

    
        
          Million Dollar Change

        

        
        
          Change Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Violet Star

        

        
          Published by Violet Star, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MILLION DOLLAR CHANGE

    

    
      First edition. February 11, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Violet Star.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224891498

    

    
    
      Written by Violet Star.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Violet Star

	    

      
	    
          
	      Change Series

          
        
          
	          The Change Series

          
        
          
	          A Novel Change

          
        
          
	          Million Dollar Change

          
        
          
	          Sudden Change

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Violet Star’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Violet Star

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Epilogue

A Novel Change



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedicated to my wonderfully supportive friends, who have encouraged and helped me through writing this series of books.  Special thanks go to Foxxy and Addie, without whom this book wouldn't exist!

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Prologue
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Sophie scattered the last handful of grain out on the ground among the happy hens, then headed back to the cottage - morning chores now finished.  She enjoyed owning her little farm, but she didn’t like doing the actual work needed to run it. She’d had a temporary reprieve from it until recently, and she couldn’t help but wish things were back to that again.

Her brother had moved in with her two years ago, after his wife tragically died.  Needing the distraction, Liam had thrown himself into looking after Sophie’s farm for her.  He genuinely enjoyed working the land -  loving nothing more than to spend the day outside with the animals and tinkering around repairing and building things.  Whereas Sophie had bought the small farm because of its rustic charm and quiet isolation, and had done the farmwork chores only out of necessity.

Having him live with her for that time had worked out well for both of them. Not only did it give her more free time and allow her to avoid the farmwork, but he had also been able to fix up some of the dilapidated buildings and fences that her quaint little old farm had come with. For her part, she had supported him in his time of need.  Helping nurse his broken heart through his grieving process, while giving him the space he needed when he just wanted to be alone.  

Eventually he had healed, and even found love again.  Much to Sophie’s surprise.

While Sophie was overseas on vacation a few months ago, her best friend Emma had found herself in a bind, and needed to move out of the city. Fellow writers, Emma and Sophie had formed a strong friendship over the five years they had known each other. Sophie had of course insisted that Emma move into the farm, even though she wasn’t home to be able to help more.  Their lives further entwined when the impossible happened, while alone together on the farm, Liam and Emma had fallen in love.

Sophie never would have thought the two of them would have made a match, but she was happy to be wrong.  Emma had started out as a city-girl, with no love for the country. Liam was firmly a man of the land.  But somehow they worked out well together. The old ‘opposites attract’ adage was apparently very true for them.

While it had been a shock to come home from vacation to find Liam and Emma together, she was thrilled.  Liam deserved to find love again, and it meant Emma was now living closer than she had been when she lived in the city.  

The three of them hadn’t needed to share the farmhouse long, within days of Sophie getting back, Emma and Liam moved out together.  They had been gone a little over a week now, and Sophie hadn’t realized just how much she’d come to rely on having Liam around. He was close enough that she could call on him if she needed to, but now that she was responsible for all the work again, she could appreciate just how much he had been doing each day.  

She let herself into the back door, kicked off her muddy boots, removed her coat and hung her sunhat on the hook by the door. She caught a look at her reflection in the small mirror by the door and rolled her eyes at her disheveled appearance.  Licking her thumb, she wiped off the smudge of dirt from her freckled cheek first, then picked out a piece of hay from her long blonde plait.  Finally tucking the escaped strands behind her ear, she looked much better.

Padding down the hallway to the kitchen in her socks, she was suddenly craving a nice hot cup of tea. Standing up on her tiptoes, she reached up to take a whimsical pig-shaped teapot off the shelf and put the kettle on.  Rummaging through her collection of different teas while waiting for it to boil.  Molly the cat sauntered in and wove around her legs, impatiently wanting attention.  Sophie picked her up and brought their noses together, Molly purring happily.

