild. Art Director.

      I had to believe those words. I was a director. I was management. I had a team.

      It was time to go out and lead.
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      Ann Dunn, second-in-command of Amanta’s three-woman HR department, sidled up to me as I trotted to the conference room. Her short, sturdy stocking-clad legs propelled her in an almost military march.

      She snorted in place of a hello.

      “What’s it like, being a master of the universe?” A tang of resentment seasoned her tone. She’d been stuck in her current job two years longer than I had worked at Amanta. She was diligent, but could be… difficult. Not really a people person, which made her career in HR challenging.

      She skittered into my path, forcing me to skid to a halt.

      “Inspecting you for crumbs and coffee stains,” she murmured, looking me up and down. Her brow furrowed.

      I rolled my eyes but followed her gaze downward. The ghost of a brownish stain haunted my pale silk blouse. The garment was a gift from my mother; I don’t buy light colors. Because of coffee stains. I’d dressed this morning on autopilot.

      “You need a new wardrobe.” Ann scowled. “You can’t command respect looking like a loser.”

      I nodded at the comment, which wasn’t an insult coming from Ann. But the thought of shopping with her made my blood run cold.

      “Sorry, but I’m in a hurry?”

      Ann looked up at me. I’m not tall—Ann is short. “Look. Emma. You can do this. You don’t look the part, but you will. Even if I have to dress you every morning myself.”

      She gave me a fierce, brief hug, which wasn’t like Ann at all. I felt a lump thickening in my throat. “Go knock ’em dead,” she whispered.

      “Thanks.” I scurried down the carpeted aisle through the bullpen, flitting between the tightly packed rows of graphic workstations. Amanta had removed the half-height cubical walls between the junior designers in the last remodel. Every single one had responded by donning comically large noise-cancelling headphones. But one by one, they looked up as I rushed past, met my eye, and smiled or nodded.

      But Ann’s ‘support’ had raised my blood pressure twenty points. The coffee stain seethed on my left breast like a scarlet letter. I stopped outside the conference room. Normally another fishbowl, the louvered blinds had been closed so the projection equipment didn’t compete with the late-summer sun streaming through the floor-to-ceiling glass walls of the Amanta office tower.

      I closed my eyes and took another deep, cleansing breath.

      Ann was right. I could do this. I had been doing this, mostly, just without pay or recognition. I pushed into the room.
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      The door swung open into the air-conditioned dimness illuminated by the huge screen displaying a computer desktop emblazoned with the Amanta circled-A logo littered with a scattering of icons.

      Olivia Amanta—yes, her father had started the firm—elegant and imposing in her signature gleaming white business suit, turned and caught my eye.

      One woman and two men sat on the opposite side of the long ovoid conference table. I glanced at my phone, checking the time. I wasn’t late… but I wasn’t early. Ann had cost me a critical minute.

      “Glad you could join us,” Olivia said coolly. “I wanted your help evaluating these potential design resources.”

      I groaned inwardly. How had I screwed this up already?

      Olivia gestured me toward the seat next to hers and I took it wordlessly. Olivia terrified me. She was the kind of manager who referred to human beings as ‘resources’ right to their faces.

      The resource/human-woman-person on the left met my eye and threw me a nervous job interview smile. She was very tall and slender, her bleached hair bobbed asymmetrically, one side of her prettily shaped skull a dark shaven stubble.

      The conservatively gray-suited man in the middle sat up straighter and nodded in my direction, lips pressed into a neutral line. He was older, well put together with a touch of silver at his temples.

      I felt his pain at being interviewed by someone twenty years his junior. My guess was he was slumming it, working through Hired Hands until he found a position as an AD… or maybe a CD.

      The younger, broad-shouldered man in the black turtleneck lifted his face, looking up from his laptop which he snapped shut. The click echoed through the silent room.

      Time stood still as I plummeted into his shining crystal-blue eyes. Shane Murphy was ten years older than when I’d seen him last.

      He hadn’t changed much. His crisp clipper cut was still jet black, as were his thick eyebrows and eyelashes, the contrast between that darkness and the actinic blue of his eyes mesmerizing.

      I’d sketched his face for a year, trying to capture what lay behind those eyes, rendering his chiseled, black-Irish features in charcoal and graphite, carefully shading his full, sensuous lips.

