
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Bite Me!

	 

	 

	After leading a pretty staid and frankly boring life Drusilla Montgomery lands the job of her dreams... working as an assistant to her all time forever favorite romance writer, Gabrielle George. Gabrielle’s assistant, Justin Hunt, is also a slice of Dru’s dreams—tall, dark, handsome and with a nice set of pecs and buns. Night after night they work side by side, answering fan mail, proofreading manuscripts and keeping up the famed author’s social media sites.

	For Dru this is more than a job. With the death of her strict and controlling mother—a woman very much like the starchy housekeeper in a dark gothic—Dru finally has a chance to pursue the life of her own dreams. Traveling from the sleepy cities of Marin County, California over the Golden Gate bridge to Gabrielle’s Victorian seems like entering an entire new world. Like the fog lifting over San Francisco bay, Dru’s life takes on new color. Even when her mother reaches out from the grave in the guise of her attorney who threatens to take her home from her, Dru remains undaunted.

	As she gets deeper into the job, however, questions are raised about her oh so handsome co-worker—Justin. He is never seen in daylight, he doesn’t eat and there are no mirrors in the elegant Victorian they work in. Is she working with a vampire or just a guy with a quirky personality? And... if he is a vampire, is Dru ready to say bite me?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To Vanessa—there will never be a way to truly thank you for the best job of my life.

	 


Prologue

	 

	 

	Have you ever wanted to change your life? Not just the paint on the walls or change the color of your hair, but your entire life?

	To become someone entirely new and different?

	Drusilla Montgomery wanted to.

	Desperately.

	More than any other dream, she wanted not only to simply change her life but to become someone entirely new and different, like a butterfly breaking free of its cocoon. In her humdrum life on an oak shaded street in a small town in Marin County, California, it wasn’t likely to happen... but in the pages of her books, the tomes she snuck into the house on Clark Lane, she became whoever she wanted, whenever she wanted. With the turn of each page, she became someone new and exciting who lived far away from Clark Lane.

	She wanted to wake up one morning and find herself with a whole new life.

	Then one night, her life did change.

	Maybe.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Dashing out of work promptly at 5 p.m., Drusilla Montgomery hurried to her car, her very practical gray Honda Civic with a simple AM radio. It was the car her mother, Martha, chose for her and never one to dispute, at least outwardly, what Martha wanted or suggested, Dru complied. Martha would have flipped if she knew where her otherwise obedient daughter was off to tonight.

	But Martha could no longer object to or interfere with anything her daughter wanted. This was now Dru’s life and only Dru’s.

	Carefully turning on her turn signal, Dru pulled out of the Midland Savings & Loan parking lot and headed toward the 101 freeway. With glee she pushed down on the gas pedal and let the car hit its cruising speed in seconds. She drew in a deep breath, closed her eyes for a moment and gave into the spark of imagination that it wasn’t a dark, hard plastic steering wheel in her hands but the throttle of a spaceship taking her to another world, another life. One where all her dreams would come true.

	It would darken soon on this crisp, late fall night, but before then the sky would be painted in the vivid violets and blues she so loved. Tonight the green of the hills of Marin melded with that pallet of color, creating an array of color any artist would envy.

	Fog, like a thick, downy, white comforter, greeted her as she approached the Golden Gate Bridge. When she pulled out of the Waldo Tunnel, now known as the Robin Williams Tunnel, Dru laughed to herself, “Well the old saying certainly is true... Don’t like the weather? Wait five minutes. It’ll change. Well I’ll take that as an omen. My life is going to change tonight. It is definitely going to change. I just know it.”

	Racing across the Golden Gate Bridge, she drank in the sight of the fog as it sat like a silent sentinel over the ocean with its fairy-like tendrils reaching into the avenues. Letting that bit of her imagination out, the part she kept hidden from her mother for so long, Dru wondered if somehow, beyond the fog, something wonderful awaited.

	Off the coast, beneath the rocky cliffs of San Francisco’s Seaside neighborhood, Mile Rocks appeared to hang in the clouds, miles above the earth, rather than being an offshore beacon meant to warn ships of danger as they passed under the Golden Gate on their journey into the Bay. Looking out over the railing of the bridge, she likened the fog to the fabric that is San Francisco. Like magic, its damp grayness cast a spell over all that enter the City by the Bay. By land, sea or air, it greeted each visitor, wrapped them in its damp caress before its tentacles dug in and held on long after you have moved on. Like the detectives of old, the fictional Sam Spade and those of his ilk, anyone who has walked the City’s streets when the fog is low to the ground, threading itself around their ankles, it entrances them with its promise. No one can deny its pull.