Growing up on a large horse ranch as a child, Sophie had spent most of her life around animals.  She’d done more than her fair share of mucking out stalls, heaving haybales and getting her hands dirty.  She loved the animals and she loved her little farm, but she had started waking each morning not wanting to get out of bed.  Rising reluctantly each day to get started on the chores.

It wasn’t laziness, although if she was honest with herself, there was a little of that. It was more that she’d been getting so much writing done when Liam had been around, and that was where her passion was, her books.  

That was the reason she’d bought this little farm. On the outskirts of the small town, it had no internet or cell phone coverage, so it was the perfect place for distraction-free writing, without being too much to manage.  She’d briefly tried living in an apartment with Emma, and had hated it. She’d felt caged, and couldn’t stand the noise and the lack of clean fresh air that she had in the country.  

She needed the country life, with its quiet pace and beautiful scenery. She wanted a few animals around and the connection to the land. But the more time she spent looking after the farm, the less time she had for writing and the more she grew to resent it.

Her recent vacation had given her notebooks worth of ideas and inspiration, she just needed time to sit down and write.  Working the farm, even though it was nothing more than a couple of hours a day, was taking time away from that. 

The other aspect, which Liam’s absence had highlighted, was that she felt a little alone.  She’d lived alone for several years before Liam had moved in, and at first she’d hadn’t appreciated his intrusion on her solitude, even though she barely saw him each day.  But she had come to rely on the comfort of having someone present on the farm but not invading her space.  She wasn’t scared to be alone, but knowing another person was around should something happen, made her feel safe, and she appreciated even just a little chatter to another human each day.

She really needed to hire a farmhand.  She’d joked with Liam before about hiring a sexy farmhand to look after her farm instead of him.  Now she thought that sounded like a fine idea.

The whistle of the kettle pulled her thoughts back to the task at hand.  She poured the water over the fragrant leaves in the teapot, leaving it to steep while she went off in search of a pen and paper.  After a brief search, she found them and came back to the kitchen, getting out a fine china cup and saucer, the milk she had collected fresh earlier that morning and pouring herself a cup of tea.  

With her pen, paper and cup of tea in hand, she crossed the hallway into the sitting room, her favorite room in the house.  When she bought the place, she had fallen in love with the tiny old stone cottage that was the centerpiece of the farm.  It had a rustic old-fashioned charm she couldn’t resist.

The kitchen she’d just left was a fairly plain and typical country kitchen style. White-washed wooden cabinets with an island bar and the same polished wood floorboards that ran throughout the whole house. The colorful dish towel hanging from the oven door, the assortment of teapots, old tin canisters, and the soft cushions tied to the chairs around the rough-hewn table being the only color in the room. 

In contrast, the sitting room was an explosion of color and eccentric style.  The antique tapestry sofa was covered in mismatched colorful scatter cushions with a worn hand-knitted blanket hanging over the arm.  The stained glass lamps on the end tables were surrounded with an assortment of china figurines - horses, cats and antique ladies that had belonged to her Grandmother.

Sophie’s favorite part of the room was the large stone fireplace - it made the room feel warm and cozy, even when it wasn’t lit.  Two comfy armchairs sat in front of this, offering the perfect opportunity to relax by a roaring fire, which Sophie did regularly.  The thick wooden mantle held photographs and more figurines Sophie loved.  Either side of the stately fireplace were twin bookcases, overflowing with books. Since she owned no TV, the books were not only her escape into fantastical other worlds, but also her main form of entertainment.

Tossing aside a couple of cushions from the sofa to make space, she sat down to draft an advertisement to put in the local noticeboard, looking for a farmhand.

——————————————-
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Less than a week after Sophie put up wanted notices around town, she found herself a farmhand, Bill.  He was not the hot guy she’d been hoping for, but he was a hard worker, kind and jovial.  He was also the only one to have applied for the job.  

An older man, he owned a farm nearby. Since they lived in a relatively small town, where everyone knew everyone else, Sophie and Bill’s wife Alice had chatted at social events together in the past, so they knew each other well enough.  While Bill had his own farm to tend to, his sons were there to help him, and Alice had been in hospital recently, so money was a little tight for them at the moment.  He had agreed to come and work on Sophie’s farm for a few hours every day but Sunday.  He took that one day off for Church.