      I’d never seen the long, impressive scar that seamed the right side of his face, notching his brow above the corner of his right eye before falling down onto his cheekbone and fading away near his jawline.

      But I’d watched him take that knife thrust, fighting for me. Before Shane had vanished for a decade, I’d glimpsed the bloody improvised bandage that had covered the wound.

      The Japanese have a word, kintsukuroi, for something made more beautiful after it is broken and repaired. Shane looked better with the scar. Or perhaps time had replaced the unknowable quality in his eyes with something else.

      He raised his eyebrows and his lips quirked upward in a half-smile as he nodded in my direction.

      I opened my mouth and closed it. I had nothing to say. Absolutely nothing. My pulse throbbed painfully in my temples. My mind was perfectly, completely, and horribly blank. The moment stretched into infinity. The now visibly pissed off middle-aged man coughed into his clenched fist. The young woman beside him looked stricken, as if my freakout might be contagious.

      I made an odd little chirping sound.

      I glanced down at the phone clutched in my right hand as it buzzed. My sister Hannah’s text swam through my watery vision. “You’ll never believe who is back in town,” it read.

      “I have a family emergency,” I heard myself murmur. “We’ll have to reschedule.”

      Olivia cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I have a family emergency.” My voice was now too loud for the room. The half-shaved-head girl flinched. I turned to Olivia, breaking eye contact with the Hired Hands, panning Shane out of my field of view. I could breathe now.

      Instead of letting me go then and there, as a normal human might, Olivia frowned. “What family?”

      She needed the deets. “My sister.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “My sister has issues,” I said. “Substance problems.” This lie had the advantage of being true, which was good, because I’m terrible at lying.

      “Ah,” Olivia said. “Yes. Well. Run along. I can take care of this.”

      I turned to go but stopped with my hand on the chrome door handle as Olivia made a preemptory noise behind me.

      “Emma?”

      I gave a little nod, half turning. My shock had morphed into a low-grade fury. This was not the time for trips down memory lane. Not now. Shane had picked the worst possible time to rematerialize. I could not afford to be distracted by another… casual encounter. Not after having worked so hard to get where I was.

      “I’m sure this won’t happen again,” Olivia said.

      “It won’t,” I said. “It will never happen again.”

      Only after I’d left the room did I wonder if I’d directed the comment at Olivia or at Shane.
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      At a loss as to what to do next, I went to see my sister Hannah.

      I took the elevator down to the parking garage and hopped in my eight-year-old Kia Forte. I pondered my fate as I cruised through the crowded city streets toward the university on dazed autopilot.

      Olivia could pick my Hired Hands for me.

      If I was lucky, Shane wouldn’t make the cut.

      But what if he did? The thought of talking to him filled me with a tingling excitement coupled to a sense of loss. Our fling had not ended well.

      And of course I was still pissed at him about the money he owed me.

      We were two very different kinds of people. Shane had played the bad boy, but his family’s wealth had rendered that play a farce. I’d met him when he’d transferred to our public high school his senior year. He had dropped half his academic courses so he could hang around the art room. The next year he had attended Carthage University, which I could afford because my mother had worked there as an admin for twenty years to earn my reduced tuition.

      His family had donated ten million for the new law school building, the program his real-estate mogul father had probably hoped Shane would attend. His descent into bohemia had begun when he’d landed in my art class senior year; my teacher had a history of turning around discipline cases like Shane. He hadn’t. Instead he’d found himself mentoring the most talented artist I’d ever known.

      I’d watched Shane progress with astonishing swiftness. By the end of that year he was knocking off oil paintings that echoed the work of Renaissance masters—with modern settings and dress. He recruited his popular friends as the models.

      And Shane had many beautiful friends.

      Hannah, my one and only sister, had been among them. Never one of his many temporary girlfriends, but one of the drinking and drugging set he’d run around with.

      I’d been a good girl, back then. And still was. Mostly.

      Nowadays Hannah lived in a tidy brick apartment building near the university, one she’d moved into while floundering through her second year of an aborted bachelor’s degree. She loved living within walking distance of the university bars and clubs.