	Then, in the blink of an eye, it dissipates, leaving all in the stark light of day, only to return when it is ready. Then, and only then—when it is ready—does it come again. Like a living thing, the fog becomes one with those who venture into its fold.

	San Francisco’s fog can be bone-chilling cold. The kind of cold that you never quite warm up from. Not quite the cold sterility of death. No, something else, something more, yet at the same time, indefinable. It is part icy blast that chills to the very marrow of your soul and part safe cocoon.

	The fog does that. The fog and the silent toll of the bell at a lighthouse. Sterile, cold, like an ice tomb. Yet at the same time, there is a security to its depths. A feeling of safety in the anonymity its gray embrace can give you.

	Her heart beating a tad faster in anticipation of what was to come, Dru headed along Park Presidio toward Golden Gate Park and into the Haight where Gabrielle George’s Victorian sat. A full moon rose above the clouds casting a mystical glow to the ground below. It cast the park in a surreal aspect and she half expected to see a vampire or werewolf peek out from the trees flanking the street. The lights from the Asian Art Museum filtered through, giving the area an alien-like landscape. Rather than scare Dru, it mesmerized her. The tendrils of fog surrounding her car were akin to bathing it and marking her for something new and exciting.

	“Okay, Drusilla Montgomery, time to reign in that imagination of yours and get your clear-thinking head in place because you really want this job.”

	A few minutes later she pulled in front of the rather imposing Victorian owned by her most favorite author of all time, Gabrielle George. Wow, plenty of parking out front here. How odd is that? Not wanting to look a gift horse... or parking space... in the mouth, she parked right in front of Gabrielle George’s Painted Lady. Moonlight winked in and out between the trees as Dru exited the car. A chilled breeze came up and traveled up her legs, caressing them. “Definitely the makings of a scary gothic romance,” she muttered to herself.

	She double-checked the address and walked along the knee-high, black, wrought iron fence to the gate leading into the yard. As she pushed it open, it squeaked as if no one had passed through it for many years. Without warning, the moon disappeared behind a wall of fog creating a scene that only San Franciscans can appreciate—dense fog on one side of the street; blue-gray moonlight on the other.

	A dry, dead leaf bounced along the walk momentarily startling her. It scraped on the pavement, unnaturally loud, in the otherwise quiet evening. She glanced up and down the street, surprised that not another soul was out and about. No cars drove by, no birds chirped in nearby trees. It was as if time had stopped the moment she crossed the boundary past the creaking gate.

	She paused at the foot of the Victorian’s dark wooden steps, painted to a gloss so high you could see each rung despite the darkness, and gazed up at the front door. Dim light filtered out of the entry hallway inside the house. Framing either side were stained glass mosaics of purple and blue flowers nestled among dark green leaves. At the inner corners were the likenesses of fluffy black cats with orange eyes. Potted plants sat on either side of the door, just inside the frame created by the stained glass.

	Above the door was another breathtaking piece of stained glass. This one depicted a full moon looming over yet another black cat.

	Dru jumped at a scraping sound skittering up the pathway. Relieved to see it was only another leaf traveling on its way, she released the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. Oddly, still no cars traversed the street. Aside from the leaf’s scraping and the slight whistle of wind, not a sound was to be heard.

	She tilted her head back to take in the entire form of the Victorian with its Gingerbread trim. In the dim light she saw a woman sitting at an upper window, gazing out. Was that Gabrielle George? Gazing out the garret window waiting for her interviewee’s arrival?

	She stepped back to take a better look and in that instant, the woman in the window disappeared, like a ghost, leaving Dru to doubt if she’d seen her at all. Well, she’d be meeting the famed author soon.

	Drawing in a deep breath, she started up the stairs and reached for the bell.

	Before she could even touch it, the heavy wooden door creaked partway open and revealed a dark, gaping hallway.

	She peered in. “Hello?”

	Silence.