In truth, Bill saw it as a way to help her out more than anything else. Feeling that a young woman ought not to be living out here alone.  Playfully suggesting she needed to find herself a good husband to take care of her. His sons were already spoken for, so his fatherly protection was coming from a place of unconditional love, not his way of trying to set her up with his boys.  She found it sweet, even if she found his way of thinking to be old fashioned.  She wanted someone to do the farm work, but that didn’t mean she needed someone to take care of her.

The payment and the produce Sophie gave him in exchange were just an added bonus, he probably would have done the work for free had she not offered payment.  Sophie had a feeling that Bill also enjoyed getting away from his place for a while. Her farm was peaceful and easy in comparison to his own.

She lounged on the porch swing with her laptop on her knees.  Looking out over her farm and the fatherly old man pottering around, doing all the hard work for her. He saw her watching and gave her a large grin and a friendly wave.  She returned them. 

This was working out nicely.
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​Chapter 1
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Sophie looked up from her laptop at the sound of a knock on the front door.  Despite having told Bill a thousand times over the last year that he was welcome to let himself in, he never did.  She put the laptop down and got up, walking to the kitchen where she picked up a basket laden with fruit and vegetables from her garden, fresh eggs, a couple of jars of preserves, and an envelope of money.

Going to the front door, she walked barefoot out onto the front porch and handed Bill the basket, as she had done every Friday for a year now.  He accepted them with thanks, but today he looked troubled.

“What’s up, Bill?”  Sophie wasn’t sure if something at home or on the farm was the problem, or if he didn’t like what she’d included in the basket this time. 

Since the large vegetable garden, fruit trees and flock of chickens produced more than she could use on her own - she had set up a small stall by the side of the road at the end of her driveway to sell off the excess, along with a few other things, like the homemade soap that she also sold to one of the shops in town. She always liked to give a little to Bill as well, along with his weekly pay.  He’d always gratefully taken the basket of goodies home, returning it the following day with her basket filled with delicious baked goods or other offerings from his wife.  She enjoyed this weekly exchange immensely, and it seemed his wife did as well.

“Ohh..”  He shifted, looking uncomfortable.  “Nothin’  I just...”  the man sighed. “Afraid I won’t be able to come ‘ere and work for you no more.”  He gave her an apologetic frown.

She was saddened and surprised.  Worried that she might have done something to make him not want to come back.  But he was quick to pick up on her fears.

“I’ve enjoyed workin’ for you, it’s just that one of me boys is movin’ in with his girl this weekend, so he won’t be around none.  I can stay on ‘til you find someone else.  Don’t wanna leave you hangin’.”

“Ahh,” she relaxed and smiled.  “That’s great for your son, and don’t worry about me.  I’ll manage on my own until I find someone else.  I really appreciate all the work you’ve done here.  I’ll definitely miss you, but your farm takes priority.”  She put her hand on his shoulder as she pressed the basket into his hand.  “You and Alice must come around for dinner next Tuesday, at 6... and maybe we can still continue our basket exchange?”

He gave her a grateful smile, his eyes watering a little as he held back his emotions.  “Alice would love that.  Thank you. Now don’t you be a stranger.  If you need anythin’... anythin’ at all.  You know where we are.”

She nodded, feeling a little teary herself.  “Thanks Bill.  You stay well!”

“Same to you miss.”  He tipped his hat with a nod, took the basket and walked to his car.

Watching him drive off, Sophie couldn’t help but feel disappointed. He only lived down the road a little, so it wasn’t like she wouldn’t see him again.  But she would miss having him around.  He had been a friend and a fatherly figure, she’d got used to having him there every day.  

She walked back into the cottage with a sigh. The other issue of course was that now she was going to have to try and find a replacement farmhand too.

