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DEDICATION

 


To my dear Aunt Chichi, my ride or die
girl.

My plus-one when I needed someone by my
side.

You were always late, but well worth the
wait.

My heart still grieves your loss.

Fly high my angel.
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Chapter One

Avery

 


“That arrogant, pompous,
over-blown, self-serving ass. I can’t believe he’s doing this to
me!” I slam the certified letter that I’ve just received down on
the counter of my high-end boutique in downtown Franklin,
Tennessee. Plus-One caters to women who don’t
fit into the typical sizes offered in most designer shops. As a
former plus-size model myself, I love fashion and helping women
become the best that they can be. I firmly believe all women, no
matter their size, deserve to look and feel beautiful about
themselves. I love being the one to help make that happen for
them.

I stare down at the letter and panic starts to
bubble up. My landlord, Mason Strickland, has just had his
high-powered attorney send me a notice that my rent is increasing
by five hundred dollars a month. As a small business owner, it may
as well have been five million. An extra five hundred a month will
cut into my small profit margin. Already I live above the shop in a
tiny one-bedroom apartment, so I can save money and be available to
work long hours. I glance over at my one and only employee, Kristy,
and frown. She’s a student who only works part-time as it is, but I
may have to let her go if this increase happens.

“Is everything okay,
Avery?”

I paste a smile on my face. The same smile I’d
used to model my way across the world for more than ten years,
before growing weary of feeling like a used piece of goods instead
of a human being. I had quit at the peak of my career and come back
home to Tennessee, where I could breathe and be myself. Ten long
years of travel, trying to diet, and knowing I was never going to
be that model. Ten years of fighting off men who
didn’t care that I’m plus-size, just cared that I had “model” on my
résumé. They never saw me as a person, just as a warm body, a new
conquest. I was someone that they could brag to their friends
about, that they had banged a model. 

Now at twenty-eight years
old, Plus-One is my life. I’m determined to make
it a success, and slowly, my clientele list is growing. I’m finally
getting my shop’s name out there as the premier place to go for
upscale plus-sized women’s clothing. Country music singers and
wives and girlfriends of country music stars are discovering my
shop and lining up sometimes to get that special, one-on-one
service I can give them without making them feel they don’t belong
in an upscale clothing boutique.

“I’ll be okay. I’m just so angry
right now. My landlord is upping my rent. Well, I should say he had
his attorney do the dirty work for him. I’ve never met the man, but
I have a picture in my head of some over-inflated ego, sitting
around his mansion and twisting on his handlebar mustache while
trying to think of ways to torture butterflies and ruin my life at
the same time.”

“You shouldn’t take that from him.
You should write him a letter in protest. My economics class
protested the rise of prices in the cafeteria. It didn’t really
work for us, but who knows, it may work for you. You never know
until you try.” Kristy shrugs and walks over to help the lady who
has just come inside the shop. 

Bless her sweet, innocent little heart. She
doesn’t get it. What did a quarter increase on a hamburger have to
do with a whopping five hundred a month on my shop’s rent have in
common—absolutely nothing? She doesn’t understand I may have to let
her go if this rent increase happens. 

It’s Tuesday afternoon, and business is slow.
Maybe Kristy is right. I should write him a letter and tell him my
thoughts on him raising my rent. I’ve only been in business at this
location for two years, and I would hate to have to find another
place and possibly lose the clientele I’ve already established.
Quickly, before I lose my nerve, I jot down a short letter. With
knots in my stomach, I address it to his attorney’s office with
attention to him. I seal it up, stick a stamp on it, and place it
in the basket reserved for outgoing mail. Tomorrow, the mailman
would pick it up, and in a few short days, I would get an answer.
Perhaps I have sealed my fate … literally and figuratively. My
lease is up next month, and if I renew it, I would be paying the
extra money, but perhaps after my letter, he might just kick me out
altogether. 