	“Hello? Is anyone there?”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	A surreal feeling of the past, present and future whirling around her as she stood in the open entry, caused Dru to pause. She gasped in recognition of what brought her here to this place, this moment in time... her hopes, her dreams—the things she wanted for herself that had been denied to her until she’d picked up the phone a mere two days ago and made that call. She had a sense that the moment she walked through the portal before her, everything she wanted for herself, rather than what was demanded of her, would finally come into being. What drove her to finally seek what would make her happy was here. Now. In a distant part of her mind, despite the passage of years, so many years, she could hear that voice, her mother’s shrill screech, “I wanted a little girl! Is that too much to ask?”

	If she crossed the threshold, would it be to another life? A happier life? Or would her mother’s words that she was a failure, that she was lacking, said so many times, prove true?

	As if watching someone else’s story unfold, in her mind’s eye, the memory of herself as a vulnerable five-year-old froze her in place and kept her from walking through the door...

	Underneath the faded blue car, five-year-old Dru looked over at her dad and smiled. It wasn’t the first time she and her father shared a private oh so quiet chuckle, at her mother’s proclamations. Martha couldn’t help it. She was, after all, a product of her times. At least that’s what Dru’s dad told her time and again. Even at the tender age of five, Dru’d heard her mother lament more times than she could count how she always wanted a little girl. No faux paint splattered rompers for little Drusilla. Oh no. Even as a tiny tot she was dressed in frilly dresses and pristine white sox with delicate lace around the tops. If Martha dressed her in leggings they were a soft pink, pale green or other feminine looking pastel. And every chance Dru got, she toddled off to whatever her father was up to. What daddy did was far more interesting than anything her mother had in mind.

	Her Father, Frank Montgomery, was a mechanic. A bus mechanic and as such he came home with grease beneath his fingernails—he washed up before he left work and showered again at home, but it was the nature of his job. To hear him tell it, he enjoyed what he did. Despite the seemingly mundane life of fixing bus engines, working on the brakes, changing tires, he always had a funny story to tell each night when he got home.

	Martha was never interested in hearing Frank’s stories.

	Dru, on the other hand, loved to sit by her dad listening to the details of his day.

	So there they were on a bright Easter Sunday and her dad wanted to check the brakes on her mom’s car. Never one to miss out on time with her dad, Dru climbed right under the car with him. He was in the middle of explaining how a certain part connected to another when Martha found them.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Martha yelled loud enough for the neighbors four doors down to hear. “I swear, you aren’t normal. Drusilla Montgomery, get out from under there. Now! Frank, what do you think you are doing making a grease monkey out of my daughter?”

	“Dru climbed under and...” he wearily tried to explain.

	“Of course she did. Why can’t you do these things when she’s not around? Or tell her no? I swear you do this to me on purpose. My pressure! My blood pressure! All I ever wanted was a little girl.”

	Dru smiled at her dad once again. Her mother always ranted about her blood pressure, whatever that was.

	He winked back at her, and she slid out from under the car.

	“Drusilla, look at you. Just look at you. Your dress is ruined. Just ruined.” Martha swatted at the skirt of her dress.

	Dru looked down. There was a small grease spot on the hem—nothing that wouldn’t come out in the laundry. Whatever was her mother’s problem? Why couldn’t she be a little girl and learn something practical at the same time?

	As she grew up, school was a challenge for her. Not because she didn’t enjoy learning. In fact she maintained a straight A average without having to work too hard at it. It was because of the rules dictated by her mother and having to squelch her dreams into a secret place in her mind.

	In junior high and high school, sports were fun... but her mother signed her up for girlie sewing. Although... with a little help from her dad... she managed to sneak onto the T-ball team.

	As she grew older, despite Martha’s best attempts to girl-ify her, Dru found more exciting things to do like horseback riding and skating. Oh there was girlie type figure skating and then there was speed skating. Even better, she took her allowance and with her dad’s blessing and assistance, she joined the horseback riding club. When the club prepared to name her horsewoman of the year, Dru declined—her mother would never have understood. The drama at home would have gone on for days and it just wasn’t worth it.

	But it was in her books, her stories, the world shifted for Dru. While Martha, a devotee of whatever religion caught her attention, bought up whatever book the church of the week touted, Dru discovered the Empress of Romance, Gabrielle George. It was Gabrielle George’s heroines who showed Dru there was more to life than the mundane, gray streaked world her mother built for them and her never-ending laments about wanting a little girl. In those romances there was love and light and romance just waiting outside the fog—if Dru were only brave enough to step through its magical portal. She’d waited a lifetime for that magical portal to find her.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	“In here.” A deliciously rich, deep masculine voice that sent tingles down Dru’s spine called out from somewhere down the hall.