Putting the kettle on for a cup of tea, she was startled when the antique phone on the wall rang.  Hurrying over to answer it, she didn’t recognise the voice on the other end of the phone.

“Miss Tanner?”  the woman asked.
“Yes...”  Sophie replied warily. 
“Ahh good.  I’m Catherine Holtman from Morado Media.  I’m sorry for calling, I would normally contact you via email, but your publisher informed me that you don’t have internet out there..." The woman sounded like she didn’t believe anyone would live without the internet.
“No... and I prefer it that way...” Sophie felt defensive of her lifestyle choice.
There was a pause, no doubt the woman on the phone was rolling her eyes at how primitive that was.  “Anyway, the reason for my call is that I have an offer for you...”

——————————————-
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Sophie couldn’t contain her excitement.  “Hold onto your hat sis, have I got news for you!”

Emma laughed, still finding it amusing to be related to her best friend.  Liam and Emma had been married for a year now, but especially having grown up without siblings, every time Sophie referred to her as a ‘sister’ it still felt surreal.

Excitement was bubbling through Sophie, and she had been struggling to contain it enough to wait for them to be seated and order food.  Now that their lunch had arrived, she couldn’t contain it any longer.  “We are making ‘Morgan’s Moonlight Mysteries’ into a movie!”  She burst out. Startling the little bub on Emma’s lap across the table from her, making him cry.  Other patrons at the diner had looked over at the commotion, and Sophie blushed with embarrassment.

Emma grinned while bouncing the boy to calm him.  “Ohh My God!  That’s amazing news Soph.  Congratulations!”

“I know, right!”  Sophie looked ecstatic. “They also want me to write the screenplay. I’ve never done that before, so that will be scary and exciting.”
“Wow, yeah writing a screenplay will be an interesting challenge.” Emma mused.
Sophie nodded and chewed on her lip.  “I actually took a short course on screenplay writing last year.”
Emma raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Really?”
“I never said anything because it didn’t end up happening, but for a while I was negotiating making ‘Barebones Creek’ into a tv series.”  She smiled when Emma looked shocked.  “But I wasn’t comfortable having someone else take over my characters and potentially change them... so I said no.  After that, I looked into screenwriting in case I had the opportunity to try it again.”

Emma had calmed her son and shifted him slightly so she could pick up her fork again.  “I don’t know if I could hand over my beloved characters to someone else either.  I’m so pleased for you!  This is such a great opportunity, I’m so excited to watch it!”  She gave a genuine grin as she started eating, then paused mid mouthful to ask what the deadline was. 

“Well they obviously want it done as soon as possible.”  Sophie looked a little worried.  “They have given me 6 weeks.”  She was too nervous and excited to do more than move the food around on her plate.

“Can you do it in that time?”  Emma asked, worried that it would take longer.
“I guess we’ll find out.”  Sophie leaned over the table, lowering her voice so that only Emma could hear.  “But the best thing... have a guess how much they are paying.” 
Emma shook her head.  “No idea.”
Grinning, Sophie’s eyes twinkled.  “A million - can you believe it?”
Dropping her fork in amazement, Emma was stunned.  “No?  Seriously?”
Sophie laughed.  “Yup!  Of course, I had to agree to sign over a lot of rights to characters and merchandising and such...”  she waved a hand dismissively.  “But I’ll be an actual millionaire!”
“Wow... that’s insane.” Emma raised her hand to hail the waitress.  When she came over Emma grinned up at her.  “We’re celebrating some exciting news, so we’re going to need two serves of your famous pecan pie!” 

Renee, the waitress, held a false smile.  “Sure thing honey,” she nodded then spun on her heel to leave.  Emma chuckled to herself. Renee still had a crush on Liam, and hadn’t been too thrilled when he and Emma had started seeing each other.  She had soured even more after they were married.  It was a little mean, but Emma couldn’t help but feel a little smug that she had won the prize that the waitress so desperately wanted.