      My sister had made many bad choices over the years. I’d lost track of how much money she owed me. To her credit, she knew the number, and jotted every cent down in a little notebook she kept on top of her fridge.

      I knew there was no way she’d ever be able to pay me back.

      I found street parking in front of her building, nodded at the old woman, Hannah’s floor mate, who sat on the bench in the grim little concrete courtyard, and pushed into the vestibule with the intercom and mailboxes. I keyed in Hannah’s unit number and pressed the button. She buzzed me in.

      I huffed up the three flights of stairs to her place rather than wait for the elevator, which moved like a glacier.

      Out of breath, I knocked on her door, which opened a half-second later.

      Hannah, in an oversized t-shirt and underwear, beamed at the sight of me, hugged me, and before I could finish catching my breath, started chattering.

      “Emma! Can you believe it?”

      I nodded, “Yes, I—”

      “—so my friend Heather, you remember her? So she’s still friends with Cassie Ericson, that girl that inherited the bazillion dollars after graduation? Anyway, Cassie told Heather about this new guy who shows up at her AA meeting named Shane, so I’m thinking like, there are a ton of guys named Shane, but then it’s all about how gorgeous he is, and he has this cool and sort of scary scar down the left side of his face and it was like, boom!”

      Hannah made the booming gesture with both hands and an explosive sound, a guttural hissing as her fingers splayed. She grinned hugely.

      My heart contracted into a clenched fist at the mention of Cassie. I pushed her mental image away—Cassie was smoking hot, like my sister, the family beauty. Tall and thin to my average-height thickness, blond to my brunette, blue-eyed to my brown. I no longer held these things against Hannah; her gifts had come with matching curses. I couldn’t hate my sister.

      But I’d never liked Cassie.

      Hannah took another deep breath. “I know. I know. Just a first name. But how many drop-dead, super-hot guys with a scar like that can there be in this world? Not many. Not many at all! So. Jesus.” She stopped herself, her brows knitting together in concern as she finally noticed my facial expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “Um,” I said. “Can I sit down?”

      “What? Sure. Come in. Of course.”

      She tugged me by the hand into her cluttered one-bedroom. I looked for a place to sit, didn’t find one, and hurled a pile of dirty laundry onto another pile of dirty laundry to make a place on the battered sofa. Hannah watched me, unperturbed by the disarray surrounding us.

      “Do you want a drink?” she asked. “You look like you could use a drink.”

      “It’s three in the afternoon,” I pointed out.

      “I know, which is weird, because you should be at work, you’re always at work, but then you shouldn’t be here looking like you need a drink in the middle of the day, but you sure as fuck do.”

      “I drove,” I said. “I can’t drink. I’m going back to the office.”

      “No. You’re not. Take the afternoon off; you must have like a zillion personal days saved up. You can Uber home.” Hannah looked around her apartment quizzically as if she was noticing its ‘tossed by angry meth-heads looking for drugs’ quality for the first time. “Sorry it’s messy. I’ve been busy since I kicked Daryl to the curb. You remember Daryl?”

      I nodded. Thank God she’d dumped Daryl.

      Hannah padded into the galley kitchen and retrieved two diet colas, popped one open and handed it to me. I didn’t want to drink, but the offer, the cold solidity of the bottle in my hands was much appreciated.

      “Thanks.”

      “Drink,” she said. “I’ll order pizza in a few. My treat! I haven’t eaten a hot meal in…” She got a faraway look in her eyes. “A long time. Now, tell me why you look like you’re going to drop dead.”

      Hannah plunked down into a chair piled with presumably clean laundry, popped hers open and glugged half of it down, sighed, and burped.

       She glanced about for a place to set the bottle on a coffee table mounded with junk mail, gave up, and plunked it on the carpet at her feet. Three large shoeboxes lay below the table, each half full of envelopes.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Processing old mail. This was the most official-looking stuff. But it’s mostly ads.”

      I scanned through the bin, yeah, IMPORTANT notices and LAST CHANCE TO LOCK IN YOUR RATE, all stuff with red-striped borders and official-looking seals. I’d worked on a few direct-mail campaigns that employed such methods. They’d made me feel dirty.

      I picked up a letter from a credit card consolidator. “Jesus. How

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/model-employee-v1-2500t.jpg
STBCKHULM





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