	The kind of voice she’d dreamed of hearing.

	The kind of voice Gabrielle George’s heroes had.

	The kind of voice no one at Midland Savings & Loan had. Ottila Millan, her micro-managing supervisor and close friend of her mother’s, had a bit of a lisp and hired only women, generally older women desperate for a job. Then she played favorites with the ones who were most like her. Policies at MS&L meant squat, especially to Ottila. If one behaved with total devotion and adoration, Ottila treated them with a modicum of fairness. If you spoke up about things that weren’t fair or were unethical, she’d go after you with a vengeance. Being Martha’s daughter saved Dru from Ottila’s tantrums on more than one occasion. Unfortunately each... save... put Dru deeper and deeper under Martha’s wing.

	Not that she could have flirted with any male employees, if there were any, with her mother or micromanager extraordinaire Ottila standing there on the side, watching every move she made. Between the two of them, Ottila and her mother, Dru depended more and more on the escape her books, those scrumptious romances she snuck into the house and devoured under the covers with the dim glow of a flashlight at night, provided. At times she felt like a secondary limb of her mother’s—that she wasn’t and would never be her own person with her own feelings and thoughts. If it weren’t for her books Dru had no doubt she would have lost her mind big time.

	And then she saw the ad; she knew she’d arrived.

	Maybe.

	She couldn’t believe the ad when she’d seen it...

	San Francisco-based multi-published historical romance author looking for competent assistant. Must have experience with all current computer programs. Confidentiality a must. Ask for Madeline Yellen. Non-readers need not apply.

	With her mother dead and buried, this was her chance. Working for Gabrielle George would be a dream come true. Gabrielle George introduced her to love and romance and a world beyond the black and white mendacity of her mother’s control.

	As soon as she saw the ad, she quickly put together a resume and emailed it. Yesterday, a mere two days later, a woman, the Madeline in the ad, called saying she had a few questions for a pre-interview. Was that a good time? Dru didn’t hesitate. “Yes, it’s perfect.” Murmuring low and keeping an eye on Ottila across the floor of the bank, Dru answered Madeline’s questions.

	After those well-chosen questions and her careful answers, Madeline confirmed what Dru was already so certain of—the position would be in San Francisco working for Gabrielle George.

	She couldn’t believe it. Gabrielle George’s assistant! In one fell swoop Dru hit the big time. Maybe.

	First she had to get the job. If anyone knows Gabrielle George’s writing it’s me! Me! Me!

	To prepare for the interview, she looked over each of the author’s books, made note of her favorites and which ones Gabrielle George said were her favorites. Talk about a dream come true.

	When her best friend, Haley, told her that there were probably hundreds of applicants and chances are they were just being nice, Dru didn’t let it deflate her. “That’s the kind of thing my mother would say, Haley.” And darn if it didn’t feel good to stand up for herself.

	“Well it’s true,” Haley murmured in response.

	“And it’s also true they called me almost as soon as they got my resume, so give up on trying to burst my bubble. Some best friend you are.”

	“I’m sorry, Dru. I’m just trying to be realistic. I don’t want you to get your hopes up and then be crushed.”

	“You mean like my mother always did? Like when I’d want to do something and she’d say ‘we’ll see. I have to think about it’ and then every time she’d say no? Like that?”

	“Well...”

	Shoving aside Haley’s negative comments and memories of her mother’s interference, Dru stepped through the Victorian’s doorway, fanciful with the thought that she was crossing into another time. Perhaps even into a century gone by.

	Thick, eggshell-colored candles adorned wall sconces every few feet, separated by paintings in heavy gilt frames that lined the long, wood paneled passage. Aubusson runners showed the way to the inner rooms. It was a very Victorian entryway.

	“Hello? Ms. George?” Dru called.

	“In here.” That luscious male voice called out once again from further down the hall. “I’m on the phone. Give me a minute.”

	She followed the sound of his voice, past what a quick glimpse sure looked like a true Victorian living room, to a room so familiar she was certain someone plucked it from her dreams. Floor to ceiling bookcases lined every wall save the one directly across from the doorway. That wall held a brick fireplace large enough for Dru and several close friends to stand in and not even begin to bump their heads. The bronze-colored fender surrounding it held plush blue velvet-covered cushioned seats wide enough for two people to sit side by side at either end. The crackle of a warm and welcoming fire greeted her as she entered the room. Of course, the room felt so familiar since she’d read every one of Gabrielle’s books, especially the ones that took place in Victorian mansions just like this one, over and over. No doubt this room was an inspiration for many of Gabrielle’s drawing room scenes.