Sophie picked at her food.  “Of course, I really need to find a new farmhand.  I’ll have even less time on my hands now.”

“What happened to Bill?”  Emma asked, shuffling things around the table to make room for the plates of pie the waitress had returned with.

“He had to quit.”  Sophie answered glumly.  “His son moved out, so he was needed back at the farm.”
“Ahh.  Well I’m sure you’ll find someone else...” Emma offered, tucking back into her lunch.
Sophie sat back with a sigh.  “Bill was the only one to apply last time.  I really need someone as soon as possible.  I have to start writing this screenplay!”

Emma reached over the table and picked up Sophie’s fork, pointedly handing it to her.  “Eat... we’ll sort out the farmhand situation.  If worse comes to worst, you can borrow Jake... or Liam,”  she offered.  Jake was their farmhand who worked with them on the ranch.  “But there’s a noticeboard here, before we leave, pop a note up there and see how it goes.”

Sophie reluctantly started eating. Problems were best solved on a full stomach.  “You don’t have a pen and paper on you, do you?”  she asked.
“No... but hang on.”  Emma flagged down the waitress again.  “Can we get a pen and some paper please?”  The waitress nodded but before she could leave Emma reached out to stop her.  “Actually, do you have any crayons or pencils?” The waitress raised an eyebrow but nodded and went to fetch them. 
“Crayons?”  Sophie questioned as the waitress walked away.
“Make the advertisement stand out, to attract more readers.”  Emma smiled.
The waitress returned with a few sheets of paper, a pen and a small pack of colored crayons. Dumping them on the table, with another forced smile and a confused shake of her head, she walked off.

Shifting her plate to the side, her food barely touched, Sophie set out the paper and crayons.  She started writing her job advertisement.

FARMHAND NEEDED - APPLETREE FARM

“No.  Start with something more catchy.”  Emma grabbed the sheet of paper and screwed it up into a ball.
“Like what?”  Sophie sounded annoyed.
“I don’t know... a poem?”
Rolling her eyes, Sophie snorted.  “A poem...?”
“Yeah.”  Emma smiled, pleased with her idea.
Shaking her head, Sophie thought for a moment.  “What... like ‘Roses are red, violets are blue. I have too many sheep, my new farmhand could be you’ ?”

Emma burst out laughing.  “Yes!  That’s perfect!”
“It’s dumb.” Sophie poked out her tongue and shook her head.
“But would it make you notice the sign?”  Emma finished her meal and pushed the plate away.
Sighing in defeat, Sophie started writing it down on the paper.  “Yes... yes it would.”
Together the two of them designed Sophie’s job advertisement.  Using the crayons, Sophie decorated the edges of the page with drawings of sheep, chickens, something that looked like a dog but was intended to be her horse, and a passable depiction of her little stone cottage.

Plucking a yellow daisy from the vase on the table, Sophie carefully tore two holes in the paper to thread the flower through.  The advertisement was finished.

“It will either attract a weirdo or get me carted off to an asylum, but here.”  Sophie handed the paper over to Emma with a laugh.  Finally pulling her plate over and eating her now cold lunch.  “I’m not doing this for every note I post though, the ones I put up elsewhere will be normal ones.”

Balancing the baby on her hip, Emma walked over to the noticeboard and shuffled a few things around until she could pin Sophie’s page to the center of the board.  

She returned to the table with a satisfied grin. “Let’s see how that goes. Now,”  she handed Sophie her plate of pie and slid hers in front of herself.  “We’ve got some celebrating to do!”

——————————————-
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Sebastian threw his suitcase onto the bed in a rage.  Grabbing clothing and tossing it in, he packed enough clothing for a few days at least.  He’d had enough - He needed to get away for a while and clear his head.  To give himself the opportunity to work out what he was going to do with his life.

He tapped out a message on his phone.  ‘I need a break.  Don’t try to contact me.  I’ll be back when I’m ready.’  Sending a copy to his father and brother, he then turned off the phone and jammed it into the back pocket of his suit pants.