I gnaw on my lower lip and reach across the
counter to grab the envelope back from the basket, meeting Kristy’s
eyes. She slowly shakes her head, and I drop my hand. I have a
responsibility to my employee to fight. As a struggling college
student, she needs this job, and I need this shop. Losing it would
mean giving up on my dream, not just on my source of income and
home. “Oh, you are so getting that letter, Mr. Strickland,” I
mutter under my breath right before I say a quick prayer that the
man has some compassion and isn’t the total dick I picture him to
be.

****

Mason

 


I reread the letter that my attorney just
dropped on my desk. Staring at the words in their neatly written
handwriting, I try to get a sense of the woman who’s written it.
Clearly, she’s angry, and I’m not sure if it’s intentional, but
there’s humor too. I try to remember the last time someone stood up
to me, and I can’t. I find myself intrigued and wanting to know
more. At thirty-six, I’m becoming increasingly bored with the women
I’ve been dating lately. They’re all spoiled, pampered, and boring
as fuck. They come to me thinking that one night in my bed means a
diamond on their finger, and they would be set for life.
Twenty-four hours later, it’s all I can do to still be a gentleman
and send them on their merry way with a quick peck on the cheek and
a promise I would break when I tell them that I would call them
later. Yeah, I guess I’m a bit of an ass.

“Of course, sir, we’ll send a
notification right away that Miss Lenore has sixty days to vacate
the property or face an eviction notice with all the legal
ramifications that will include.”

I look across my desk at my attorney. “James,
how long have we known each other? Twelve years?”

“Yes, sir, about that,” he
answers, shoving his wire-rimmed glasses up his shiny
nose.

I drop the letter to my desk. “Don’t send the
notice. I’ll take care of this personally.”

“But sir, that’s not necessary.
The firm is perfectly capable of handling this matter, I assure
you. That’s what you pay us for.”

I get up from my desk and walk to stand at the
window. I have beautiful sweeping views of the downtown Nashville
lights from my high-rise office. It’s Friday afternoon, and I’m due
at a dinner function with the mayor at eight. I’m tired of endless
dinners, parties, and fundraisers. I’ve been restless lately, and
that never bodes well for others. “What do we know about this, Miss
Lenore?” I ask without turning around to look at my
attorney.

I hear the rustling of papers, and I know
James is opening up the file he’d have on her. He’s nothing if not
thorough. He clears his voice before he speaks, “Um, well sir,
she’s twenty-eight and a former model, mostly clothing. She’s
originally from the area, but very well-traveled due to her
modeling career that spanned over ten years. She lives above her
shop, which sells designer clothing for larger-sized women. Her
boutique appears to be doing well enough. Sales have increased
every month for the past year, but there isn’t much of a profit
margin.”

I turn and look at him. “No, James, you
misunderstand me. I want to know about the woman herself. Is she
married, dating, does she have children? Is she a drunkard? Is she
promiscuous? What does she do for fun?”

I watch impatiently as James ruffles through
the papers again. “My background check shows that she’s never been
married and has no children. Her parents were killed a few years
ago in a freak accident, and she’s an only child. As for the other,
I really can’t say, sir. She appears to live a quiet life. Outside
of work, she doesn’t do much that we could discover. If you like, I
can order a more thorough search, put her under
surveillance.”

“No, that won’t be
necessary.”

James lays the dossier on Miss Lenore on my
desk before rising from his seat. “As your attorney, I must advise
you that it would be best if you insist she move out. The woman
comes across as volatile and possibly mentally unstable in this
letter. How dare she speak to you in such a manner! Not to mention,
the property she’s occupying is a highly desired shopping area with
upscale shops up and down the strip. The rent we’re asking is not
unreasonable for that area. Allow me to send the notice,
sir.”

I don’t need the money. Hell, I already have
more than I can spend in this lifetime, even if I never work
another day of my life. Something compels me to meet this woman. To
see for myself if she’d stand up to me in person or if she only
hides behind an angrily written letter. I could use a challenge to
get me out of my funk, and Miss Lenore sounds like she could very
well fit the bill. “No, that will be all, James. I’ll take care of
it myself.”

“Sir, I must go on record as not
recommending this course of action,” he states curtly.

“Duly noted. On your way out,
please ask Mrs. Stratton to have my car
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