	The wall spaces not covered with books held framed photographs and paintings. A large silver candelabra sat on a side board, the dozen or so tapers in it were lit, cast a soft glow in the room. On one side of the table was a bowl of fresh fruit and a silver tea or coffee service on the other. A plate of croissants sat near the silver service pots. In lieu of lamps, thick, stocky beeswax candles burned brightly on several end tables. A massive desk sat caddy corner to the fireplace. Incongruous to the rest of the room, on top of the desk sat a flat screen monitor, laser jet printer and several other pieces of modern office equipment. Across the room was a smaller desk that also held a computer, printer and telephone.

	Take out the computers and their accouterments and the room existed in another century.

	“... that’s right. The end of May... no I’m not joking... look, Madeline, I need the break. Okay? We’ve been turning out six a year for the past five years. And we’re not talking those 250-300 pagers. We’re talking the full-length, 400-500 page books. I need some time for me and I’m going to take it between the end of May and June... no, I don’t know where I’m going to go or even if I am going to leave town. Maybe I’ll just stay home and enjoy my house and all its idiosyncratic issues.”

	For a moment Dru felt like an interloper. Who was this man and why was he in Gabrielle George’s office? Or maybe it wasn’t her office but he was the assistant who’d supposedly retired. That was all the agent, Madeline, told her—that the former assistant had retired and Gabrielle George was looking for a new one. Although, looking at this guy with his back to her with his shoulder length dark hair, broad shoulders, pale blue cambric shirt and stone-washed jeans that showed off an amazing ass, he certainly didn’t appear near retirement age.

	He was probably ugly as sin.

	Then again, given how creepy the neighborhood felt before she entered the house... a slither of chills ran down her spine at where those thoughts were going. A man who was old enough to retire but didn’t look it? Maybe this was a for real, living Dorian Gray. Or a vampire who needed to take a time out and come back under another name?

	Or maybe she had read one too many paranormal or gothic romances.

	“Look, someone is here. I’m not negotiating this. It’s not like I’m not giving you plenty of notice. End of May, through June, I’m off duty... I will. I’ll talk to you soon... Yes, I promise.”

	The man turned to her.

	He wasn’t quite ugly as sin.

	The more accurate definition would be sin incarnate.

	Dark brows over rich chocolaty brown eyes, straight nose and lips that a woman could kiss for hours and never need draw another breath, looked her over. From where she cowered... yes it would seem she was cowering because the man was the epitome of every deliciously scandalously handsome hero in every romance she’d ever read. His shoulders looked a mile wide and his shirt did nothing to hide a set of pecs no cover model could match.

	That’s it! She mentally snapped her fingers! He had to be Gabrielle George’s inspiration. He was certainly inspiring her. Had she seen him on the cover of one of Gabrielle’s books?

	“And you are?” He finished looking her up and down as he asked the question.

	“Ex-excuse me?

	“Well you didn’t answer to hello so I thought I’d skip to the chase and ask, you are?” He assessed her with a quick look up and down her frame.

	He’d said hello to her? “Dru-Dru-Drusilla Montgomery. Ms. George’s new assistant.” She muttered, “I hope,” under her breath.

	Mr. Sin-saltional frowned at her.

	“Maybe I’d misread the ad,” she muttered while beginning to turn away thinking maybe she didn’t understand what the agent told her on the phone. Maybe her assistant hadn’t retired and she’d only been fanciful, seeing what she wanted to see. After all, Martha imagined things all the time. Why not Dru? Could be a family trait. Or maybe it was a joke someone planted on the online job search list along with a bogus phone call with fake interview questions. If my mother were still alive it was exactly the kind of mind game she’d play.

	She backed toward the door only to find it closed behind her. Thing was, she didn’t remember closing it. The howling sound of the wind on the otherwise still evening didn’t help too much at that point either. Across the room a candlestick toppled over.

	“My new assistant?”