Wheeling the suitcase to the elevator, he punched the button and waited impatiently for the doors to open. Running his hands through his short black hair, he tried to calm himself as he leaned against the wall.  The elevator chimed and the doors opened. Pulling the suitcase inside, he pressed the button for the parking garage and watched the display count down until the doors opened again.

Hurrying to his car, he loaded the suitcase in, sank down into the driver’s seat with a sigh and sped out into the sunlight.  He wasn’t sure where he was going to go, but for the moment he just needed to drive.  He’d figure out what he was going to do when his mind was a little clearer.

With one hand on the wheel he loosened his tie, pulled it from his collar and threw it out the window. Glancing in the rear-view mirror to watch as the wind whipped it away.

It felt good to be free.

Driving out of the city, he followed the roads in no particular direction until he was driving through farmlands.  Having been driving for a couple of hours now, he was running low on fuel.  Spotting a sign advertising the town of Oakwood Springs, he narrowed his eyes.  Why did that town name sound familiar?

Turning off where the sign indicated, he drove down the main street until he found somewhere to fill up.

Spotting a diner nearby, he felt suddenly hungry and in dire need of a coffee. After refueling the car, he parked and went inside to refuel himself.  

Choosing a booth at the back where it was quiet, he sat down and went to pick up the menu.  An attractive blonde waitress in a classic diner uniform sashayed over to him immediately and began what he supposed was a very charming spiel, but he wasn’t in the mood.  He ordered coffee and a plate of whatever she recommended.  She tried to give him options but he waved his hand dismissively.  “I don’t care, whatever you think is best.”

When she returned with the plate of food, he barely registered what it even was. Some sort of all-day-breakfast he supposed.  His mind was too preoccupied to pay it much attention as he ate.  The waitress returned to take his empty plate away and asked if he wanted anything else.  He accepted a top up of his coffee, but nothing else.  Sitting there in broody silence, he drank his second cup.

Unable to justify sitting there any longer, he got up and made his way to the register to pay.  Giving the waitress a generous tip, he walked towards the door.  A family pushed their way through the door just as he got there, so he stood to the side to allow them to pass.  

A faded call to action poster on the pinboard beside him caught his attention.  He clenched his jaw as he felt a weight settle in his stomach, remembering now why he knew the name of this town.  

Oakwood Springs had been the center of a scandal a few years back.  A spate of unexplained cattle deaths and mystery illnesses around the town had prompted an investigation that had uncovered an illegal toxic chemical dump on the outskirts of the town. The townsfolk were, rightfully, up in arms.  Protesting loudly, like this poster called on the people to do.  But the big corporation at fault had managed to wrangle their way out of any serious penalties - as they so often did. 

He wasn’t surprised the poster was still up as a reminder to the community, even after all these years.

A colorful crayon-drawn advertisement next to the poster offered something unexpected.  In spite of his gloomy mood, he couldn’t help but laugh at the poem, animal drawings and dead flower on the advertisement for a farmhand. He assumed the flower had started off fresh when it was originally placed there.  Otherwise it was a strange choice.  Or maybe it symbolized why she needed a farmhand to keep the farm alive.

The name Sophie Tanner was listed on both the protest poster and the job advertisement. Clearly she was someone passionate about keeping the community safe and was either quirky or unhinged.  But assuming the advertisement wasn’t as out of date as the protest, she also needed a farmhand.

He was very much NOT a farmhand kind of man.  Playing with the family dog was the extent of his animal knowledge, and even then - they had staff to take care of the unpleasant aspects of pet ownership.  But as he stood there looking at the wacky job advert, he couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to take a complete break from his normal life and work on someone’s farm for a few hours a day.  It would be one hell of a pay decrease, but that was okay.  He wanted a change of lifestyle too.

Pulling the note from the board, he walked outside and got into his car.  He took out his phone and searched up the farm name, finding an old real estate listing from when it last sold quite some time ago.  Looking through the photos he got an idea of the farm, it looked small and in line with the brief description the job advertisement had indicated.  Maybe he could pull it off.  

Dialing the number before his brain had a chance to tell him how stupid this idea really was, he made the call.

After a lengthy delay, a woman answered the phone.  “Hello?”
“Hello, I’m calling about the farmhand job.”  Sebastian couldn’t believe he was actually doing this.
“Ohh.”  She sounded surprised and relieved.  “Do you have experience?”
He paused.  Not wanting to outright lie, but knowing he was unlikely to get the job if he was completely truthful.  “Not a lot, no.  But I am prepared to work hard and learn.”
She was silent for so long that he feared she’d hung up on him. Then he heard her sigh.  “Ok, well, I appreciate the honesty.  How about we give it a go, see how well you do for a week... then take it from there?”
He smiled with relief. “That sounds great, thanks.”  He was surprised she was going to give him a chance.  But if it didn’t work out, he’d just move on to something else.  The beauty of this job was that he didn’t actually need it.
“I’d like to meet with you at the diner first, before I make the final decision.  I’m sure you understand.”  She sounded a little nervous.  He could understand a woman wanting to meet with the complete stranger who had responded to a job advert pinned on the wall of a diner, before having them on her property.  “Of course,”  he replied. “I’m here now, if that works for you.”

It was already late afternoon, so they arranged to meet in an hour’s time.  When Sebastian hung up the phone, he realized how he was dressed was not the sort of thing that would make a good impression for a job interview for a farmhand position.  Looking up and down the street, to see what was available, he found a store that sold the exact type of clothing he was looking for.

Grabbing items from the racks and quickly trying them on, he ended up with a pair of cowboy boots, jeans, a plaid shirt.  Just for good measure, he added a cowboy hat. Now he looked the part at least.

Scruffing up his hair to make him blend in a little more, he stashed his old clothes, expensive watch and the signet ring that bore his family crest, as well as the new hat back in his car. Standing out among the other cars in the lot, he thought it best not to leave his expensive luxury car parked outside the diner, lest she notice it, so he drove it around the corner and parked there.  

Hoping that it would be there in one piece upon his return, he walked back to the diner to wait for his job interview with Sophie.

——————————————-
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Sophie opened the door of the diner, realizing that she had forgotten to ask the man’s name, and had no idea what he looked like. She looked around, there were a few people in there, including a couple of men sitting on their own.  It had to be one of those.  As she walked towards the first table with a solo male occupant, she saw her advertisement sitting on the edge of the table.  He’d been smart enough to put it out for her to easily find him, that was a good sign.

He watched her approach and gave a cheerful smile when he saw her look at the paper and then to him.  “Roses are red...”  he started, with a cheeky twinkle in his eye.  “Violets are blue... I don’t know much about animals, but I’d love to come work for you.”

She couldn’t help but laugh.  So the man had a sense of humor, that was important.  He held out his hand.  “Seb,”  he offered his introduction.  
“Sophie,” she responded, shaking his hand briefly.  Noticing from the softness and neatly trimmed nails that it was the hand of a man who did not appear to have ever worked a laborer’s job.
Sitting down at the table, she studied him. Despite his calm and friendly demeanor, something about him seemed a little off.  He looked a little too clean and pressed for a start.  His shirt still bore the fold marks and stiffness of a new garment.

Cleanly shaven, he had a strong jaw and piercing blue eyes. His fair skin also spoke to having not lived a life on the land.  His black hair was tousled on top, but had neatly clipped sides.  Yet he was not a slight man.  His shoulders were broad and the forearms under the rolled sleeves of his shirt were pale but strong. 

She’d sat across from a fair few country men in her time, but none of them smelled like this one.  Instead of the usual eau-de-cowboy she was used to, she detected the distinct and pleasant scent of cologne.  The man also radiated confidence. It was in his alert but relaxed posture and the look on his face. She wasn’t sure if she was reassured by it, or intimidated.