	“N-no. Ms. George’s. Look, I’m sorry. Clearly I’ve made a mistake. You see I saw the ad, on the internet list—which of course I should have checked on the Scope or Snope-list to be sure, that she was really looking for a new assistant. Her old one, well not exactly old because I don’t know how old she was, so I guess the former one is a better word, retired. I had, I have an appointment but um, I think, that I, uh...” Rather than babble any more than she already had, Dru reached for the door handle behind her and tried to quickly and quietly twist it so she could leave the room and flee down that chilling walkway, back into her car and to her safe and secure, albeit boring, bank teller job. With luck, she’d wake in the morning to find out the whole embarrassing situation was only a dream. Although, if she was dreaming about guys like that... well he could certainly appear in another dream.

	The metal door-knob was cold enough to freeze her hand. And the knob wouldn’t move. Her stomach twisted in panic. Across the room, far from either of them, a glass figurine tumbled not far from the candlestick. This time the man glanced over ever so briefly and unfazed by its untimely and unexplained fall, returned his gaze to Dru.

	She gazed up into implacable, dark brown eyes of the man who had suddenly appeared next to her at the door and she hadn’t seen him move. One second he was at the desk and the next, he stood beside her opening the door. It was the sensation of something slithering between her legs, however, that made her shriek and try to grasp the door handle away from him in a desperate effort to run from the room.

	“Vincent, leave the lady alone,” the man ordered, albeit with a smile in his voice.

	A throaty meow sounded between her legs and a furry black head peered out beneath her knee-length skirt. The room started to spin.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	“Miss? Are you all right? Miss?”

	Dru looked up into those luscious brown eyes and fought the urge to plant a big, fat, wet kiss on those totally sensuous lips. Clearly she’d died and gone to her just rewards. Either that or failing to stop for dinner before coming to the city caused her blood sugar to dive and she was hallucinating big time.

	“Miss?”

	A longhaired black cat jumped up on her stomach, surprisingly light and gentle given his size. She realized as he... or she... sat there looking down at her with demon yellow eyes, the cat was mainly fur and actually quite light. She couldn’t resist the urge to reach up and pet the silky fur. For longer than she could remember Dru wanted a cat and made a mental note to adopt one of her own as soon as time permitted.

	And then mentally shook her head at herself for letting her mind wander.

	She looked around, and it appeared the man or someone had placed her on the settee.

	Dru cleared her throat. “I’m fine. I’m sorry. That was... odd for me. I don’t faint at the drop of a hat.”

	“No worries.” He smiled a smile that did funny things to her tummy. Not so much ha ha funny, but that kind of funny the heroines in her books talked about having when they met the man they were destined for. “So, how about we start at the beginning? I’m Justin Hunt and you are?”

	“Drusilla Montgomery.”

	“Good to meet you, Drusilla Montgomery. And you are here for... “

	“The job. But it looks like I may have made a mistake.”

	“Job? Oh, oh man, I’m sorry. With everything going on I completely forgot. We’re on a deadline and things have been hectic at best.” He rose and walked over to the desk, and after fumbling with some papers, located what appeared to be a calendar.

	Confused, Dru wondered why he would have told a total, unseen stranger to come on in. But then he did tell the woman on the phone that someone was there, but didn’t mention it was an interviewee.

	Justin broke into her thoughts and told her, “Yes. You’re right. I do have an appointment with you today. For the assistant job.” He smiled. “Clearly I need one.”

	She felt suddenly deflated. Of course Gabrielle George wouldn’t hire her own assistant. And with an inspiration like Justin Hunt hanging around her halls, she certainly didn’t need Ms. Plainer Jane typing up her books and such.

	“Yes. Well I did. But of course I can see...”

	He cut her off. “How fast can you type?”

	“Um, my last test was eighty-five words a minute, with no errors.”

	“And you know Word and Excel and the other standard office programs?” He glanced down at her resume looking for her keyboarding skills.

	“Yes, including the most recent releases of them.”

	“Great. Have you read any of my... Gabrielle George’s books?”

	“Of course! Who hasn’t? I mean, what fan of romance, especially historical romance, hasn’t? At least twice.”

	“Good. Then you know her style, her voice. Excellent.”

	“But, well, I don’t understand. The woman on the phone said her assistant retired. You don’t look old enough to retire. I mean, that is...” She lifted her hand as if reaching out to take hold of her thoughts and then let it drop.

	“I see.” Justin thought for a moment. “Well it’s actually for a second assistant. They got confused on the retirement part. I have my hands rather full with wri... what I do and need help with some of the more mundane aspects of the job. For the secretarial aspects so I can focus on, well the non-secretarial ones.”