“You’re not from around here.”  She stated, watching him for a response.
The corner of his mouth twitched into a brief smile.  “No, I’m not.”
She waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t.  “You have somewhere to stay locally?” Her concern was about him getting to work on time, rather than for his own wellbeing.
“I will,” he nodded once to affirm.
The waitress arrived at the table, giving the man a warm smile.  “Another coffee hon?”  she purred, flirting as she usually did with all male customers. He nodded briefly then turned back to Sophie, seemingly uninterested in flirting back.  The waitress addressed Sophie coldly, no doubt frustrated that he had ignored her, and perceiving Sophie as a threat.  “You?” 
“Coffee as well, thanks.”  Sophie met the cold look with one of her own.  She wasn’t interested in playing this territorial game over the man. Cute as he was, she just wanted a farmhand to look after her animals, so she could focus on her writing.  If Renee wanted him, she was welcome to him.  
“So... what tasks would I be required to do?”  All business, the man turned the conversation back to his employment. His voice was smooth, and unlike most of the other men in town, he managed to string that whole sentence together without mumbling or omitting letters from words.  It was refreshing!

“Not a lot really.”  She counted things off on her fingers as she thought of them.  “You’ll need to start at 7am to milk the cow, feed the chickens and the horse.  The sheep pretty much take care of themselves, we do rotate their paddock every few weeks though.  Mucking out the stable.  There’s a few fruit trees and a vegetable garden that needs tending.  Then I guess any repairs that are needed.  If any of that is too hard, you can leave it for my brother to do.”

He looked thoughtful.  “That doesn’t sound like a lot of work.”
“No, it shouldn’t be. No more than a couple of hours a day,”  she agreed.
“So you need a farmhand because...?”  he questioned.  Those intelligent eyes staring at her as he tried to piece together why she needed him.
“Honestly... I’ve become a bit of a princess and I don’t like doing it myself,”  she laughed.  At first he wasn’t sure if she was joking or not, but he couldn’t help chuckle.  “I see.”

“And I’m really busy at the moment, so I could really use those extra hours.”  she added.
“Ohh?”  He raised an eyebrow.
“I’m writing a screenplay.”  She couldn’t hold back the excitement and pride that crept into her voice.
He looked impressed.  “Nice.  So you’re a screenwriter?”
“Not normally, no.  I write books.”
“Any I’d have heard of?”  he took a sip of his coffee and leaned back against the chair.
“Probably not, I’m not terribly well known.”
He shrugged.  “Well known enough to get hired as a screenwriter.”
“Only because it’s my book they are making into a movie,” she smiled.
“Congratulations, that must be quite an honor.”  He raised his coffee mug in salute.
Sophie accepted the gesture with a smile, then turned the subject to him.  “So, I have a few questions...”
“Shoot,”  he nodded assent.
“How long will you be around for? Do you have any other work? And why do you want to work for me?”
He chuckled at her interrogation.  He responded to her questions as she’d asked them - in one sentence.  “I honestly don’t know... no... and I honestly don’t know.” Offering her a dazzling smile to counter her surprise, he continued.  “I admit, I’m out here looking for a change of pace, and when I saw your notice, it had me intrigued.”  He looked down at her hand-drawn advertisement.  “It’s not work I’ve done before, but if you give me a chance, I will give it my best.”

“What I’m offering isn’t enough to live on,” she cautioned. “You’ll need another job as well.”
“I’m aware of that. I’ll be fine,” he assured her.
Despite the fact that he might not be suitable for farm work, and she was sure there was more to him than he was letting on, she did feel comfortable with the man.  It also helped that he was very easy on the eyes. If worse came to worst and he was hopeless, she’d only have to put up with him for a week.

“Can you start tomorrow?” she asked, throwing caution to the wind.
“I’ll be there bright and early at 7seven.”
She gave him the address of the farm and directions.  He nodded as she spoke but hadn’t pulled
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What secret is the new farmhand hiding?
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