	She considered what he said. At this point anything was better than the bank if for no other reason than she didn’t want to follow in her mother’s footsteps. Not if there was a way out.

	“Sounds exactly what I’m looking for,” she told him.

	“Good.”

	“So what can I tell you?”

	“You already did.”

	“I did?”

	“Yes. You can type and it sounds like you know your way around an office. If we offer you the job, when can you start?”

	“Start?” The moment the word left her mouth she wished she could recall it. “I mean, I can any time...”

	A gust of wind silenced her, which was definitely to her favor. She was single handedly bungling the interview. With a howl the wind rattled the windows and it seemed to roar through the room, causing the flames in the fireplace to flicker and several of the stout candles to go out. But with the windows closed and the door to the hallway firmly shut, where could the breeze have come from?

	A clock chimed nine times in another part of the house. She’d been there over two hours yet it felt like she’d only just arrived. Was I unconscious for that long? Or did time simply fly looking at this living piece of eye candy?

	“Great. I... we have a few more people to interview so we’ll let you know in a few days.”

	“Um. Okay.”

	“You seem a bit distracted. Are you sure you’re okay?”

	Dru sat up straighter. “Yes. Sure. I, uh, don’t you want to ask me any other questions?”

	“Like what?”

	“I don’t know. Office type questions.” She was so seriously blowing this. The guy knew she could type and knew all the latest programs. She confirmed she knew all of the famed author’s books. So why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut and just leave it at that? Maybe because this Justin is the best looking man I’ve ever laid eyes on and I really, really, really want him... I mean this job.

	Justin pondered her question. “Hmm, I’m not sure what else to ask.”

	“I kinda came to that conclusion myself. I mean if someone, like me, knows what she’s doing in an office, which I do...”

	“Exactly. So like I said, I’ll let you know in a couple of days. We’ll figure out salary and all that. Oh, um, I will ask you to keep the address confidential. It’s Gabrielle George’s house and even though she loves her fans, having them line up outside isn’t conducive to getting a lot of work done. Plus she’s very reclusive and while she’d never want to be rude, her privacy is very important to her.”

	“Sure, I understand. Sounds good.” Dru started to rise from where she sat on the couch.

	“Oh yeah. Where are you coming from? Your address says Marin. Are you still living there?”

	“Uh huh.”

	“Would that be a problem? Getting here?”

	“No. Not at all. I’ve got a car that runs pretty well. I mean, I haven’t had any problems with it and it looks like parking out there is pretty easy.” And clearly she was babbling again. Justin Hunt didn’t need to know anything about her car now, did he? No.

	Justin looked out a window that faced the side yard. “Yes. Parking. We have space behind the house where you can park. By the garage. You can park there if things work out.” He studied her neck for a long moment. “Ms. Montgomery, after your fright with Vincent, are you sure you are well enough to drive tonight?”

	“Of course. Like I said, I don’t pass out. That was a first for me.”

	“Yeah. Vincent kind of sneaks up on people. He thinks it’s fun to see what people will do.”

	Dru looked over at the cat that now sat at the other end of the settee watching her. “Glad I could make your night, Vincent.”

	The cat closed his eyes and opened them again to continue to stare at her.

	“Well, if that’s that I guess I’ll be going then. Unless you have any other questions?”

	“Nope.”

	She picked up her purse, which Justin had apparently placed beside her on the couch. “Then I’ll be off. Thank you for seeing me. Vincent, nice to meet you too.”

	The cat looked over at her, raised a paw and proceeded to groom himself. At least Vincent was relaxed about the whole job thing.

	Justin walked Dru down the hallway, past the living room and to the front door. He paused as he opened it and told her to drive home safely. She was aware of him standing at the open door while she walked down the steps, through the gate and on to the sidewalk. The gate’s creak sounded inordinately loud in the otherwise still night. A black bird flew by, low to the ground. Dru could have sworn she saw it glare at her and fancifully wondered if the bird saw her as dinner or an annoyance for disturbing the otherwise quiet night.

	And there it was again. That preternatural quiet. What neighborhood in San Francisco was that soundless at nine o’clock on a weekday night? She glanced up at the other houses on the street only to see dim lights behind the tightly drawn curtains. Only Gabrielle George’s painted lady emanated any true light and that was from the flickering candles behind the curtains. Unable to help herself, Dru’s gaze was drawn to the third floor of the stately Victorian, to the window in that tower room. Except for a tiny pinpoint of light, it was dark now. The famed author probably turned in early. Aware that she wasn’t alone, Dru lowered her gaze to see Justin standing in the doorway watching her. She raised a tentative hand to wave goodnight to him, turned and headed to her car.

	Suddenly nervous, she entered quickly, locked the car door and belted herself in. He’s just a guy. Just a guy standing in the doorway of a house. Just a house. Just a house on a street. Just a regular old street. In San Francisco for goodness sake. What’s there to be nervous about?

	After checking her rear view mirror, Dru pulled out of the parking space, surprised there was no car waiting to pull into the space behind her. There was always another car ready to pull into an empty space in the city. So why wasn’t there one tonight?

	With a shrug, she drove down the street, headed through the park and toward the bridge. Not surprisingly the fog had settled in over the bridge. Thick and dense, it surrounded her in its gray glimmer. Finally a pair of taillights showed in front of her. She released a sigh. At least there was another person out and about tonight.

	Once on the bridge’s approach traffic thickened, Dru slowed and gave her thoughts free reign. I’m being fanciful thinking that the rest of the world stopped while I was in Gabrielle George’s house. It’s just a house and Justin was... is... just a guy. Okay, he could easily be the man of my dreams but man...

	By time she reached the Waldo Grade, the fog had dissipated and traffic flow was normal. So normal she wondered if perhaps she’d dreamt the whole interview with Justin Hunt. Her thoughts turned to what had brought her to this point in time. What brought Gabrielle George into her life...

	“She’s at it again,” Dru told Haley, one afternoon out on the playground when they were about thirteen.

	“Who? And what’s it?” Ultra-girly, blonde-haired Haley asked her dark-haired friend.

	“My mother, who else.” Dru leaned back on the worn wooden stadium bench with a sigh.

	“Your mom? What is she doing?”

	Haley often thought, or at least had said, Martha was the be all and end all of mothers. For whatever reason Haley thought the sun rose and set with Dru’s mom—and it wasn’t like she didn’t have a mother of her own. Maybe it was because Martha fawned all over Haley like she was the queen of Sheba or some such.

	“Another church.”

	“Dru, your mom is very religious.”

	“No. She’s not religious. She just goes from church to church like a bee on a honey hunt. Seriously, think about it.”

	“She’s on a trip... a quest. You know like Don Quixote.”

	“My mother is so not on a Don Quixote quest. Or she might be on a quest, but it’s all about her. This is like her fifth church in four years.”

	“What’s wrong with that?”

	“Hale... how many churches have you gone to in the past four years?”

	“Well...”

	“I’ve watched her do this, over and over. You’ve seen her in action. She is so desperate for attention and admiration that she goes to one of those cult churches and they all fawn all over her like she’s something special. She gives them a ton of money—money my dad says we don’t really have—and they act like she’s god’s gift. They fuss all over her and hug her and say all these gushy things about her.”

	“So?” Haley drew circles in the dirt with her foot. “It makes her happy.”

	“When someone new comes along, the church people start to fuss over that person and my mom becomes just another member of the church. She can’t handle that, so she looks around for another one that will make a big deal over her. I swear she doesn’t believe half the stuff she spouts. She talks about all these plat-plat... what’s that word?”

	“Platitudes?”

	“Yeah. Platitudes but I don’t think she believes any of it.”

	Haley leaned back and let the sun warm her cheeks. “Does it really matter?”

	“No. I don’t suppose so. If anything it keeps her busy so I can,” Dru reached into her backpack and pulled out a worn paperback, “read this.”

	Haley snatched the book out of Dru’s hands and studied the cover. “Oh my god! He’s naked!”

	“No. He’s not naked. Well maybe half-naked. Isn’t he gorgeous?”

	Together the friends studied the buff cover model, leaning over a woman with long, flowing hair in suggestive dishabille underneath the name Gabrielle George.

	“I’m going to marry a guy that looks just like him some day,” Dru sighed while she traced the model’s chest with her finger.

	“Your mom would never go for it.”

	“Well of course she’d never go for a half-naked guy.”

	“I don’t think she’d go for a guy that looks like him or does that for a living.”

	“You mean is a pirate on the high seas on a clipper ship?”

	The pair shrieked
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